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Objectives: To provide an in-depth analysis of e-Business and e-Marketing strategies in a sample of 12 small Bed and Breakfast (B&B ) businesses operating in the UK tourism industry.  The authors investigate the online marketing strategies of small B&B firms in terms of website design, customer awareness and the provision of related online support services.

Prior Work: Previous research concluded that changes made to the small business websites tend to be incremental, and that this type of firm generally lacked adequate online marketing and effective customer management relationship (CMR) strategies.  This study extends previous research disseminated at the 2005 ISBE conference, and aims to contribute to the body of knowledge relating to small B&B e-business planning and e-Marketing strategies as well as reviewing the impact of website design upon successful CMR relationships.  It is often suggested (see, for example, Matlay and Westhead 2005) that failure to effectively use e-Marketing strategies to attract wider national and international clientele could be due to the e-Entrepreneurs’ lack of relevant skills and knowledge, especially with regard to the use and exploitation of information and communication technologies (ICTs).   

Approach: The authors make use of in-depth qualitative interviews to collect relevant data on tourism destinations and website portals, in an illustrative sample of 12 small B&Bs.  Semi- structured, face-to-face interviews were conducted with the website portal providers as well as the owner/managers of each e-Business. 
Results: Preliminary results show that there is convergence between customer behaviour and e-Marketing website designs and strategies aimed to ensure sustainable competitive advantage.  In the short-term, however, return on e-Investment, often falls short of the small B&B owner/managers’ expectations. The emergent results do not support anecdotal evidence that this was ostensibly due to ‘market failure’.  

Implications: The emerging results provide valuable insights to policy makers involved in structural investments to the tourism segment of the small business sector of the UK economy, in particular in terms of ongoing local and regional development initiatives.  

Value:  This study represents an empirically rigorous insight into a relatively neglected area of small business research.  It provides valuable suggestions for small B&B owner/managers, their support agencies and policy makers interested in this area of economic activity.
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Introduction

In recent years, the emergence of the Internet and the advance development of information communication technologies (ICTs) have altered the pattern of traditional marketing.  It has also opened up the new marketplaces and opportunities for those entrepreneurs who chose to use the Internet as their major channel for marketing their products and services.  Apart from the retail industry which seems quite popular for online marketing, these revolutionary and evolutionary developments are also reflected radically in the hospitality industry, in particular, the travel and tourism sector.  It was generally agreed that the technologies have brought geographically dispersed producers and consumers into close, cost efficient and mutually beneficial proximity (Chaston, 2001).  As a result, a variety of innovative strategies have merged to assist entrepreneurs to sustain and maintain their competitive advantage (Lechner and Dowling, 2003) related to online marketing and advertising.  In this paper, we focus our research specifically upon those e-Entrepreneurs that operate in the tourism sector in hospitality industry in the UK.

EMarketer forecasted that a number of major global trends will affect European tourism over the next five years, having a profound impact on the online travel sector (eMarketer, 2007).  Already, eMarketer estimates that online travel sales in the five major travel markets of Europe – France, Germany, Italy, Spain and the UK – will total nearly $49 billion by the end of 2007, up 27% over 2006.  Tourism is one of the largest industries in the UK, accounting for 3.5% of the UK economy and worth approximately £85 billion in 2005 (Visit Britain, 2005).  Given the importance that the Internet and online communication and marketing has played in the tourism sector, this paper investigates the online marketing strategies of small bed and breakfast (B&B) firms, in terms of their website design, customer awareness and the provision of related online support services, by using a sample of 12 B&Bs operating in the UK tourism industry.  Here, the research questions are:

· Who are the customers? What is their online behaviour? What information are they generally searching for?  

· Are small business owners aware of this information?  If so, how do they carry out their online marketing strategy?  If not, why not? 

· Are there any other related online support service provisions available? If so, what are they? 

The paper provides the insights of the Internet and its relations to the online tourism market; introduces politic contexts and economic climate impacts on tourism industry; the existing literature on online marketing and e-business planning, specifically in hospitality and tourism industry are reviewed.  Methodology and samples are identified and findings are discussed and analysed, and finally the implication and further research directions are recommended.   

