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Introduction
One of the toughest challenges facing the hotel industry is the ever-increasing need to drive direct bookings—as shares to 3rd parties rise, so too do the stakes for
hoteliers. One important, and overlooked, aspect in the effort to drive bookings is a property’s website and its effectiveness to convert travelers. Studies show that
hotels that fail to spend time and money on their websites face a drop in bookings and, as a result, profitability.
From outdated graphics, to clunky user interaction, it’s time to re-evaluate your hotel website to dramatically drive direct bookings. Creating a Website that Converts:
The Hotelier’s Guide to Driving Direct Bookings offers:
• Clear explanations on confusing industry terms, such as SEO and Programmatic Advertising
• Hands-on toolkits and checklists to easily identify areas for improvement
• Advice from experts to drive more conversions
Travelers expect a seamless path to purchase. Long page load times, hard-to-read font, or poor navigation lead to immediate abandonment of their purchase on
your site. Don’t lag behind the times—converting travelers begins now.
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CHAPTER ONE

According to Hospitality Times, hotel website conversions are normally 2-3%, with approximately 95% of
visitors abandoning the booking process before successfully making a reservation. Counteracting these
low conversion rates begins at the planning stage, and this first chapter reviews the key features to an
engaging website, highlighting specific moments that impact conversion rates.
In order to create a website that converts, center your planning around three key features:

Planning
Your Website
to Increase
Conversions

1

2

Simplicity
Finding the line between giving too much information and
too little is a balancing act necessary for a simple, seamless
purchase experience.

Readability
The ease at which a visitor can navigate the page, get the
information they need, or find the service they’re looking for
creates a readable and friction-free experience for users.

Branding

3
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A hotel’s brand is its unique identity and can be expressed
through a variety of factors, including images, content, logo,
and external communication (e.g., email, social media, and
so forth).
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The Importance of Content, Design, and Images
Axiom Hotel’s homepage is simple, readable and branded:

KEY
1. T
 he photo showcases their
offerings and amenities in a
way that inspires booking—
with their clean, beautiful
rooms.
2. T
 he content is succinct, clear
and on brand.

3

4

1

2

3. T
 heir social presence is noted
and easy to find.
4. T
 he Menu is easy to find,
read, and navigate.
5. W
 here to book is easily
identified.

5

DESIGN TIPS
While a web designer can certainly help create a simple website, there are features you’ll need to think about and work on yourself. For example, choose a
complementary color palette. Consider three key colors and one font.

If it’s not immediately clear where guests can book on the homepage, the design isn’t simple enough.
Everything from the logo to your booking engine should be “on-brand”. But don’t over do it. Auto-playing music on the homepage will likely be seen as intrusive. Your
brand should be represented in every aspect of your website.
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The Importance of Content, Design, and Images
Semiahmoo’s homepage inspires booking while maintaining a simple design:

CONTENT TIPS
Make a list of 10 things you want every guest to know about your
hotel. Now, cut that list in half. Use these five key features as
the backbone of your website amenities and descriptions.

Resist the temptation to say everything all
at once.
If a customer is trying to find the location of your hotel which
you describe as: “Nestled deeply within the heart of the Great
Lakes region,” their question isn’t answered and they’re likely to
leave your site.
Instead, be clear: “Located five miles from downtown and 30
minutes from the airport.” While there is a place for descriptive
language in your content, don’t let it get in the way of
readability.

IMAGE TIPS
A picture is worth a thousand words, so ensure your photos are
high-quality, well-lit, and focus on your property’s key features
In order to keep your images simple, try to capture images that
are unique to your hotel, like your central location or special spa
offerings. Also, avoid people in your photos.
Your photographs should be more than just educational, they
should be inspirational. To stay on-brand, your photos should
inspire people to book at your unique hotel, not just the nearby
beach or city. If your hotel isn’t located by a key landmark, like at
the foot of Mt. Rainier, provide interior shots—ideally hotel rooms
since that is what guests actually pay for.
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TOOLKIT

Get help
planning
your website
to increase
conversions.

