ASSOCIATION

ROOM BLOCK 101: LEARN EFFECTIVE
HOTEL CONTRACT NEGOTIATIONS

W

By Meredith Carr, owner/president, Meeting Planner’s Collective

e’ve all heard the phrase, “everything is
negotiable,” but in post-2008 economic times,
negotiations with hotels can seem challenging,
especially if your group’s amenities are based on your
room block. In this article, we’ll examine some effective
negotiating tactics related to the room block.
Group history
The first thing I do when planning the room block is look
at history. For example, I like to look at the last five years
(if possible) of room block history based on the final pickup reports provided by the hotel. Look for answers to the
following questions:
• Does the room block fluctuate?
° Are there certain years where the block increases
or decreases?
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° Was there a major industry occurrence (positive or
negative) that lead to the increased or decreased
room block?
• Is the block selling out each year, or are there years
the organization has had to pay attrition?
° Was the hotel rate too high if attrition was paid?
• Comparing last year’s meeting numbers and location
to the destination and pattern on this year’s meeting,
is it possible to hit the same numbers, or should the
block be increased/decreased?
When reviewing these questions, a lot can factor into the
answers. Some of the reasons a room block may fluctuate
is based on location. If your group is in a tier-one city one
year and a tier-three city the next, that could be a reason
for a lagging room block. Along with location, the lift
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could be a determining factor if your room block will fill
up. Let’s go back to the previous example of your group
being in a tier-one city – such as New York. If your primary
attendee demographic is located on the west coast, it might
be difficult for them to make a conference in New York,
and therefore the room block could suffer. Moreover, if
an attendee must fly into an airport, rent a car and drive
an hour or more that might deter them from attending the
meeting that year.
Another reason for fluctuation is the pattern. If your group
has consistently had a Wednesday through Saturday
pattern, and now the pattern is Sunday through Wednesday,
this could hinder attendees. A recent article in Successful
Meetings Magazine specified 53 percent of conference
attendees are likely to extend their stay or add vacation
days after a meeting.
If the meeting previously ended on a weekend, it was easy
for the attendee to add an extra day or two for some R&R.
However, if the meeting now ends during the middle of the
week, in my experience, they’re likely ready to get home.

Time to negotiate
After answering the previous questions, considering
the location of the conference and the demographic of
the attendees, it’s now time to begin the room block
negotiations. It’s likely you were presented a per night room
rate that the awarded property proposed to in the initial
sourcing phase. However, it has been my experience that a
national sales manager is a good resource and can often help
get the room rate to a more comfortable number with your
planning committee, as well as attendees. This can likely be
anywhere from $20 per night lower than the original quote,
and they can help with waiving or lowering any resort fees.
During the negotiation phase, don’t forget to ask your sales
manager about the option of signing a multi-year contract
with the property. In my experience, this is a win-win for
both parties as it’s another way to keep the room rate the
same, or at least in a reasonable range for the attendees,
your dates for future years is known and the hotel has repeat
business on the books.
continued on page 20
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As planners, we should remember that the room rate helps
to pay the hotel staff. If you sign a multi-year contract with
the hotel, but they are unable to keep your room rate the
same for the succeeding years, you can add provisions to
the contract. One way to do this is to add verbiage that your
sales manager and the property’s general manager will
review the room rate at the end of the preceding year, will
renegotiate the room rate or room block, and will add an
addendum to the multi-year contract if needed. This helps
to ensure the association won’t pay attrition for unused
rooms, and the property still receives the revenue.

Two clauses should be included
in your contract with a hotel:
a slippage clause and a walk
clause. A slippage clause protects
the organization from attrition,
while a walk clause protects the
association from any financial
liability should the hotel enter into
renovations.

Another negotiation strategy is to clarify with your sales
manager that your block is based on cumulative (horizontal)
room nights opposed to per night (vertical). For example,
if you have a room block that is a total of 200 room nights
and you’re responsible for 80 percent before attrition, this
means you are responsible for 160 cumulative room nights
before your group would pay attrition. If the block is figured
on a per night basis, then your group would be responsible
for 80 percent of the rooms each night.

the host hotel will, if available, upgrade the attendee
room; send an apology letter and an amenity from
the general manager.
• Any rooms relocated will continue to count
toward the room block pick-up including, without
limitations, the complimentary room count and will
be honored by the hotel.

There are two clauses you’ll want to include in your contract
– a slippage clause and a walk clause.
Slippage clauses protect the organization from attrition as the
planner can release a certain percentage of your room block
back to the hotel’s inventory without penalty. Typically,
groups can release rooms 90-days and 60-days out from the
event. Just remember, once the rooms are released to hotel
inventory neither you (association personnel) or the hotel
(sales, convention manager or reservation manager) can
guarantee the room or room rate for attendees.
The walk clause protects the association from any financial
liability should the hotel enter into renovations or contract
with a larger group and not be able or willing to provide
guest rooms for a guaranteed reservation. Some things to
think about including in your walk clause are:
• Hotel should secure and pay for a reservation at a
comparable hotel for an attendee if the host property
is unable to accommodate the reservation.
• Hotel should provide transportation to and from
relocated hotel to host hotel at no expense to the
association or attendee.
• Should a guest room at host hotel become available,
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Commissions are fairly standard throughout the industry
at an average of 10 percent of the total number of rooms
booked. However, some properties will not pay commissions
without an IATA number. In this case, you should ask for a
10 percent rebate back to the master account.
You can keep a pulse on your estimated commission/rebate
by taking number of contracted room nights and multiply it
by the room rate and then multiply by 0.10. Commissions
can either be paid to the group, to the management company
or to the planner. You’ll want to review any additional
contracts appropriately to make sure the commissions are
paid to the correct party within 30 days after the final hotel
bill is settled.
Additionally, third-party bookings are common today when
companies are cutting budgets and are trying to find the
most economical hotel rate(s). However, most hotels will
give the group credit for attendees who have booked with
a third-party vendor, but not give commissions on those
room nights.
Avoiding attrition
Attrition is a nasty nine letter word that, sometimes, has kept
me up at night. There are several ways to avoid attrition.
www.ksaenet.org

• Ask attendees on their registration form for their
estimated arrival and departure date, and if they plan
to stay at the host hotel.
• Communicate with your attendees the importance of
staying at the host hotel. Sometimes it’s as easy as
explaining the financial burden attrition takes on the
association.
• Ask the hotel for a rooming report and pick-up
report, and cross check the rooming report against
the registered attendees. You’ll know if someone
has made a reservation, but they aren’t registered.
• Keep the hotel information (reservation number or
online link to room block) out of public view. For
example, an easy way to go about this is to provide
the online reservation link and reservation phone
number in the attendee’s confirmation email or
receipt of payment. Therefore, you know they’ve
registered and should be on the rooming report
provided by the hotel.

Communicate with your attendees
the importance of staying at the
host hotel.
By reviewing your group’s history, planning the room
block on a cumulative basis, including necessary clauses
and communication with your database of potential
attendees, you’ll have a great foundation for a productive
and profitable meeting.
And remember, the hotel is your partner on the event, it
never hurts to ask for what you want – worst case scenario
you hear the word “no,” but at least you tried. F
Meredith Carr, owner of Meeting Planner’s Collective,
began her career in the meeting planning industry in 2004
and fell in love planning board meetings, regional business
meetings and annual conferences for various organizations
in the nonprofit industries. What began as a dream of one
day owning her own business became reality in 2018 with
production of the Aviation Law and Insurance Symposium’s
annual meeting.
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