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Quite Satisfied

Guests aren’t the only ones pleased with Hampton Hotels' bold guarantee.

 

In the retail industry, satisfaction guarantees are old business. In service industries the concept is fairly new, getting its legs during the ’90s and still developing. One reason for this state of affairs is that service guarantees are scary business. “From a service industry perspective, people were sort of scared to step into that world,” says Phil Cordell, senior vice president of brand management at Hampton Hotels. “In the service industry, so much of it is based on our team members and their ability to do their jobs correctly. There’s a human factor there that you can’t really have ultimate control over. So it’s kind of scary."
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Cordell knows exactly how frightening instituting such a concept can be. He and Hampton Hotels were one of the [image: image2.jpg]


first adopters of the 100 percent guest-satisfaction guarantee, a program that lets guests of the hotel chain demand a refund for their stay if they are not completely satisfied for any reason–no questions asked. Cordell says that there really wasn’t such a program in the industry until Hampton Hotels, taking a cue from the retail industry (in particular, L.L. Bean) made the jump.

The program guarantees unconditional guest satisfaction. “It basically means in its simplest terms that if you stay at one of our properties and if you’re not satisfied for any reason, we give you your money back,” Cordell says.

When Hampton started the program, the idea was bold. At the time, there weren’t any other franchises or properties offering up total guarantees. But Cordell says that his company, still new at the time, found it as a way to differentiate itself from the pack. Today, several other hotel chains offer guarantees, but Cordell is quick to point out of newer programs, “there’s still a caveat.” 

When Hampton Hotels decided to implement its program, it had to break through the frightened thinking of its own franchisees. There was obviously concern that offering such a guarantee was empowering guests to take advantage of the hotel’s generosity. “Our own management team as well as our franchisees immediately started to have questions about [the unconditional nature of the program],” Cordell says. “It made everybody very nervous initially, so our process for rollout was very purposeful.”

Cordell says those fears have long since been relieved. “There are a few hardcore people that have taken advantage of us,” Cordell says, “but it’s such a small percentage.” In fact, the hotel chain ends up refunding only about four-tenths of one percent, according to Cordell. And the company has safeguards in place to head off the most blatant abusers of the program. The benefits of the program far outweigh the costs, Cordell says. 

The main benefit is differentiation. “The idea of this service guarantee really caught our eye as a way to differentiate our brand,” Cordell says. Cordell and the chain spent a great deal of time studying the model set forth by the retail industry, paying particular attention to L.L. Bean, which Cordell believes is a pioneer of the concept. “It has turned out to be very powerful for us.”  

According to Cordell, the program has exceeded being a marketing program. In fact, it has become what he terms, “a pillar of the way we do business.” He says the program has helped stress to team members the importance of working hard to prevent problems from happening and to make guests happy by exceeding their expectations. 

The program has also turned the brand into a proactive hotelier. The fact that guests get refunds for one reason or another helps Hampton Hotels track where its problems can be found and to fix them sooner rather than later. “If we’re tracking and we know we’re giving back money because air conditioners are not working properly or batteries in remotes for the TV are failing more than they should, then we increase our opportunities to proactively prevent a problem from happening,” Cordell says. “We also realize it’s also a safety net and recovery mechanism for us because if we do have a service failure, it’s a way to keep a guest coming back to see us.”

In the end, Hampton Hotels found that giving guests a total guarantee isn’t so scary after all.     



