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ABSTRACT

Managing the dynamics of customer behaviour in the
rapidly emerging multichannel eBusiness environment is
complex. Establishing an enduring and profitable dialogue
with a customer requires that online relationship
management applications can accommodate the channel
variety in the customer's eCommunications portfolio
including their buyer behaviour dynamics. With reference
to the hotel industry, this paper considers (a) the impact of
Internet multichannel access on the customer decision
making process; (b) how differences in buyer behaviour
and loyalty level influence the relationship management
process; and (c) the implications of effectively managing
buyer behaviour and the provision of multichannel
customer accessibility for competitive advantage.

INTRODUCTION

Managing the dynamics of customer behaviour in the
rapidly emerging multichannel eBusiness environment is
complex. In defining a firm's web presence, it is no longer
adequate to concentrate on solely providing a PC-based
web interface. Customers are adopting increasingly a
variety of Internet access devices (IADs) [22], such as PC,
WAP, iDTV, PDA, Voice, €tc., in their eCommunications
Portfolio (eCP) in order to suit their consumer information
and transaction requirements for any number of situations.
Managers who want to gain a competitive edge by
conducting business over the Internet must give serious
consideration to how they plan their web-based customer
decision support services and segmentation strategy
across multiple channels to enhance their customer
relationship capital. To date models of buyer behaviour
employed on the Web have been biased towards extensive
problem solving, following the traditiona sequence
through the learn (cognitive), evauate (affective) and
purchase (conative) stages of the hierarchy of effects
model [6][25][26] at the expense of neglecting alternative
buyer behaviours commonly encountered in the traditional

marketing literature. Much of this has been attributed to
the information intensity of web pages and concerns over
the security of online electronic payments [7] that can
cause, what under other circumstances might be, a low
involvement decision to become a complex one.
Establishing an enduring and profitable dialogue with a
customer requires that online relationship management
applications can accommodate the channel variety in the
customer's eCP including their buyer behaviour dynamics.

With reference to the hotel industry, this paper considers
(@) the impact of Intemet multichannel access on the
customer decision making process; (b) how differences in
buyer behaviour and loyalty level influence the
relationship management process; and (c) the implications
of effectively managing buyer behaviour and the provision
of multichannel customer accessibility for competitive
advantage.

MULTICHANNEL DRIVERS IN EBUSINESS

Currently the PC-Internet route dominates the eBusiness
consumer market but there are now indications that the PC
market is contracting as new |ADs enter the market place
[4]. Other channels, which include digital television and
mobile telecommunications, will increase access to
interactive means of entertainment and eBusiness. Driven
by the UK Government's indicated intention to eliminate
analogue television between 2006 and 2010, the number of
households adopting digital television in the UK are
estimated to be around the 80% level by 2008 [20].
Moreover, a European Internet survey conducted by NOP
Research [22] found that 65% of Internet users also use a
mobile phone and 9% of UK Internet users were likely to
acquire a WAP enabled mobile phone or PDA in the next
12 months. Similarly, the Euro.Net survey (2000) found that
22% of French Internet users declared an interest in the
acquisition of a WAP handset, followed by Germany with
11% [22]. Further innovations in WAP technology are the
forthcoming voice access eBusiness applications which
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employ voice interfaces to WAP enabled devices. Voice
access provides another powerful electronic distribution
option and may reduce the reliance on browsers for surfing
the web.

Although we have presented a predominantly European
perspective on the technological and consumer
trends/drivers, it is evident from NOP Research's findings
that in most cases consumers will typically include a PC,
WAP phone and iDTV in their eCP. Consumers' choice and
use of eChannel devices will be determined by situation
and buyer behaviour type and is considered later in this

paper.

Acknowledging that customers, through their personal eCP,
may have multiple modes of access to the Internet
increases the complexity of managing interactive customer
relationships for hotels with aweb presence. Not only must
hotel cybermarketers focus on hotel product and customer
decision making but attention must also be given to the
type of IAD that may be required to service specific buyer
behaviours. Hotel marketing communications are
constrained by IAD attributes, with many mobile devices
such as pagers, palmtop computers and WAP phones

having small text only screens, limited keyboards, limited
memory, low bandwidth capability, etc.. This is illustrated
by the following: Hotels, or their appointed intermediaries,
when planning ook and book content for, say, small screen
non graphic WAP phones, must bear in mind these are not
necessarily conducive to extensive information search and
do not align well with non-routine buyer behaviour.
Instead, a GPRS (General Packet Radio System) WAP
phone, from vendors like BT Cellnet [20], allows hotels to
offer customers wireless, broadband communications
access to the hotel's website that is able to support

complex decision making; this is especially true for
prospective customers/guests where images play an
important role in the booking decision. For loyal customers
who book regularly text-WAP may suffice. Therefore
hotels will need to include in their customer databases their
customers eCP.

