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Abstract
Purpose: The dissertation investigates the possibility of the Italian hotel company Adler Spa
Resorts to internationalize in order to further accomplish its growth strategy. The dissertation
provides managerial recommendations for a successful internationalization. Additionally it
adds more depth to the issue of internationalization of SMEs in the hotel industry, since little
research has been done about this topic.
Methodology and Design: To provide the necessary data for the analysis, four in-depth interviews with decision makers of Adler Spa Resorts were conducted. The first part of the
analysis addresses the business model and the managerial, organizational and dynamic capabilities of Adler Spa Resorts to address the ability and feasibility of the company to go international. The second part addresses the location choice of a potential internationalization of
Adler Spa Resorts by analysing the impact of location, situation and firm specific factors. The
third part addresses the entry mode choice of a potential internationalization of the company.
Findings: Adler Spa Resorts offers a unique vacation experience to its customers, has a solid
financial position, and has developed the necessary capabilities to cope with the challenges of
internationalization. The business model of the company can be successfully transferred to
foreign markets. The most suited locations are characterized by a stable and secure environment, low competition, but spectacular landscape. The most suited entry mode is a greenfield
investment, since this entry mode allows realizing the concept of the company from the beginning on, strengthening the brand and protecting the company’s competitive advantage.
Implications and Recommendations: The main challenge when internationalizing is the
physical separation and therefore the coordination issues for the family owned company. To
reduce the impact of coordination issues, Adler Spa Resorts should choose locations that are
geographically and culturally close and about which the owners of the company have some
previous knowledge. This would allow a similar organization and coordination as in the present hotels of the company.
Limitations: The dissertation shows several limitations. First, interviews were conducted
only with informants from Adler Spa Resorts, which can lead to biases. Second, a more detailed business plan, including budget, marketing strategies and market research, needs to be
developed, in order to address the internationalization strategies more in detail.
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1. Introduction	
  
	
  
“Since the middle of the twentieth century, the world has witnessed a rapid internationalisation of markets, industries and firms” (Olejnik & Swoboda, 2012). Growth has become one of
the main objectives of the modern firm and often, if domestic markets are saturated, companies seek for growth in foreign markets (Grant, 2010).
Internationalization and growth are mainly thought in the context of big, multinational companies. However, the European reality is different and its economy dominated by small and
medium enterprises (SMEs) (European Commission, 2015). SMEs are facing different challenges when going international, such as dealing with resource constraints, weak managerial
capabilities or informal organizational structures.
The given report focuses on the Italian company Adler Spa Resorts, which can be defined as a
SME, and which is currently facing the management decision problem on how to grow in
future. The report is investigating internationalization opportunities for the firm by analysing
the company, the location choice and the most suited entry modes. From the case study it will
be possible to draw some general conclusions that are relevant for all internationalizing SMEs
in the hotel industry.
This first chapter will introduce the issue of the dissertation. Further, the academic and managerial relevance of the issue will be presented. Finally, the main research question and some
sub-questions, that guide trough the whole paper, will be formulated.

1.1 The	
  Issue	
  
“Tourist activity and in general the hotel industry have an international character by definition” (Quer, Claver & Andreu, 2007). Recently, next to diversification and horizontal and
vertical integration processes, a rising number of hotel structures have developed their activities on an international scale. Reasons can be the difficulties to grow the company in the domestic market, the emergence of new touristic destinations in foreign countries, the attempt to
avoid dependence on a single location, or the attempt to avoid to much power of single tour
operators (Quer, Claver & Andreu, 2007).
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While hotel chains are more likely to internationalize, SMEs and family owned hotels are still
reluctant to enter foreign markets. If they enter foreign markets, it often happens in an incremental, step-by-step way. This phenomenon has various reasons: especially limited growth
objectives and limited managerial capabilities, constrained financial resources, low liquidity,
and the tendency to avoid risks are responsible for the low internationalization rate of family
owned businesses (Kontinen & Ojala, 2011). Qualities such as innovative orientation, flexible
structures and entrepreneurship characterize SMEs and family owned businesses. However,
informal internal relations, poor accounting procedures, inadequate administrative routines
and unsystematic decision making create central challenges and can turn the qualities of
SMEs into weaknesses when they go international (Lloyd-Reason & Mughan, 2002).
To overcome their weaknesses and exploit their strengths in foreign markets, SMEs need an
efficient management at corporate, business and functional level. In order to ensure that the
necessary resources and capabilities to enter a foreign market are present in the organization
and that the weaknesses do not outweigh the strengths, SMEs and family owned businesses
need to approach internationalization decisions in a holistic way. This decision is analysed by
using Adler Spa Resorts as a case study.
Adler Spa Resorts are a SME operating in the leisure segment of the travel and tourism industry in Italy. The company is a collection of four, Italian hotel properties, owned and managed
by the Sanoner family (Heady Communications, 2014a). Over the past three decades the
company has grown significantly by both increasing the size of the historical hotel in the Dolomites and by expanding within Italy through the construction of three new hotel structures
in the Dolomites and in Tuscany. Further, a new hotel project is planned in Sicily. The desire
to further grow in future, to increase the revenues of the company, and to strengthen the
brand, together with the economically difficult situation in Italy, has triggered the consideration of the owners of Adler Spa Resorts to expand internationally.
According to Klaus Sanoner, one of the owners and managers of the company, internationalization would contribute to strengthen the brand of Adler Spa Resorts and to increase its international visibility. Further, he beliefs that through internationalization the company would
reach new customer segments, and reduce the dependency on a particular location through
geographic diversification (Klaus Sanoner, PC1, 2015). In addition, entering the international
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arena was considered by Adler Spa Resorts in order to benefit from synergies, such as common marketing plans, standardized controlling and standardized accounting procedures. Also,
it would be possible to benefit from better economic, political and institutional conditions in
foreign countries, such as lower tax rates, a better labour law, or more political stability
(Klaus Sanoner, PC, 2015). Finally, the owners believe that operating internationally fosters
the creation of new business connections, and promotes access to new suppliers and distribution channels like travel agencies and tour operators.
However, internationalization is also a complex and precarious process, and the owners are
not sure if the company is ready and capable to enter successfully the international arena and,
if yes, how to manage this process. A first investigation of this issue is attempted by the present dissertation.