The Internet and Online Tourism Market Insights

Today, to state the power of the Internet is to state the obvious (Litvin et al., 2004).  Over its relatively short history, the medium has gained widespread acceptance as a communications tool and information source, with the number of the Internet users globally exceeding 1 billion (ITPRO, 2007).  In particular, it was reported that the young generation accesses the internet for longer periods of time and more frequently than the general population.  Berthon et al. (1996) stated that the technologies offer great possibilities as it enables firms to provide detailed product and service information, establish in new markets, enhance their corporate image, encouraging consumer involvement in developing products, establish interactivity with the consumer and handle customer complaints and queries.  It was also argued that “The Internet is a nearly perfect market because information is instantaneous and buyers can compare the offerings of sellers worldwide” (Kuttner, 1998).  However, the result of this is fierce price competition, dwindling product differentiation and vanishing brand loyalty.  The exponential growth of the technology has certainly affected many industries, with hospitality and tourism prime beneficiaries.  This was also noted by Connolly et al. who recognized the technology’s capacity to serve as a vast library of essential information to support informed traveler decision-making, “travel is an information-based product – and the Internet is full of information” (Connolly et al., 1998:50).  In addition, it appears that with the almost ubiquitous availability of the Internet and low entry costs, smaller organizations can effectively compete with larger rivals (Marshall and McKay, 2002).

Online tourism has hit its highest level with the advanced development of technology and coverage on the Internet.  In North America, it has seen a considerable increase in the numbers of online tourist consumers.  For example, the US online consumer travel sales are expected to hit $94 billion in 2007, and will grow at a 17% annual rate before reaching $146 billion in 2010, according to eMarketer's current report (eMarketer, 2007).  This number however, falls short of the 28% annual growth rate between 2002 and 2006, which may take account of other foreseeable reasons.  The report also estimates that in 2007, more than half of all US internet households will book travel online, which equals 41.3 million households.  Similarly, online travel in Canada is picking up speed and has more than doubled between 2004 and 2006 to C$6.5 billion and is projected to nearly double again by 2009 (PhoCusWright, May 2007).  The rapid growth of the Internet has impacts across the UK economy, but travel and tourism sectors are identified as the largest and most rapidly growing e-commerce categories, with travel-specific search engines expected to accelerate this process worldwide (Millman and Martin, 2006).  In the UK, over 80 per cent of consumers now use the Internet to decide on a destination of their holidays (Visit Britain, 2007).  A recent survey of the online travel habits of UK consumers reveals that 55% of Internet users book holidays online compare to only 7% of the Internet users booking on the high street.  Two thirds of Internet users take two or more holidays a year and silver surfers are enjoying more regular holidays and late bookings online (Harvest Digital, 2006).  The other reason which enables tourists to have more options in choosing their holiday destinations might be due to some policies and provisions in the tourism industry, which were issued recently.

Policy Context in Tourism Industry

At policy level, an “open skies” aviation agreement was signed in Washington on April 30, 2007. This agreement will allow any European or US airline to fly any route between any city in the EU and in the US.  The new agreement would also eliminate virtually all remaining restrictions on US airline operations to London’s Heathrow Airport.  In addition, tourist outbound demand was stimulated by an increase in direct airline capacity to several European gateways, and tour operators expanding their European programmes.  For example, Air Canada launched its seasonal service in April (2007) from St. John’s, Newfoundland to Heathrow; Flyglobespan launched its 10 new routes into Britain from Hamilton.  This shows that between January and March 2007 that tourist outbound travel in Canada has grown by 8%.  According to ETC’s latest report, Europe remains high on the destination wish list of Canadians, despite growing travel to South America and Asia.  Within Europe, the tourist markets are very competitive.  Each country is trying to expand their airline routes to attract more tourists from other continents as well as from within European countries, including those who became members of the EU recently.  For example, Canada’s largest independent operator - Holiday House, has expanded its European program in 2007 to include some of the eastern European countries, such as Croatia, Estonia, Latvia, Poland and Romania.  The ‘Open Skies’ agreement between Canada and Ireland has also been approved recently which allows carriers to provide service between any city in Canada and Ireland.  These agreements at policy level have opened up the tourism market, but it has also created more open competition for tourism destinations.  It seems that other obvious factors which also affect tourists’ choices when considering destinations for their holidays are costs and value for money.  The Internet and easy accessibility, to a certain extent has provided tourists with the options, to research and to compare these factors in order to make their decisions.    

