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There’s a lot to love about Hotel 
Hotel in Canberra, Australia. 
Every nook of the 68 room 
boutique hotel has something 
antique, handmade, unique, 
or specially commissioned by 
local artisans. 
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Sometime last year, I started thinking 

about how I could combine something 

I love doing with something I do 

well and know a lot about. Travel has 

always been a huge passion of mine 

- right from when I was 14 years old - 

when my best friend and I convinced 

our parents it was a good idea to let 

us go to Papua New Guinea together 

without them. It was a dangerous place 

to visit and I still don’t know how we 

got them to agree, but it was the trip 

of a lifetime and it ignited my desire 

to see more of the world. Since then, 

I’ve been lucky enough to see close to 

forty different countries, with plans to 

see many more. 

Introduction

How can No Vacancy 

help your accommodation 

business?
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Next, I thought about what I did well and knew 

a lot about. My career has filled my brain with 

knowledge of branding, advertising, marketing 

and technology, as I worked in advertising 

agencies and tech companies in Australia, the 

UK, America and India. I’ve worked on large 

multi-million dollar campaigns for companies 

such as Tourism Australia and airlines such 

as Qantas, Virgin Australia, Etihad Airways, 

Singapore Airlines, Air New Zealand and 

Delta Air Lines, right through to a branding 

project for a small boutique ski lodge in Japan.  

I’ve also had the privilege of knowing and 

working with some of the brightest, most 

creative and successful business people 

around the world. So, bringing together my 

love of travel, my career experience and my 

network of friends and colleagues, the idea of 

No Vacancy was born.

Creating No Vacancy has been my most 

rewarding and exciting career achievement - 

it’s quite literally a dream come true. To watch 

the power of the right branding, marketing, 

technology and customer experience come 

together to help businesses like yours thrive, is 

extremely exciting and satisfying.

“Guests are 

immune to 

traditional 

marketing 

techniques and 

the overuse of 

technology to 

reach them.  

They are 

searching for 

stories that 

are authentic 

and enhance 

their customer 

experience.”

VINCENT TUNG TRAN

HEAD OF MARKETING,

MINOR HOTELS - VIETNAM
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I also think I was destined to create No Vacancy. My very first 

job after finishing college was cleaning guest rooms in a large 

Sydney hotel. It paid terribly and I was rubbish at it, but it 

taught me that hard work eventually pays off if you stick to it. 

It also gave me a better understanding of the intensive labor 

that goes into running a successful accommodation business.

As an accommodation business owner, manager or marketer, 

you’re faced with ever-increasing pressures to stand out 

and keep up. With tourism boards investing heavily and 

often planning five years in advance, your competition is 

effectively happening on a global scale. Technology, apps 

and digital tools are evolving at such a rapid pace, it’s 

difficult to keep up and know what to use and what to avoid. 

Online travel agencies (OTAs) and disrupters such as Airbnb 

have given your guests the power to make and change their 

mind on a whim. Because your guests have greater access 

to reviews and other travel information, their expectations 

are higher than ever - making it harder, yet more important 

than ever to build brand loyalty.

To find out more about these pain points and problems you 

face on a daily basis I worked closely with small to medium 

accommodation businesses around the world. From the 

Maldives to Mykonos, and Sydney to Sri Lanka, I listened 

intently to their shared pain points to fully understand the 

hurdles you face and the business objectives you set out  

to achieve.
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I then got together with some of the greatest 

minds on the planet to help formulate the 

most relevant and practical advice for your 

business. These experts aren’t just the big 

players of the travel and leisure industry, 

but a mix of global advertising and digital 

agencies, design and branding consultants, 

interior designers, photographers, digital 

marketers, digital strategists, travel writers 

and many more. From leaders of companies 

as massive as Google, YouTube and Airbnb, 

to award-winning experts and subject matter 

consultants; they’ll share their unique 

perspective and arm you with the tools you 

need to do things differently and become 

significantly more effective. 

This has resulted in a business that is decades  

(if not centuries) of expert advice compiled in 

an easy, step-by-step guides for you to follow 

and start using today.

As well as being at the top of their respective 

games, they’re also regular global travellers 

themselves. The invaluable information 

they’ve shared for No Vacancy is also their 

very personal insight and honest opinion - it 

will genuinely help you and your business 

grow in ways you can only imagine.

