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>> GLORIA: Okay. So now for the moment you've all been waiting for.

(Indiscernible) where are you? There you are. How many people of the crew are

here tonight?

>> A lot.

>> GLORIA: You recognize it? This is your life. Oh, man. So Tami

approached me -- you guys won the paper airplane race. After that event. And

said I've got someone for you. He'd be really good. He's knowledgeable, these

presentations that you're talking about have to do with visibility and emotion

and research. And I was like okay! So I'm very pleased to announce that we

are here to see Stephen Gates, the senior creative director for the Starwood

hotels, including but not restricted to W, the Westin, the Sheraton, and the St.

Regis, but the most exciting thing I was able to get out of him for was -- did

you see the picture of him on the website with the dog? His dog is named

Buddha. I know! So thank you. And without further ado, Stephen Gates!

( Applause )

>> STEPHEN GATES: Sorry. My dog actually bombarded that photo shoot, and

just decided he was gonna be there and wasn't gonna leave. So I will apologize

for the usability experience of finding the room. I can tell you there is a

project sitting on my desk that we'll work on -- sometimes whenever we have

properties like this that aren't new builds, they can be a little bit of a

challenge, as you can certainly understand. I'll try to keep this very high

energy. Usually I'm the guy at conferences that they put after lunch, because

I'm big and loud. Clearly I did not look at a calendar. Doing this two days

after the time change sucks! I woke up in the studio the last two days, and

it's like night of the living dead. Slightly glassy stare. I don't know why

an hour is so bad, but the last two days -- just killing. So let's get into

this. I promise this is the only corporate slide. I don't work on client

slide. The only corporate slide I have on the entire thing, the agenda. The

first thing is probably the most important thing. If you come to an event like

this, which -- I don't have any idea what it is I'm talking about. You've

gotten the end of it, and one -- it was about having better ideas. The

conclusion? You have to have better ideas. I paid two dollars for that. I

went home and started blogging the next day. That was it for me. If you can

indulge me for a very quick period -- so limited brand strategy. Why, for

Starwood, do we do brand interaction? Three case studies. The first one is

for Le Meridien, one of our international brands, to talk about Westin, a big

project we launched a year and a half ago, and then a campaign, an advertising

campaign we did for Sheraton. And then the mysterious big finish that already

went out -- a really cool transition. I've been waiting forever to figure out

how to use this. So the first thing I'm talking about is a simple question of

how it is I know what I'm talking about. I was literally born into

advertising. It's not a euphemism. I'm a second generation creative director.

Both my parents were artists. It was weird to have pinups when you're three on

the refrigerator of what your work was like, but it led me to a good place. It

was kind of an Amish upbringing. I literally learned typography on a

3,000-pound cast-iron press that sits in my parents' basement to this day. So

it was confusing when I got to kindergarten. I didn't understand what that was

about. They had their little pictures, but I did it all on the press.

Typography and design is in my blood in a literal, serious way. Since them,

I've gone on to work on -- this is the collection of clients I work on, over my

career. Ones of note -- it was a big challenge, trying to figure out American

Airlines, where do they go on September 12th, Exxon Mobil, how to do the first

branding campaign after Valdez. Subaru. A lot of big brands like that, and

I've been lucky fluff to have been recognized with a bunch of awards. I still

look at me portfolio and see what's wrong -- but anyway. I'm with Starwood.

I've worked on the agency side my entire life. I got to the point where I

didn't feel like agencies were going where I wanted them to, and got the

opportunity to work on this. Coming from the agency side is great, because I

have ten clients who can't fire me. That's a big thing.

So I'm part of what's called brand design. Senior creative director. The

lion's share of my time is spent seeing digital press for all 11 of our brands.

I oversee all the video work and split the responsibility for branding. In

case you don't know -- these are the 9 brands that we currently have. And they

are kind of an assortment that runs the gamut. Select service, four points and

up to the highest you can have with the St. Regis and luxury collection. And

multiply that by the ten languages we do business in -- it becomes a

complicated problem pretty quick. So like I said, just for a minute -- this is

the only kind of brand strategy I'm gonna talk about. Why brand interaction

design? And anyone at Starwood will tell you we have 9 design led lifestyle

brands. It's a key differentiator for us. We were not gonna compete on price.

We weren't gonna be a big box brand that did everything the same. We broke out

and each of our 9 brands have very distinctive points of view. Any designer

that works at my studio, show them a photo, and they can tell you it's a

Sheraton photo, Westin photo, and why. We have big brand books that define

this. The reason why is, if you've ever been around a salesman, worked at a

corporation, you've seen some version of this, a sales funnel. Usually it's

like a -- consideration, buy, and then retention is off the bottom. And for a

long time, people thought this is the way consumers worked. How they bond with

brand. You kind of made your one choice, and you bought something. Then you

started over again. This funnel -- you go in the top, you come out the bottom.

The problem is that that concept is completely wrong. This is not the way

consumers interact with brands. This is not the way people bond with brands.

What it really looks like is more of a journey.

So the people do have the consideration and evaluation. They'll buy it, enjoy

the product, they become an advocate and bond with it. It's a loop. With

packaged goods, it's taken once a week at the grocery store. Automotive, every

four years. But there's a loyalty loop. How do you get your brand to go from

the outside to the inside of that? We really made that decision that becoming

a brand-led lifestyle brand company, that that got us to that inner loop,

because price kept us on the outside, and at that point, your brands are always

commodities. You're a price based option. So that's why we made that decision

to go this route.

And so the question obviously -- today is: How does that concept translate

into our work? Because as a design-led company, it's really important for us

to figure out how we bring those brands to life online. And it's not just the

logo. One of the things I'm very clear about is that my group is about

building the brand. We're not about building the brand visual language.

That's certainly a part of it, but the days that when you think it's just about

color and where the logo is, and that builds your brands to me are gone.

Social media and other things have completely transformed the way people

interact with brands. It has to be about so much more than just that

repetitiveness. So I describe it as -- we bring the core value of our brand to

life even through the way we do usability experience, user architecture, things

like that. And that's what I'm gonna talk about tonight.