1.2 Relevance	
  of	
  the	
  Issue	
  
Firstly, investigating internationalization opportunities for a SME in the hotel industry is relevant from an academic point of view, because currently the topic has mainly been approached
in terms of international business activities conducted by large multinational enterprises
(MNEs) (Kauppinen & Juho, 2012). Since more than 99% of the businesses in Europe are
represented by SMEs, creating two thirds of the jobs in the private sector and contributing to
over 50% of the overall value-added created by European businesses (European Commission,
2015), it is important to discuss internationalization also in the context of SMEs. Further, research conducted on internationalization of firms in the hotel industry, focuses mainly on major, multinational hotel chains and airlines. These firms often grow through tools, such as
mergers and acquisitions, franchising, or management contracts (Martorell-Cunill et al.,
2014), which may be out of reach for SMEs.
The models of MNEs are difficult to transfer to SMEs, which are characterized by a different
managerial orientation (Lloyd-Reason & Mughan, 2002) and usually by lower liquidity (Jang,
2010). The research, which has been conducted in the context of SMEs, focuses on the one
hand on traditional, manufacturing enterprises, characterized by incremental internationalization processes, and, on the other hand, on born global companies and their rapid internationalisation (Olejnik & Swoboda, 2012), leaving out the service industry. The service industry,
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however, is becoming more and more important in today’s world (Ripolles Melia, Blesa Pérez
& Roig Dobón, 2010).
Studying the case of SMEs is particularly interesting since MNEs often retain a great amount
of knowledge about foreign markets. They often possess already established, international
relations and more resources to obtain information. For these reasons the internationalization
process of MNEs is more path-dependent and investigating the internationalization pattern of
SMEs better highlights the influence of certain firm, location and situation specific factors
(Hätönen, 2009).
For the cited reasons there is a need for research on internationalization in the academic field
of SMEs operating in the hotel industry. This paper uses an empirical approach by conducting
a single case study and by discussing the first international steps of the case company.
Secondly, since both growth and profits are important objectives in the management of businesses (Jang, 2010), the issue discussed in this paper is relevant from a managerial point of
view. Internationalization is one way to grow businesses and, if successful, leads to an increase of revenues and market share, the exploitation of new customer segments, geographic
diversification, and the creation of synergies and new networks (Grant, 2010).
However, internationalization still creates significant challenges for the management of SMEs
(Olejnik & Swoboda, 2012). According to Lloyd-Reason and Mughan (2002), SMEs internationalise often in an opportunistic, intermittent way. In many situations, international orientation of owners is the key to initiation of international activities. Further, internationalization
can have serious consequences and implications for the management of SMEs, because
strengths in the home market may become sources of weakness or obstacles when entering
and competing in a foreign market. The current literature leaves space for an empirical, in
depth study of a SME in order to discuss these challenges from a managerial perspective.
The present paper provides a deep insight into the internationalization opportunities of a SME
in the hotel industry, providing managerial recommendations on different aspects to the owners of the case company. In addition, the report provides guidelines for managers operating in
the same industry and facing similar challenges.
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1.3 Research	
  Question	
  
Since the last generational change in 1983 Adler Spa Resorts are seeking for continuous improvement of their infrastructures, their value offering and their profitability. Further, through
the amplification of the Adler Dolomiti Spa and Sport Resort and through the opening of
three new Adler Spa Resorts in the Dolomites and in Tuscany, the Italian company is pursuing a sustainable growth strategy in terms of capacity and profits.
Until this moment the expansion of the company takes place only in Italy. However, due to
the economic and legal situation in Italy and the geographic as well as cultural proximity of
the Dolomites and the headquarter (HQ) of the company to regions in Austria, Switzerland or
Southern Germany, the question, whether future growth actions should be attempted across
Italian borders, arises.
Therefore the management decision problem currently faced by the company is how Adler
Spa Resorts can grow in future, and the project’s research question can be formulated as followed:
“Should Adler Spa Resorts internationalise to pursue its growth strategy and, if so, what
steps does the company need to consider?”
By answering this research question the management decision problem can be addressed. In
order to answer the project’s research question in a meaningful way, three sub-questions have
been formulated. These sub-questions investigate different aspects of the internationalization
process, such as the internal organization of the company, the location choice and the different market entry modes. These sub-questions address the management problem in a holistic
way and approach both the external and the internal environment of the company.
The three sub-questions have been formulated as followed:
•

Are the capabilities, assets and resources, which are necessary for the internationalization, currently existing within the company?

•

What factors influence the location choice of the internationalization and why are they
important for Adler Spa Resorts?

•

Which entry mode is most suited to enter a foreign target market successfully?
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1.4 Structure	
  of	
  the	
  dissertation	
  
In the first chapter the issue of the project and the reasons, which triggered the issue, are presented. Further, it is explained why the topic is relevant both for practical as well as academic
reasons. In the end the research question and sub-questions, which will be addressed in the
following chapters, are formulated.
The second chapter provides a review of relevant literature addressing the internationalization
process of SMEs. The literature review focuses on the three aspects mentioned in the research
questions, namely internal organization, location choice and market entry modes.
The third chapter explains the methodology conducted in order to gain the necessary information and data to answer the research question of the project. Further, it exposes the reasons
for the decision to conduct a single case study.
The fourth chapter presents the findings of the conducted research and the fifth chapter discusses and interprets these findings, proposing managerial recommendations that can be deduced.
To conclude, the last chapter summarizes the outcomes of the research, providing an answer
to the main research question, and discusses the limitations encountered in the project.
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2. Literature	
  Review	
  
Internationalization is a complex process, which does not come without risks and has significant consequences for the performance of a firm. Therefore, the process needs to be addressed
in a holistic way. It is not only necessary to assess the relationship between the organization
and its environment and to analyse the external challenges faced by the firm, but also internal
factors, such as resources, capabilities and assets, need to be considered (Crick, 2009). By
approaching both the internal and external context, the internationalization possibilities of
SMEs can be addressed in a holistic way. This proceeding allows analysing different aspects
of the internationalization process and helps organizations to implement their international
strategy successfully and to achieve a good international performance.
In order to follow this approach, the present literature review is subdivided into three parts.
First, the business model of the firm and the capabilities, resources and assets, which are necessary for an internationalizing firm, are investigated. After the readiness for entering a foreign market is ascertained, a firm needs to make two major decisions: what markets to enter
and how to enter the identified markets (Edwards & Buckley, 1998). The decisions about location choice and market entry mode are investigated in the second and third part of the literature review.
Analysis of the Business
Model, Capabilities and
Assets
Is the company ready for
internationalization?

Location Choice
If the company is ready,
which location is most
suited for foreign market
entry?

Market Entry Mode
Which market entry
mode is most suited to
enter the identified
location?

Figure 1: The three steps in the internationalization decision of firms.

	
  
	
  

2.1

Company	
  analysis	
  

The first step in the internationalization process is to ensure that the firm possesses the resources, capabilities and assets necessary to bear the entry into a foreign market. Only if the
company is ready, different locations and their entry mode should be analysed.
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2.1.1 Business	
  model	
  	
  
An extensive analysis of the firm’s way to do business, meaning its business model, is important to investigate whether the competitive advantage of the firm is sustainable and exploitable when expanding internationally. Usually organizations develop a competitive advantage in their domestic market (Lloyd-Reason & Mughan, 2002), the challenge is then to
transfer this competitive advantage to foreign markets. A deep understanding of the firm’s
business model is therefore necessary to make accurate strategic decisions.
The business model is one of the most researched concepts in the field of management. Morris et al. (2005) propose a unified and integrated perspective on the firm’s business model by
considering strategic variables as well as organizational and economic decisions. These variables are interrelated and able to create and to sustain a competitive advantage in defined markets. According to the authors, organizations need to make decisions regarding six components.
Value Offering
Customer
Core Competences
Competitive Positioning

• How do we create value?
• Who do we create value for?
• What is our source of competence?
• How do we competitively position ourself?

Economic Model

• How do we make money?

Investment Model

• What are our time, scope and size ambitions?

Figure 2: The six components of the business model according to Morris et al. (2005).

