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by Jon Inge

Following the
Yellow Brick Road
Following
Yellow Brick Road
Following
What’s the secret to getting to Oz?

>> Before long other people see where >> Before long other people see where 
she’s going (the Scarecrow, Tin Man and she’s going (the Scarecrow, Tin Man and 
Lion). They decide to tag along and bring Lion). They decide to tag along and bring 
their own requirements (a brain, a heart, their own requirements (a brain, a heart, 
some courage – useful things to have but some courage – useful things to have but 
not part of the original goal).

>> Just as she reaches the Emerald >> Just as she reaches the Emerald 
City and is in sight of her goal the Wizard City and is in sight of her goal the Wizard 
upgrades the requirement with a major new upgrades the requirement with a major new 
task (fetch the broomstick of the Wicked task (fetch the broomstick of the Wicked 
Witch of the West).

>> Even when she does that, the >> Even when she does that, the 
Wizard’s technology turns out to be much Wizard’s technology turns out to be much 
less effective than she’d expected (“pay no less effective than she’d expected (“pay no 
attention to that man behind the curtain!”) attention to that man behind the curtain!”) 
and she needs to do some last-minute im-
provisation with her team to achieve her provisation with her team to achieve her 
operational goal.

I can’t promise you ruby slippers to I can’t promise you ruby slippers to 

F E A T U R E      F E A T U R E      F E A T U R E      Y E L L O W  B R I C K  R O A D

get you to your goal by magic, but there are 
several steps you can follow to give yourself 
the best possible chance of making it on 
your own.  

The Basic Map
Do these projects ever go smoothly?  

Well, it has been known!  Which is not to 
say that it’s easy, or that there aren’t unex-
pected issues with even a well-planned and 
managed process.  To emphasize the point 
this article includes more than the usual 
number of sidebar stories, in which hoteliers 
tell of the key steps they believe make their 
process fl ow well and consultants provide 
advice they’ve gathered from conducting 
many such exercises.

To set the background, though, let’s 
outline the whole process, from initial de-
cision through system selection to successful 
live operations.

Defi ne the Plan
Success starts with having an overall 

technology plan for the complete operation, 
not from reactively implementing a bunch of 
ad hoc point solutions that may streamline 
one department’s operations only to shift a 
bottleneck somewhere else.  Keep in mind 
that you’re trying to improve the effi ciency 
of the whole operation, and that optimizing 
the whole usually means having to accept 
sub-optimization of the parts.

New system selection and 
implementation is a complex, 
multi-departmental process, 
and fi nding a smooth, well-
signposted way through often 
seems impossible.  

What’s the secret to getting 
to Oz?

When I last wrote on selecting and im-
plementing systems eight years ago (“Perils plementing systems eight years ago (“Perils 
and Pitfalls of the ‘Puter Path”), I looked and Pitfalls of the ‘Puter Path”), I looked 
at the many things that can go wrong with at the many things that can go wrong with 
the whole knotty problem.  Every challenge the whole knotty problem.  Every challenge 
listed there was a reality, but this time around listed there was a reality, but this time around 
it seemed kinder to take a more optimistic it seemed kinder to take a more optimistic 
and positive approach.  Instead of checking and positive approach.  Instead of checking 
off all the ways we fi nd to shoot ourselves off all the ways we fi nd to shoot ourselves 
in the foot, let’s talk about the key steps that in the foot, let’s talk about the key steps that 
make things go as smoothly as possible.  

The Yellow Brick Road may seem like The Yellow Brick Road may seem like 
a simplistic metaphor, but it has some very a simplistic metaphor, but it has some very 
relevant messages:

>> Dorothy starts with clear opera-
tional and technical objectives (she wants tional and technical objectives (she wants 
to get home to Kansas and she needs the to get home to Kansas and she needs the 
Wizard’s technology to do that).

>> She has an apparently straightfor-
ward way to get there (follow the Yellow ward way to get there (follow the Yellow 
Brick Road).
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You may not be able to go for the 
whole plan at once (unless you’re building 
a new property) but if you have a road map 
of where you want to end up you can install 
each major component in phases confi dent 
that it will all fi t together in the end.  You’ll 
also know in advance what temporary in-
terfaces or other operational work-arounds 
you’ll need and can accept for the interim. 