It's a little bit different for us, because we start with the brand's core

values and use that as a foundation for the concepting that builds the

experience. In a lot of ways, it's the same thing. If you walk into a store,

you have a physical interaction with that space, that product. With anything

like that, you're not experiencing the brand. You're experiencing the values.

And so the challenge for that is that you have to marry two things that don't

wanna play together. You have to marry experiential content -- at the end of

the day, it wants photos, video, all these things that are gonna make -- you're

gonna connect with it, have an emotion about. But the problem is at the end of

the day, it's great that we can build brands, but at the end of the day, the

success of my group, the success of what it is that we do, is it's how many

hotel rooms I sell. That's the cold reality of it. We could draw pictures and

do branding and that's great. At the end of the day, it's about how our sites

perform. That's is a transactional problem. And transactional content likes

dropdown, menus, the opposite of what that experiential content is. So our

biggest challenge is figuring out how we weld these two things together. So

I'll walk through a couple of case studies. The first one is Le Meridien. When

we redesigned the website, we came up with something called the mood board.

This is where we start with the brand's core positioning. The thought for --

it's mainly based in Europe, Africa, and the Middle East. The core concept of

the brand is that discovery starts with you. It's very much created and

targeted at the creative class. It's really everybody in this room. That's

who the core guest is for us. So what we wanted to do when we wanted to

redesign this website was to come up with something that really let us create a

site that was targeted at that creative class. We let users be able to kind of

get in there, and use their creativity to find a hotel room. You're talking

about someone who's a creative individual. The thought of doing that process

is not something that's appealing to them.

And we had to translate that creativity into action to drive the hotel into

booking. It's great if we create this great experience. At the end of the

day, it has to lead to a booking. So what we did was... This is the website.

Whenever you get there, we have this 3D interactive piece of art. And whenever

you go to the mood board up here, what you're presented with is just... Really,

just the question being -- pick a bunch of images. And nothing more. And you

go through just purely visually, and pick images that appeal to you. And you

go through this process, and you pick as many or few as you want, and we put

them on a canvas for you and ask you to resize them, position them, rotate

them, and do all this stuff. What's happening is this is a creative

experience. You're creating a collage. And what we're doing in the background

is that we're actually watching the photos, because all the photos are tagged,

and we're going through and looking at the relationships of how the images are

scaled, so that the bigger the image is, the more heavily it's weighted. And

it leaves the search results on it -- so it allows you to have this experience

that's extremely creative, and you can go back and do it again. But the result

of this -- every person gets to have their own creative expression, but more

importantly, it gets those guests into the search flow without knowing it.

We're not presenting you with a lot of forms, how you traditionally think of

this, and you can go through and do that, but this is a great simple example of

what it is that I'm talking about. That concept is completely rooted and

targeted at our guests, the creative class, and that person, and that'll

probably bring that to life in a really unique way. The experiences that we

try to create on our sites are a serious point of differentiation for us.

We're just gonna think we're gonna get somewhere, work on wherever you

(Indiscernible). It's so small that it's not really gonna (Indiscernible).

>> CART PROVIDER: Audio is getting a little bad.

>> STEPHEN GATES: This was a fascinating process for us internally that led

to real insights. The group that we had is small. This was done a total of

five or six people, for the creative, the IA, and copyright. Very small team,

extremely talented, a group I'm fiercely proud of. We work with a lot of

agencies, and anybody who wants to say that client side creativity is second

class citizenship -- I'm happy to compare lists. But the core positioning for

Westin is this is how it feels. It's about wellness. About you being your

best self. Whenever you stay at Westin, we can facilitate that for you. So

whenever we went through and needed to create a website around this, we needed

to create a great feeling. Because you're gonna (Indiscernible) it better feel

something. For this to really pay off. And we want to capitalize on that

emotion and figure out how to use that, to use that -- have that kind of ah-ha

moment to deliver a more targeted experience. But frankly, at the end of the

day, we had to not screw up what was one of our performing sites. I mean, to

be completely honest, there was a big debate when we did this. Westin was not

doing poorly. So (Indiscernible) we're gonna do this. It's doing great.

Don't screw it up. This was the old website. And I think that one of the

things that we had -- especially client side, (Indiscernible) talking to

yourself, honestly. For us, this was a site that was about brand language.

The W, we had that for a long time. We had welcome and we're redesigning that

-- so it's coming out of the brand. It drove me crazy. Took forever. But it

is -- it's like you get there, you do what you need to do, and you forget about

it after you're gone. It's a visual brand language heavy, and we couldn't do

this and kind of keep going with this, and think that we're gonna get to what

we wanted to. So the first thing we did, before anybody designs anything, the

wire frame, anything, we have a discussion on what's the concept? What is that

we want to do? And we came up with this site that we call personal. It was

really just a thought that -- when you walk into a Westin, the nature of just

walking into it, of interacting with an associate, of having a conversation,

creates a more targeted experience. You give them information about you, they

give you information back. And in a lot of ways, we had been kind of -- using

a blunt instrument to talk to our guests, because we would just give them a

bunch of offers, a bunch of promos, lash it out, and hope it hits somebody.

For us, we weren't getting any insight into what the guests were. And

especially in this case, when we were talking about something like feelings, we

needed to do a better job of figuring that out. So this is some of the

internal work that we did. This is where we started. This is the natural

process of it.

As we started kind of looking through different designs, do we do two images

and pair them together? Do we do this kind of animation work, where the room

turns into somebody running, and it's very existential, Zen type of thing? Do

we do something with video, where it's like... This piece can kind of come to

life? We can give you this little peek into the hotel, do little vignettes?

And we kind of went through this process of -- are there different ways that we

could look at different initiatives? So superfoods is the big initiative. And

how you eat well and work well. We went through this whole process. The work

is fine, really. And I think we have that kind of... I guess I have a saying

that's like sacred cows make the best hamburger. At the end of the day, we

need to develop this short-term memory loss to look at something for the first

time. You get caught up in all the details and the excuses and the conference

calls and all the reasons why it's either so great or so bad, and you don't

look at it like somebody who sees it for the first time, because at the end of

the day, when somebody comes to one of my sites, they don't care what 2.0 is,

what version of Flash it's in. All they care about is what's on the screen.