WHAT ARE THE TOP FIVE FEATURES UNIQUE TO YOUR HOTEL?

Use this list to motivate your thoughts on your brand and your website, especially the homepage.

WHEN IT COMES TO YOUR HOMEPAGE:
Is your navigational menu easy to find?
Is your booking button prominent and easy to locate?
Are your photos high-quality?
Do you have less than five design elements?
Does it reflect your brand?
Use these questions to see where you can improve or refresh your homepage.

WHEN THINKING ABOUT YOUR BRAND, WHAT ARE THE THREE KEY FEATURES
THAT SET YOU APART FROM YOUR REGIONAL COMPETITORS:

Use these answers to help direct your brand efforts, as well as your content and design work.
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CHAPTER TWO

Content is one of the most important aspects of a website. It helps improve visibility on search engines,
communicates brand, and educates potential guests on services and amenities. It’s one of the few
elements firmly within your control—you can update and change it at any time, without the need of an
outside designer or web developer. It’s also one of the most overlooked aspects of a hotel’s site.
Many people treat content as a one-time thing—after writing a single description of a room, there’s never
a need to do it again. However, this approach leaves guests, as well as your bottom line, disappointed.
In this chapter, you’ll learn all about the power of content:

Using Content
to Convert

BOOK NOW

The elements
of a good CTA.

How and when
to re-write your
content.

How to make
sure it’s
SEO-optimized.

With a few strategic changes to your content, your website can drive more traffic and offer more value to
potential guests.

TripAdvisor’s CFO, Ernst Teunissen, often advocates that quality hotel
content is key to instant booking conversions.
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Writing Content that Converts
The Cartwright describes their amenities in a way that is clear, educational, and on-brand:

DESCRIPTION TIPS
Active over passive verbs are best.
For example: Instead of, “Guests are able to eat poolside,” use,
“We offer poolside dining.”
Don’t overpromise.
It’s important to set guest expectations at the very beginning,
starting with how you describe your hotel. Be sure to use
words that accurately describe your services and amenities.

Avoid unnecessary or distracting fluff.
This is probably one of the most common mistakes. You have
a great spa, or an ideal location, and want everyone to know
it. So, you write a lengthy description of your location or
amenities that is stuffed with adjectives:
• “Nestled in the heart of...”
• “Cozy ambience brimming with…”
• “Teaming with charm and delightment…”
These phrases are problematic as they offer little educational
information. Too many descriptives make it sound too good to
be true, or difficult to fully assess.
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The Power of the Call To Action
Besides descriptions of your property, the call to action (CTA) has a high impact in driving bookings.
Your CTA should complete the sentence: “I want to _________.” For example, “I want to book now,” “I want to get the package,” or “I want to find out more.”
The Mayfair Hotel features a section on their homepage that
offers a sneak peek into their new rooms. The CTA button stands
out because of its color contrast, while remaining simple and onbrand. It’s easy to see exactly what you should click on and why.

TIP:
Use contrasting colors that are pleasing to the eye (e.g., not green
and pink). Also, avoid grey for the text of the CTA as it’s associated
with dead links.
Bali Dynasty Resort’s call to action is front and center on
the homepage. Because of its contrasting design and large,
prominent position, it’s immediately clear how to book from their
home page.

TIP:
Don’t use the same color in your CTA as the background—it gets lost.

A FEW MORE CTA CONTENT TIPS:
• D
 on’t put too many CTAs on one site—visitors are overwhelmed
when asked to do too much.
• T
 ry new CTAs every few months in order to see what works and
what doesn’t.
• Don’t be overly wordy—two to three words is best.