It’s good practice to break all projects 
down into smaller, achievable sections.  IT 
consultant Bob Lewis’ 3-1-3-4 approach sug-
gests a three-year vision, one-year strategy, 
three-month goals and four-week plans.  The 
three-year vision and one-year strategy pro-
vide consistency and focus; the three-month 
goals and four-week plans create a collection 
of quick wins.  This approach also provides 
the opportunity to take stock on a regular 
basis and see if any change in the business 
environment requires a re-arrangement of 
priorities.  Life is never static.

Get Executive Buy-in at the 
Most Senior Level

This is absolutely essential.  It needs to 
be an operations person, too, not an IT one; 

there must be a solid, operational reason for 
every project.  You need a champion, not a 
fi gurehead: someone with a strong desire for 
the project to succeed, the authority to com-
mit money and staff, and the clout to drive 
corporate decisions and make them stick.  

Assemble the Project Team
Always include both management (for 

strategy) and experienced line staff (for 
day-to-day input), chiefl y from operations 
but with IT support and advice.  The people 
who’ll use the system must be the ones mak-
ing the selection decision, but it must also fi t 
within the overall technical architecture.

Defi ne High-level 
Requirements

Full RFPs come later; what you want to 
start with is a clear outline of the key func-
tions the new system absolutely has to do, 
and without which a system won’t be con-
sidered.  As always, the trick is in deciding 
what’s essential and what’s a nice-to-have.  
Requirements documents, like contracts, 
tend to include a lot of scar tissue, things 
written into them as a result of past experi-

ence that don’t necessarily have anything to 
do with current priorities.

Identify Vendors
Do some preliminary checking to iden-

tify vendors who have a realistic chance of 
meeting all your key requirements for both 
functionality and support.  It’s a waste of 
everyone’s time to include long shots, no 
matter how much you like the way their 
systems look.

Web-based Demos to Verify 
Feasibility

Send the vendors your overall require-
ments list and arrange Web-based demos 
for your team.  The vendors can follow 
their usual demo format, but they must 
show how their systems perform your key 
functional needs so you can get a feel for 
how well each approach matches your own 
operational style.

Initial Proposals
Obtain initial proposals from those ven-

dors still under consideration.  Your discus-
sions to this point should have defi ned what 

T H E      Y E L L O W  B R I C K  R O A DT H E      
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information they need to generate a bid: main 
modules, room count, number of users per ma-
jor department, specifi c interfaces, etc.  Don’t 
show the bid prices to the selection committee at 
this stage, though; their choice should be made 
on one system having a clear operational and 
functional advantage over another.  

Detailed, Scripted Demos
Probably the most important part of the 

process, these should be done at your property 
and last a minimum of half a day per system.  
They’re best done back-to-back to ensure a 
fresh comparison in the minds of the selection 
team, who must nevertheless take detailed notes 
of each system’s positive and negative aspects 
to avoid confusion later.  The vendors should 
receive your scripts at least two weeks in ad-
vance to let them confi gure their systems to your 
operation as closely as possible.

Your scripts should include all the key sce-
narios you face on a regular basis, in as much 
detail as possible.  It’s more effi cient to cover 
multiple issues in each, as long as you keep 
track of which specifi c actions you’re check-
ing.  For example, making a reservation for a 
businessman attending a three-day conference 
and will be joined on the second day by his 
wife who is on a different package and wants a 
spa appointment, will cover reservations, room 
sharing, rate splits, multiple packages per room, 
how well activity appointments are tied to the 
room reservation and confi rmation formats.

Make sure the vendors know that you 
expect to see all the functionality requested, 
including interfaces to major sub-systems 
wherever possible, and that failure to show it 
will result in loss of points.  Too often vendors 
settle all demo transactions to cash because 
it’s quicker than using a dummy credit card 
number, or will gloss over some functions they 
didn’t confi gure, or will claim some malfunc-
tion is “because they loaded a new version of 
the software on my computer just yesterday.”  I 
think I’ve heard that in almost every single demo 
for the last 15 years.  

RFPs
There’s some debate on the value of fully 

detailed requests for proposal listing all the 
functionality you expect to see in the system, 
plus some you’d like to have if it’s available or 
could be developed.  These take a lot of time 
for you to prepare, for the vendors to answer 
and for you to compare responses—especially 
if you weigh the importance of each individual 

When you’re replacing an old 
legacy system while planning 

a complete property renovation, you 
need as much support from your 
vendors as possible.  You also need to 
be very clear on your priorities, about 
what’s important and what’s not worth 
attempting.  Campbell’s Resort on Lake 
Chelan, Wash., faced this situation 
recently.