“No Vacancy is 

an eye-opener of 

new inspiration 

on how we can 

attract more 

guests by using 

all kinds of digital 

and marketing 

ideas.”

RALF LUTHE 

GENERAL MANAGER,

SAMABE SUITES & VILLAS - BALI
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So, whether you rent out a holiday room in your home or 

you run a homestay, hostel, guest house, bed & breakfast, 

holiday park, campground, lodge, chalet, villa, inn, pension, 

motel, hotel or resort, or you’re the head of marketing in a 

large hotel or resort, No Vacancy will help you.

Even if you have a thriving accommodation business, you 

will find bucket loads of information to tweak and use to 

optimise the return from both new and repeat guests.  

I know this first hand because I’ve been working in design, 

advertising and marketing for close to 20 years, but I still 

learnt an incredible amount by debating the topics within 

this No Vacancy  with every expert who has contributed. 

Whether it’s helping you adjust the audience you are 

targeting, tweaking your marketing, initiating a complete 

rebrand or even building a new business from the ground up, 

No Vacancy gives you the tools and practical advice to nail it.

Lastly, this book isn’t here to replace the channels that 

already give you great results - Visiting Friends and Relatives 

(VFR), conferences, trade shows, media rates, staff incentives 

and any traditional ‘offline’ marketing and advertising. It’s 

also not to stop using online resources such as TravelClick, 

tourism boards and the expertise of digital agencies, 

marketers, graphic designers, creatives, interior designers 

and any other specialists and consultants. You still need their 

expertise, knowledge and guidance. 

No Vacancy will maximise your knowledge and give you 

further guidance and techniques so you can increase your 

overnight bookings.
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Before we look at methods to increase 

your overnight bookings, we need 

to define who your perfect guest is. 

Defining your target audience sounds 

straightforward, but it’s amazing how 

many people get this so fundamentally 

wrong or have never even done it.

Chapter 1

Define your guest audience 

and develop a kick-ass plan 

to attract them

Introduction
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Taking this into consideration I spoke to one of the smartest 

strategic thinking minds in Australian advertising,  

Al Crawford. I’m lucky enough to still work with Al on 

various projects. I first worked with Al on the advertising 

account for Tourism Australia, Al was the chief strategy 

officer for our agency. Originally from London, he’s had 

great success in some of the best advertising agencies 

around the world. I asked him why it’s important for an 

accommodation businesses to understand their target 

market, and the major do’s and don’ts of attracting the best 

customers to your brand.

 “Having a clear idea of who your target market is, or could 

be, and then catering to them brilliantly is crucial to success. 

Tourism Australia were always brutally clear about their 

eight key target markets and the demographics of the people 

coming from those markets. So in the West, the UK and US 

were two high-spending markets, but it was the older, more 

upmarket, empty nester tourist with more time on their hands 

- given the distance involved - that would visit Australia. 

Adventurous trips across the length and breadth of the 

country aren’t a problem for these guys. Eastern markets like 

China, where a younger group of tourists wanted to pack in 

as much as they can in as short a time as possible meant a 

different kind of messaging - often more about key cities and 

easy hops to famous landmarks and experiences.
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At an individual business level, understanding your guests 

will help you play to their motivations. At a very simple level, 

it might change the kind of accommodation or food you lay on, 

or the restaurant recommendations you make, as well as what 

kind of local experiences you suggest.

The Do’s and Don’ts are also in line with this. Do understand 

who your key target markets are, what characterises them 

and what they’re looking for, and play to this. It’ll get them to 

visit and then recommend to their friends. Conversely, don’t 

try and market your business to a group of people for whom 

it would never appeal. That’s just wasting time and money. 

And don’t assume you understand your audience - you’ll need 

to continuously keep up-to-date with their needs and wants as 

they change all the time.”

Who is your guest audience?

There are a number of reasons why you need to define your 

guest audience. Firstly, it’s impossible to keep everyone 

happy, not to mention how expensive it would be if you were

PHOTO: DICK SWEENEY
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targeting ‘everyone’. Aim to be as specific as possible - an 

approach of ‘anyone who likes to stay in beach hotels’ is 

most likely too general and won’t get the results you’re after. 

Another way of looking at it is, if your target market is too 

broad then you will face higher competition. Narrow your 

market and in return limit your competition.

Just recently, a friend of mine asked me if I could help a 

friend of his. His new product (a fresh approach to a drink 

bottle), was struggling to gain any major sales and interest. 