Economic Climate 

The travel industry is known for its ups and downs as the economic development can also have a strong impact on tourism.  For example, recently, the continued strength of the Canadian dollar against the Pound ($2.10) and the Euro continues to provide strong incentive for Canadian’s outbound travel.  There are also many events or occurrences that will have impacts on travel, for example, a few potential threats to travel include hijacked planes (9/11), geo-political tensions, wars, weather (floods in the UK in 2007 summer), economic downturns, and price wars.  This uncertainty about the future can reduce revenues because travelers tend to stay close to home during chaotic economic and political periods.  With its continuous stable economic condition, the UK has attracted a large number of overseas tourists in the past decades.  According to the UK national statistics (2007), the total number of overseas residents’ visiting the UK (not seasonally adjusted) increased by 8 per cent during the 12 months ending June 2007 compared with a year earlier (from 30.8 million to 33.2 million).  This was as a result of the number of visits from Europe increasing by 8 per cent (to 23.9 mission), from North American increasing by 5 per cent (to 4.7 million) and visits from other parts of the world increasing by 11 per cent (to 4.7 million).  This might be due to the enlargement of the European Union in May 2004 and again in January 2007, and there is a considerable interest in the number of the visits to the UK from these accession countries though the purpose might be different.  For example, according to ONS (2006), in the three months to December 2006, 64 per cent of the visits to the UK by EU15 Nationals
 were for leisure purpose compared with 48 per cent of visits by nationals of the A8
 countries.  In addition, the emergence of low cost carriers (LCCs) has also contributed considerably towards the European tourism industry, which has created a gradual evolution in European tourism.  For example, EasyJet, Ryanair and Air Berlin are the largest and most established LCCs which have stirred up air travel within Europe by dramatically cutting fares.  Since 1997, the number of routes served by no-frills operators from London airports has increased from 17 to 74, with around 15 new destinations being started each year.  Consumers have benefited from the rise of LCCs in terms of more competition, more destinations, greater frequencies and a greater diversity of fares, though it was argued that it had adverse effects towards environmental protection and global warming. 

Literature Review

The world in 2006 predicts that increasing amounts of global advertising will be diverted to the Internet.  The web offers an innovative form of marketing that is in many ways revolutionizing traditional marketing.  It offers a “many-to-many” marketing communication model that departs from traditional marketing media, in which the flow of information is unidirectional (Hoffman and Novak, 1996).  What is clear is that the internet provides an opportunity for business-to-business (B2B) marketing and business-to-consumer (B2C) marketing, especially in the areas of contract negotiations and information about product and services specifications for example (Samiee, 1998, p. 8).  In addition, the Internet offers smaller organizations a relatively efficient and effective media channel to provide and exchange information related to advertising, marketing, transaction processing, and distribution of goods and services (Czerniawska and Potter, 1998; Ernst & Young, 2000; Baldwin et al., 2001).    

The Internet marketing environment offers extensive customization and personalization opportunities.  It was argued that one of the major advantages of the Web market compared to real environments is that it enables marketing on differences from marketing on averages (Reitman, 1994).  Computer-based information and flexible manufacturing systems, commonly called mass customization, make it possible to serve finely segmented molecular markets with tailor-made products and services at low costs (Kara and Kaynak, 1997; Elofson and Robinson, 1998).  Furthermore, Kleindl (2000) suggests that online content allows for a “publish once, read-many-times” environment.  As for advertising, consumers are given the chance of voluntary access and, in some cases, even content alteration, which makes them feel partial ownership of the result (Schlosser and Shavitt, 1999; Schlosser, 1999).  It was argued that a Web site that engages the customer with content and services differentiates the Internet from other forms of marketing and can thereby provide an organization/firm a viable competitive advantage (Sparkes and Thomas, 2001).  Similarly, promotions and organisation interfaces can be personalized based on the channel fragmentation opportunities provided by the Web (Kambil, 1995).  Furthermore, the Internet marketing environment has an interactive nature facilitating many-way communications between marketers and consumers and creates a continuous circle of communication and immediate response opportunity (Alba et al., 1997; Deighton, 1996).  Coviello, Milley and Marcolin stated that e-marketing is the marketing model that is most suitable for changing the whole nature of relationships between firms and customers (Coviello et al., 2001).  This has made another important difference between traditional and Internet marketing - the reduced or eliminated distance between producers/providers and consumers providing a medium of direct contact between originally distant parties.  