Sojern 10

Creating a Website that Converts: The Hotelier’s Guide to Driving Direct Bookings

Boosting SEO
Search Engine Optimization (SEO) is, generally, the process of increasing your ranking on search engines, like Google. If a potential guest searches for “hotel San
Francisco July,” they’re going to be inundated with results. Through SEO, you can ensure your property is at the top of the results page.
In order to help get your hotel higher on the results list, you need to make sure your content is SEO-optimized. There are some helpful, in-depth guides on SEO
from Moz and Google if you want to get serious about SEO. Here are four steps you can take right now to get your SEO efforts off the ground:

1

2

3

4

Refresh your
content often.

Use keywordrich phrases.

Create engaging
content.

Hyperlink.

Search engines, like Google,
check (or crawl) websites
looking for fresh content.
New content boosts your
SEO rating because it shows
you’re an engaged and active
participant on the internet.

Think about your ideal
guest and what they would
search for on Google. Then,
incorporate those phrases
into your content. You don’t
want to overstuff them—
Google actually searches
for people who do that and
penalizes them. Rather, use
those phrases as a guide in
your descriptions.

Providing educational, valuable
content will only help your
SEO. For example, posting
a weekend itinerary on your
website is helpful for booked
and potential guests to plan
their weekend. It can also be
useful for SEO—people who are
looking to stay in your city for a
weekend can have your list pop
up in their results and inspire
them to book with you.

Another great way to build
SEO is to ‘link build,’ which
means hyperlinking to other
websites and thereby, really,
create a ‘web.’ If, for instance,
you mention how close you
are to an attraction, hyperlink
to it. Doing this helps guests
immediately look at the specific
amenity or feature you’re
describing, as well as boosts
your SEO.
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TOOLKIT

TAKE A LOOK AT YOUR WEBSITE AND SEE HOW MANY OF THE FOLLOWING YOU DO:
You have one clear, prominent CTA
You’ve refreshed your CTA within the last six months
Your CTA has two contrasting colors

Get help
updating
your content.

Your CTA redirects to the right page
Your amenities descriptions are clear and informative
They’re in active tense
They add value or answer a potential question
You have helpful content on local attractions
You have hyperlinks to local attractions you mention
You’ve refreshed your content in the last three months
Whatever you haven’t checked, consider updating.

BRAINSTORM TWO CTAS YOU HAVEN’T USED BEFORE:

Try these out.

WHAT ARE FOUR KEYWORDS YOU THINK YOUR VISITORS ARE SEACHING ON GOOGLE?

Use these in your content refresh.
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CHAPTER THREE

Converting at
the Booking
Process

According to a recent survey,

81%

13%

do not complete online
travel bookings

said the checkout
process was too long and
complicated

9%

7%

had technical issues

had issues paying

Roughly one-third of travelers abandon their booking because of issues
with the booking process itself.
This chapter will help you plan a smooth, enjoyable booking process for your guests from start to finish.
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Improving the Process
The first thing that gets in the way of visitors booking directly on your website is difficulty within the process. With so many options, customers don’t need to
struggle to find an option that’s fast and easy. Here are six keys to improve the booking process:

1. KEEP IT SIMPLE
Overwhelming visitors with too many options, descriptions
or features can turn them off to booking. Instead, focus on
differentiating the options so visitors feel educated about
their options.

2. INCLUDE PICTURES
Chances are potential guests have already looked at
photos of your rooms but it is important to show it again to
give them confidence in what they’re purchasing.

3. OFFER A CLEAR CALENDAR
If you’re full over a weekend, make that clear with big X’s
on the dates. Otherwise, offer a full month calendar for
guests to choose their dates.
Solage Calistoga gives a simple, clean photo
of the room, with succinct descriptions of the
amenities in the room and in the hotel.
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Improving the Process
4. INCLUDE REVIEWS
Highlighting a few key reviews of your property or rooms gives a trustworthy account of
your offerings.

5. MAKE IT MOBILE FRIENDLY
According to Statistics Brain: 65% of same day hotel reservations are made from a
smartphone. With so many bookers doing so on mobile, if you don’t have a mobile-friendly
experience, like Semiahmoo, you’re losing travelers and conversions.