Without knowing what to expect, I wasn’t sure how good 

the product was going to be, but in fact, it was beautifully 

designed and had very clever practical functions. After 

hearing his story, aspirations and frustrations, I asked him 

who his audience were. His reply was ‘everyone’. “Everyone 

who drinks water will want to buy this”.  Straight away the 

problem was evident. He was saying too many things to too 

many people, and ending up saying nothing to anyone.

The first thing I got him to do was to define a niche market 

(with the largest audience possible). This was going to be his 

hero target market. It didn’t mean he had to neglect anyone 

else. It just meant he had someone special to speak too. 

Someone to develop a story for. 

When I worked in advertising agencies, the first thing 

my creative partner and I would do, was to visualise the 

target market as one ‘real life’ person. You can try this 

for your accommodation business. Really, really think 

about your perfect guest. What would they wear? What 

music would they listen too? What car would they drive?
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What would they eat? Drink? By visualising 

your guest as an actual person it will make your 

job of communication far easier.

And just so you know, the friend’s product is now 

practically out of stock with a large shipment 

due to arrive from China any day now. Being 

targeted doesn’t mean you’re trying to exclude 

everyone else. It allows you to be focused on your 

messaging and make the most of your marketing 

budget so you’re not wasting money talking to 

people who are never likely to stay with you.

The most obvious place to start defining your 

market is looking at your current guest audience. 

Look at the type of guests who have stayed 

with you the most, what their personality, 

interests, lifestyle and behaviours are, and their 

characteristics and demographics (such as 

age, cultural background, nationality, gender, 

income status, career, marital and family status). 

Through your research you may also define a 

niche market you can start targeting.  

Think about all your accommodation features 

and then the benefits each of your features bring. 

Then think about the type of people who would 

get the most benefit from your features.

Toby Jenkins, founder of digital marketing 

company Bluewire Media, shares his advice on 

When I worked 

in advertising 

agencies, the 

first thing my 

creative partner 

and I would do, 

was to visualise 

the target market 

as one ‘real life’ 

person. You can 

try this for your 

accommodation 

business. 

PHOTO: JULIET TAYLOR

MAKE THEM HUMAN:
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how to define and build your audience. “First up, you need 

to know yourself and your business, and who you might be 

best suited to attract. Write down the answers to the following 

questions:

1. What are your own personal values?

2. What are your business values?

3.  What is the value proposition of your accommodation 
that is drawn from those values?

4. Can you build a niche around that value proposition?

Once you’re clear on those, you can start to refine who you 

think might best suit that proposition:

1. Who are my best customers?

2. What characteristics do they have in common?

3.  How do those characteristics align with our value 
proposition?

4. How can I get more from those same customers?

5. Who do they trust?

6. Where do they hang out?

7. What are their needs?

8. How do they find us?

Understand yourself as a business and then understand the 

drivers of your best guests/customers. The more you invest in 

the relationships and play the long game, the better.”
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Craig Page has worked in digital strategy in 

the UK and Australia for close to 20 years. He’s 

currently working for one of the top digital 

creative agencies in Sydney and adds, “I think 

the best strategy is to really understand your key 

benefits over the other options for a potential 

guest, and play to those strengths. Your aim is 

to be a small percentage of the audience’s first 

choice, rather than everyone’s 18th choice, so 

think about the kind of people who would be 

particularly attracted to your offering and how to 

talk with them in a way they would appreciate. If 

you’re not already one of these people, immerse 

yourself in their culture and really get an idea of 

what makes them tick. It should be immediately 

apparent to any member of this group to see your 

content and quickly understand and FEEL that 

it’s the place for them.”

Renee Hyde, is head of client services at a New 

York advertising agency and shares, “To put it 

simply, if you know who you are, and who you 

are for it’s easy to stand out. Start by working 

out why you are different and who your target 

guest is. By defining these things, you can to 

be very targeted about where and how to invest 

in marketing and advertising that will reach 

your guest.

If your target 

market is too 

broad then you 

will face higher 

competition. 

Narrow your 

market and in 

return limit your 

competition.
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Larger hotel chains have the money to spend on magazine 

ads and television, but to be honest there’s a lot of wastage. 

I’d focus on finding places your guest goes (online and 

social media predominantly as you can be more targeted) or 

people who your target guest aspires to be, and using them 

to promote your property.”