Although the convenience of shopping online is one of the most commonly mentioned transactional advantages of the Web market, however, the issue of reduced or eliminated intermediation is not always cited as an advantage.  For example, the Internet lowers the search costs of acquiring information about products/services as well as the transaction costs of purchasing them (Elofson and Robinson, 1998; Bakos, 1997).  In this environment, consumers can personally make price comparisons at different e-tailers.  Consumers can benefit from the richness and the quality of information which are presented through websites.  This has transferred a great deal of power to consumers, and might force e-entrepreneurs to continuously update themselves in understanding customers/consumers needs and wants, and consequently, to increase consumers’ satisfaction level to a great extent (Bellman, 2001; Szymanski and Hise, 2000).  Although there is some evidence to show that consumers are substituting Internet-based information search for traditional search and that this substitution will increase overtime (Klein and Ford, 2003), little attempt has been made in understanding the types, contents and style of information consumers would prefer for different products and services.  Moreover, one increasingly popular issue which deserves special attention, i.e., the visual appeal, creativity and attractiveness of Web sites are very important characteristics that influence product choices and purchases for both novice and expert users (Mandel and Johnson, 2002).  Furthermore, although in the UK, there are many government Internet initiatives setting out to offer new opportunities for tourism firms to develop their markets and reduce costs via new technologies.  However, the majority of tourism firms are small firms, a sector often described as being slow to adopt and use Internet technologies.  Therefore, this paper investigates the online marketing strategies of small tourism firms in terms of website design and customer awareness, using a sample of 12 B&Bs located in a small yet significant market town in England.  

Method procedure

The study was carried out in the West Midlands region of the United Kingdom over a 6-months’ period in 2007.  Both quantitative and qualitative methods were used in this study.  A Quantitative method was used in order to understand the existing online customers’ profiles who have searched the general information of the area via the regional Internet portal in the past 12 months.  It was also used to analyse the overall picture of the customers that have searched the accommodation information and eventually made booking at those selected B&Bs in the same period. A Qualitative method was also applied here in order to provide a deeper understanding in terms of “how” and “why” the e-strategy has been embraced by those e-entrepreneurs. The twelve case studies selected were chosen from reviews of websites, documentation, interviews and visits from each firm.  A Case Study Investigation was chosen as the research method, given the deeper insights that can result from this method into the underlying processes within the firm.  Also, case study approach is considered especially appropriate in new topic areas, here in this research; to position theory building from case studies into the larger context of social science research (Eisenhardt, 1989).  The focus of the study was to explore how these family firms were using the internet as the main marketing channel.  The use of the case study research method was clearly indicated given its facility for exploring research questions related to ‘How’ and ‘Why’ things happen within organisations (Yin, 1994) and a situation where the emphasis is on contemporary events, as is the situation here.

The twelve case studies chosen for more in-depth study in order to develop fuller insights into process and attitudes within each individual company were subject to face-to-face interviews with semi-structured themes and observations.  The first step was to select those firms who have online visitor data systems which enable the researchers to analyse their customers’ profiles.  The second step was to approach the potential participants by letter and making telephone calls, inviting them to take part.  This was then followed up by a brief introductory telephone discussion with owners, and then by semi-structured face-to-face interviews at the location of each firm.  These were then followed up over a six-month period by telephone to confirm further details and to explore key points.  The first research stage was to collect background information on the firm and on the owners themselves, and to establish ground rules with participants so that he or she knew what to expect from the situation.  The second stage investigated the owners’ online marketing strategy and other supporting online provisions.  This also involved their views on how to attract their customers via the Internet and their perceptions of the whole process.  The last stage moved more specifically to the owners’ own involvement with design of the content and format of their websites, and the updating of online information of the products / services that they are providing.  

A semi-structured approach was taken within each interview, incorporating discussion to allow key themes to be explored in detail and to offer more opportunity to the participants to be able to relate to the situation.  Interviews and discussions were either recorded on tape or by taking contemporaneous notes, as agreed with participants.  These were then transcribed and subject to manual thematic analysis.  The thematic analysis focused upon similarities and differences between the views of the respondents in each of the key issue areas listed above.