The first component identified by the authors is the value offering proposed by the firm. The
product or service offered by the firm needs to create value for the customer. Only if customers perceive a value from buying and consuming a certain product or service, the existence of
the organization in the market place is justified (Solomon et al., 2009). A customer can value
a product or service because of its ability to reduce costs or its ability to create new possibilities and solutions (Chesbrough and Rosenbloom, 2002). Decisions regarding this component
are addressed to the nature of the product or service mix, the positioning within the value
chain, the delivery to the customer, the standardization or differentiation of the offering, and
the internalization or outsourcing of the production processes. In addition, a firm’s value
proposition may create value not only for customers, but also for other stakeholders such as
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shareholders, employees, suppliers or the society as a whole (Chesbrough & Rosenbloom,
2002).
The second component focuses on the nature and scope of the served markets. Decisions regarding customer type, geographic dispersion, segmentation, market breadth, and organization type need to be made within this dimension.
The third component of the business model is meant to analyse the internal source of advantage of the organization. The competitive advantage depends on the firm’s ability to understand where its strengths lie and to leverage from them (Tampoe, 1994). Morris et al.
(2005) use the term core competency to describe the internal capabilities and skills that a firm
performs relatively better than its competitors. Further, Prahalad and Hamel (1990) argue that
core competences solidify the firm’s competitive positioning and create an advantage for the
firm in the market place. To become core competences, capabilities need to be valuable, rare,
difficult to imitate and organizations need to be able to exploit them. In addition, Tampoe
(1997) argues that a core competency is essential for corporate survival, for the development
of core products or services, and for the implementation of the strategic vision of a firm.
When assessing the readiness of a firm to enter foreign markets, a good understanding of the
firms’ core competences is relatively important in order to analyse whether the competitive
advantage, and therefore the core competences, can be transferred and exploited in a different
competitive environment (Tampoe, 1997).
The fourth component relates to the competitive positioning of the firm. This means the firm
needs to achieve a position in the market that allows to differentiate itself from competitors
and to obtain an advantage over them (Amit & Zott, 2001). A competitively superior positioning in the market may be achieved through operational excellence, superior service quality,
innovation leadership, superior cost efficiency, or intimate relationships with customers.
The fifth component consists of the economic model of the firm. The economic model comprises the revenue and cost structure, the pricing system, the volumes, the margins and the
operating leverage. Because an organization creates value not only for customers, but also for
other stakeholder such as the shareholders, the financial decisions of a firm represent an important part of its business model (Chesbrough & Rosenbloom). Further, the financial aspect
is a crucial influencing factor for the internationalization of SMEs, which generally suffer
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constraints of financial resources. Therefore, this aspect is discussed in detail later in the
chapter.
The last component of the framework focuses on the time, scope and size ambitions of the
entrepreneur, also defined as investment model. The investment model has important influences on the internal organization, the corporate strategy, the resource management and the
economic performance of the firm. It determines whether the objective is to merely survive
and meet basic financial objectives, i.e. subsistence model, or to generate ongoing and stable
income for shareholders, i.e. income model, or to reinvest cash flows to grow the firm for
future major capital gain, e.g. growth model.
A successful business model is sustainable over time and therefore requires consistency, or
internal and external fit (Morris, Schindehutte & Allen, 2005). Internal fit means that the key
activities within and between the six dimensions of the business model are designed in a coherent way. External fit means that the configuration of the key activities is appropriate considering the environmental conditions. Successful and profitable internationalization requires
a consistent business model, which can be transferred to foreign markets and provides the
firm with a high competitive advantage, which it is sustainable over time (Tampoe, 1997).
Even if the field of business models is one of the most researched areas in management research, lack of consensus still exist between different authors. Also the unified perspective
proposed by Morris et al. (2005) is criticized. One of the points of criticism is that the theoretical foundation for the design and the application of the model is rather unclear (Nicholson,
Shepherd & Woods, 2009). In addition, topics such as the life cycle and the innovation of the
business model or the interaction between the different components need further investigation
(Morris et al., 2006). In their study the authors apply the model only to companies from the
Inc. 500 list, which indicates the 500 fastest growing US firms. However, there exists little
empirical application to other companies such as SMEs, which makes the application of the
model to the case of Adler Spa Resorts more difficult. Further, the importance of variables
such as human capital, brand or organizational culture, investigated by later research, is neglected.
Despite the points of criticism, the business model proposed by Morris et al. (2005) can be
applied to organizations from various industry types and allows a holistic approach to the
question of how firms do business (Zott, Amit & Massa, 2011). Further, the model proposed
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has some significant advantages: it is internally consistent, easy to present and communicate,
helpful for strategic decision making and, once defined, can be easily monitored. For these
reasons the model is appropriate to analyse the business model and the competitive advantage
of Adler Spa Resorts, because it uses a holistic approach, taking into account strategic, organizational and economic variables, and it is easy and straightforward to communicate.

2.1.2 Managerial	
  Capabilities	
  
Next to a sustainable and competitive business model, internationalization requires some
managerial capabilities that are prerequisites for a successful foreign market entry. According
to Olejnik and Swoboda (2012) an important managerial capability for internationalization is
the international orientation of the manager. International orientation describes the attitude
towards international activities, exporting, and stays abroad. Further, according to LloydReason and Mughan (2002) especially in SMEs the strategic orientation of the ownermanager is key to success. Therefore, if the owner-manager does not support international
activities, initiatives to provide resources and to develop skills necessary for internationalization are improbable to generate positive outcomes. Since Adler Spa Resorts is a family owned
business, the support of international activities and a positive international attitude of the
owners are prerequisites for successful internationalization.
Not only international orientation, but also the international experience of the manager has
implications for internationalization strategies. International experience is measured by the
years lived or worked abroad, by the time spent on international travels, or by the languages
spoken (Reid, 1981). Other indicators are the degree of education in international business,
the level of openness towards different cultures and the readiness to adapt to them (LloydReason and Mughan, 2002). Reuber and Fisher (1997) argue that the international experience
of the management is positively linked to the degree of internationalization of a firm. They
found that internationally experienced managers are more likely to develop relationships with
foreign partners and delay less in achieving sales in foreign countries after setting up a business. Further, they often are already part of international business networks and are more likely to develop capabilities necessary to identify and negotiate with foreign partners.
Because of the dominant role of the management in SMEs, like Adler Spa Resorts, and the
close linkage between performance and management, the international experience of the
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whole management team needs to be considered. The international experience of a company
can be measured by the number of years it is operating internationally, its knowledge about
foreign markets, or the percentage of foreign assets (Zhao, Luo & Suh, 2004). According to
Hymer (1976) international experience is an important organizational capability for the internationalization process of a firm, because it reduces the costs associated with acquiring information and knowledge about cultural, political and economic differences.
Lastly, According to Olejnik and Swoboda (2012), a third important managerial capability for
the internationalization process of a firm is the growth orientation of the manager. It is a construct that describes the motivation of the manager, to seek for growth, also in foreign markets.
International orientation, international experience and growth orientation are prerequisites for
the successful formulation and implementation of an international strategy. Especially in traditional SMEs and family owned businesses the presence of these capabilities are fundamental because firms are more reluctant to internationalize and therefore need the presence and
the support of top management. Further, the overall performance of a SME is more dependable on the capabilities of the management.
These managerial capabilities need to be developed by or be available within a firm, before
the ability and the feasibility of internationalization are addressed (Lloyd-Reason & Mughan,
2002). Ability and feasibility to go international means that the firm has the availability of
enough financial resources and human expertise, and the capabilities to support international
operations are appropriate. These aspects are approached in the following section.