Andrew Chu, a Bangkok-based executive creative director 

at GREYnJ United says, “Whether someone is on business or 

leisure travel, the place where he or she ends up staying plays 

an important role in making their travel memorable. And you 

want to be remembered for the right reasons. So maintaining 

a high standard in the basics (friendly service, hygiene, great 

location, competitive pricing, etc.) is a given. But what would 

make you stand out from the competition is when you succeed 

in making your guests feel special. Leave a good impression, 

but also give them something to talk about.”

Simon Gibson is a New York-based senior writer at advertising 

agency R/GA and he believes, “First things first. Know your 

audience. Like, really know them. You’re not for everyone 

so don’t try to be. Define your audience and then learn what 

makes them tick. Learn how they talk. Learn what they like. 

Learn what they hate. Find other accommodation they like. 

Learn why they like it. Find other brands they like. Learn why 

they like them. Then you will learn to speak to them in ways 

and places that don’t annoy them. Most brands suck at this.”

Sydney based chief marketing officer at Baiada, Yash 

Gandhi adds, “Customer experience is key.  Talk to your target
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customer, understand all the little things that matter to them 

(and the things that don’t), ask what are the key pain points 

and what you could do to make it that much better.

Once you understand them in detail, map out what you, as a 

business, can achieve in the short, medium and long term. The 

small wins can make a big difference and if your customers 

remember how you’ve made them feel and their experience 

with you - they will do the marketing for you. Understand and 

make your customer’s needs and experience the core of what 

you have to offer.”

Finally, don’t break your target audience down too far. You 

can have different groups you market to differently with 

different messages, images and call to actions. Once you 

have your groups, you can also research to know where to 

find them and the types of media and channels you need to 

reach them.

Convert bookings through a buyer journey funnel.

I often think of the process to attain a new guest as a giant 

funnel. Your purpose is to gather as many guests at the top 

of the funnel and then channel them down to the bottom. At 

the top you establish awareness about your accommodation 

business and at the bottom of the funnel is where you make 

a booking.
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B O O K  N O W

$

AWARENESS
TOP

INTEREST
MIDDLE

DECISION
BOTTOM

BUYER JOURNEY FUNNEL

KEY PHASES
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B O O K  N O W

$

Attract potential guests to your site through engaging content
(Blogging, videos, social media, paid ads, PR, influencers...)

GOOGLE SEARCH, SOCIAL MEDIA, EMAIL, DIRECT, OTA’s

WEBSITE VISITORS

AWARENESS

Provide relevant information and problem solving 
to secure booking

(Website, local information...)

INTEREST

Provide compelling reason to book now
(Competitive pricing, promotions,

guest reviews, social proof...)

DECISION
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You’ll have the largest audience at the top of 

the funnel. Not every person you speak to will 

be ready to book. Your job here is to ‘delight 

and entertain’ in order to stand out and 

connect. You can do this with relevant blog 

articles, great photos on Instagram, funny 

Facebook posts, animated stories or GIFs, video 

interviews, the list goes on. We’ll discuss this 

more in Chapter 4 (Cost effective marketing 

you can start doing today). At this point a 

potential guest may only just be starting to 

research their next holiday destination.

As you move potential guests down the funnel 

toward booking, the information you offer 

should start to get a little more practical and 

helpful. For example, if you’re a budget-friendly 

family destination you may start to offer 

information such as ‘Top 10 Holiday Savings 

Tips’ or ‘Family Friendly Places To Eat That Don’t 

Cost The Earth’.

Google’s senior product director, Rohit Dhawan 

says, “When attracting the right guest audience 

for your business, you need a basic understanding 

of how a funnel system works. At the top of the 

funnel is where you talk to guests who may be 

interested in having a holiday in the next month, 

six months or even next year. You attract their 

attention here through the right branding and 

messaging for your business.

To better understand what 

accommodation businesses 

need help with and are 

interested to know more about 

- I travelled the world to meet, 

listen too and work alongside 

successful managers, owners 

and marketers of lodges, villas, 

motels, hotels and resorts, big 

and small.

Above: Author Nick Bonney 

with general manager Eugene 

Hendriks, of the Avani resort 

in the beautiful area of south 

Vietnam, Quy Nhon. 

ON THE ROAD:
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There are various touchpoints and channels you 

use to speak to a wider audience in the top of 

your funnel. Your social media posts, paid ads, 

blogging and content all should work together to 

stand out and put you front of mind for a guest 

thinking about their next holiday. You want 

to show them you are the ultimate brand and 

experience they desire.