"It helped tremendously that we 
chose the right mix of people for the 
selection team," said Art Campbell, the 
resort’s president and general manager.  
"The IT staff gave important advice on 
interfaces and data migration, but the 
operations managers were key to making 
the vendors demonstrate relevant 
scenarios to help us make the right 
choice, and to setting implementation 
priorities.

"For example, they determined 
that it wasn’t worth migrating our guest 
history data from the old system, since 
its quality wasn’t consistent.  Instead, 
the reservations agents keyed in all 
new bookings, and after we’d run spot 
checks to verify their accuracy we added 
historic data to the new profi les of our 
known long-term repeat guests.  We did 
keep the old system running for a while 
so we could access data if we had to, 
but we put it in a back room so it’s not 
too accessible."

However, the resorts managers 
felt it was important to automate the 
enlarged spa operation and to integrate 
it closely with the rest of the operation.  
In the process the property has agreed 

to be a Beta site for this module.  "We 
anticipated having to deal with the 
inevitable challenges, but it was worth 
it to us both for the integration and to 
have our feedback incorporated into the 
fi nal design."

IT Manager Alaric Pratt said, "Our 
vendor (Northwind) was a full partner 
throughout the implementation. They 
had good advice on the system set-
up and implementation, and support 
has been excellent.  We’ve been 
especially impressed with the company’s 
willingness to listen to our enhancement 
requests, both before and after cutover, 
and to incorporate them into the base 
product."

Any migration is a challenge when 
trying to retrain staff.  To tackle this 
challenge Campbell’s Resort scheduled 
for regular vendor’s online training 
webinars to make sure the staff is 
using the system effi ciently. "Constant 
communication with the whole team 
throughout the project was the key 
to keeping things moving," said Pratt.  
"We shared feedback from several 
reference properties before starting 
implementation to help our planning.  
Some management changes during the 
project shifted a number of priorities, 
but with regular discussions we were 
able to work with these and still keep a 
cohesive approach. "

"Overall, we’re very pleased with 
our process for this," said Campbell.  
"There’s no doubt in our minds that it 
helped us choose the right vendor and 
the right system."

Keeping A Clear Road Map Keeping A Clear Road Map Keeping A Clear Road Map Keeping A Clear Road Map 
at Campbell’s Resortat Campbell’s Resort

T H E      Y E L L O W  B R I C K  R O A DT H E      
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function and the degree to which the vendor com-
plies with it—so they should only be sent to the 
vendor fi nalists.  

In my experience the selection decision is 
usually made on the basis of the scripted demos, 
which show how well the system matches your 
style and operations.  However, because no demo 
can cover all the functionality in a system, the RFP 
response does serve a useful purpose in document-
ing the vendor’s claims for its system functionality.  
Surprisingly often you’ll fi nd some minor function 
missing that you assumed every system had, and it’s 
best to be aware of that before training starts.

ER Defi nition
Most vendors will agree to develop at least 

some functions that aren’t part of their current 
system or don’t work quite the way you want, and a 
pending contract defi nitely provides the best lever-
age to get them.  Make sure you discuss these in 
as much detail as you can, both for function and 
for context; without a full understanding of why 
you want something it’s too easy for the vendor 
to make it either too simple or way too complex.  
The fi rst means you don’t get what you thought 
you would, the second that you might not push 
for something really useful that’s actually not that 
diffi cult to develop.

Check References
Check as many as you can, and ask around for 

others not nominated by the vendor.  No system is 
perfect, and you’ll learn a lot from everyone who 
uses it.  For good or bad, it’s all good input for 
your own planning.

Negotiation and Contract
The fi nal bids from the two or three top 

vendors should be detailed enough to cover all 
software, interfaces, training, implementation, 
project management and support, though you 
often have to go through a couple of iterations 
before they’re all bidding for the same confi gura-
tion.  There’s always some negotiating room in the 
prices, especially if the vendors know that you’re 
seriously considering alternatives, but don’t press 
too hard.  More important than squeezing the last 
dollar out of the price is the need to establish a 
good working relationship with the vendor who’ll 
be installing and supporting your system.  You’ll 
be working with them for a long time; make sure 
they answer the phone willingly.  

However, do insist on phased payments 
instead of 100 percent with order which is often 
considered standard.  It is far better to have a 

Change doesn’t always happen 
quickly in the beautiful 

Smokey Mountains of Tennessee, 
but when you need to replace the 
systems at multiple properties at 
short notice it’s amazing what you 
can do with good planning and 
execution.