We quickly realized the work was just kind of okay. That wasn't what we wanted

to do. We needed to go back to the drawing board and figure out how to push

this. So we decided to change a couple of things. One was developing this

idea of kind of information scent. And whenever somebody comes to the site,

how do you guide them to the results that they're looking for? That they

needed to make a bigger impact with imagery.

That was one of the things -- whenever you go to a hotel site, you don't want

to see a visual language. You want to see the hotel, where you're going to go.

This is a very emotional kind of thing. You see a beach. I wanna go there.

So we need to capitalize on that. Use bigger imagery. The brand was

struggling also with initiatives. We were very caught up in what -- we had a

very cool -- the brand words. They're just ours. Nobody else can use them.

Don't look at them. They're these precious things we keep in an ivory tower.

It was becoming a big problem. People didn't know -- what were they? I came

back to New York, lived in a Westin for 364 days. And it was the best location

ever to figure out that people had no idea what we were talking about. And we

needed to think about globalization a lot more seriously. It needed to become

something more than we're gonna make it in nine languages. That's not really

understanding a global audience. If we're a global brand, we really need to

pay that off.

So information scent. And just to get very kind of complicated, if you wanted

to, there's a person that we work with, who's a Fields winning theoretical

physicist. A lot of fun at parties, let me tell you. There's actually a

mathematical theory if an animal is eating in the woods and has a big patch of

food, it's only satisfied by that experience if there are food sources adjacent

to where it is. And actually, that theory then translates to people, whenever

they're online. So if you go and have a good experience, it's also about the

periphery of experiences you have around it that ultimately will determine if

it's something you will enjoy and come back for. This makes a lot more sense

in a second. What this means in a visual way is that basically, there is you,

and we've got a whole lot of hotels. You need to find a way to get through all

those hotels to the one you want to get to. And what happens most times is

whenever you go through this process, we're kind of leading you off track. The

line is the effort. And then there are these kind of irrelevant results.

Either you don't wanna go there, it's not something you're interested in --

there's a lot of stuff you just don't care about. Then that becomes -- the

line is the information scent. But you get taken off on these detours. What's

happening is, since we don't have any information on you, since we're shooting

blind, we can't really hone in on what's the right experience for you. We

could be giving you offers about the beach when you're going skiing. Giving

you resorts whenever you just wanna go to a hotel. There's a lot of kind of

detours that go along the way, and it creates a very frustrating experience

along the way.

So this is what we had to figure out, is that how could we make that much more

kind of a straight line as you went through it? And we came up with this idea

that we needed to come up with kind of five buckets of content that we could

put things into. The first thing is that -- obviously it is a business.

Businesses change. Recessions happen. Things like that. So the first one was

one we left open. It was customizable, flexible, something that could be

reactionary. We needed this to be a nimble enough system that over time, these

things change. Some kind of give in the way we did things. Resorts, spas,

city, urban, and the last two is different for us. It's normally I wanna go to

a spa, to a city -- but the ways people ultimately interact with our brands --

I wanna go away for the weekend or just get the hell out of here and go

someplace really far away. These were emotions people have, but we needed to

figure out how to capitalize on that. These five buckets -- the formational

part of this information scent theory, about how we kind of start to build the

site and that concept around these buckets. We start to look at imagery, and

this was where we were before. You see that and it's kind of like -- great.

There's what may be a blueberry or something like that. I don't know. For a

long time, we interpreted that -- when I got there, I literally described it as

whenever we got search results, I would love to stay in that small orange blob.

It's like great. So we went back to the drawing board from a design

standpoint. We're gonna throw away everything we thought about. And we got

this. And whenever you see -- it does have a reaction. But the key to this,

and we knew what the battle was gonna be, which is that top bar. We had to

take an entire page worth of functionality and stick it in that bar and not

lose any bookings in doing it. So you pick a mood. And the background changed

and we put this overlay -- much more targeted offers, much more targeted

content, and through this simple framework, as you change imagery, the feeling

of the site gets distinctly different, even though all we're changing is the

image. So we're feeling like we're where we're at with this. But at the end

of the day, I'm also very lucky to have what is a great CEO. The great

leadership is very important. A guy who came from Nike and understood the

design. And he said, Steve, you're really going halfway. What do you mean? I

like this. I'm proud of this. I made this. And he said you've got that

overlay over there. You're really just kind of going halfway. If you wanna do

it right, you need to take that out, really make the image come through, and

stick the rest of it on the top. I'm like okay, great. So we came back and

had to figure that out. He was right. There was still a half step. We

were being too tentative around that. This is what we ended up with. This is

the site as it exists today. And I'll give you a quick kind of comparison for

this. This is the old site. And then whenever you look at this site -- a

couple key areas. Branding, the navigation, promotion, search, and offers.

Kind of spread out this way. So we kept all these exact same pieces,

everything here, and put it into the new site. Information scent, which was

new, offers, and then promotions. We kept everything exactly as we had it. We

didn't lose anything. And what was so great with that is it really opens up

the page. In general, we have two different people who come to our sites.