The right branding is focused on top of the 

funnel, but you also want to focus on the lower 

funnel. The bottom of the funnel is the stage 

where potential guests have done their research 

and are ready to make a booking. Again, there 

are multiple touch points and you should 

measure which is most effective to your business. 

However, when analysing which channel and 

method is the most effective, keep in mind that 

some of the top of funnel touch points and 

messaging most likely influenced their decision.

You have to think through what someone is 

searching for - a place to stay, to book right then 

and there. Think about all the different types of 

searches or places they would go, like Google, 

Expedia, Trip Advisor - you need to make sure 

you are there.

“When attracting 
the right guest 
audience for 
your business, 
you need a basic 
understanding 
of how a funnel 
system works.”

ROHIT DHAWAN 

SENIOR PRODUCT DIRECTOR,

GOOGLE

OPINION:
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When it comes to lower funnel conversion, the user journey 

toward booking needs to be as clear and simple as possible. 

Your advertising can then perform really well and you can 

easily measure what the conversion rate is. Tools such as 

Adwords Conversion Optimizer and Optimizely help you drive 

the maximum conversion rate by allowing you to experiment 

with different kind of layouts on your website. ”

Define your product market fit

Mark Vadgama, senior marketer at Etihad Airways says, “In 

the world of modern Return of Investment (ROI) Marketing, 

getting your customer value proposition (your product) nailed 

is critical. It needs to reflect the hierarchy of pains, needs, 

wants, expectations and motivations of your defined target 

audience. Steve Jobs recognised this. The features and benefits

The better you know your guests and understand what they are looking for, the more 

effective you will be in attracting them.

PHOTO: JOHN LAURIE
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of your product or service should align to those pains. From 

there, it’s about creatively optimising the product story through 

the most appropriate channels. In other words, make sure you 

get the ‘what’ right before the ‘how’. 75-80% of marketing 

strategies, campaigns and ads today underperform because 

they haven’t addressed this. Big and small companies.”

Marketing specialist at The Daily Telegraph newspaper in 

Sydney, Sheridan Harca says, “Understand your market and 

point of difference. If you are a high end boutique hotel or B&B 

catering to a luxury experience, your targeting and approach 

on the media mix would be very different to that of a large 

budget hotel trying to attract scale (i.e. fill beds) and provide 

an economical stay.”

Creative writer, Simon Gibson adds, “Know what’s in it 

for them. What can you give them? What is it that you offer 

that they will care about? Think about that. Then simplify it. 

Are you’re the hippest, the comfiest, the most convenient, the 

cheapest, the most reliable? 

It helps if it’s true. If it’s not, maybe make it true. Now tell 

the truth (or the best version of it) in a memorable way.  

Then do the human test. If your brand was a human, would you 

like it? Would you keep talking to them? If no, maybe try again.

Think about making your audience happy. So many 

businesses are scared of trying to make people happy. They 

play it straight and rational and boring and try to convince 

people. But you’re not selling life insurance, you’re selling a 

temporary home. People should like where they are staying,
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not just accept it. They might be travelling for fun, they might 

be travelling for business, they might be travelling for a funeral, 

but they should like where they are staying. Maybe even love 

it. And a big part of that is how you interact with them. So 

think like a human. The coolest hotels and accommodation 

businesses do. As a result, they make you feel welcome by 

having an actual, discernible personality.“

New York photographer, Daniela Federici travels the world 

extensively, shooting in some of the most exotic locations 

on earth. “Hotels have really evolved in the past 20 years.” she 

says, “Before that, they were all very generic looking. Aman 

Resorts raised the standards and really made the idea of the 

hotel becoming a destination as each of them are located in 

such amazing locations. Then the Four Seasons, Oberoi, Taj 

and Belmont groups restored lots of old wonderful hotels in fab 

destinations that had a legacy. Then all the city hotels, like W, 

started popping up.

PHOTO: DANIELA FEDERICI
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I feel people want to travel and be part of a 

unique experience and that’s why the hotels that 

have a legacy or stylistically reflect the culture 

and tradition of a place, stand out. Airbnb is 

good for budget travel but I prefer to find the 

smaller hotels with a story to tell.”