When Smokey Mountain 
Resorts needed to update the 
systems at six of its properties 
to catch the summer season, the 
company went for a centralized 
system with a single server for all 
properties.  "It was essential for 
us to be able to look at availability 
across the board," said Kay Collier-
Pittman, president of the hotel 
division.  "The resorts fi ll up quickly 
in the summer and our call center 
agents need to fi nd a room for 
a guest quickly when their fi rst 
choice is sold out." 

But there wasn’t a lot of time 
to work with.  "We looked at fi ve 
vendors’ systems, but for speed 
we decided not to use a full RFP 
process.  Instead we discussed 
our needs with each by phone 
and set up multiple webinars for 
the most promising ones, asking 
increasingly detailed questions 
about the functions most critical 
to our operation.  Our team of 
executive, operations, fi nancial 
and IT managers felt like they’d 
asked a million questions, but 
it always seems that we could 
have asked more.  Despite a few 
minor surprises we’re very pleased 
overall with our choice (Northwind 
Maestro).

"Training and cutting over 
to live operations required very 
careful planning due to our very 
compressed timeframe – we had 
time for only one week of training, 
and then transitioned all six hotels 
in six days!  It’s certainly easier to 
do this when they’re all running 
on the same server, but we had 
to get the system confi guration 
correct the fi rst time; there was 
no time to re-think it after the fi rst 
hotel had gone live."

For consistency the resort 
had the managers attend all the 
training sessions, along with one 
line person from each shift was 
assigned as a system leads.  "We 
stuck to the basic functions for 
the initial cutover, but since then 
we’ve taken advantage of the 
vendors’ webinars for follow-up 
training on groups, packages, 
receivables and other topics," said 
Collier-Pittman.

What advice would she give 
to anyone else in this situation? 
"Get as much information into 
your planning as possible, and 
make sure your vendor is willing 
to be a fl exible partner with you," 
she said.  "Our lead management 
team picked up a lot of valuable 
information at the users’ 
conference earlier in the year, and 
really appreciated the access they 
were given to systems specialists 
to help plan around tricky set-
up questions. Get the system 
confi guration right fi rst, plan your 
training and cutover properly, and 
you can work miracles."

Rapid Transit-ion in the Rapid Transit-ion in the 
Smokey MountainsSmokey MountainsSmokey Mountains

T H E      Y E L L O W  B R I C K  R O A DT H E      
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"It's not real clear which part of your IT system selection and implementation process 
is the problem, but overall I'd say it doesn't look good..."is the problem, but overall I'd say it doesn't look good..."

Communication at Communication at 
MTMMTM

MTM Luxury Lodging is known for 
a progressive approach to hospitality 
technology, epitomized by its Hotel 1000 
in Seattle.  Given that it often implements 
multiple leading edge systems at once, 
how does it ensure smooth installations?

"The most important thing is col-
laborative communications," said Chuck 
Marratt, director of IT for the boutique 
management company.  "For Hotel 1000 
we made it clear from the start that we 
expected all the technology vendors – 14 
for the guestrooms alone – to collaborate 
and cooperate with each other, since this 
would lead to a far more successful result 
which they could then all leverage for 
future sales."

But as you can imagine this doesn’t 
just happen. It has to be encouraged all 
the time.  "We hosted regular meetings 
and lunches for the whole vendor team to 
meet each other face to face and begin to 
understand each others’ issues.  We set 
up an Intranet to make it easier for them 
to continue discussions and record agree-
ments on implementation issues, and we 

put out joint press releases to reinforce the 
team aspect.  This really paid off during 
both planning and installation phases, al-
lowing us to identify and correct misunder-
standings before they became critical."

"This approach does cost money, but 
when we haven’t been able to implement 
it we’ve run into some vendor performance 
issues and misunderstandings that could 
have been prevented and ended up costing 
more.  It’s now our standard process."

What other steps does MTM take to 
smooth out the process?  Marratt said there 
are several important factors, including:

• Treating the hotel owners as 
partners and keeping them in the loop at all 
times, especially early on.  They often have 
specifi c ideas about preferred systems, 
Web site design, etc. and it helps buy-in to 
include as much of these as possible.

• Using standard core systems (in 
our case, PAR Springer-Miller’s Host and 
Newmarket’s Delphi) and a focused selec-
tion process for the others (POS, PBX, guest 
services, etc.).  For new systems we make 
sure the vendors respond to very specifi c 
scenarios based on the particular property’s 
needs, and involve IT staff and key users at 
every stage.  The vendors must understand 
how their system will be used and show us 

that it can meet our needs.