Seekers and grazers. A seeker is somebody -- they need a hotel room in

Cincinnati. It's great you've got a brand. Really cute. I don't care. Just

let me get to booking something. I'll come back -- I'll come back another time

if I want to go to Hawaii or whatever. That's what they want to do. If you

put anything in their way, they get really testy about it. I sat behind the

glass many times with people who got very irritated. Mainly because I was

trying to test branding and they just wanted to book a room. But grazers are

more open to the experience. So if you look at the old site, seeker content at

the middle, grazer content for the promos, and seeker at the bottom. It was

split. You had to jump the gap to be able to do it. It wasn't very focused or

clean. This was such a simpler solution for us. The seeker piece is all

together, and then the grazer piece at the bottom. And the other thing we then

had to do was we had the structure we really liked. We still had this problem

problem of brand and initiative awareness. How do we keep it as simple as we

had it? These are real things -- like (Indiscernible). You walk into the

hotel, and you see breathe. Some people -- it's like an instruction. I don't

know how they found their way there. There's no context for what it is. You

don't understand what it is. I need to do a large promotion and sacrifice that

large visual area to explain it or come up with something else. So we came up

with this concept of doing a more visual navigation that catered to people who

were scanners and who actually read. We did the navigation so whenever you

roll over all these initiatives, offers, new hotels, you get the heading and

you get a real quick -- like a fortune cookie, short little description and a

photo. And the thought behind this is even though it's such a transient

experience, a little thing, we're starting to build brand awareness around

that, even in the smallest way. It gives people that comfort so the next time

they come back they spend more time with it and go into the section to read

about it. It allows us to do brand building and start conveying information --

something that simple, and even if you're gonna scan over it, you start to

understand what it is. So it allowed us to again continue to use that compact

little space at the top. That's what I talked about before, globalization. I

think obviously for us, we not only do businesses in a lot of different

languages, but all over the world. It becomes very challenging for us, because

if I'm talking to a W guest, that's somebody that is gonna be much more

technology savvy. I can do a lot more with it than a St. Regis guest. More

affluent, older, not as willing to have that experience. And the same thing

with globalization. We had an image like this. It's a lobster salad. Great

idea, right? The reality is that at the end of the day, if I come to this site

and I'm in Asia, Latin America, that is a North American concentric way of

looking at food. That is not -- if I'm looking at it in Chinese, what food is

to me. Even though we could have the site in Chinese, take it, literally

translating it, we're demonstrating on such a base level if that's what we did,

we don't really understand anything about our guests. It wasn't gonna work.

So what we did is actually, depending on the region of the world that you're

in, and you're looking at all this different content, if you come to this, and

this is the exact same promo, and you see it in Japanese, this is what it is.

Not only do we change the language, but we're also changing the photo as well.

So there's an entire logic and grid of photography that sits behind the scenes.

So as you move around the world to different areas, the concept of what food

is, the concept of -- that there are different weather parts in different parts

of the world. If it's cold here, I wanna go someplace that's hot. That's not

true everywhere. So we did a lot of work of looking at this type of

globalization. And like I said before, we have a structure that we really

liked. It became a challenge to say -- okay, look, we've got that nice, clean

bar at the top. At the end of the day, it is different. It is a different

experience than what we'll are used to. So we have to have some way of being

able to walk them through that. A lot of the things we try to build are

nonverbal. We have guests who come and aren't working in those nine languages.

We need to have some way of showing them how things worked. I worked as a

special effects artist -- after college, I had two creative parents, worked in

advertising -- the joy of teenage angst. I'm not gonna do what my father did.

I'm not my dad. So I went into doing 3D animation and special effects.

Whenever you do any kind of motion design, you realize you can control

somebody's eye with movement. If I'm standing here and I'm perfectly still and

somebody runs through here really quick, everybody as a natural reaction is

gonna follow them with their eye. If you have a screen that's sitting really

still and start to use motion, you can control where they look. We took this

layout and started to do tons and tons of different tests. It was looking at

the information menu, on the side, and this other panel, which was an offers

piece. We had to figure out -- how do we show people one that the information

scent menu is there, that when they make a choice, the offers in the photo are

gonna change because of that, and without putting a single piece of copy on

there.

So we started looking at a lot of different variations for which menu opened

first, how long were they opened? If the information offered first, then the

offers piece. When did the photo change? Really looking at using motion and

merchandising what we've done -- how can we get you to understand what happens?

What we ended up doing was, whenever you come to this, the menu on the side

opens. Whenever you pick one of these options, that we change the photo, and

then we purposely hold that when it's open and put a sentence in there, so you

understand that a change happened. That what you did caused a result. So

there's a lot of looking at literally -- like putting on a play. How do I move

people across the stage? What's the sequence I need to do this so people

understand the relationship between these three pieces of functionality without

a big thing to try to explain it? So this was a lot of... We tend to take a

very kind of... I don't know what. Informal approach to testing. Part of this

was that when we did this site, we stopped people in the Westin Times Square

lobby, which can be a fascinating experience. I wanna show you something in a

room over here.

( laughter )

>> STEPHEN GATES: Because I did it -- they thought it was like security.

It's like -- they kept handing me the mini-bar keys. No, really, I don't.

Never mind. So we did that -- we had a partnership with Pepsi, we went over

there and sat there, and we had this prototype in Flash and after person, we

changed it. This choreography. How do I get the work so it really makes

sense? The other thing that was really important with this is I think that --

whenever we went through this process, there was a point, when you're talking

with management people -- you're gonna put it in this little space. What if it

doesn't work? There's always that moment. You've got some great idea you came

up with, you launched it, and it does not do what you wished it would. You

look at it and you see the big red button, and the customer looks at it, and

they see (Indiscernible). Is it not working because the functionality is wrong

or because we need to simply remerchandise it? A lot of people who look at

these three pieces of functionality -- if it didn't work, we would have

scrapped it and redesigned it. So we said how to remerchandise it. It was the

right functionality. We just had to display it the right way. How do we go

through and merchandise this the right way? Too many ideas end up getting

scrapped. If that doesn't work -- get rid of it. I like to take a little bit

more studied approach to that.

Like I said before, we did a lot of kind of different testing for this. One of

the things where we do have the ability to kind of use facilities like this,

like I said, we had the Westin Times Square and we set up in the bar, brought

people in, we've done this at resorts -- it's a quick and easy check-in. You

catch someone who's in that moment of travel that you know is associated with

your brand. I worked in automotive, there's still gas stations I can't go back

to. I saw people, and... I don't know. I want to know why they bought a car.

Why it was so weird. We did a lot of formal testing. For us, it's the two of

those. To get that proof of concept, of figuring out is this working? Is it

communicating the way we want to? Figuring out how to work out that concept

and the more formal testing. So for us, it's that kind of mix, of doing much

more formal work with that. The other piece that was really, really

interesting is -- I think there's something about transactional websites. For

a long time, I thought it was a rational, price based decision. I go in there,

find the lowest price, and book that. We decided this was what it was like.