Concern over the security of electronic payments has been
amajor inhibitor to the growth of electronic commerce over
the Internet [7]. The level of perceived risk associated with
making payments over the Internet can make an otherwise
low involvement purchase decision a complex one.
Although, the perceived risks may be low for guests who
routinely use familiar, reputable, branded hotel websites.
Despite these concerns, the growth in hotel reservations
over the Internet continues [15]. Moreover, the Next
Generation Internet will provide enhanced security
features embedded in the Internet protocol (IPv6) that will
allay many of the security concerns that customers may
have with conducting web-based transactions using
mobile and non mobile IADs [16].

A major driver of the multichannel eBusiness environment
was the ratification the eXtensible Markup Language
(XML) [24]. XML is a significant technological
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development because it facilitates the generation of device
independent content. XML is concerned with the tagging
of content rather than the stylistic and device specific
presentational codes; hence, it may be used to display
hotel information on a variety of eChannel device e.g.
WAP, PDA, PC, etc. By these means access to hotel
information and its retrieval, the storage and sharing of
information and electronic transmission are all enhanced.
Information content can be reused, combined in new ways
and presented in different formats and media. XML
explicitly (re)defines documents and their structure so that
awider range of device specific browsers can then display
the documents. The device independency of XML is a
significant enabler because it satisfies the Open Systems
criteria of interoperability and portability [21]; secondly, it
provides superior future proofing of management's
investment decisions concerning the deployment of hotel
eBusiness applications.

CUSTOMER BEHAVIOUR
M anaging the Dynamics of Buyer Behaviour

Customers' decision making processes are not
homogeneous through time for any number of reasons e.g.
lifestyle changes, economic reasons, substitute products,
etc. Therefore, managing the dynamics of buyer behaviour
in an interactive multichannel eBusiness environment
becomes a strategic imperative.

Decision Internet eBusiness Scenario
Process Access Application Comment
Stages Device
Need DTV Banner Family thinking
Recognition advertising, URL | about their
on TV annual holiday
advertisement
Information PC eDistribution Parents visit a
Search Hotel and Travel | number
intermediaries websites to find
(e.g. a suitable family
travelweb.com), | hotel. Some
NTO websites, websites have
Hotel websites hotel pictures
(e.0. and virtual tours
andbook.com)
Evaluation DTV iDTV browser Family reviews
facility and evaluates
(History file) options in the TV
room.
Purchase WAP Known hotel Parent uses
website with WAP phone to
WAP interface book hotel
during the train
journey on the
way to work
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After
Purchase
Behaviour

iDTV
WAP

Hotel CRM
personalisation
engine that can
manage
conversations
seamlessly
across
customer's eCP

Hotel and family
engage in
electronic
dialogue
(frequency of
hotel initiated
conversations
agreed with
parenti.e.
permission
marketing)

FIGURE 1 BUYER BEHAVIOUR EXAMPLE FOR A
FAMILY BOOKING HOTEL ACCOMMODATION
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Any evaluation of online buyer behaviour should take into
account the variety of IADs available to the customer via
their eCP and the possible corresponding interaction
options with B2C Hotel eBusiness applications that this
creates. However, managing the dynamics of buyer
behaviour is complicated further because (a) customers can
employ adifferent IAD at any stage of the decision making
process, and (b) choice of device to use is influenced by
situational factors. With reference to the rudimentary five-
stage decision model used to characterise complex decision
making [6], Figure 1 demonstrates one possible scenario of
the process. In this example we consider the decision
process for a family booking hotel accommodation. The
customer eCP has been restricted to three devices (PC,
WAPandiDTV).

As this example shows, a key success factor for Hotel
eBusiness applications is the capability to maintain a
seamless conversation through time and across a
customer's eCP as well as personalising content that
matches the customer's decision type and loyalty level. It
means the Hotel eBusiness application is able to resume the
conversation from where the customer left off.