Sample profile

Stratford-upon-Avon district was the area eventually chosen for the study as it has a global reputation and a more international focus than areas with lesser-known market towns. Therefore, it is perceived that the potential visitors are attracted by its international brand and hence represent an international market.  In terms of location accessibility, Warwickshire is easy for researchers to reach, and within Warwickshire, Stratford-upon-Avon district has the largest net inflow.  The market town of Stratford-upon-Avon alone is visited by over 2 million tourists per year, despite having a population of less than 30,000.  As the birthplace of Shakespeare and the site of the Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC), it enjoys global recognition and attracts visitors from all over the world.  Many of these visitors use the Internet for information about the location before they visit, and most of them also search accommodation online to book for their stay.  Furthermore, researchers were able to access the statistics information package via one of the main website portals for the district.  This gave researchers a benchmark in terms of the customers’ profiles which will provide a background understanding of potential e-marketing strategies for those firms within the district.  

There are a number of types of hospitality firms in such a town, defined as firms offering accommodation, food and refreshments and entertainment.  The main examples include: bed and breakfasts (B&Bs), guest houses, hotels, restaurants, cafes, take-aways, public houses, heritage sites and other tourist attractions.  The accommodation category was chosen as a focus, since it might be anticipated that visitors planning in advance for their visit to Stratford-upon-Avon would use the Internet to book their rooms.  The same might not be true for the other categories, as they do not necessarily need to be booked so far in advance.  Since this research focuses on e-entrepreneurs, medium and large hotels were excluded.  Bed and breakfast firms were therefore chosen as they are in general owned by ‘copreneurs’, i.e. by married couples or long term partners (Barnett and Barnett, 1988; Millman and Martin, 2007), which also provide a more homogeneous sample for comparison.

To locate a suitable sample of bed and breakfast firms, discussions were held with the local association for hospitality and catering firms and with the manager of a small Internet firm, whose portal hosts websites for many of these firms.  From these discussions, a list of possible companies was established and their websites were explored to identify a sample with established sites.  These firms were chosen as each of them also has a statistics package which enables the owners to analyse their customers’ pattern.  In addition, the firms selected were all family firms rather than a mixed base of firms to allow for better comparison between their operation and attitudes.  Definitions of family firms differ (Janjuha-Jivraj, 2005) but they all operate in a family relationship manner in comparison to other type business operation with mixed working relationships.  These tended to be first generation copreneurial enterprises.  ‘Copreneurs’ is the term that the Barnetts use in referring entrepreneurial couples, saying a new term was needed to ‘describe the egalitarian entrepreneurial relationships that exist in growing numbers in today’s business community’ (Barnett and Barnett, 1988).  It describes couples who live together and set up a business together. 

Findings

The questioning process was in three stages: 

· Who are the customers? What is their online behaviour? What information are they generally searching for?  

· Are small business owners aware of this information?  If so, how do they carry out their online marketing strategy?  If not, why not? 

· Are there any other related online support service provisions available? If so, what are they? 

Customers Profile

In this study, the researchers were able to access a statistics data package from one of the main district tourist destination website portals.  The statistics used were considered valid and representative, as the website portal we chose always came up as the top one (out of 15,700,000), when using Google search engine by inputting various related key phrases.  Key words used here are: Stratford, Stratford-upon-Avon, Shakespeare, and Birthplace of Shakespeare.  It has to be pointed out here that it might be wrong to simply define a product/service’s customer’s profile.  They tend to be diverse at different segmentation groups and at altered marketplaces, and moreover, they change over time.  This may due to external environmental and other social economic impact; it may also be as a result from the life cycle of a product and the changing nature of a service that provided to them.  However, by analysing the pattern of customers over a certain period would probably bring a general understanding of who the customers are.  This will then be used to generate knowledge of identifying possible similar patterns and therefore segment them by using a focused marketing strategy.  

In this section, the following aspects were focused on:

· No. of online visitors during a calendar year period

· No. of visits and average pages (hits) per visit

· When do they visit in terms of days of the month? Hours of the day?

· Navigation - What do they look at? How long is their online duration? Where do they entry and exit?

The numbers of online visitors vary each year and each month.  Table 1 below shows a summary of online visitors who visited the website and showed their interests in researching information of Stratford-upon-Avon between January and December 2006.  