2.1.3 Organizational	
  resources,	
  capabilities	
  and	
  skills	
  that	
  enable	
  the	
  ability	
  
and	
  feasibility	
  to	
  go	
  international	
  
Many researchers adopt the resource-based view (RBV) to approach the issue of internationalization of SMEs. The RBV focuses on capabilities, which are defined as “critical factors of
the firm’s competitive advantage” (Alvarez & Barney, 2000). The concept builds on two main
considerations: resource heterogeneity and resource immobility. This means that resources
and capabilities possessed by an organization are different, and that these differences are lasting over time (Barney, 1991).
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Other researchers (e.g. Raymond & St-Pierre, 2011) elaborate the RBV, arguing that there
exists no direct link between a firm’s individual capabilities and its performance of internationalization, but rather between a combination of capabilities and the firm’s performance.
According to Raymond and St-Pierre (2011) firms need to acquire and develop the strategic
capability to perform in international contexts. The strategic capability is the totality of skills
and resources that allow a firm to coordinate its activities and exploit its assets and that have
implications for organizational outcomes such as internationalization. Only if individual capabilities such as market and product development, networking, innovation, or human resources development, are co-aligned between each other and with the external context, they
determine the performance of a SME and its internationalization processes.

Innovation
Communication
capabilities

Financial
capabilities

Strategic
capability
Marketing
capabilities

Social capital
HR
Development
capabilities

Figure 3: The organizational capabilities that, if co-aligned, form the strategic capability of a firm.

Innovative firms acquire and apply diverse capabilities in front of environmental changes.
They reshape basic resources by changing unusable ones and by re-combining them in innovative ways to create new capabilities, which provide an advantage in existing or new markets
(Sirmon & Hitt, 2003). An orientation towards innovation enables firms to recognize and exploit opportunities. According to Ripolles Mélia et al. (2010) internationalization requires
new organizational processes. This implies that organizations need to overcome inertia and
routines developed in the domestic market before engaging in foreign operations. Innovative
capabilities are critical to find and sustain a competitive advantage in today’s competitive
environments such as the hotel industry in Europe, which is characterized by the presence of
some large chains and many small and medium players.
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Market development and marketing capabilities comprise the ability to identify customer
needs, to position products and services successfully in the market, and to implement market
penetration strategies. According to Kuivalainen et al. (2010) firms that successfully grow
and enter new markets have marketing capabilities that are above the average of the industry.
In the service industry, and especially the hotel industry, where the contact to customer is
close, developed marketing capabilities are vital to identify and retain customer and to obtain
an advantage over competitors.
The human resources, meaning the knowledge and skills embedded in employees, are an important resource of every firm (Kuivalainen et al., 2010). Especially in the hotel industry,
where knowledge is closely linked to the performance of the firm, where the relationship between employees and customers is frequent and the impact on operational costs is high, human resources represent a critical success factor. Therefore, according to Raymond and StPierre (2011), the development of human resources is another important capability for internationalization. The capability to develop human resources can be measured through indicators of practices such as incentive compensation, participation of employees, information
sharing or training.
Growth and internationalization processes have a considerable impact on the internal, organizational structure of a firm (Jang, 2010). According to Olejnik and Swoboda (2012) internal
communication skills need to be developed in order to cope with the challenges of internationalization. Communication capabilities, such as the capacity to motivate members to share
ideas, to communicate effectively and to be creative, increases the learning process of the firm
and facilitates the acquiring of organizational knowledge. These capabilities are very important in the service industry, since most of the knowledge is embedded in employees and
therefore the communication and ability to share ideas needs to be promoted. Next to communication skills, Oljnik and Swoboda (2012) refer to intelligence generation as important
organizational capability in the internationalization process. Intelligence generation enables
firms to understand international activities in a better way and to transfer knowledge acquired
internationally into numbers and tables in order to reduce uncertainty, to collect information
and to control international operations. Intelligence generation can be a challenge for internationalizing SMEs, because of their informal structures and often weakly developed accounting and monitoring capabilities.
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Kontinen and Ojala (2011) investigate the role of social capital and networks for internationalizing firms and identify social capital as one of the most important factors determining corporate success. The authors distinguish between internal or bonding social capital, represented
by the connections that exist between members of the same organization, and external or
bridging capital, represented by the development of ties between members of the organization
and external actors. Kontinen and Ojala (2011) argue that SMEs and family owned businesses
generally possess a strong bonding capital, while they often lack bridging capabilities. When
internationalizing firms need to develop the bridging capital, because it enables them to acquire knowledge about potential partners and new locations, to identify business opportunities
and to successfully enter foreign markets. Reciprocally, internationalization activities have a
positive effect on the external social capital of a firm, because it can be seen itself as a process
of initiation and establishment of networks and therefore as development of external social
capital.
Measurements of social capital can be made through indicators such as business collaborations built to reach greater efficiency, better market responses, more competitiveness, uncertainty diminution or knowledge development (Raymond & St-Pierre, 2011).
Lastly, one of the most significant capabilities in the internationalization process of firms is
the financial capability. Especially for SMEs, because of their scarce financial resources and
liquidity constraints, financial capabilities, such as the ability to obtain access to external financial resources and to manage them efficiently, are an important indicator for the readiness
of internationalization (Kuivalainen et al., 2010). Further financial capabilities are excellent
investment know-how, good connections with investors and credit grantors, and financial
management skills.
Stable growth of revenues and profits give credence to the value proposition of a company
(Grant, 2010). Further, financial ratios allow gaining insights into the financial position of a
company (Edmonds et al., 2011). The equity to assets ratio for example indicates the financial
independence and stability of a firm. The equipment intensity, expressed by the value of tangible assets compared to the total assets, indicates a firm’s ability to adapt to business changes
and cyclical fluctuations (Harrison et al., 2011)
To conclude this section, it is important to state that the study of Raymond and St-Pierre
(2011) has shown that the previously described capabilities increase the performance of interMaster’s Thesis
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national activities. In addition, every major change in the organizational or environmental
context of an organization requires strategic decisions, flexibility and dynamic capabilities to
cope with those changes. Therefore firms that enter foreign markets require also dynamic capabilities to drive the changes internationalization brings along (Kuivalainen et al., 2010).
Internationalization needs both an existing set of capabilities that create a competitive advantage, and dynamic capabilities that help to recombine existing resources (Prange & Verdier, 2011). A combination of simultaneously exploiting given skills, knowledge and resources, and exploring new capabilities is necessary for a sustainable competitive advantage.