Whenever you went through the process with us, it's a rational thing. We found

out it's completely wrong. Whenever people go through a booking process with

us, it's this fascinating quick succession of emotional and rational states.

Whenever somebody comes to the homepage, that's a really emotional time for

them. That was what we wanted to capitalize on. People go ooh, I love that.

Where is that? I'm gonna go there. The other thing we found that was

fascinating is -- if you put somebody in that photo, people get pissed off!

Because at the end of the day, they had that reaction, and they don't wanna see

anybody else having their vacation. Seriously. People would sit there and go

-- I wanna go there. But why is she there? Like, seriously? So if you go to

a Westin or any of the sites that do this, there are no people. People get

really testy and have this violent reaction. People are stealing my vacation!

It's highly emotional. That's what we want to create. When you come there --

ooh, I wanna go there. What happens is we see quickly as you go into the

search process, it becomes very rational. So whenever you come to a page like

this, it's about price. It becomes about metrics. So we dial the visual back

and make it as simple as we can to find what you want, because you're in a

rational state. But once you find that hotel, and you focus in on where you

wanna go -- I wanna go to St. John. What do they have? A massage? What kind

of room service? So this is a photo driven experience, to capitalize on that

emotion. When you book the room, get your credit card out, expiration date,

what the little code is -- it's very rational again. This is happening in the

span of ten minutes. So from there, it comes back to the thank you, and you

finish it, and it's this very kind of emotional thing again. You start to get

excited, you start to look up other information. So it's this fascinating

process that we never realized happened that way. I put this in there because

it's funny.

Can anybody guess the only other process that they go through in their lives

that has this distinct emotional type cycle? Very close. He said

relationships. Wedding registries. This usually plays out about over 15, you

know, months. We get about 15 minutes. But it's like I'm engaged. Woo! Then

I'm gonna go register for stuff. Then you get very happy, because you start to

get stuff, then you have to plan for the wedding, you have the wedding -- this

is the only thing we've had to figure out. But anyway... And I think the other

thing for us is that we are never satisfied. Like I said, there really is a

thought on my part that sacred cows make the best hamburger. There's nothing

you can come up with that is so sacred it can't be rethought. One of the

things we've done with the site since we've launched it is we found out that

the offers piece, on the right hand side, the line that's gonna come up here in

a second, wasn't performing as well as we wanted it to. Really it was

something that people weren't engaged with it the way we wanted it to. We

started to look at it. Redesign, remerchandising -- people going we need to

scrap it. Do something else. Other sites, bigger area, they can make that

work. I said look. Is this a case where people don't want to see offers there

and we need to move it, or we're not displaying it the right way? It was as

simple as -- instead of on a straight line like that, if we wrap that and put

it into a format so there's a headline and a little blurb, and learn more.

This works really well. I could tell you how much, but then the lawyers get

testy. Everything else is exactly the same. The information scent piece, the

offers come up, lines, they come up in this staggered way, so we did not have

to throw the baby out with the bathwater, not a case where we didn't have the

right idea. We had the right idea. We had to look at how we remerchandised

that and represented it. So at the end of the day, the site is a huge success.

We have seen double digit lift around the brand awareness and also revenue and

bookings. It continues to be one of our strongest performing sites. We were

able to take a quantum shift of going away from a traditional structure, and

doing this type of full bleed imagery, compact navigation, and not lose

anything because of it. You start to see a lot of our competitors are starting

to think they have the same idea. And we've seen significantly higher brand

awareness.

This is a really key piece. Out of that navigation, we're seeing that people

have a much better understanding of what it is we're trying to do with that

brand. What I want to talk about real quick is a cool online advertising

campaign we did for Sheraton. It's our biggest brand. And it's kind of --

core positioning is life is better with Sheraton. This is why I draw for a

living. You read my blog? That's always through my blog -- if I had more time

and better spell check. Life is better with Sheraton. So for us, online, it's

about building a community. Bringing people together. We need to be able to

kind of create those interactions. When we came up with this core position,

relaunching Sheraton, we had to do an interactive ad campaign that created that

sense of community. If you've got 40K and these little things -- it's not a

small task. We needed to do it through small transient interactions, and to

move that plan of attack about -- what is community? Because for most people,

community is big things. Facebook, Twitter, big sites, forums. They had to be

these big engagements. We thought fundamentally, that isn't always true. You

can have a brand interaction that's really transient. I use real world

analogies -- if you walk by a store window, and it has a product you like, it

could be four seconds long. It makes an impression. So the first time

ever, you could have visual interactions with other people for an ad unit. You

did it by having a pillow fight. You came to this ad, you type in your name,

no explanation, no branding, no offer, nothing. All you got was a pillow, how

many people were playing, and a score. That was it. We helped design this

thing, and my score always sucked. But it is -- it is the brand expression in

its truest form. It's building community, bringing people together, through

separate browsers around the world, with nothing more than a name through this

simple transient interaction. The interaction rates on this were so big that

Google thought we broke their analytics. I think some of the publishers got a

little testy because people were on our ads and didn't want to go to other

pages.

So it ultimately did lead to a microsite where we did have this kind of simple

booking, but we were trying to keep this really clean and pure, and people

wanted to have a pillow fight and a splash fight -- that's the other part of

it. It was a wonderfully pure experience, a wonderfully beautiful expression

of what it is that our philosophy is around this. We can create a brand

impression and make a meaningful impression on somebody with something that's

just that simple. Like I said, no offers. No big logos. No, like, coupons to

print at the end, the page with all the flashing text to sell you mortgages.

So for me, I love this example, because it is such a great example. It doesn't

have to be over thought. It doesn't have to be overdone. But you can build

brands. You can create these really powerful interactions online, through

these very kind of simple things. And so the results is that -- we really saw

that we brought that brand -- we did a pretty big post brand study. Huge lift.

And we did it with no words, no buttons, no dropdowns. Just giving people the

ability to be themselves. It was a huge interaction time. People started to

look for our advertising. Because it's like -- it became like casual gaming

play. Oh, a Sheraton ad. They would actually go seek it out. If I could do

that all week long, I'd be a really rich man.

