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Websites give companies the ability to do 

business on a global stage. In the crowded hotel 

market, websites must be distinctive to attract 

and convert website visitors into new 

international guests. But how can a hotel reach 

markets outside of its home country to maximize 

and grow the potentially lucrative international 

traveler market? 
 

Begin by translating your web pages into 

different languages based on the appeal of your 

products and services to specific markets. You 

can take your web content beyond basic 

translation by employing localization, which 

adapts content to the customer’s culturally 

preferred language. Using imagery, design, 

colors, date and time formats, currency, dialects 

and idioms, and other details, localization 

makes the hotel’s website accessible, usable, 

and culturally suitable to a wider audience.  
 

According to Sonia Zamborsky, Director, Product 

Field Support and Communications for Marriott 

Digital, “The driving force for our initiative 

around translation and localization is the 

transactional component. People are more 

comfortable searching and booking in their own 

language with content that is relevant to them.” 

Using a traveler’s own language helps them feel 

at home when navigating your site, and 

localization helps you communicate the fact that 

you understand them. 
 

In research conducted and published by the 

Harvard Business Review, 72.1% of consumers 

spend most or all of their time on websites in 

their own language and 72.4% of consumers 

would be more likely to buy a product or service 

using information in their own language. Another 

report published by the European Commission 

states that 90% of internet users in the EU 

always visited a website in their own language 

when given the choice. 
 

As reported by Forrester Research, visitors stay 

for twice as long on a website if it is in their 

native language. And according to Claire 

Goodswen, Manager, Global Marketing Solutions 

for Lionbridge Technologies, Inc., 50% of 

customers will book hotel rooms at a higher 

price point if the website is translated and 

localized. Surprisingly, experiences in a user’s 

preferred language are more important than 

price; the previously mentioned Harvard 

Business Review study found that 56.2% of 

consumers said the ability to access information 

in their own language was more important than 

price.  These are compelling numbers. Hotels 

ignoring the advantages of localization and 

translation may be missing out on additional 

business from foreign markets.  
 

Getting Started 
Website translation is a continual process. 

Building gradually on accomplishments is a 

more effective method of achieving successful 

web translation than undertaking the whole site 

at once.  
 

A smart first step is to use a web analytics tool 

to determine the countries from which your 

site’s traffic is coming. Start the translation 

process with the native languages in those 

countries. Another alternative is to spend time in 

your lobby listening to the languages being 

spoken by your current guests. Additionally, look 

to your convention and visitors bureau as a good 

source of data. Nicole Ferrer, Corporate Director 

of Sales and Marketing for Triumph Hotels 

(which has seven hotels in New York City) said, 

“We get great data from NYC & Company on 

emerging markets and are currently testing the 

waters for the Korean market.” 
 

If you find that most of your business comes 

from a country where your native language is the 

primary language, consider introducing a widely 

spoken secondary language. For example, in 

Canada, French is widely spoken in Canada in 

addition to English. In the U.S., Spanish is a 

strong runner up to English (in Miami alone 

there are 1.5 million Spanish-speaking Cubans). 
 

Especially at the start, it is not necessary to 

translate your entire website. Determine which 

pages are most popular using a web analytics 

tool.  
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More than likely, the most relevant pages to 

translate are: 

 

 Home page 

 Accommodations and Packages page 

 About Us page 

 Frequently Asked Questions page 

 Contact Us page 

 

You may be tempted to just translate your 

existing local site into another language. 

However, this might not be the most effective 

approach, according to Scott Savitt, Senior 

Partner and Director of Digital for Connelly 

Partners, the agency of record for the 

Massachusetts Office of Travel and Tourism 

(MOTT), which currently has seven international 

sites. Localization is a broader strategy and 

should be considered as an umbrella to 

translation efforts. 

 

Keys to Success  
To ensure your website is successfully optimized 

for global consumption, make sure you and your 

team consider the following essential steps: 

 

1. Research: Know your customer and the 

markets to which you appeal. 
 

2. Ensure you are able to deliver on the 

services expected by each market. 
 

3. Have a strategy. 
 

4. Have a consistent brand voice. This will 

mitigate confusion within the 

marketplace. 
 

5. Consider mobile. Mobile trends vary by 

country; therefore, it is important to 

understand your target country’s mobile 

use trends and optimize your site for 

handheld device viewing. 
 

6. Measure your return on investment. 

 

1. Research 

In order to optimize your site effectively, you 

must know who your visitors are. To make your 

website relevant to international customers, 

start by researching and understanding of the 

needs of the markets you are trying to reach. 

Note trends that transcend markets and those 

that are specific to countries or cultures. 