• Consistent training.  MTM has a 
PMS specialist on the IT staff and recog-
nized power users at each property.  These 
receive refresher training from the vendors 
at regular intervals and then train the other 
users at their sites.  MTM also borrows key 
users from its existing hotels to help a new 
property through its critical opening phase.  
Phasing the training makes sense given the 
usual pre-opening chaos MTM limits pre-
opening training to the basic functions, then 
conduct more detailed training later when 
things have settled down a bit.

"All this takes a lot of effort, but 
actively managing constant communica-
tions between all parties defi nitely makes it 
smoother," said Marratt.
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Call the vendor’s 

too, to make sure 

you before you you before you 
need them.

schedule that calls for an initial deposit with the order, another signifi -
cant payment when the software is installed and running at your property 
(usually when training begins), and a retainer (10 percent to 25 percent) 
to be paid within 30 days of formal acceptance.

Confi gure the System and Data
Changing systems is always a good opportunity to evaluate whether 

the way you’ve been collecting and analyzing data is still relevant, but it’s 
surprising how few hotels do so.  Granted, it’s quicker just to go ahead with 
the way you’ve always done it, but remember that you’re setting the pattern 
for the next several years of operations – and priorities change.  You also 
need to decide whether your existing data, especially on guest history, is 
complete and accurate enough to be worth migrating to a new system, or 
whether you’re better off discarding it and starting over.  If you trust the 
data you really don’t want to lose it, but migration is never easy.

Site Prep
This includes making sure your networks (wired and wireless, admin 

and guest service) are up to the performance and security demands of the 
new systems, that interface equipment is installed, suffi cient power and 
air conditioning are provided, enough space is allowed for all equipment 
(workstations, printers and servers) and that it’s all checked out and tested 
thoroughly before the vendor installs its software.  Proper infrastructure 
preparation is absolutely essential to provide a reliable, fast and secure 
foundation for everything you do with the software. 

T H E      Y E L L O W  B R I C K  R O A DT H E      

Central-hosting Central-hosting 
Considerations at MillenniumConsiderations at Millennium

When upgrading its 14 hotels to a single PMS from the three 
different systems they had been using, Millennium Hotels & 
Resorts North America was understandably looking forward 
to considerably smoother operations and more consistent 
data.

"Even more appealing was the decision to go with a centrally 
hosted system (MICROS Opera) running on servers at one 
location on the east coast," said John Edwards, director 
of IS&T.  "It’s much easier to set a single, consistent data 
confi guration for everyone to use, much faster to set up 
a new property by editing a copy of the single standard 
confi guration and then connecting the hotel to the network, 
and much easier to keep the software current and secure. 

"But it does add two extra factors to the implementation 
process.  One is technical; with the hotel operations 
completely dependent on access to the PMS across the 
network, it’s critical to make the whole confi guration as 
responsive as possible.  Every area has to be tweaked to 
reduce reaction time (latency) to the absolute minimum: the 
network, central server, local workstations and even the 
software utilities on them.

"The other issue is more operational.  When the PMS 
server is taken offl ine for maintenance or to install software 
updates, obviously that affects all properties at the same 
time – and we cover four time zones.  So if the PMS is 
taken down at 2 a.m. on the East Coast, that’s 10 p.m. 
in Anchorage.  The biggest impact is on the F&B outlets 
because the PMS interfaces go offl ine too.  So to avoid 
having to run the outlets manually the POS workstations 
have to be able to run off-line, synchronizing room charges 
with the PMS later."

Millennium has done other things to ensure smooth 
implementations including setting up a Wiki and blogs to 
document standard procedures and past decisions, insisting 
on weekly calls with the vendor to review all issues, having 
IT, the PMS specialist and the business unit representatives 
be onsite for all installs, appointing two champions at 
each site to manage all systems issues, and have the PMS 
specialist regularly audit the properties’ use of the systems 
and re-train staff as needed.

Five key things Edwards recommends:

Preparation: as much as you possibly can

Communication: constant and centralized, with the 
vendor and the hotel

Standards: use them wherever possible

Buy-in: get it early, from the hotel staff, the GM and 
the owner

Consistent on-site representation: have the same 
people from IT, the business units and the vendor on 
site for every confi guration and every cutover.
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If anyone has experience of systems implementations over many 
years and from many different viewpoints, it’s Michael Schubach.  
Having seen the issues from the vendor side with CLS, from the op-
erations side with the historic Pinehurst Resorts and now as CIO of 
the new-build Trump Hotel Collection, what advice would he give?