Think and deliver globally

It sounds obvious, but too often accommodation 

businesses only deliver messaging, information 

and content that’s only speaking to them and 

their local culture. However, the reality is 

your potential guest and online reputation 

is global and culturally diverse. Make sure 

you take steps to understand your potential 

international audience and their collective 

expectations.

“International is a huge market with large 

potential but also fraught with many traps,” 

strategic marketing and technology expert 

Lambert Kiang shares. “My advice is be 

super focused on your customer segments and 

then their needs. For example, older Chinese 

customers dislike the number ‘four’ and sleeping 

at the end of corridors - they attract bad spirits. 

You need to work out how you can appeal to a 

narrow segment in the most effective manner.

“Hotels have 

really evolved in 

the past 20 years. 

Before that, they 

were all very 

generic looking.”

DANIELA FEDERICI

PHOTOGRAPHER
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International is risky, so my advice is to also do a series of 

‘test and learns’ across segments to decide which messages 

are working and which customers are the most profitable for 

your business.”

Bangkok based creative director Andrew Chu adds, 

“Although we are all people, we do have differences - different 

beliefs, cultures, personalities, habits, and so forth. To attract 

someone, you have to understand them. Understand their 

lives, their needs, and wants. It’s only when you understand 

your audience, that you’ll be able to relate to them and have a 

conversation. A conversation on a personal level, not talking 

to a mass.

So get to know your audience, and they’ll eventually want  

to know you too.”

Senior marketer at Wendy Wu Tours, Emma Prineas 

believes, “The digital age has been a double edged sword for 

independent accommodation businesses to act on a global 

stage. The emergence of aggregators and independent 

booking sites gives smaller providers the opportunity to 

compete on a level playing field. Ultimately, the internet 

is the first place people look for their accommodation now, 

and unless it’s part of a corporate inventory “buy”, the vast 

majority of this product (i.e. rooms) is able to appear in 

searches. This means you can easily stand out with niche 

Google Adword buys and descriptive content. BOOM! You’re 

up with the big guys.

A content rich strategy requires only your time and
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commitment, rather than any large spend. Get the right market 

talking about you and your product will sell itself.”

“Think about the global market,” LA based digital creative 

consultant Josh Rowe says. “It sounds obvious but I often see 

the basic things being taken for granted, everything from the 

technology side to the marketing to even just understanding 

what global travellers’ expectations are. Someone from 

Germany and someone from Cleveland, Ohio and someone 

from Milan and someone from Sydney, I’m sure share a lot in 

common and there’s something universal about it, but people 

are used to different things. So getting a sense of what’s a 

reasonable level of service and comfort to provide based on 

different cultural norms - that’s important.”

Even with chief strategist, Al Crawford’s large corporate 

and tourism experience he told me the lessons learned can 

be applied to businesses big and small.

1. Understand what your point of difference is and leverage 

it relentlessly.

The independent accommodation business has become 

fiercely competitive with a huge array of choice for any 

potential tourist. Having a clear point of difference helps 

you to stand out from the crowd and will massively improve 

your chances of converting potential guests into actual ones. 

It’s worthwhile doing an audit of your key competition, as 

well as digging deep into your own offering to discover what 

makes you unique, and then making this the key element of 

your marketing. It could be something functional like the 
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quality of the offering, the unique location or fit out or it could 

be something more human like the warmth and hospitality of 

the hosts or the deep local knowledge you possess. Whatever it 

is though, it can’t be puffery. It’s got to be true or you’ll be found 

out very quickly. When it came to Australia, we were faced by 

the same dilemma; what makes us utterly unique? Our data 

revealed two things. The first was unsurprising, but vital. There’s 

still no place on earth that has the same beaches and ocean as 

us. The second was obvious to us, but incredibly surprising to 

tourist - our food and wine rivals the likes of France and Italy.  

The past two years has been spent hammering away at both  

of these points and we’ve seen tourist numbers pick up as  

a consequence.

2.  Collect data, no matter how anecdotal

Tourism Australia obviously had deep pockets for big 

research studies, but small businesses can still collect a 

surprising amount of information about their guests.  Speak 

to your customers and find out what turns them on and off, 

what they saw in your offering and how it can be improved. 

There’s also a treasure trove of information that’s just a click 

away online, whether it’s the Tourism Australia website 

or broader information on the motivations of some of the 

different cultures that visit us.