    Table 1 – No. of online visitors to Stratford-upon-Avon web portal 

	Month/Year (2006)
	Unique visitors
	No. of visits
	Pages (hits)

	January 
	53070
	81661
	274499

	February
	51141
	77475
	271598

	March 
	57312
	88293
	301453

	April
	53410
	79681
	305287

	May
	40975
	63231
	293355

	June
	33974
	52128
	248138

	July
	36209
	54298
	259246

	August
	37553
	56432
	287920

	September
	33385
	50825
	244303

	October
	34686
	52110
	251337

	November
	317575
	48315
	241363

	December
	25547
	36805
	159353

	Total
	489037
	741254
	3110852


Source: Stratford-upon-Avon web portal data statistics package (2006)

During this period, nearly half million online visitors searched the Stratford-upon-Avon website portal, and on average each visitor made 1.5 visits.  The average visit was 303 seconds.  Although there has no major differences in terms of numbers of unique visitors, from table 1 above, it appears that online visitors tend to consider research information and possibly start to plan their visits to Stratford-upon-Avon between March and April.  There is no formalised definition in terms of ‘pages’ and ‘hits’ as some web pages including visual pictures and videos, which could be recorded by the web server as a ‘hit’.  Therefore, here we refer page that has been visited as a ‘hit’ rather than each text page or visual image.  On average, 4.2 web pages were viewed during each visit made by unique visitors. 
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Figure 1 – Pattern of online visitors (Stratford-upon-Avon site) - days of the month (as in January 2006)

Although the numbers of the online visitors vary each month, it seems that in general the numbers drop over the weekend.  The online visitors tend to research relevant information during the week days; this might reflect the overall people’s life style, i.e. relax and get away from the computer over weekends and most people browse the Internet while they are at work.  
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Figure 2 – Pattern of online visitors (Stratford-upon-Avon site) – hours of the day (average as in January 2006) 

Figure 2 above shows the average pattern of the online visitors during hours of the day in January 2006.  Here, the time is based on Greenwich standard time in the UK.  From this figure, we can possibly identify that most online visitors started at 8 or 9am and by 2pm the figures started to increase as by this time the online visitors from America may have started to log on.  Therefore, the total numbers should have included visitors from both European and America countries.  However, it seems that the online traffic in Asia and Middle East remains at a considerable lower level as the figures were small between 0 and 7am while it is day time in these areas.

In terms of online navigation activities, the statistics shown that the top 7 pages that have been viewed were: 

1. The website portal’s main page (/index.htm)

2. Accommodation – Where to stay (/wslife.htm)
3. Shakespeare’s history (/soawshst.htm)

4. What’s on – event page (/soarscinframe.htm)

5. Travel – How to get there

6. B&Bs

7. Hotels

From the list above, we can possibly conclude that it appears that once the online visitors visited the site via the main page (homepage), accommodation ranked as the second most important to them.  Shakespeare and related history, events and what’s on at the Royal Shakespeare Theatre placed at the third position as these are more likely to be the major reasons for the potential visiting.  Once the information has been researched, it seems that the next stage of the decision making were mainly concerned with the direction and B&Bs were more popular than hotels when considering stays overnight.

B&Bs e-Planning and e-Strategy

In this study, as stated in the samples’ profile above, the cases selected were only those who have a data statistics package which could be provided for analysis.  Although the background of business owners as well as business were researched, it is not the focus of this research, other than as background information for the researchers to possibly link their marketing strategy and e-planning with their knowledge and background (see Table 2 below).

Table 2 – General information of selected B&B cases
	Case
	No. of Years in Business
	No. of Years having website
	Background of owners

	A
	8
	8
	He was aircraft engineer, she was solicitor

	B
	15
	10
	He was a corporate marketer, she was a nurse

	C
	7
	7
	He was a jockey, she was a housewife

	D
	20
	10
	N/A

	E
	7
	5
	He is Spanish and she was a nurse (English)

	F
	15
	10
	He was a professional footballer and she was a F/T Administrator 

	G
	10
	6
	He was a BT engineer, she was a housewife

	H
	15
	10
	N/A

	I
	12
	8
	He was in travel industry and worked for Thompson

	J
	10
	10
	He was a restaurateur and she was a nurse 

	K
	15
	10
	Both were F/T employees, he was in financing area and she was in business training and management

	L
	10
	10
	He was a chef and she was a housewife


All selected B&B cases have been in the business for more than 7 years and most of them have been in the industry more than 10 years.  They all using broadband and have their own websites for more than 5 years with a content management system (CMS) provided by the firm who also runs the destination website portal.  At least one of the owners was trained to use the CMS to update the information and using other functions, such as room booking form, updating images, etc.  