"Continuous communication with the key users and decision 
makers is the one constant across all property types," Schubach 
said.  "You have to know your functional requirements, priorities 
and timeframes, and make sure everyone is onboard with the plan.  
However, you need different approaches for an existing property 
and for new construction, and each type has distinct advantages 
and challenges.

"At a well-established property you’re often constrained by choices 
they made in the past, whether in data confi guration or existing 
systems that will remain in use but need to be interfaced to the 
new one.  On the other hand, you’ll have plenty of good input on 
detailed operational needs and have time to prepare a longer-term 
technology plan to implement systems in phases."

At new construction properties you have more freedom of choice. 
"However," Schubach cautions, "you also have to make all the 
systems decisions at once since they must all come on line to-
gether!  Data confi guration decisions often have to be made before 
the operations management has been hired, so you try to build 
in enough fl exibility to cover the inevitable tweaking later.  New 
managers are frequently hired from existing properties of the same 
type, and bring their own systems and confi guration preferences 
with them.  All these have to be discussed, evaluated and brought 
into a consensus.

"For a new chain such as The Trump Collection, there’s also the 
issue of evolving standards.  In the early stages of growth the focus 
is on providing the best possible guest experience at each property, 
but this can lead to some variations in the systems used to achieve 
it.  As the chain expands, however, so does awareness of what 
the brand experience means as a whole, and of the increasingly 
important role that systems standardization plays in achieving 
that.  So systems standards evolve to refl ect more of a group focus, 
and the technology strategy has to allow for migration of the fi rst 
properties’ systems to the standard confi guration at a later date," 
Schubach said.

In the end there is no substitute for constant discussions.  
"Whether for older or brand new properties, keeping everyone 
aware of and in agreement about where you’re going and why 
certain systems have been chosen to get there always pays 
dividends."

Managing complex, high-luxury properties with varied needs 
in many different parts of the world, you’d think Fairmont 
Hotels & Resorts would have its hands full with every system 
implementation.  How does Fairmont make sure things go 
smoothly?

"As much as anything it’s about good vendor relationships," said 
Vineet Gupta, Fairmont’s SVP of technology.  "It helps that we 
standardized on a single PMS system (MICROS Opera) and also 
use their CRS, but you have to have the right people dealing with 
the vendors.  They must understand the business and, while 
being empathetic with the vendors’ needs, diplomatically ensure 
that your own priorities are met.  We work hard at this; our 
system team visits key vendors regularly to maintain contacts, 
keep up with new developments and provide our input to them.

"Our systems selection group always includes key business and 
IT stakeholders.  They keep our RFPs relatively simple and focus 
instead on how the systems perform during demonstrations.  It’s 
then essential to defi ne any enhancement requests clearly and 
make sure they’re included in the contract’s statement of work.

"Regional needs are taken into account in the single 
confi guration we use worldwide, which we run on the same 
version of the vendor’s software at all sites.  It’s highly valuable 
that our key data is the same everywhere, so we provide 
corporate control of issues that affect brand operations, such as 
market segments and standard reports.  While the properties 
can make local variations in other areas, they tend not to.  We 
also support our key systems (PMS, S&C, accounting) centrally to 
ensure they’re always consistent and current.

"Training consistency is also critical to a smooth operation from 
day one.  A corporate team sets up every property, and we try 
to have the same people from the vendor at all our installations 
since they’re familiar with how we do things.  Despite all 
this, there will often be something that doesn’t go quite right, 
or sometimes a trainer who is not up to the vendor’s highest 
standards must be replaced.

"Prompt corrective action by the vendor is absolutely essential 
at these critical times, and that’s when good relationships really 
pay off."

Existing Properties Existing Properties 
Versus New BuildsVersus New Builds

Fairmont Sets 
Standards for 
Simplicity

T H E      Y E L L O W  B R I C K  R O A DT H E      
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WWhen Xanterra Parks and Resorts hen Xanterra Parks and Resorts 
set about replacing its old central 
reservations and property manage-

ment systems for 25 properties, the vendors 
approached were surprised at the level of 
detail in the RFI and RFP documents.

