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Foreword

Data, it has often been claimed over the past several years, is the new 

oil. I’m not convinced this is entirely true, but there are some curious 

similarities. Just as oil slumbered as an unappreciated resource until 

the late nineteenth century and then awakened wholesale changes 

to the world economy, data in many ways has the potential to do the 

same. But in contrast to oil that sat beneath the earth for thousands of 

years relatively undetected, data is flooding all around us in seemingly 

unmanageable variety and volume. Data is everywhere, but perplex-

ingly the more we have of it, the more it becomes increasingly difficult 

to harness and exploit.

This is particularly true in the hospitality industry where our cul-

ture has been historically high touch and low tech. Yet, every hour 

of every day hotels, restaurants, and casinos generate millions of data 

points as customers interact with reservation systems, loyalty pro-

grams, credit card exchanges, point of sale systems, and simply check 

in and out of hotels. Although the traditional success of most hospital-

ity companies has largely been due to their ability to use customer ser-

vice, facilities, and location as differentiators, this is no longer enough.

Today, our service-driven industry has become extremely compet-

itive in almost every way conceivable. For small and large companies 

alike, there has never been a time with more focus on performance—

financial performance, stock price, customer loyalty, market share, 

you name it. The competitive landscape has quickly transitioned to 

finding a way to best use data to drive strategy and performance.

As a hospitality industry executive and consultant for almost 30 

years, I have witnessed this transition firsthand and I can appreciate 

what a challenging journey it has been and continues to be for many 

of us. Although I have enjoyed some success over the years helping to 

drive the adoption of data-driven decision making and performance 

enhancement during my time with Pricewaterhousecoopers, Host Hotels &  

Resorts, and now Hilton Worldwide, I really wish Kelly McGuire 

could have helped me out and published The Analytic Hospitality  
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Executive 25 years earlier. As you will soon realize when reading her 

book, Kelly serves up a brilliant recipe for understanding all of the key 

principals in a readable and business-faced format. If you are think-

ing about becoming a better analytic hospitality executive, then this is 

your guidebook.

I first met Kelly when I joined the advisory board for the Center for 

Hospitality Research at Cornell University’s School of Hotel Adminis-

tration. We are both alumni; she with a master’s degree and a PhD, 

and I with an undergrad degree many years earlier. What impressed 

me about Kelly when we first met was that I immediately recognized 

her as an “hotelier.” Not solely an academic mind, she had that rare 

combination of technical intelligence matched with a keen apprecia-

tion for the business of hospitality. It’s actually easy to see how she 

came up with The Analytic Hospitality Executive because that is who she 

is. I know her to be an analytics evangelist who is passionate about 

helping the hospitality and travel industries realize the value of data-

driven decision making.

In this book, Kelly McGuire masterfully articulates the keys for 

successfully building a strategic analytical culture in your  hospitality 

organization. She will emphasize the absolute necessity for senior 

 executive–level buy-in and support. Additionally, she will stress the 

need for an organizational commitment to fact-based decision  making 

and the allocation of the right business resources. Not just dollars 

 allocated to technology, but the dedication of the business to  transition 

to an actionable data-driven decision-making process. The days of 

 devoting 80 to 90 percent of resources to data collection and  validation 

need to come to an end.

There is no message that resonates more strongly from Kelly’s book 

than that it’s all about the data. If you learn nothing else from this 

book and the real-life stories depicted within, please take one word of 

advice from those of us who have walked the path. Start with the data.

As Kelly explains in this book, data is often not the sexy part of an-

alytics. The potentially rich data trapped in fragmented legacy systems 

like those prevalent in the hospitality industry are plagued with chal-

lenges. The possible solutions often lack clear ownership and funding 

as other priorities jump to the front of the line. In my view, this is 

always shortsighted as getting the data right is perhaps the most im-

portant building block for success.
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 Much like my golf game, it’s always more appealing to fi nd a short-

cut. Hard work and practice are no fun for most of us. Every year there 

is new driver technology that promises to let us all hit it right down 

the middle and 50 yards further. Why take lessons and practice when 

you can just buy new technology? Of course that strategy continues to 

disappoint in lowering my handicap. 

 Similarly, many executives are often too eager to embrace the 

popular new technology and the vernacular of the day. Lately, big data 

seems to be the magic term that gets everyone excited. As Kelly will 

explain, today’s big data is tomorrow’s small data. It’s not just science; 

there is a lot of art as well. Being too quick to buy a shortcut solution

and rush to fancy dashboards without focusing on the underlying data 

and organizational alignment almost always lead to failure. 

 In my experience, and as Kelly describes in this book, data is the 

key to the successful creation of a strategic analytical culture. It’s the 

business taking ownership and demanding a “single source of truth.”