So I mean, this is so just skimming the surface of what it is that we do. But

just some of the takeaways I have for this -- at the end of the day, one of

the things for us is that the work that we do is a negotiated blend of what are

really brand, business, and customer goals. And I think you have to have all

three. That if one of them gets out of whack, the whole experience gets out of

whack. If it becomes all about the business goals, all about booking, all about

offers and stuff like that, something like that Sheraton play piece never would

have happened. But we had to understand that we make the customer work. It

had to be this really nice blend. They had to stay in harmony -- if one of

those gets out of whack, and you'll see a lot of websites that start to do that,

the whole experience goes out with the bathwater. I'm a huge proponent,

especially with digital, that we have this inherent problem that technology is

an idea. And at the end of the day, people do not bond with technology. They

do not bond with what version of Flash your site's in, your Twitter feed, your

Facebook, your website. They bond with what it stands for. These are all

tools. Nothing more. Twitter is a pencil. If you have nothing to write with

a pencil, who cares? It just lays there. Technology is not an idea. This is

something we always come back to. We figure out what that idea is, what the

experience is, and then what technology we can use to deliver that. At the end

of the day -- you also can use kind of simple human psychology and actions to

your advantage. I talk about this with staging, the ability to use emotions,

to move people's eye around. The simple truth that comes with a pillow fight,

that you can use these simple things, these points of psychology, these kind of

just human reactions that are hard wired into everybody, to your advantage, and

really kind of use those when you design interfaces, websites, advertising, to

have it be much, much more impactful, because these are truths that everybody

has in common. And the last thing -- and this is always a big thing for me --

the simple can be powerful. I think there are a lot of times that everybody

gets very, very caught up in more, in new, in flashy, and stuff like that. At

the end of the day, the ability to deliver a simple, concise message would be

more powerful than any of that. To deliver that kind of one thought, to talk

with somebody and bond with them -- that's where you start getting into that

inner loyalty loop. Because at that point, the person you're talking to has

seen something that connects with them. Branding, when it's done right and

well, it's about connecting your guest to the core emotion and finding

resonance in those two things. In general, that happens in three different

ways. It's intellectual. I'm gonna learn something. I'm gonna bond with the

brand because of that. It's emotional, because I'm all about design. The W is

all about design. Two things we can bond about. Those are close emotions to

me. Or it's financial. Part of a brand because of what it does financially.

But of all of those, delivering the message can really be the most powerful

thing. I've been wanting to use that transition...

( laughter )

( Applause )

>> MARY: It was flames.

>> STEPHEN GATES: Put something on fire -- ooh flaming title! So it is a

team that I am fiercely, fiercely proud of, and I'm happy every day that I get

to go in and work with. And the good news is that for the first time ever, we

are hiring. I am currently hiring a full-time information architect and a

full-time art director. It is a very, very small, very, very talented team.

The people that have freelanced with us for a long time, the role that digital

is playing inside of the company -- we are expanding that to be a full-time

role. And myself and Andrew Purcell, the gentleman sitting over here -- there

you go. If you have any interest in this, we're gonna be here, and please come

and talk to us about this. You know, because like I said, I think we all show

up at work every day really looking to not just design great hotel sites, but

really design the best sites that we can. It's a great opportunity to do that,

to be completely shameless about that. And so this is how you can get ahold of

me. If you want to come up afterwards, if you want to write me afterwards, say

it's great, say it sucks. My email, Twitter, Playstation. Everybody laughs

that that's up there. My wife will tell you that it's usually between 9:00 and

11:00, which is when she allows me -- people are always like -- it's so cool.

She says it's just from 9:00 to 11:00. Robin Williams said that behind every

great man is a great woman rolling her eyes. So I've written my blog about

nine years, and kind of a lot of my rantings and ravings for that, so the most

important part for me is, if you guys have any questions about any of this, I

would love to hear that.

>> (Indiscernible).

>> STEPHEN GATES: Oh yeah. So just one thing. The other piece is really

important, and it doesn't have anything to do with any of the work. At a

certain point, to be able to do this kind of work, you do also have to figure

out the audience that you're talking to. I'm talking about this in the past --

you need to think about it like a bank. That at a certain point, I'm gonna go

and perform for my clients. Do things for them that they're happy with. And

whenever I do that, get things I can put in the bank. I get equity out of

that. The reason it's so important and critical is that whenever I come up

with the idea that I'm gonna take an entire page full of functionality,

compress it into a little bar, I need to be able to take that equity back out

and go the bank and be able to do that. The only way to get a lot of this work

done is to have that relationship with your client. I'm aware at the end of

the day, I could have a groundbreaking, world changing idea. If my client

doesn't approve it, it's not gonna say see the light of day. So building the

relationships for this to happen -- there's a tremendous amount of brand

builders that lead the brands at Starwood that allow this to happen, and it's

credit to them as well as to my team that this really happens. That's another

kind of really key thought.

>> Thanks, Stephen, for an awesome presentation and the really cool work you're

doing over there. So my question is about the primary research you had done

when you lived at the hotel for a year. Fascinating. Can you tell me some of

the things you were looking for when dialoguing with your customers?

>> STEPHEN GATES: For me, it's a combination of how I'm looking at -- because

we have tons and tons of research on how to find sweet spot and media behavior,

and a lot of stuff like that. For me, it's really about what does that mean?

You can get caught up in the ivory tower, we know our guests better than

anybody else. We know, we know, we know. And that's why, in a lot of cases,

living in the Westin was fascinating, because as someone who likes to cook,

it's like being on an episode of Top Chef for a year, where you have to cook

with a microwave and a hot pot. But in a lot of cases -- our brands are only

touching people on average about twice a year. So that window is really,

really important. Because, you know, this is not something -- people aren't

getting up every day and saying I'm gonna check out the Westin site! It's not

that type of interaction. So we have to be very focused, whenever we do that,

and we have to constantly stay in touch with the guest. As quickly as things

move online, that's why we go to the properties and do so much of what we do,

because at the end of the day, nobody is thinking about what the smartest

person in the room thinks, who understands it. At some level, we are a

surrogate home. You're having to travel away from your family, go away from

your kids, you have to go and do something away from where you normally are.