3. Invest in your online presence

Running a small business is a 24/7 operation. However, 

investing in your virtual presence in this digital world is 

crucially important. Many customers’ first experience of 

the business will be through your ‘owned’ assets like your 
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website, Instagram or Facebook page.  Keeping 

these in good working order and, better still, 

using them as a way of bringing to life your key 

points of difference through customer feedback 

or interesting visual content, will help rise 

above the sea of sameness.”

Tell a consistent and unique story

The right brand strategy will help you develop 

a consistent and relevant story, with new and 

existing guests. It’s important to develop a 

story that’s unique to your brand and you can 

tell consistently across all your touchpoints, 

such as you website and social channels.  

If you’re consistent, your guests will place 

their trust in you and feel confident you will 

deliver on your offering. On the flip side if 

you’re inconsistent in your branding and 

storytelling your guests may not trust what 

you are offering.

Emma Heath, of Words By Nuance says, 

“When you’re a small business, one of the 

advantages is that you can come across more 

‘real’ than big corporates and chains. Through 

being authentic and telling your story, you 

can create a more personal connection with 

your audience. It’s so important to be truthful; 

people these days can smell a fake or wannabe 

a mile off.”

“When you’re a 

small business, 

one of the 

advantages is 

that you can 

come across more 

‘real’ than big 

corporates and 

chains.”

EMMA HEATH

FOUNDER/ DIRECTOR

WORDS BY NUANCE
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Writer, Simon Gibson believes, “For most businesses, it’s 

highly unlikely their offering is truly unique. And if it is, it 

probably won’t be for long. The ugly truth is most goods and 

services are essentially replicable, especially if they are worth 

replicating. Brand positioning/storytelling on the other hand 

can be unique. 

At its most simple, your brand is what consumers think and 

feel when they think of your business. And it’s shaped by a 

load of things that could be called brand storytelling - from 

the offering itself to communications in all forms (design, 

language, ads, PR).”

Look at how successful brands around the world have used 

their proposition to inform the story they wish to tell about 

their business. Red Bull, for example, awakens the feeling 

of being a ‘daredevil’ within us all. They extend their brand 

story through ambassadors, events, film, photography, 

advertising, social media and so on so that we’re able 

to witness often life threatening experience and stunts, 

essentially extending their value proposition of “Red Bull 

gives you wings” into our daily lives.

Simon adds, “I still believe the Pepsi blind taste tests are a 

great example of the power of brands for reasons Pepsi never 

intended. They showed people on the street that when you 

hide branding, Pepsi tastes better than Coke. Die hard Coke 

fans said it themselves. It proved that brands are so powerful 

they affect the way we taste things. But more importantly, 

it didn’t work. Even once it was rationally explained to 

generations of drinkers that Pepsi tasted better than Coke, 
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they still chose Coke. It seems insane. That’s why brands 

are important.”

London creative director Matt Weston shares, “Storytelling 

gets thrown around a lot in marketing, but I think that 

authenticity is very important. These people will trust 

you more if you are transparent as a business. Also, to get 

someone to relate to you, you have to give away something 

about your true self.”

Matt Taylor, director of narrative strategy at Deloitte 

Consulting says, “For us there is a difference between a story 

and a narrative - a story has a beginning, middle and an end 

but a narrative is an evolving overarching story made up of 

smaller stories that add up to something bigger that keeps 

going - like your business.

Look for the times when your business kicked ass and ask 

yourself, “what did we do that was so awesome?” It’s the details 

in what you offer that make you different.

To keep a story going you need to believe it, otherwise it’s 

really hard (and boring) to keep telling something which is 

meaningless to you. It could be your location, it could be your 

features, it could be all sorts of things. One of the big tests 

of creating content is would you watch or read this thing 

yourself ? It doesn’t need to be Pulitzer Prize winning material, 

but try and imagine stumbling across it in the wild and if you 

would give it the time of day.”
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Develop an ongoing relationship to increase repeat visitors

If you increase repeat business you will drive the success of 

your business through the roof from loyal guests returning 

to stay and becoming advocates of your brand to their 

friends and family.

Digital customer experience specialist Nick Honey states, 

“Take a step back, segment your ideal customer and map out 

the current journey they have with your brand. Now, identify 

the downfalls (using feedback and review sites like Trip 

Advisor). Lastly, come up with simple or innovative ways to 

improve the experience of these downfalls. The smartest tactic 

a Small to Medium Business (SMB) can adopt is getting in the 

habit of small wins. Continued small wins for your targeted 

customer will grow their loyalty. A loyal customer is worth ten 

times their original purchase. Find what makes you different.”