The analysis of their data statistics reveals that the online visitors who have viewed their individual website in general follow the overall pattern.  However, different from the website portal, the overall navigation behaviour is: firstly the online visitors entered their homepage by various linkage and URL.  Secondly they seemed go to the accommodation page straight away and then check the price and tariff page.  It seemed that they then go back to the accommodation page and then go for direction page.  Having gone through each website content, it appears that those B&Bs who generate more online visitors and visits are having following common features:

· They were all linked to several major successful destination website portals (we define successful as appear at higher level of Google search engine)

· Their sites have a good visual impact, e.g. they were appealing and clear (instruction, direction and contact information)

· They were registered with search engine for online advertising, e.g. Google Ads, Yahoo overture, and MSN      

By linking with various destination website portals, the B&Bs could possible maximise their customer enquires by maximising their website presence.  However, in the meantime, it also relies on the success of those portals which is beyond those B&B owners’ control.  Registering with search engines will bring their appearances on the front pages when online visitors started their searching process, however, this also means that they need to spend money on these marketing advertising channels.  The foundation of the business is whether the online punters think the prices of the product/services (here referring to accommodations) meet their needs and budgets.  

However, when asked whether those B&B owners check their statistics frequently, the answers were more negative.  In most cases, only the total numbers of unique visitors were important to them and other statistics were neglected.  It seems none of them even noticed the duration period on average that each unique visitor stayed on their website, let alone would they link this with the possible interest showed by the potential punters towards their website, and therefore, their establishments.  Furthermore, few of them update their text description more often, as these were considered as no changes at all, though some new pictures were uploaded when they were available.  When asked how they evaluate their own e-strategy, it was generally considered as good: “yes, definitely.  We have a website for quite a long time…The accommodation is the same and so why change the description?”  When asked “how is your website googleable?”, it seems that the owners did not know how to answer this question as they found it is difficult to generate this information.

Online support service provisions

Here, three provisions can be suggested to support online marketing strategies, in particular for small B&B firms, in this case, in Stratford-upon-Avon.  They are: using search engines, using special online functions and adding human factors.  

Search engine

Search engines have been perceived as a very popular and powerful marketing tool.  The current state of play with the search engine marketplace is with Google having almost complete dominance (80+ %).  The data statistics shows that those online visitors in the period of 2006 have used 44 different referring search engines in total (see table 3 below), among these, Google and Goole (Image) account for 75.7 per cent of the total search engines.  However, the Internet is a fast growing industry and this figure has already increased to 84 per cent in 2007.  

Table 3 – List of search engines that online visitors used in 2006 and 2007

	Name of search engines
	Percentage (2006)
	Percentage (2007)

	Google 
	72.5 %
	81.8%

	Ask Jeeves
	9.8 %
	5%

	Yahoo
	6.8 %
	4.8%

	MSN
	4.1 %
	3%

	Google (Images)
	3.2 %
	2.2%

	Others
	4.6%
	3.2%


However, in general the establishments do not have the capability to affect search engine placement due to lack of ability and understanding of the intricacies involved.  Therefore, they are heavily reliant on destination portals.  But the dilemma for the portal provider is the need to treat all customers equitably, i.e. not to favour any particular customer.  In the research, the web portal company offers a rotation function on all their listings, such that no customer is disadvantaged by their position in the list.  The only sensible choice that these B&Bs would consider should be to register with more destination portals, which they hope will deliver more customer enquiries.  By doing so, they hope to increase their findability as result of the portals success with the search engines.

Late availability function

Often visitors who intend to travel to Stratford-upon-Avon may not have planned ahead for a variety of reasons.  For example, impulsive decision, last minute opportunity, or unplanned visit associated with some other events.  As a result of that, Stratford-upon-Avon is often very busy at weekends throughout the year; consequently many B&B establishments are full.  In this case, it would be better that a list of establishments with availability is shown for the dates required (rather than the full list).  Therefore, a late availability system is a method of load balancing between customers and establishments.  However, this requires that the tourist destination portal has a built-in system to provide that function.  In this research, the web portal company has offered the “late availability” service, which launched in 2006.  However, not many of the selected B&Bs had taken the initiative to use this service.     