So you can change that routine, and the ability to make that as seamless as we

can, to make that brand go across that whole arc, is very important. Past the

website, past the thank you, as it starts to go into properties, mobiles,

things like that -- it's important to understand the life cycle of what that

is.

>> Building on that... You talked about brands -- they tell how the site should

feel. So what narrative or storytelling techniques have you been using to

flesh that out so it's more than three words on a page, but people have this

movie in their head or whatever to keep you on track?

>> STEPHEN GATES: One of the things we do, being a brand led organization,

especially for us, it is a challenge. Really, at the end of the day, where my

group sits, I'm controlling the brand at a global, big picture level. I rarely

will get involved with an individual property, with what they're doing. So we

kind of create the tools and the language to get people to understand what a

brand is and who it is we're talking to on a very big level, on an individual

level, an individual property level. We have a lot of tools in place from what

are literally 80 page brand books that go through and explain that. We'll do

brand films, three or four minutes long, that tell the story of what the brand

is in a concise way, that show what the guest is, the look of the brand, what

the brand is about. This is the biggest challenge for me, when I came from

agency and came client side. When I worked on American Airlines, I didn't care

what Delta did or what United did. I didn't need to keep separation from them.

I needed to beat them. But here I had to have nine brands, completely

innovative, very, very distinctly different. So part of that is looking at

what is a photograph and what does that mean, and how does that come to life.

You know, very different kind of brand tone and voice. And being very, very

specific about each one of them, and keeping separation between that. And the

other challenge for our sites is that in a lot of ways, talk about -- our

creativity for our sites is almost like an upside down pyramid. You don't

really have a site map. The top of where that is, main navigation, upper

pages, we really can get away with almost anything. It allows a tremendous

amount of freedom. But as you go into the sites, it becomes a bigger and

bigger challenge, because all nine sites sit on a shared framework. Templates,

shared search results -- how do we take those and make them feel distinctly

different? The tones, that type of thing, but also looking at how we keep all

of those very, very different. And I think that's a really big challenge.

That's why we have to be so clear about something, and we have a lot of those

debates, where it's like -- oh, we wanna use a black and white photo. But

that's for Le Meridien. We wanna use people. No, that's Sheraton. There are

clear rules of the road that keep us very separated. To be able to did that,

for our guys, that's the biggest learning curve, is -- oh, that's Meridien,

because it's about art or it's about discovery.

>> MARY: Svetlana would like to ask -- she liked the presentation and thinks

the redesign looks really great. She's wondering how this experience can be

translated into mobile phones, how people would view your sites on mobile

phones. Has this been done, and what are the users' experiences, compared to

viewing your site on the traditional website?

>> STEPHEN GATES: That's a fantastic question. It's one I'm in the middle of

answering. The thing I would say is that I think for our brand, it is looking

at what is a mobile experience. Because mobile websites, as they exist right

now, are not something that are gonna deliver the brand experience in the way

that we want. The bandwidth just doesn't allow it. I mean, Westin does have

kind of very specific mobile... You know, kind of mobile websites. They aren't

that type of experience. So I think for us it's much more looking at -- how

can we use mobile in the concept of Foursquare, or something that we can

utilize that device to deliver a brand experience when you're out in the world,

on property, something like that. That becomes a very, very different

proposition. At the end of the day, I think for a lot of people, that is the

most important piece of technology. This is the only one I carry with me all

the time. Being able to ignore that huge miss on our part -- and I think it's

one that we're working to kind of broaden the gap on -- but it is a real

challenge. And I think that even extends into social media and other things

like that. If you look at Facebook and things like that, there are a lot of

rules. It's not easy for us. We spent a large amount of time -- on Facebook,

an actual structure that allows our properties to have their own unique

expression, but inside of a structure that each of the brands has created.

>> (Indiscernible).

>> STEPHEN GATES: Anybody who has a mic has a question.

>> First of all, thank you very much. Great. And one of the things -- a lot

of what you've talked about with how to engage from -- not necessarily mass

market, but you've got a strong loyalty base. And, you know, you talked about

your loyalty circle and things -- you obviously have some logging capabilities,

people who come back, and know who they are. Really know who they are, as

opposed to having them self-select into groups. Can you talk about any sort of

differentiation or treatment of the experience for those people? Or do you

have some detail or history of their vacationing?

>> STEPHEN GATES: There are two things. One is that people would be shocked

on how high the churn actually is for us every year. Even the most loyal

guests fall out of the system. When you're looking at them, you're talking to

them a few times a year. It's hard to be relevant in that time that you don't

have a stay with them. So I think for us, that is the challenge. That in a

lot of cases, we don't know as much as we'd like to. So to be able to do that,

it's a huge advantage for us to be able to do that. But I think that for us,

that personalization and kind of that insight -- purposefully, because of that,

is not a huge part of our core strategy. Just because I do think that in a lot

of ways, it is then isolating to be able to do that. We can demonstrate we

know where it is you're gonna stay. We know how many points you have. We try

to treat it in a more kind of utilitarian way, because we don't want that

experience to be exclusionary. I think we can definitely demonstrate in places

what that is, but like I said, for us, we do wanna try to deliver that brand

for everybody. Usually at the point where they're logging in, they do tend to

become much more of that seeker, where they're purpose driven, so the openness

to their branded content becomes much, much smaller.

>> I had a couple of questions. Some of them (Indiscernible). I'll save that

for email. But the question I had was about internationalization. The images

that you're explaining -- is that based on the property that the person is

going to, or knowing about me, that I'm a North American person, that I'm going

traveling to Japan or China, I would still be able to find American food that

(Indiscernible)?