2.2

Location	
  Choice	
  

The location choice is one of the main decisions a firm has to make when internationalizing.
Choosing a location means long-term commitment of capital and other resources, and has an
impact on the competitiveness and profitability of a firm. The decision has a direct influence
on the initial capital investment and the following costs of operations. Further, the location
influences accessibility, reputation and visibility of an organization. Especially in service industries those factors have a strong impact on the demand and therefore on the revenues of a
firm (Mersha & Adlakha, 2008).
Because of the reasons previously illustrated, every firm needs to evaluate its location choice
alternatives carefully. Several factors need to be considered when analysing the potential attractiveness of a foreign location. Krishna and Erramilli (1991) for example individualize
market size and market growth, competition, operation costs, and the cultural, economic and
political environment as important factors influencing the location choice. Mersha and
Adlakha (2008) subdivide the factors that influence the location choice into objective and
subjective factors. The first ones, often called traditional factors, refer to variables such as
economics, competition, transportation, infrastructures, or consumers. The latter ones refer to
soft factors such as image and visibility, culture, living environment, and future expansion
potential.
Hätönen (2009) investigates the factors that influence the final decision of location choice for
offshore outsourcing and internationalization. The author individualizes three different categories of factors that influence location attractiveness: location specific, firm specific and
situation specific factors.
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2.2.1 Location-‐specific	
  factors	
  
According to Hätönen (2009), especially location specific factors are key determinants in the
location choice. The following section describes the most important ones identified by
Hätönen (2009) and other authors, which study the location choice of R&D facilities
(Siedschlag et al., 2013), the spatial organization of MNEs (Defever, 2012) or the success
factors of touristic destinations (Haven-Tang, Jones & Webb, 2007). Even if not all of these
categories are studied in the context of location choice in the hotel industry, they are still relevant, can be applied to the case of Adler Spa Resorts and are positively linked to the attractiveness of a touristic location.
Country Risk: The potential success or failure of internationalization and foreign market entry cannot be evaluated by neglecting information about the business environment a firm will
operate in (Peng & Nunes, 2007, p. 230). Therefore, a first step in the location choice is to
analyse the external environment. The study of Enright and Newton (2004), which investigates the relevance of business related factors for a destination’s competiveness, has found
that, if there is a threat of natural disasters, crime, unsafety and low quality of medical services, customers may be reluctant to visit a destination.
Infrastructures: a location’s attractiveness is positively linked to its accessibility. Accessibility is measured by the location’s integration into the transport infrastructures and its access to
airports, and road and rail links (Hätönen, 2009). According to Khadaroo and Seetanah (2008)
transport plays an important role in the creation and the development of attractive, touristic
locations. The study has shown that especially European and American tourists are very sensitive to the development of transport infrastructure. One reason could be that visitors from
developed countries are used to good transport systems and prefer to maintain the same
standard while travelling. Likewise, Crouch (2010) claims, that where accessibility is difficult
because of long travel times, high costs, entry barriers and unpleasant connections, destination
management should take action to improve accessibility.
Basic infrastructures, for example clean water, sanitation, or energy, provide an important
foundation on which tourism, but also other industries rely. If they are missing the competitive position of a location is significantly compromised (Crouch, 2010). In leisure tourism, the
presence of touristic infrastructures, such as public transports, cable cars, and entertainment
facilities, is a critical success factor (Haven-Tang, Jones & Webb, 2007).
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Financial incentives and regulations: The government of a location may grant financial incentives for certain activities and industries or may favour foreign direct investments. This
increases the attractiveness of the location. Governmental regulations can be restrictive and
reduce the location’s attractiveness. However, they can also provide stability and security for
firms who want to enter that location (Hätönen, 2009). Taxation regulations have a direct impact on the firms’ profits and therefore influence significantly the choice to enter certain regions over others (Siedschlag, 2013).
Market size, market growth and competition: According to De Beule and Duanmu (2012)
market size and market growth represent key determinants in the choice of location. The individuals, who are potential buyers or sellers in the area a firm is operating, define market size
(Grant, 2010). Because touristic activity is per definition international and customers are
mostly from other regions or countries, the local average disposable income and the local
market demand and market growth do not influence significantly the attractiveness of a touristic location (Enright & Newton, 2004).
The number and size distribution of organizations competing in the same market defines
competition (Grant, 2010, p. 69). Fierce competition makes a location less attractive for firms,
because the coordination of prices becomes difficult and the probability of price cutting strategies increases. Possibilities to individualize niches or to differentiate the value offering on
the other side increase the location’s attractiveness.
Labour pool of sufficient quality and labour costs: The presence of a skilled labour force can
be measured by the level of professionalism in the region (Haven-Tang, Jones & Webb, 2007)
or by the human capital (Siedschlag et al., 2013). The human capital indicates the proportion
of the economically active population in possession of a tertiary education level.
The labour costs can be measured by the average compensation per employee in the area. On
the one hand it is favourable if the region is characterized by low labour costs since in the
touristic sector they represent a high portion of the operating costs. On the other hand, low
labour costs may indicate a lack of a highly skilled labour force. Defever (2012) for example
argues that for service industries the average unit wage cost is not as influential for the location choice compared to other industries, because the availability of a highly skilled labour
force is a critical success factor for many service firms.
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Availability of partners and suppliers: Choosing the right partners is often seen as a key success factor when entering foreign markets (Hätönen, 2009). Ojala (2009) argues that a firm
can use relationships and networks to achieve successful internationalization, because they
allow collecting valuable information about markets, detecting business opportunities, exchanging knowledge, and facilitating cross-border activities.
The availability of appropriate suppliers plays a key role in the location choice of touristic
enterprises. According to Porter (2008) the bargaining power of suppliers is one of the five
forces determining the attractiveness and profitability of an industry. When entering a foreign
market, firms therefore need to evaluate the presence of suited suppliers and avoid situations
of dependence on a single supplier (Grant, 2010). Mc Dermott and Handfield (2000) however
do not focus on the power of suppliers, but rather emphasize the possibilities of relationship
or networking. The authors argue that especially in industries, characterized by fierce cost and
quality competition or by a rapid pace of innovation, supplier involvement is positively linked
to the firm’s overall performance and location attractiveness.
Availability of developed information and communication technologies (ICT): The availability and low cost of ICT increases the attractiveness of a location. Further Hätönen (2009)
argues that if these technologies are highly developed, they can reduce the importance of the
location’s geographic proximity.
Destination image and destination management: Especially in the tourism sector the reputation of a location is important for a firm’s success and therefore an important determinant of
location attractiveness (Haven-Tang, Jones & Webb, 2007). The reason is that, even if the real
qualities and attractions of a destination are the source of its appeal, it is equally important to
communicate this appeal efficiently to the market (Crouch, 2010). The image of a location is
related to its heritage and its history, the character of locals and the international status of the
location. In addition to the reputation, also effective destination management is critical in the
tourism industry. It involves good communication between operators in the area, the coordination of strategies and operations, and a positive attitude from institutions and the political
context to promote the location as a destination (Haven-Tang, Jones & Webb, 2007).
Cultural distance: cultural or psychic distance is defined as the differences that exist between
the value systems of different regions or countries. According to Tihanyi et al. (2005) the differences, which exist between the culture of a firm’s home country and the culture of its target
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location, are positively linked to the costs of foreign market entry. Reasons are the firm’s decreased ability to transfer its core competences and competitive advantage to the host country
resulting in lower operational efficiency and profitability. Further the authors argue that in
front of cultural distance organizations have increased training and monitoring costs and are
less able to exploit economies of scale and scope in the area of technology, marketing, advertising and distribution. Li and Guisinger (1992) find that, because of discrepancies in the value and institutional system, cultural distance leads to conflicts within the organization and to
difficulties in implementing organizational routines.
Even if most authors theorize that increased cultural distance reduces the ability of firms to
successfully enter foreign markets, there exists some research that shows a positive link between cultural differences and firm’s performance. Morosini et al. (1998) for example emphasize the possibility to integrate new capabilities and skills and to create unique sets of resources. However, the minority of authors represents this theoretical stream.
Geographic distance: geographic distance often leads to higher operational costs and more
uncertainty increasing the risks of a foreign market entry (Hätönen, 2009). Especially if a firm
is in the beginning stage of its internationalization process or for SMEs, geographical distance
influences the location choice (Graf & Mudambi, 2005). The reason is that those firms face
more uncertainties and suffer different constraints when going international. Therefore they
often choose a sequential commitment during the internationalization process and initially
choose geographic closer markets to reduce risks and costs (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977).
Likewise Defever (2012) argues being close to previous investments brings considerable advantages both for manufacturing and service firms. The reason is that face-to-face interactions
remain necessary at different levels of the value chain for example for the development and
implementation of marketing strategies, delivery systems and various services. In addition,
geographic proximity reduces communication, transportation and coordination expenses,
which are relevant especially for SMEs. However, Hätönen (2009) suggest that highly developed ICT in a certain location or the possibility to standardize production and other processes
may reduce the negative effects of geographical distance.
The following figure summarizes the location specific factors and indicators that need to be
considered in the location choice of an internationalizing firm.
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• Safety
• Political stability
• Accessibility
• Presence of basic infrastructures
• Presence of touristic infrastructures
• Financial incentives
• Legal restrictions
• Tax regulation
• Market size
• Market growth
• Competition
• Level of professionalism
• Labour costs
• Availability of appropriate partners
• Availabiltiy of appropriate suppliers
• Availability of ICT
• Cost of ICT
• Reputation of the location
• Destination management