"This was quite deliberate," said Richard 
Rabinoff, Xanterra’s director of hospitality 
technology.  "While our properties are quite 
straightforward in themselves, they’re in 
spectacular locations offering a huge variety 
of outdoor activities.  As a result, we have 
a lot of very complex package and activity 
booking requirements. At the South Rim of the 
Grand Canyon, for example, hikers can start 
from any one of seven different lodges, hike 
or ride a mule down the Canyon trails, stay at 
Phantom Ranch at the bottom and then raft 
out down the Colorado River or hike out to 
either side of the Canyon.  Since everything 
at Phantom has to be carried down by mule, 
all accommodation and meals have to be very 
tightly controlled, and the number of possible 

package combinations of lodges, routes, package combinations of lodges, routes, 
mules, facilities and activities makes for a 
challenging environment."

From the start a commitment was made 
to take equal responsibility with the vendors 
for the success of the system selection and 
installation process.  "We spent a great deal 
of time with each vendor to reproduce our 
environment closely on their demonstration 
systems, defi ning in detail the situations we 
needed to handle, asking equally detailed 
questions of each vendor and taking copious 
notes. Once we’d selected a vendor (Micros 
Opera), we focused on keeping a good, pro-
fessional relationship with them, working out 
the details of enhancements they’d agreed 
to produce for us and working to understand 
the impact on our operations of not receiving 
changes that weren’t feasible to develop.  
We learned early on that if we took the time 
to specify an enhancement in great detail 
to the developers, we got exactly what we 
wanted."

Data migration and 
user training  were the two user training  were the two 
biggest implementation chal-biggest implementation chal-
lenges.  "It was important lenges.  "It was important 
to us to migrate the close to to us to migrate the close to 
100,000 reservations we had 100,000 reservations we had 
on our books electronically, on our books electronically, 
but it took quite a bit of work but it took quite a bit of work 
to extract, remap and load to extract, remap and load 
into the new system, with into the new system, with 
spot checks of critical totals spot checks of critical totals 
to make sure we maintained to make sure we maintained 
accuracy. Our early efforts accuracy. Our early efforts 

paid off.  Subsequent data migrations, as paid off.  Subsequent data migrations, as 
we rolled through our implementations, 
became almost matter of fact."

When it came to training Xanterra 
hired its own system expert to keep the 
training consistent across all 25 properties.  
This expert attended every implementation 
and made sure that the vendor used the 
same lead trainers at all properties.  "One 
thing that really helped was the trainers’ in-
sistence that our staff drop their old-system 
habits and jargon, and describe the actual 
operations they needed to do instead of the 
way the old system worked," said Rabinoff.

"The three things that really made it 
work were our acceptance of responsibil-
ity for our part of the project, holding the 
vendor fi rmly to their obligations on their 
part, and doing our best to maintain a sense 
of humor throughout.  After all, we’re not 
saving the world here; we’re just trying to 
run a business as well as we can with their 
software."

Xanterra Zeros In on the DetailsXanterra Zeros In on the Details

Training 
Whether you have the vendor train all your staff or just key 

users who then train the others, everyone who uses the system 
must be trained before you go live.  This especially includes the 
managers!  Train intelligently and not all at once; people just can’t 
absorb everything a new system can do.  You’re better off focusing 
on the basics for cutover and following-up with more features later.  
Budget for and schedule refresher training two or three months after 
cutover, and at least once a year thereafter; it always pays dividends 
in maintaining effective use of the system. 

Cutover Support
Make sure you have 24-hour coverage for the fi rst couple of 

days, then taper off rapidly so your staff become used to working 
on their own while expert back-up is available but not looking over 
their shoulders.  Insist on a formal acceptance procedure before the 
vendor’s team leaves the property.  The implementation won’t be per-
fect, but you need to document what’s still open on both sides, when 
it’s to be corrected and by whom.  Call the vendor’s support number, 
too, to make sure they’ve heard of you before you need them.

Never Stop Talking
Communicate, communicate, communicate.  As many of the 

sidebars mention, constantly keeping in touch with all the key play-
ers is essential to correct misunderstandings, identify problems, 
discuss changes in requirements, priorities and anything else that 
needs correction as quickly as possible before it becomes a crisis.  
Keep a professional approach, though, and don’t exaggerate the 
importance of minor things.  Crying wolf can be just as counter-
productive as saying nothing.

A Last Word from Dorothy
Despite all the complexities, this whole process can be done 

in an organized, planned and successful manner, with a minimum 
of disruption to ongoing operations.  It takes a lot of hard work, 
focus, communication and dedicated project management, but you 
can get there.  Just watch out for fl ying monkeys.