It’s the commitment to establishing a common business language and 

what Kelly describes as a sound and sustainable data management 

strategy. 

 In this amazing book, Kelly McGuire will provide a tool kit to help 

all of us navigate the path to a strategic analytical culture in our orga-

nizations. She understands the challenges hospitality companies are 

facing in these highly competitive times. Strategically leveraging data 

has never been more important. We all need to be better analytic hos-

pitality executives. In that regard, this book is essential. 

 Dexter E. Wood, Jr.

 SVP, Global Head, Business & Investment Analysis 

 Hilton Worldwide

#hotelieforlife   
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C h A P t e r  1
Building a 
Strategic Analytic 
Culture in 
Hospitality and 
Gaming



2

I believe in intuitions and inspirations. . . . I 
sometimes feel that I am right. I do not know 
that I am.

—Albert Einstein

Hospitality executives struggle to find the balance between deliver-

ing a guest experience that fosters loyalty and repeat business, and 

delivering on their revenue and profit responsibilities to stake-

holders, shareholders, or franchisees. If you invest too much in the 

guest experience, you could impact profits, but if you focus on too 

many cost-cutting measures to drive profits, you can negatively impact 

the guest experience.

Decisions made in one department of a hotel can have impacts 

across the organization. For example, without a good understanding 

of food cost, a marketing program providing restaurant discounts could 

affect profitability. Without understanding check-in and checkout pat-

terns, a labor-savings initiative might create long lines at the front desk, 

impacting the guest experience. Today, your service mistakes are broad-

cast through social channels and review sites as they happen. The com-

petition is no longer just the hotel next door, but it is also third-party 

distribution channels and alternative lodging providers like AirBnB, all 

waiting in the wings to win your guests from you. On top of all that, 

recent merger and acquisition activity is creating scale never before seen 

in this industry, and global economic conditions continue to be unstable.

When the stakes are this high, you need something to help shore 

up that balance between delivering an excellent guest experience and 

meeting profit obligations. Analytics can be that thing. Tarandeep 

Singh, Senior Director, Revenue Performance and Analytics, Asia, 

Middle East, and Africa says, “Analytics is like GPS—it helps you be 

on track, and even pings you when you go off.” Fostering a culture of 

fact-based decision making ensures that the organization can find the 

right direction, understand the trade-offs, hedge against risk, know 

the next best action, and stand the best chance to be competitive in an 

increasingly crowded marketplace.

Einstein reminds us in his quote at the beginning of this chapter 

that there is still room for intuition and inspiration in this vision. Your 
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intuition can be backed up by the data, getting you closer to “know-

ing” you are right. Inspiration for the right action can come from what 

the numbers tell you. Intuition and inspiration are even more power-

ful when paired with curiosity and questioning. David Schmitt, former 

director of Interactive Marketing Operations and Analytics for IHG, 

says in his blog, “The questions from the business are our North Star, 

the guidance and direction that provide clarity to analytics efforts.”1

The goal is to cultivate a culture of asking good questions and 

letting the data provide the answers. There are so many examples to-

day of companies who have successfully, and sometimes famously, 

derived insight from their data assets through analytics, which helped 

to create a huge competitive advantage or some remarkable innova-

tion. This could be you. Let’s talk about the characteristics of a strategic 

analytic culture first, and then I will tell you how this book can help 

you to build a strategic analytic culture in your own organization and 

set yourself up for success through analytics.

StrAteGiC AnAlytiC Culture

So, what does a strategic analytic culture (SAC) look like? Figure 1.1 

outlines the interrelated components of a SAC.

Executive
management
commitment

Use analytics
to set

business
strategies

Commitment
to data

management

Enterprise
use of

analytics

Culture of
fact-based
decision
making

Figure 1.1 Strategic Analytic Culture Framework
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A strategic analytic culture starts and ends with executive man-
agement commitment. This level of support is required to make the 

necessary investments in people, process, and technology, as well as to 

ensure the alignment among departments that is critical to enterprise-

level thinking.

The executive management team uses analytics to set business 
strategy. Rather than being guided by individual intuition or aspi-

ration, the data and analytics offer a fact-based pathway toward the 

strategy, which is based on market conditions, customer characteris-

tics, and the company’s operating circumstances.

The foundation of any analytics program is an organization-wide 

commitment to data management. Data management programs 

include:

 ■ Data governance to provide data definitions and guidelines for 

storing and accessing information

 ■ Data integration to ensure that data from disparate systems is 

matched and consolidated

 ■ Data quality programs to ensure data is cleansed before being 

used in analytics

 ■ Data storage infrastructure that facilitates access for analytics 

and reporting

An all-encompassing data management strategy facilitates enter-
prise use of analytics. Most organizations have isolated pockets 

of analytic capability, whether it be in revenue management, mar-

keting, or finance. Enterprise use of analytics brings these siloed  

departments together, ensuring that decision making is not done in  

isolation.