• Differences between the value system of home and host country

• Distance between home and host market

Figure 4: The location specific factors influencing the location choice of firms in the hotel industry

In conclusion it can be stated that it has considerable advantages to enter first markets with
both low psychic and geographic distance. The main reason is that knowledge generally is
embedded in people, and this can become an important firm-specific advantage when a firm
goes international. However, it may be difficult to codify and transfer knowledge, especially
to distant and different markets, where cultural differences can lead to conflicts and inhibit
knowledge transfer. Therefore it is easier to enter first more similar markets (Zhao, Luo &
Suh, 2004). Only if the firm gains international experience, it decides to expand to more culturally unfamiliar and geographically distant areas of the world (Vernon, 1966). The concerns
of uncertainty faced in the initial stages of the internationalisation process are then replaced
by economic opportunities in more distant markets (Krishna & Erramilli, 1991).
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2.2.2 Firm	
  specific	
  factors	
  
Firm specific factors comprise the prior knowledge a firm possesses about a specific location,
because it reduces the costs of acquiring information (Hymer, 1976). This means that the
costs of internationalization are lower if a firm already possesses a certain degree of
knowledge about the target location. In addition Zhao, Luo and Suh (2004) argue that already
existing knowledge about the target market facilitates the identification of reliable partners
and good business opportunities, and therefore increases the chances of a positive foreign
market entry.

2.2.3 Situation	
  specific	
  factors	
  
Situation specific factors refer to the specific characteristics of the activities operated in international context. Hätönen (2009) argues that for activities, which have a strategic nature and
involve the core competences of a firm, the decision making process should prefer locations
with low economic and political risk. Also, other situation specific factors, such as specificity
of assets and standardization of processes have an influence on the location choice of an organization’s international operations.

2.3

Market	
  Entry	
  Modes	
  

When a firm has decided to enter a certain foreign location, the next step is to choose a mode
of entry. According to Anderson and Gatignon (1986) choosing an entry mode means to “select an institutional arrangement for organizing and conducting international business transactions”. Sharma and Erramilli (2004) define entry mode as a “structural agreement that allows
a firm to implement its product market strategy in a host country”. This can happen by merely
exporting products to the host country or by setting up production and marketing activities
either by itself or in collaboration with others. In the first case the firm is carrying out only the
marketing activities in the foreign country, in the second case also production activities are set
up.
Tihanyi et al. (2005) argue that entry modes are typically categorized according to the quantity of equity invested. On the one hand there are equity market entry modes such as joint ventures or wholly owned subsidiaries. On the other hand there are non-equity market entry
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modes such as exporting and contractual modes. Further, there are different alternatives within every entry mode. For example a firm can decide to export to a host country through integrated and wholly owned channels or through intermediaries. Another example is that a firm
can decide to engage in contractual modes either through licensing or through franchising
(Krishna & Erramilli, 1991).
Another classification of entry modes can be made according to the degree of control. There
exist full control entry modes, such as firm owned channels or wholly owned subsidiaries,
and shared-control entry modes, such as joint ventures, franchising, licensing, or exporting
through intermediaries (Krishna & Erramilli, 1991). Joint ventures are solutions where the
ownership of the foreign subsidiary is not in possession of one firm, but shared by two or
more organizations (Buckley & Casson, 1998).
The choice of entry mode is an extremely critical decision for internationalising firms, since it
has significant consequences on the degree of control over foreign activities, the risk of investment and the necessary resource commitment. The right choice of entry mode allows a
firm to efficiently coordinate the activities that transfer knowledge from the home market to
the host market and to encourage the creation of new capabilities (Zaoh, Luo & Suh, 2004). In
addition the choice of entry mode has long-term implications for the firm’s performance,
since it is a decision that con not be changed rapidly and without sacrifices (Brouthers, 2002).
As mentioned before different entry modes allow obtaining a different degree of control
(Root, 1987). Generally the higher the level of ownership, the greater the control obtained by
the firm over international activities (Krishna & Erramilli, 1991). However, ownership means
a firm needs to invest more resources and accept a higher level of risk. Therefore a high level
of control is only achievable through higher resource commitment (Anderson & Gatignon,
1986) and a higher risk level (Brouthers & Brouthers, 2003).
Market entry modes are one of the most researched fields in International Management research (Morschett, Schramm-Klein & Swoboda, 2010). Different research streams arise over
the past decades, and not always they provide unified consensus about the variables influencing the entry mode decision. For example, Hennart and Larimo (1998) find that cultural distance enhances organizations to enter foreign markets in collaboration with partners, who are
more confident with the environment and posses more knowledge. Agarwal (1994), on the
other hand, finds that firms choose an entry mode that allows a higher degree of control, such
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as ownership entry, when confronted with a cultural different location. Therefore it is useful
to obtain an insight into the different research streams of entry modes. Two main theories are
represented by the transaction cost economics theory and the Uppsala learning school. The
hierarchical model proposed by Pan and Tse (2000) can be used as an overall model to overcome the weaknesses of the two main theories and approach the entry mode decision in a
more practical and managerial way. A recent phenomenon is the occurrence of born global
firms. These different topics are discussed in the following sections. Finally, it will be investigated what of the current literature is relevant for SMEs and companies operating in the hotel industry, and how different factors determine the choice between different types of entry
mode.