>> STEPHEN GATES: Right. And what we do, the imagery is tied to the region

of the world that you're in and the language. We did experiment for a while of

kind of carrying some of that imagery through into the site, and even kind of

making it more where you're going focused, and we actually saw that it started

to create a lot of confusion. Because all of a sudden, somebody -- maybe

looking at the hotel in New York, and then this background -- a lot of it was

kind of looking at from where it is that you are and where we can see that you

are in the world, and delivering that experience. Even if you are in Japan,

you're still gonna be looking at the site in English. Unless you're Japanese.

That's become an order of magnitude that we haven't gotten into.

>> The part of the world that I'm specifically looking --

>> STEPHEN GATES: It is a combination of where you are in the world and also

language. If I'm sitting in Tokyo, I'm not going to assume that I'm instantly

Japanese. But the point where I change into English, then we do have an

experience for that.

>> Hi. (Indiscernible) what is your strategy with the (Indiscernible)?

Because the amount of research that you mentioned that you went through,

(Indiscernible) the importance of (Indiscernible) the concept, and getting the

right concept and (Indiscernible) how do you change your approach from time to

time? To make sure that you (Indiscernible) and the concept of your --

>> STEPHEN GATES: In a lot ways, it came from my history of doing

advertising. Before wire frames or anything, we look at the concept and what

we want to deliver. We get the client involved with what the concept is. It

provides us with a guiding line. This is the idea, what we all agreed to. And

in a lot of cases, we don't walk clients through wire frames or site maps. We

treat it like an advertising pitch. That we want to show you things that

you're gonna get excited about. Things that you're gonna pin up on your wall.

At the end of the day, the reason why I think (Indiscernible) is so genius,

that's the recognition of that. Nobody wants to pin a wire frame on the wall.

So it is getting involved in that process in very measured ways, to get them

involved with what that is. So they have those touch points in ways that they

can understand, because otherwise, I think that there's a real problem with

presenting digital in general, that, again, as we go back to talking about

building trust, if you have somebody that walks in and starts talking in

abbreviations, start talking over their head, everybody thinks it's really

cool, talking in buzzwords, at the end of the day, you're making your client

feel stupid. They don't understand.

>> (Indiscernible) it's like --

>> STEPHEN GATES: The other thing to think about -- and I really preach this.

When you do that, the client feels dumb. At the end of the day, in a lot of

cases, what decides the fate of my work is not a meeting that I'm in. It's

when the client I pitch it to goes to his boss, in the elevator, something --

there's another meeting I'm not at. If he's not comfortable with that concept,

doesn't understand what we're doing, can't convey it in a way that he can tell

that story, making him feel dumb -- yes, I feel cool, but I'm losing the war.

So I think perhaps that's really what it. Is how to present this work and do

it in a way that gets the client involved with that. It's the same thing. We

have them come to user testing, have them involved in that process, and it's up

to us to be the guide, to kind of sherpa them through that and get them through

concerns and things like that.

>> What about the (Indiscernible)? Getting the buy-ins from the client that

the research that you're doing -- when you're designing how (Indiscernible)

different sites? (Indiscernible) you can have a (Indiscernible).

>> STEPHEN GATES: Yeah, I think that for us, it is just part of the DNA of

how we do business. An agency or something like that -- we (Indiscernible) on

what the process is. So the research, the user testing, is a built-in part of

what happens. It's not usually something we have to sell the client on. But

it also is kind of being the person that's preaching that we don't have all the

answers. We need to go and show the people that it's the way we think that it

is, so it's not something that we get so kind of caught up in it that we

totally kind of miss the mark.

>> We have time for maybe one more.

>> I was curious -- maybe you've thought about the loyalty loop. Let's say I

was dedicated -- (Indiscernible) that emotional-rational (Indiscernible).

Weave in that emotional-rational, and (Indiscernible) sequence -- when you

think about it, I'm a loyal Westin customer, and I go to the Westin, and it's

booked. And you want all those brands to be distinct. But if I want go to a

Westin, you don't want me to go to Marriott. How do you manage those two?

You're keeping the loyal customer in the loop, and maybe giving them enough

information and feeling that if they're not familiar with a brand in the family

--

>> STEPHEN GATES: I think for us, that was a big thing we wanted to figure

out. We thought about -- if you're Westin, you're a Sheraton guest. You don't

move. Or St. Regis -- they don't move up and down that continuum. If you do

search results, the Westin comes up first. If that's not available, we'll

actually then list all the relevant brands underneath that, so we give priority

to the brand that you're on, but at the end of the day, it is about the

portfolio as well as about the awareness of what that is, and especially when

we start getting into the SPG -- our awards program, it's not the Sheraton

awards program. It's power of our portfolio. So the Westin takes priority,

but then really by distance. Right? Distance? By then, it kind of becomes

brand agnostic, and then lists by distance as it goes down.

>> GLORIA: I think we're probably gonna have to wrap up. But Stephen has

said that he is happy to stick around for as long as you guys need, for those

of you who still have questions. You can definitely come talk to him after the

event. And at this point -- are we at the end, actually? Awesome.

( Applause )

>> GLORIA: Thank you! Thanks, Stephen. Okay. So we'll get these slides up,

and we actually ran it through legal, so we shouldn't have any issues, right?

So we'll get those up as soon as we can. Remember, if you have a yellow

striped strip across your badge, that means that you are hiring, so those who

are hiring, I encourage you to stick around either here or in the reception

area -- if you don't have a specific spot. Talk to them if you're hiring. I'd

like to thank everyone in the audience for being here, thanks again to

(Indiscernible), to Ron Cianfaglione, for coproducing with me, very much,

thank you. And all of our members. Most of all, if you're an NYC UPA volunteer,

please raise your hand. Thank you, guys. Couldn't do it without you. Thank

you, Starwood, for providing the wonderful, wonderful food that we had out

there. And this entire space. And thank you, Stephen. Thank you. See you

next month!

( Applause [image: image2.png]20

coasbti2coast
CAPTIONING



)









www.c2ccaptioning.com 

418 Rowan Avenue, Hamilton Twp., NJ  08610, 866-828-1822 Toll Free

www.c2ccaptioning.com 
418 Rowan Avenue, Hamilton Twp., NJ  08610, 866-828-1822 Toll Free