 
For the Massachusetts Office of Travel and 

Tourism (MOTT), the translation and localization 

work begins with an investment in qualitative 

research, including one-on-one interviews and 

testing. According to Scott Savitt, “For example, 

we know that the Italian market for MOTT is very 

interested in food, so we customize the content 

on that site (massvacation.it) and focus on 

Boston’s North End for a tailored experience.” 

 

According to Sonia Zamborsky, Marriott Digital 

does a lot of brand awareness research and 

user testing in markets before the company 

launches a new language. They also rely heavily 

on regional partners who are on the ground in 

the various target markets. 
 

Nicole Ferrer of Triumph Hotels indicated that 

their research has shown that their Brazilian 

customers like to shop, so they feature this 

prominently in the promotions to this market. 
 

For the user, the experience is all about the 

content. Is the content relevant and relatable to 

them? Does it make them feel welcome and 

believe that the company understands them and 

their unique needs? Ultimately, you want to 

adapt your product and message to local 

markets – to reflect your understanding of the 

market based on your research, and to deliver 

personalized and relevant content at the right 

time across preferred channels. 
 

2. Ensure that you are able to deliver 

on the services expected by each 

market. 
Not every property is suitable for every global 

market. According to Nicole Ferrer, “You need to 

be mindful of cultural differences. For example, 

the Chinese market likes to have electric 

teakettles in the room so they can brew their 
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tea. They do not like tap water and they leave 

their shoes at the door so need slippers. 

Sometimes the simple amenities will make 

international guests feel welcome.” 

 
Their hotel, the Belleclaire in New York City’s 

Upper West Side, especially appeals to the 

Chinese market. They have five pages of their 

most significant content translated on their 

website including accommodations, about the 

hotel, food and beverage, amenities, and things 

to see and do. They have a drop down menu at 

the top allowing guests to select the language 

with which they are most comfortable. 

 

 
 

3. Have a strategy. 
The philosophy of Marriott Digital is 

People/Process/Technology. Sonia Zamborsky 

says, “You start with your people, create the 

processes and then find the technology that will 

best serve your needs. There are a lot of vendors 

and technologies, but you need a strategy for 

what you want. There are ultimately a lot of ways 

to do it, but you must start with the strategy.” 

 

Decide on your core markets and then choose 

the variations in the language accordingly. 

 

As you and your team develop your translation 

and localization strategy, consider the following 

key elements: 
 

 How much of your content do you want to 

translate? 

 Is it important to author the content in the 

secondary language(s) or translate the 

content from your primary language? It is a 

subtle difference, but can result in different 

levels of meaningfulness to the customer. 
 

 How will you localize your marketing 

campaigns in tandem with your website 

presence? 
 

 Will your content management system allow 

you to display different content to different 

markets? 
 

 What SEO strategies will support your 

localization efforts?  (At a minimum, your 

key pages should include titles and meta 

descriptions in the local language.) 
 

 Will you use machine translation or human 

translation? If human translation, will you 

find a partner in the local market or identify 

professional translation services in your 

home country? 
 

 Will control over the strategy and content be 

centralized, or will you give autonomy to your 

individual properties? 
 

 Take into consideration all types of content 

and where it will be viewed. 
 

 Are there other stakeholders that need to be 

considered? 
 

 How will you manage flexibility while 

maintaining quality? 
 

 Coordination and communication are key as 

this process usually involves more than one 

department. How will you manage the 

required cross-department collaboration? 
 

 What governance and quality control 

processes will you put in place? 

 

In addition to the big strategic questions, a best 

practice is to have terminology glossaries and 

style guides that all team members can use as a 

reference to ensure consistency across markets.  
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4. Have a consistent brand voice. 
Consistency plays an important part in 

maintaining a company’s image. Taglines, logos, 

and the look and feel of localized sites are 

important to building the brand image around 

the world. 

 

For example, Triumph Hotels does not attempt 

to translate their tag line, “Triumph Hotels: Your 

Key to the City,” as it is an integral part of who 

they are and they do not want that branding to 

be misinterpreted. 

 

Marketing is the face of the brand and the 

company. The tone needs to be maintained even 

when the content is localized. Especially for 

companies with multiple hotels, the branding is 

critical. 

 

When it comes to the details, the challenge is to 

be true to your brand but comfortable and 

usable to your audience. In the West, customers 

read from left to right, but this is not true in 

Arabic countries, for instance, where they read 

right to left. In this case, consider aligning the 

text to the right side of the screen as in the Four 

Seasons example below. 