Sheridan Harca of Australian newspaper, the Daily 

Telegraph also adds, “Once you know your audience, drive 

talkability and loyalty - and own it. Let it drive your story and 

your end-to-end brand experience. By creating an experience 

that mirrors a consumer need, you will give people something 

to talk about and hence advocacy. Give them a reason to feel 

“this brand is like me” and instill a sense of pride in the fact 

they discovered and liked the experience. And then reward 

them for loyalty. Give them a reason to keep coming back.  

The rest is then easy. They will share and do all the hard work 

for you.”

During 2016 I was creative director for a tech startup called 

Simple. Simple is a cloud based software company that 



31© NoVacancyGuide.com

marketing departments of large global 

companies use to collaborate, track and 

measure the effectiveness of their marketing 

campaigns. When I first started, Simple was 

based only in Australia, however one of my 

objectives as head of creative was to see the 

expansion into America and Europe. During 

this time, I saw first hand the results that 

great customer advocates were having on the 

growth of the business. Sure, our sales and 

marketing was having great results too, but 

the power of our loyal and happy customers 

was far outweighing what we were striving to 

achieve. The software we were building was 

making their job as marketers much easier and 

more efficient and they loved to talk positively 

about it. So, even at a global corporate level, 

customer loyalty is imperative to the growth 

of a business.

Marketing specialist Mark Abay is the 

Content Director and co-founder of Ashton 

Media, a company that provides highly 

targeted, executive conferences throughout 

Australia, Asia and the UK. With over 18 year’s 

experience in tech, marketing, advertising 

and ecommerce markets, Mark recommends, 

“If possible, capture a customer’s date of 

birth. You can make relevant accommodation 

offers such as a suggestion for their upcoming 

“For us there 

is a difference 

between a story 

and a narrative 

- a story has 

a beginning, 

middle and 

an end but a 

narrative is 

an evolving 

overarching 

story made up of 

smaller stories 

that add up 

to something 

bigger that keeps 

going - like your 

business.”

MATT TAYLOR

DIRECTOR OF NARRATIVE 

STRATEGY,

DELOITTE CONSULTING
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birthday two month in advance. Note when bookings are 

made and target those same customers at the exact same time 

(of booking) the following year.” 

Really, really, really listen to what your guests are saying

Writer Simon Gibson says listen to your guests. “By being 

open and honest, you allow your customers to give you the 

feedback or the advice you need to grow and learn from what 

works and what doesn’t.”

I recently travelled to Silicon Valley in California to meet 

with some business leaders and gain their insights for No 

Vacancy. I love Silicon Valley. It’s such a foreign world to 

me. It’s kind of like I imagined it would be, but a lot greener, 

with beautiful tree lined streets in between these massive 

campus-like companies such as Google and Facebook. 

There’s also A LOT of electric cars. While I was there I caught 

up with senior director of customer success at tech company 

Optimizely, Jennifer Ruth. She told me legacy companies 

that haven’t fully embraced their customers’ needs should be 

worried about their industries’ being disrupted. “Everyone 

talks about “listening to your customers,” which is hugely 

important, but does nothing if you don’t take action on that 

voice.  Airbnb, Square, Uber ... none of these were magical 

ideas, but they attacked industries notorious for not taking 

action from their customers’ feedback. The best advice I can 

provide to companies fearing this threat is to LISTEN and 

ACT on what your guests are telling you they want. It seems 

so simple, but is surprisingly often not followed.”
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1. Listen to your guests

2. Action their input

 3. Define and practice “innovation” as doing 

something better, not chasing the newest, 

shiniest thing.  Deliver on your promise to your 

guests and don’t worry about keeping up with 

the Joneses.

JENNIFER RUTH 

SR. DIRECTOR OF CUSTOMER SUCCESS,

OPTIMIZELY 

PHOTO: DANIELA FEDERICI



Whether you rent out a holiday room in your home or you run a 

homestay, hostel, guest house, bed & breakfast, holiday park, 

campground, lodge, chalet, villa, inn, pension, motel, hotel or 

resort, increasing your bookings is always your priority. 

No Vacancy gives you the tools, step-by-step advice and 

confidence to adjust the audience you are targeting, maximise 

the efficiency of your marketing strategy, initiate a complete 

rebrand or even build a new business brand from the ground up.
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