6. UPSELL
Don’t neglect the importance of packages in terms of booking: Banyan Tree Cabo Marques
offers packages during the booking process to extend a guest’s stay. Seeing that an extra day
is free can be just the nudge someone needs to book with a property or stay a little longer.

1 in 4 travelers have chosen a destination because a hotel had
a special offer or package—TripAdvisor Insights
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TOOLKIT

EVALUATE YOUR BOOKING PROCESS AND ASK YOURSELF:
Do you have an image to accompany every room?
Do you have a brief (one sentence) description for each room?
Is your calendar easy to read and use?

Get help
creating a
great booking
experience.

Do you feature a package on your booking engine?
Is your booking page mobile-friendly?
Are you incorporating guest reviews in your booking engine?

HELPFUL TOOLS
You aren’t alone in your efforts to create a great booking experience. There are a number of helpful tools
you can use to make the process as smooth as possible. For example:
Little Hotelier is a front desk and reservation system software. Offering everything from a reservation
system, to email templates to keep in touch with guests after their stay, Little Hotelier has a number
of tools to help make every step of the booking process a breeze. Their website is super sleek and a
pleasure to navigate around—which bodes well for their work on your site.
InnRoad is an all-inclusive hotel management system. It includes an integrated and free booking system
that removes your need to add or edit reservations as well as tight data security. Plus, InnRoad has
thoughtfulness down to a science—offering to chat with you over a cup of coffee (via a phone call and
Starbucks gift card).
ResBook helps you manage bookings and customers all in one place. With a cloud-based reservation
management system, ResBook partners with the best (Google, PayPal, Mailchimp, etc.), so that every
aspect of your guest relations is centralized in one place. With two options—free or pro—they’ve got plans
that work for your budget and needs.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The travel path to purchase is not linear and indeed often complex:

38

Beyond the
Website

sites are visited by the average
person before booking a trip

25%

more time is spent on American’s
hotel path to purchase compared
to their flight

89%

of people are stressed out by the
amount of time and effort required
to plan a trip

Given all this, are you doing enough to make sure that a traveler’s
path to purchase leads them as quickly and painlessly as possible to
your property?
In this chapter we’ll guide you through furthering your optimization efforts beyond your website,
including expanding into programmatic advertising and mobile.
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Advertising
Reaching the right people at the right time with the right message across their devices can be done most effectively through programmatic advertising. Generally,
there are two forms of programmatic advertising, which are most effective when used together:

PROSPECTING
With prospecting, you can reach users who have shown intent to visit your destination, but don’t necessarily know about your specific property:

BOOK

1

A traveler visits a metasearch site, like
Google, an Online Travel Agency (OTA), or
a direct site, and shows purchase intent
to your hotel’s destination.

2

Later, the traveler surfs other sites, and
sees an ad with your messaging.

3

Inspired and engaged, the user visits your
site and books direct.

Prospecting uses the user’s own intent signals such as destination, dates of the desired stay, and number of
travelers and serves them ads accordingly.
RETARGETING
Roughly 98% of visitors will not convert on their first site visit. Retargeting is a massive opportunity to stay top of mind and bring travelers back to your site to book,
as opposed to the competition:

BOOK

1

2
A user lands on your site and browses
several pages, but doesn’t convert.

3
Later, the user surfs other sites, and sees
an ad with your messaging.

Re-engaged with a relevant offer, the user
comes back to your site and books direct.

Users who are retargeted are 70% more likely to convert—Digital Information World
Sojern 18

Creating a Website that Converts: The Hotelier’s Guide to Driving Direct Bookings

Advertising
A well-executed advertising strategy will drive more direct bookings, giving you less dependence on third parties for bookings. In order to maximize your
programmatic efforts to drive more conversions consider:

DON’T BECOME OBSESSED WITH CLICKS

MAKE YOUR CREATIVE COMPELLING

Don’t fixate on how many people are clicking on your ads because it’s not the
most accurate measure of your marketing effectiveness. A comScore study
found that a small population of users tend to account for the vast majority of
all ad clicks. If you only measure clicks, you ignore the 84% of users who do not
click on your ad.