 

 
 

It is always important to ensure that your 

imagery, photography, and design match the 

tastes of your target markets. In some cases, 

separate pages or entire websites need to be 

created to appease widely varying tastes. 

 

Consider different cultures reactions to colors. 

Because the same colors can sometimes have 

radically different associations within different 

nations and cultures, color must be considered 

when customizing website content and design.i 

 

For example:  

 

BLUE: The most popular and most common 

corporate color in the U.S. is perceived as cold 

and evil in East Asia but stands for warmth in 

the Netherlands, coldness in Sweden, death in 

Iran, and purity in India. 

 

RED: Red is unlucky in Nigeria and Germany, 

but lucky in China, Denmark and Argentina. It 

reflects ambition and desire in India and love 

in China, Korea, and Japan. 

 

Other languages often need much more space 

for content than English. Consider the need to 

accommodate special characters – and there 

can be a lot of them. There are 110,116 

characters in existence among all known 

languages! 

 

Other culturally sensitive items to consider: 
 

 Date, time, and calendar displays 
 

 Telephone number formats 
 

 Currency conversions 
 

 National holidays 
 

 The display of first and last names 
 

 Countries that have more than one 

official language 

 

Consider having customer support and live chat 

in the local language with local telephone 

numbers. 

 

5. Consider mobile. 
The trends in mobile make it hard to ignore. 

There are 188 million smart phone users in the 

U.S., and the number is growing by 12% a year. 

But outside the U.S., there are 1.6 billion smart 

phone users and the growth rate is 24% a year. 

As these trends show, the use of mobile devices 

for accessing your information is growing, 

especially internationally.  
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As most languages have more characters than 

English, screen size needs to be taken into 

account. Keep in mind the growing access to 

your information through mobile devices as you 

think about translation and localization. 

 

6. Measure your ROI. 
There certainly is a cost for translation and 

localization and it is important to establish goals 

and a measurement system that will let you 

know if your investment has paid off. 

 

In order to get a baseline for measurement, 

track the traffic, reservations, and revenue from 

your target market before your concentrated 

translation and/or localization work begins. 

 

Continue to track these core metrics after the 

launch of your new site(s) and/or content to 

determine how far you are moving the needle on 

conversions. 

 

For MOTT, Scott Savitt indicates that the ROI is 

around increased visitation. They track year-

over-year traffic. 

 

For Triumph Hotels, Nicole Ferrer measures ROI 

in a number of ways, including using tracking 

codes on promotional pages. 

 

Conclusion 
There is tremendous market potential for hotels 

looking to expand their international client base.  

 

It is not just hotels that are pursuing the 

international potential. 

 

When Selina Tobaccowala joined SurveyMonkey 

as their CTO, 85% of the company’s business 

was conducted in English. Five years later, they 

support 17 different languages and 28 

currencies. Now the U.S. market is just 55% of 

their business and, strategically, they are hoping 

that it will ultimately be 25% of their business.  

 

According to Mary Meeker’s 2014 Internet 

Trends Report, at the start of 2013, 9 out of 10 

of the top internet properties in the world were 

based in the U.S., but 79% of their users were 

international. Just one year later only 6 of the 

top 10 internet properties were in the U.S. and 

86% of their users were not. 

 

While there are positive benefits to simple 

website translation, it is important to understand 

that localization is an ongoing process that 

requires a commitment to continuous 

maintenance and improvements. 

 

Understand your customers and the markets 

you’re targeting, pay attention to the details of 

their culture and language, and ensure you are 

able to deliver on the services they expect. With 

a well planned and executed strategy that 

includes performance measurement, you will 

ensure a consistent brand voice – in your home 

country and abroad. 
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The Hospitality Sales & Marketing Association 

International (HSMAI) is committed to growing 

business for hotels and their partners, and is the 

industry’s leading advocate for intelligent, 

sustainable hotel revenue growth. The 

association provides hotel professionals & their 

partners with tools, insights, and expertise to 

fuel sales, inspire marketing, and optimize 

revenue. 
 

www.hsmai.org 
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Lionbridge is the world’s largest language 

services provider offering industry-leading 

translation and localization services and highly 

scalable global marketing solutions. We also 

provide multilingual solutions for marketing 

campaign management, customer support, 

product testing, technical writing, and more. 

 

By reducing the complexities of global content 

management we help several of the world’s top 

global brands achieve international success. We 

do this by providing exceptional customer 

service, the most advanced technologies, and 

the industry’s largest and most sophisticated 

network of professional translators.  

 

www.lionbridge.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
i From the American Society of Business and Behavioral 

Sciences, “Color: Cross-Cultural Marketing Perspectives As 

To What Governs Our Response To It”  
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