Mark Lomanno, partner and senior advisor for Kalabri Labs, in an 

interview in the blog The Analytic Hospitality Executive, said that the role 

of analytics is becoming increasingly centralized in hospitality. “Tra-

ditionally the role of analytics has been more in the financial metrics 

measurement category, to some degree in the operations category, and 

in the marketing category; however, in the future all those will come 

together,” Mark said. He predicted that over time, online hotel reviews 

and comments in social media will replace traditional guest satisfac-

tion measures as the primary gauge of customer satisfaction, and that 
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companies will be able to start predicting occupancy and rates by the 

quality and nature of the hotel’s consumer comments and reviews. 

“This will force operations and marketing to work very closely together 

to react very quickly to what the consumer is saying,” Mark said.

Mark’s prediction points to the need to break down silos, improve 

communication, and synchronize decision making. When the entire 

enterprise is aligned around analytics, it creates a culture of fact-

based decision making. You’ve probably heard the saying “In God 

we trust, all others must bring data.”2 Companies with a SAC back 

up all of their decisions with data and analytics, rather than instinct 

and internal influence. This doesn’t mean that you stifle creativity. 

It means that creative thought is supported by an analysis to back 

up conclusions or reinforce decision making. In fact, strategic use of 

analytics can help organizations become more creative and more agile 

when it uncovers insights that were not apparent on the surface.

Ted Teng, President and CEO at The Leading Hotels of the World 

provided this perspective in a video interview for SAS and the Cor-

nell Center for Hospitality Research: “We are an industry of emotional 

decisions. We badly need analytics and good data for us to make the 

right decisions.” Ted explained that the hospitality market has com-

pletely changed and industry operators can no longer rely on how they 

did things 20 years ago. “There’s a lot of talk about big data out there. I 

am happy with just small data—some data—that allows us to make bet-

ter decisions that are based on facts rather than based on our emotions.”

Where is your organization in this cycle? Are you getting stuck 

at executive commitment? Perhaps it’s been too difficult to build a  

data management infrastructure? Is analytic competency still residing 

in pockets across the organization? This book is designed to help you 

achieve the SAC vision from the ground up, or from the top down if you 

are fortunate enough to have that kind of power and influence!

MovinG AHeAd And StAyinG AHeAd witH 
PreSCriPtive deCiSion MAkinG3

Most hospitality organizations today recognize the need for data-driven 

decision making, and they are making strides in that direction, or at 

least planning for it. In marketing, managers want to understand the 
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customer better to improve targeting and value calculations. Opera-

tions knows that demand forecasting can support better staffing and 

ordering decisions, and finance recognizes that performance analysis 

drives opportunities for efficiencies and strategic growth. As organi-

zations embrace data, analytics, and visualizations, they evolve from 

“gut-feel” reactive decision makers to more proactive, forward-looking 

decision makers.

I believe that hotels and casinos are at a turning point in data and 

analytics. Most hospitality companies have implemented some level of 

data management and business intelligence, or at least are on the path. 

Many hotels and casinos have made investments in predictive analyt-

ics solutions for revenue management or marketing. All organizations 

have at least some desire to provide access to the right information 

at the right time to the right resources to make the right decisions. If 

organizations successfully build out their data and analytic infrastruc-

tures, they will be part of the way there. If they are able to successfully 

leverage the analytic results across their organizations, they will get 

ahead and stay ahead.

Analytic solutions are simply decision support tools. They must be 

used by managers who have the experience to interpret the results and 

take the appropriate actions. Revenue management systems, for ex-

ample, drive revenue because the revenue manager can interpret the 

price and availability recommendations and implement them as part of 

a broader pricing strategy. The jobs of the revenue management system 

and the revenue manager are not the same. A hotel cannot simply hook 

up the revenue management recommendations to the selling system 

and walk away. At the same time, a revenue manager can’t process the 

millions of pieces of information required to understand market oppor-

tunity by hand. However, a great revenue management system man-

aged by a business-savvy revenue manager is a winning combination.

An executive from a large hotel brand told me that one of the 

driving factors for their business analytics investments is to get better 

information into the hands of their senior executives faster. “Imagine 

how much more effective smart and charismatic leaders would be in 

an investment negotiation or even an internal meeting if they had 

instant access to performance metrics, to support whatever ques-

tions they happen to get asked,” he told me. “We have great, highly  