2.3.1 The	
  transaction	
  cost	
  economics	
  theory	
  
The transaction cost theory claims that the choice of foreign market entry mode is a decision
of governance and therefore a pure economic decision. Transaction costs are the costs a firm
bears when making an economic exchange in the market. If markets are efficient, all firms
negotiate in the market because there the transactions have the lowest cost. However, in the
real world, markets can be inefficient and transactions can have higher costs than internalization (Zhao, Luo & Suh, 2004).
The general concept of the theory is that, if transaction costs are low, the rational firm prefers
that its operations and activities are carried out by the market through contractual agreements
or shared control entry modes. On the other hand, if the transaction costs are high, then the
rational firm prefers entry modes that allow a high degree of control such as wholly owned
subsidiaries, company owned marketing channels or dominant joint ventures (Zhao, Luo &
Suh, 2004). There are various factors influencing transaction costs, for example uncertainty,
cultural distance, or the risk of freeriding.
The transaction cost theory claims that both external and internal uncertainties have an impact
on the choice of entry mode. The external uncertainties derive from unpredictable conditions
and events in the host country; they are often defined as country risk and compromise the
firm’s ability to foresee the future. According to Zhao, Luo and Suh (2004) firms choose a
flexible rather than an ownership and investment-intensive entry mode when entering a foreign location characterized by high country risk. Internal uncertainties refer to the difficulties
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to control the performance and the activities of agents caused by a lack of knowledge and
experience in the foreign market. According to Zhao, Luo and Suh (2004) firms choose fullcontrol and high integration entry modes when the risk of internal conflicts is high, even if it
means to eliminate the flexibility of lighter entry modes.
Another factor influencing the transaction costs are cultural distance and international experience of a firm. If the firm has international experience due to previous negotiation, then it is
more likely that the firm enters the foreign market through a contractual agreement, avoiding
the high resource commitment of an ownership based market entry (Zhao, Luo & Suh, 2004).
Also the risk of freeriding, meaning the probability that a firm’s image is harmed by the opportunistic behaviours of partners in the host country, influences the choice of market entry
mode. If the risk of freeriding is high, then the rational firm chooses full control entry modes
over shared control entry modes to protect its reputation, know-how and resources (Zhao, Luo
& Suh, 2004).
To sum up, it can be stated that if the transaction costs in the market are perceived as too high,
then firms prefer to enter the foreign market through full control entry modes. If the costs of
the market are lower then the costs of operating the entry internally, then firms choose to enter the foreign market through shared control entry modes. This means that the different entry
modes are considered all at the same level, no matter at what stage of the internationalization
process a firm is standing (Pan & Tse, 2000).

2.3.2 The	
  Uppsala	
  School	
  of	
  Learning	
  
Many researchers propose the Uppsala school of learning to explain the entry mode decision
of internationalizing firms (e.g. Johanson & Vahlne, 1977; the School of Uppsala; Davidson,
1982). This theory claims that internationalizing firms tend to gradually shift from low commitment to high commitment entry modes (Zhao, Luo & Suh, 2004). The reason is that foreign market entry is risky and dangerous for firms, because they face a different economic,
political and cultural context and different market systems (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). As
firms progressively accumulate knowledge and information about the foreign market, they
feel more confident over time to invest a higher amount of resources and to accept higher levels of risks. The theory therefore highlights the importance of experience, learning processes
and acculturation as factors influencing the choice of entry mode.
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Likewise, Davidson (1982) emphasizes the influence of experience on the choice of market
entry. He argues that usually firms with little international experience overstate risks and understate returns. They are afraid to invest a great quantity of resources and to take over a high
degree of control, preferring therefore non-equity entry modes. Once these firms improve
their ability to manage foreign operations and to evaluate risks and returns, they tend to increase resource commitment.
To sum up, it can be stated that the stage model proposed by Johanson and Vahlne (1977),
where firms shift from non-equity market entry to equity market entry, can be seen as a “continuum of increasing levels of resource commitment, risk exposure, control and profit potential” (Pan & Tse, 2000).
Even if many researchers encourage the adoption of stage model, critics are not missing.
Melià et al. (2010) for example provide empirical evidence that service firms often do not
follow the continuum of increasing levels of resource commitment. They argue that service
firms often are able to gain market knowledge though other ways then experience and that it
is easier to generalize similar experience.

2.3.3 Born	
  Global	
  Firms	
  
According to Prange and Verdier (2011), the hypercompetitive markets and the rapidly
changing conditions of today’s world may create the necessity of accelerated international
market entry strategies and led to the appearance of the phenomenon of born globals. The
concept of born global firms sustains that certain firms try to obtain a competitive advantage
from the employment of resources and sales in multiple countries (Prange & Verdier, 2011).
Generally those firms are young, have from birth on a global focus and are characterized by a
large share of sales in foreign countries. Their strategy is to enter different foreign markets
simultaneously. This means that born globals follow a radical internationalization pattern,
where the domestic expansion is concurring with international expansion.
In the hotel industry born globals are rarely found and therefore not relevant. The vast majority of players are SMEs, which operate locally or nationally, do not expand considerably over
time and have limited financial resources. Often these companies are family owned and have
a long tradition. However, even large chains usually are geographically limited at the beginning and concentrate on a few markets. Adler Spa Resorts have a long history, in which they
Master’s Thesis
The Internationalisation of Small and Medium Enterprises in the Hotel Industry

31

have operated only in the domestic market. The company plans to grow in a controlled way
also in future, with one project at a time (Andreas Sanoner, PC, 2015).

2.3.4 The	
  hierarchical	
  model	
  
Pan and Tse (2000) argue that neither the stage model proposed by the Uppsala School nor
the transaction cost theory provide an appropriate basis for the choice of market entry mode.
The authors propose a hierarchical model, where decision makers subdivide the different possibilities of entry mode into a multi-level hierarchy. According to Pan and Tse (2000) at the
first hierarchical level the decision is generally between equity and non-equity modes. At the
next level the decision needs to be made between different alternatives of equity and nonequity entry modes.
After the different levels have been defined, decision makers create a set of evaluation criteria
for each level. The ratio behind the model is that some factors influence the decision only at
the highest hierarchical level, but may not play a significant role at lower levels. An example
is location advantages, which are relevant for the decision between equity and non-equity
entry modes, but not for the decision at lower hierarchical levels. Other macro-level factors
are host country risk, trust propensity, cultural distance, or industry type. Factors that are relevant at a lower level, i.e. micro-level factors, are contract terms, human resources, or distribution channels.
The advantage of the hierarchical model is according to Pan and Tse (2000) its practical relevance for managers making the complex entry mode choice more manageable. This model
can be used as an overall model to address the entry mode analysis of Adler Spa Resorts in a
more practical way.

2.3.5 What	
  can	
  be	
  applied	
  for	
  SMEs?	
  	
  
Choosing the appropriate entry mode has significant consequences for the performance and
profitability of internationalizing SMEs. A lot of entry mode research has been conducted by
analysing the case of big multinational firms. However, according to Nakos and Brouthers
(2002) there are significant differences between MNEs and SMEs, and as a result also the
choice of the right entry mode may needs to consider different aspects. The authors investi-
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gate therefore if the research conducted about larger firms is relevant for SMEs, and claim
that ownership, location specific and internalization advantages are relevant also for SMEs.
First of all, if the ownership advantage is transferrable to the target market without reducing
its value, than SMEs prefer equity market entry modes. Ownership advantage is created by
the resources and capabilities of a firm, which provide a sustainable and competitive advantage (Grant, 2010). For example firms, which are able to offer differentiated products and
services to the market, prefer ownership entry modes, because they enable to protect their
critical resources and capabilities against imitators and allow to exploit already developed
technologies, marketing strategies and delivery systems in other markets (Nakos and Brouther, 2002). If marketing know-how is a critical factor for success, then SMEs may choose to
enter the market in collaboration with partners, who possess local knowledge.
Further, Nakos and Brouthers’ (2002) study demonstrates the influence of location specific
advantages. Therefore the home and host country specific factors individualized by Morschett
et al. (2010) can also be applied for the decision of entry mode of SMEs (see 1.3.6).
In presence of internalization advantages, i.e. high transaction costs and inefficient markets,
SMEs prefer equity entry modes. Likewise, when there exists a risk of opportunistic behaviour of partners and controlling and monitoring costs are high, firms tend to choose equity
entry modes.