Lack of human contact

Web 2.0 or Travel 2.0 is a hot topic for the travel industry and new research by EyeforTravel has revealed that User Generated Content (UGC) now plays a remarkable role in the UK young professional’s online travel buying cycle, with 72% saying that consumer reviews have influenced their travel choice (HotelMarketing, 2007).  For those that book offline, 90% still consider online travel purchasing to be more convenient, and the research suggests that it is not always their preference to go offline to more traditional channels but, rather the availability of particular products and information online.  It was said that personal advice is missing and some of the websites lack human contact, reliability and security.  The finding shows that none of the B&B establishment has a menu that designed with a function, which enables potential customers to interact with other visitors who may have visited the establishment and would like to leave their comments on the experiences and views they have had.  It was perceived that small firms generate their businesses through ‘word of mouth’ and in this case, ‘word of mouth’ could have been generated through the website.  However, none of the case study here considered they have time to update and monitor such a function on their own website.  It was widely accepted that if there was a website portal through which it would be possible to provide individual reviews that would be of use to the general public.  Again, here the cost of marketing spend is of concern and it is difficult to measure the return on investment (ROI) in a short period of time.  

Concluding remarks and recommendation

To conclude, the research findings show that few B&B establishments are aware of their customers and their online visiting patterns.  B&Bs are a special industry as although they provide their products and services while the customers are actually on their property, in general they are perceived to sell their products/services online.  It appears that although it is widely accepted that website presence is vital for their businesses, few owners are aware of the changing pattern of their online visitors.  Furthermore, it seems that the designs of their websites are lacking the focus and understanding of customer behaviour.  This may be due to small business owners general lack of time to sit down to analyse the business strategy, hence to plan their marketing or e-marketing strategy (see Matlay and Westhead, 2005).  In addition, lack of financial resource and expertise could also be barriers for small business owners in developing their online strategies.  For example, these B&Bs are heavily relying on the success of the destination website portals by linking to them.  In the research, B&B owners were seeking as many revenues as possible to maximise the amount of business enquiries, by linking to several destination website portals.  However, this requires more spending on marketing and it is unlikely to measure the ROI in a short period of time.  Those destination website portals are also changing to keep up with the rapid growing industry.  In addition, the location may also be acting as one of the barriers in attracting repeat customers.  Many visitors would not revisit the same place for the same reason, e.g. sightseeing.  This requires the e-entrepreneurs to attract more new customers, hence the importance of the website.     

A recent survey by Orbitz reveals that over two-thirds (67%) of Americans place an importance on the eco-friendliness when considering selecting a destination for their holidays.  Travelers are reassessing how they travel, where they stay and the impact they leave behind when on vacation.  More than half (65%) state it would somewhat impact their decision to stay at a hotel if they knew the hotel was using solar or wind energy to supplement the powering of the building.  Therefore, this might have an adverse effect for those B&B owners who aim to attract international visitors.  However, this does not mean that the B&B owners should be pessimistic about their future business.  Instead, they ought to plan how to do ‘green’ marketing of their products/services online by making this feature more obvious.  

Additionally, with the release of those eastern European countries from formal Russian, more competitors appeared within the European area, where majority of customers come from currently (Matlay and Westhead, 2007).  The B&B establishment owners need to think strategically and take initiative to use the website as a major tool to attract visitors, rather than remain the same and waiting for customers turn up at their doorsteps.  

This study has only focused on those B&Bs with a statistics data package attached, to analyse their customer base and pattern.  However, it would be better to be able to research those visitors to the establishment booked via the Internet research, and to understand their views and experiences of the whole research information and booking process.  The authors would consider this approach will possibly provide a thorough understanding of those online visitors and potential customers’ behaviors and decision-making process.  This might then help the B&B owners to have a better understanding when plan and design their website, and using this channel to achieve their sustainable competitive advantages.   
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�. EU 15 Nationals: 15 countries who were members of the EU prior to 1 May 2004.


�. A8 countries: the countries that joined the EU on the 1 May 2004 except Malta and Cyprus.
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