Customer Relationship Management and Per sonalisation

Personalisation is at the heart of customer relationship
management. Maintaining seamless conversations will
reguire that customer facing hotel eBusiness applications
can adapt the B2C interface in real-time to accommodate a
full range of buyer behaviours.

Maintaining a customer relationship is primarily concerned
with establishing a sustainable relationship between the
firm and its customersi.e. loyalty. Building loyalty requires
an understanding of the customer purchasing decision
type [2] and their relationship stage which may be defined
by their position on the loyalty ladder [9][19]. Knowing
where an online customer is positioned on the decision-
loyalty type matrix (Figure 2) will determine the nature of
the personalised web page content to be presented
synchronously.

Decision Type

Extensive Limited Routine

Frobiermn Problern Probiermn
Loyalty Level Soiwing Solring Solving
Suspects Complex

Suspects
Prospects
Custormer
Chent
Advacate Hahitual
Advocates

FIGURE 2. DECISION-LOYALTY TYPE MATRIX
(Source: Adapted from Louvieris & Driver, 2001[16])

Likewise, once the hotel is in an interactive 'one-to-one'
online relationship with the customer, which will require the
automated recustomising of content, then decision-loyalty

type becomes a key (re)segmentation variable for web
marketing. This sensitivity to changes in customer
behaviour takes into account the customer's level of
involvement [2][13], product type and brand loyalty,
including cognitive style [10][11]. This will allow
cybermarketers to engage a much richer variety set of
loyalty related buyer behaviours than the rudimentary,
high involvement, hierarchy of effects decision model
[6][14] typically referred to in the contemporary eBusiness
management literature [3][5][12][18][20][23][25][26].

The strategic significance of correctly identifying and
targeting customer's decision-loyalty type is that it allows
the hotel company to plan a customised relationship
migration strategy that focuses resources on building a
high value customer relationship. Referring to Figure 2,
Complex Suspects and Habitual Advocates represent the
two extremes on the decision-loyalty type matrix. The goal
of a migration algorithm (a server-side intelligent agent
application) would be to migrate the customer towards the
profitable habitual advocate position on the matrix; this
being theideal position for securing maximum lifetime value

[17].

B2C hotel eBusiness applications that include automated
seamless switching and multichannel accessibility, we have
argued, will increase situational correspondence [1][8];
however, the content demands of particular buyer
behaviours in the personalisation process will be
constrained by the eChannel device type used by the
customer. For example, voice access to a hotel website for a
complex suspect who wants to see pictures of the hotel's
facilities is inappropriate but may be entirely suitable for
the habitual advocate who has a minimal information
search requirement and just wants to book. This has
important ramifications for a hotel's online segmentation
strategy. Namely, within the emerging multichannel
eBusiness transaction environments, eChannel device type
(i.e. channel segmentation) must be considered
concomitantly with decision-loyalty type (i.e. behaviour
segmentation) in order to deliver an effective and
differentiated segmentation strategy.

CONCLUSION

Managing for competitive advantage in the multichannel
eBusiness environment means that managers involved with
ICT investment decisions must explicitly pay attention to
how they manage the B2C eBusiness interface from a
combined behavioural and technological perspective.

The provision of effective customer decision support web
services requires that a hotel's B2C eBusiness interface
engages a much richer set of buyer behaviours than the
commonly applied hierarchy of effects model often referred
to in the eBusiness literature and witnessed on Hbotels
websites. Hence, the decision-loyalty type matrix is a
valuable framework for managing changes in buyer
behaviour. Where a customer is located on the matrix
determines how dialogue content should be (re)customised
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for each customer interaction/conversation. Yet, for the
multichannel eBusiness environment, this in itself is ill
not enough. Given the technology adoption trend towards
customers owning a portfolio of eChannel devices, hotels
must also be able to accommodate access to their online
services from any eChannel device within a customer's eCP
if they are to maximise customer retention and remain
competitive in the future. Successful marketing in the
multichannel eBusiness environment requires that hotels
do take into account the socio-technical nature of buyer
behaviour, where the customer's eCP is integral to the
buyer behaviour process. Finally, from a segmentation
strategy perspective, we assert that delivering interactive
customer web services across multiple channels that
coincide with customers' decision-loyalty type and choice
of eChannel device type will be a key success factor in
maximising hotels' relationship capital.
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