Jon Inge is an independent consultant specializing in 
technology at the property level. He can be reached by e-mail at 
jon@joninge.com or by phone at (206) 546-0966.
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Mr. Rock Recommends 
a Solid Foundation

Jeremy Rock has been managing systems implementations 
for most of the 18 years he’s been in hospitality technology, 
especially as president of The RockIT Group he founded nine 
years ago.  His essential keys to a successful project?

"Plan as completely as possible from the start, and defi ne 
the property’s objectives from an overall systems standpoint.  
This often involves educating managers on the implications of 
their decisions, and sometimes even suggesting extra systems 
that would enhance the goals.  With today’s emphasis on in-
tegration and converged networks there’s no such thing as an 
isolated system.  

 "Infrastructure is the key that pulls everything together; 
include it in your planning right from inception, at the same 
time as equipment and furniture placements.  Last-minute 
improvisations and changes can be unsightly and unreliable. 

"Tailor each plan to the current specifi cations and needs 
of the property instead of re-using one based on something the 
GM or architect used fi ve years ago somewhere else.  Then stay 
involved with every aspect of the development and implementa-
tion.  Construction seldom goes completely to plan; regular 
site visits and constant communications with the whole team 
minimize the potential for fi nding last-minute issues when the 
systems are deployed.

"Involving everyone in building a comprehensive plan 
allows you to know where you’re going.  Constantly staying 
on top of it makes sure you’ll get there without too many 
surprises."

Planning for Success
Allison Morris, principal of ForEm 

Consultants with over 15 years of imple-
mentation experience, lists several essen-
tial factors to successful projects:

"Start with a detailed plan with all 
signifi cant milestones and dependencies," 
Morris said.  "It alerts you to potential 
slippage as early as possible and lets you 
involve other key players in working out 
the impact and potential recovery options."

Everyone is in agreement that buy-in 
is essential. "You need full executive spon-
sorship to make it happen, but you must 
also involve the people who’ll be using the 
new system right from the start for them 
to buy into the process.  Try to include 

To The Point

Mark Haley, a Boston-based consultant with the Prism Partner-
ship and a veteran of innumerable systems implementations from his 
15 years with Sheraton, offers the following thoughts: "Always be able 
to make a good case for changing systems.  The surest way to make 
a hotel staff fall in love with their current system is to tell them you 
are going to take it away from them."

Additional Haley insights:

1| Invest time in needs analysis before getting demos.

2| Your only point of leverage to negotiate is when in purchase 
mode.  Once you sign a contract your leverage is gone, so 

negotiate everything you might want for the foreseeable future before 
you buy, including Service Level Agreements, remedies for breaches, 
support price increases, rates for additional training, purchase of ad-
ditional modules, etc.

3| Don't alienate the vendor, as a company or individually.  You 
need them to provide support willingly, and you will end up 

doing business with them again, somehow, somewhere.  You never 
say goodbye in the hotel business, only auf wiedersehen.

4| Remember to allocate time and resources to set up and tear 
down the training room; it’s often overlooked.  You can’t train 

on the front desk.

5| Plan for multiple training classes for all departments, even 
those with only a few users.  You have to leave enough em-

ployees out of class to run the property.  

6| The people with the worst training class attendance are 
invariably the line managers, who are then not able to support 

the employees after go-live.

7| There is always a fi re drill to get one system or interface 
installed.  Be prepared to handle it!

people who’ve worked with multiple 
properties and systems; they can suggest 
features they know from experience will 
be helpful.

RFPs are important, but scripted, 
hotel-relevant demos are a better test of 
the system.  An RFP may indicate that a 
system can to do A and B, but the scripted 
demo will show if it can do both at the 
same time. Contracts are like pre-nuptial 
agreements.  Make sure before you sign 
that you’ve covered all your issues and 
that the vendor has committed in writing 
to all the enhancements you believe are 
essential.

Check as many reference proper-

ties as possible.  Some hotels will love 
the system, some will hate it, but their 
experiences are all valuable input for 
your planning.

Training is crucial; it must be man-
datory that all users attend all relevant 
classes.  This especially includes man-
agement, who need to understand the 
system properly to support their teams.  
Implementing any new system means, in 
effect, that every single person is starting 
a new job on day one.

Above all, plan up front and effec-
tively communicate, communicate, com-
municate.  People can handle anything if 
they’re properly prepared.

T H E      Y E L L O W  B R I C K  R O A DT H E      