Remember back to the website tips in Chapter 1 on website messaging, and
ensure your ads are following a similar look and feel. A clear call to action,
bright colors and a compelling offer creates a bigger impact.

GO MOBILE

Best practice is to combine prospecting and retargeting so that the tactics work
together, not in silos, increasing spend efficiencies and effectiveness.

According to Google, in the last year mobile queries within the travel category
have increased by more than 50%. Not only are people searching on mobile,
they’re also booking—conversion rates have grown 88% on mobile sites. If your
ads aren’t mobile friendly, they’re not appearing where your travelers are doing
their searching and booking.

DON’T SILO YOUR EFFORTS

YOU’RE NOT ALONE
Often it makes more sense to partner with someone who has the know-how and
expertise to help you. We here at Sojern offer such a solution, which will take
the guesswork out of how best to reach your target audience.

Creating custom ads, such as
these, and placing them in front
of in-market travelers is key to
programmatic advertising and
driving direct bookings.
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Mobile
This year, over half of travelers who book online will do so through mobile. If your booking experience isn’t mobile-friendly, you’re losing travelers. Here are the
Dos and Don’ts of going mobile:

DON’T CREATE YOUR OWN APP

DO MAKE OFFER BOXES MOBILE FRIENDLY DON’T HAVE LONG LOAD TIMES

While a lot of the big hotel chains do this, it just isn’t
worth the money to create it for every property. Plus,
in-app purchases for hotels aren’t great—most
people prefer to book mobile but not in-app.

Showcasing your latest package can be a great way to
get a visitor’s attention. However, if the box is difficult
to close on mobile—the button is too small or hard to
find—you’re going to turn off a potential guest.

Avoiding Flash or images that take a long time to
load will help your site be mobile-friendly. 47% of
people expect a web page to load in two seconds or
less.

On the right, Solage Calistoga’s homepage
describes their spa, while the right image is
their mobile version of the same page. The
information on both is presented in an easyto-read fashion, while staying on-brand. Also,
it’s clear their mobile platform is optimized
because you can easily contact the hotel with
the ‘call’ button or ‘book now’.

Mobile hotel queries are up
49% this year compared to
last according to Google
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Conclusion
With 91% of hoteliers agreeing that increasing direct bookings is key to the future of the hotel business, it’s more important than ever to ensure your website
converts. Focusing on engaging content, educational and inspirational photos, and delivering a smooth booking process creates an easier and enjoyable path to
purchase for your traveler.

Once your website is optimized, your work doesn’t end there—through programmatic advertising you can
engage more in-market customers and drive them directly to your website and property.
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Drive Bookings with Sojern
Sojern’s RevDirect™ helps independent hoteliers generate revenue growth by driving direct bookings to your website. You only pay commission on direct bookings
after the traveler has completed their stay.

BOOK

We Do the
Work for You

Raise Brand
Awareness

Real-Time
Intent

Direct
Bookings

Visibility
& Control

Sojern promotes your
property to travelers
planning to visit your
market, without charging
anything until a booking
on your website results
in a completed stay.
There’s no catch, and you
can cancel at any time.

Market your hotel
website with a highlytargeted, digital
advertising campaign,
complementary to your
current marketing
efforts. It’s always
on, building brand
awareness for your
hotel.

Put your property’s
website in front of
travelers that have
already shown intent to
come to your destination
or hotel, increasing the
likelihood that they will
book now.

Allows you to take
control of the customer
experience from
beginning to end.

Easy access to your
Sojern account to view
performance results,
reconcile bookings, and
manage your account.
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Sojern is the travel industry’s leading performance marketing
engine. Through Sojern’s Traveler Platform and billions of traveler
intent data signals across online and mobile channels,
we put more heads in beds, travelers in seats, and tourists in towns
for our clients worldwide.

Connect with us today to learn more!
www.sojern.com
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