2.3.6 Influence	
  of	
  Home	
  Country	
  and	
  Host	
  Country	
  Specific	
  Factors	
  
Morschett et al. (2010) investigate the main location specific factors influencing the firm’s
choice of foreign market entry mode by conducting a meta-analysis of 72 independent primary studies.
Cultural distance seems to be a very controversial dimension of the external environment.
Some authors (e.g. Madhok, 1998; Hennart, 1991) propose a negative relationship between
cultural distance and ownership entry modes. Reasons are the disability to transfer capabilities
and knowledge to culturally different locations, and the difficulty to apply routines and to
exploit the firm’s competitive advantage without knowing the local way of doing business
(Madhok, 1998). The alternative position claims that there exists a positive link between
ownership entry and cultural distance (e.g. Kogut & Singh, 1988; Brouthers, 2002). Argu-
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ments for this position are that finding appropriate partners for collaboration may be difficult
in a different cultural environment, because they may be unable to exploit the firm’s competitive advantage effectively in the host country or to absorb the firm’s knowledge (Kogut &
Singh, 1988). Further, costs of control and the complexity to deal with a different corporate
culture may be too high in a culturally different country (Brouthers, 2002). Wang and Schaan
(2010) suggest that there exists a U-shaped relationship between cultural distance and ownership market entry. Although cultural distance is one of the most cited influence factors of
market entry, the meta-analysis of Morschett et al. (2010) finds no evidence of a direct relationship between cultural distance and market entry mode.
Market attractiveness is generally assumed to have a positive influence on ownership market
entry, because it provides potential for long-term profits and the possibility to absorb additional capacity (Brouthers, 2002). However, the study of Morschett et al. (2010) has shown
that one determinant of market attractiveness, i.e. market size, is negatively linked to ownership entry modes. A possible explanation is that it may be easier to obtain the necessary resources to enter a big market through collaborative agreements. A second determinant of
market attractiveness is market growth. Market growth seems also to be positively linked to
collaborative entry modes (Morschett, Schramm-Klein & Swoboda, 2010), because it enables
faster market entry and therefore mitigates the costs associated to a delayed entrance (Hennart
and Larimo, 1998).
The third factor of the external environment is country risk. Some authors argue that country
risk is positively linked to ownership entrance because individuating suited partners is difficult and protecting resources necessary (e.g. Agarwal, 1994). Other authors claim that in a
context of uncertainty firms prefer to maintain a flexible structure to respond to unpredicted
changes and therefore prefer collaborative market entry modes (Brouthers, 2002). The metaanalysis of Morschett et al. (2010) has confirmed the positive relationship between country
risk and collaborative entry modes.
The legal environment of the host country can reduce the possibilities of entry modes of a
firm, overriding the preferences made according to economic considerations (Brouthers,
2002). Morschett et al. (2010) have found a positive link between legal restrictions and cooperative entry modes, since legal restriction usually provide economic advantages for arrangements with locals and discourage ownership entrances.
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The fifth external factor is competition. Hennart and Larimo (1998) argue that firms prefer to
enter concentrated markets, which are characterized by stable competition, through ownership
entry modes. On the other hand, if there are many competitors and profitability is low, they
prefer non-equity entry modes. However this assumption is not supported by the metaanalysis of Morschett et al. (2012).
The last dimension comprises the cultural aspects of the firm’s home country. If trust propensity in the home country is high, firms prefer cooperative market entry modes (Brouthers
& Brouthers, 2003). If the uncertainty avoidance index is high, firms tend to choose ownership entry modes, because they prefer clear structures, to have control and to avoid the uncertainty caused by potential opportunistic behaviours of partners (Hennart and Larimo, 1998).
The meta-analysis of Morschett et al. (2010) supports this argument. Further, the authors conclude that it often depends on the decision-maker’s subjective evaluation which entry mode is
most suited.

2.3.7 Entry	
  modes	
  in	
  the	
  hotel	
  industry	
  
There is little research in the field of foreign market entry in the hotel industry, and most of
the studies focus on big multinational hotel chains (Martorell-Cunill et al., 2014). However,
the research conducted by Gannon and Johnson (1997) and Quer et al. (2007) gives some important insights into the topic.
Gannon and Johnson (1997) investigate the different market entry modes from the hospitality
management perspective and analyse how different choices impact on the nature and degree
of control and the coordination of resources and capabilities. According to the authors, in the
hotel industry, wholly owned subsidiaries represent a capital-intensive investment. However,
it allows firms to obtain control over foreign operations and to protect firm specific advantages. Acquisitions are a very common alternative of ownership market entry (Gannon &
Johnson, 1997), especially in locations where the industry is mature and suitable targets can
be found. The advantage of entering a foreign market through an acquisition is that the local
management possesses a good understanding of the local environment (Edwards & Buckley,
1998). Further, the firm has rapid access to market share, production and marketing facilities,
local reputation and to an organization, that knows the product and the customer. Takeovers
are often expensive, but for those advantages firms might be ready to renounce to a part of
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profitability (Anderson & Gatignon, 1986). Disadvantages of acquisitions are that facilities
may be obsolete and not perfectly suited for the needs of the acquiring firm. Further, the management might not be able to handle the changes implemented by the new parent (Edward &
Buckley, 1998) and difficulties in knowledge transfer can arise (Gannon & Johnson, 1997).
Franchising solutions represent a financially lighter entry mode. However, it reduces the possibility to maintain control over the foreign operations and decreases the influence practiced
by the parent. According to Gannon and Johnson (1997), franchising is an appropriate entry
mode, if hospitality firms seek to achieve high geographical coverage directly and without
high resource commitment.
Very common entry modes in the hotel industry are management contracts. Management contracts are solutions where the operations and the organizational control are performed by a
separated enterprise, which implements all the managerial functions in return of a fee (Gannon & Johnson, 1997). According to Quer et al. (2007) management contracts allow transferring knowledge from the host country to the subsidiary and, since no capital investment takes
place, internationalization can happen rapidly and with a low level of risk. Further, management contracts provide internationalizing firms with a flexible structure, which allows leaving
the destination if they are unable to adapt to the foreign environment.
In conclusion, it can be stated that successful internationalization in the hotel industry requires a balance between the right degree of control, risk exposure and returns. This topic has
little theoretical foundation and little empirical evidence in current literature, and therefore
represents an important opportunity for further research. Through the case study conducted in
this dissertation, the topic of internationalization in the hotel industry is deepened. The obtained empirical evidence contributes to fill the research gap and to develop the theoretical
background to the internationalization of SMEs in the hotel industry.

2.4

Summary	
  and	
  Conclusion	
  of	
  the	
  Literature	
  Review	
  

Internationalization of SMEs is a critical and challenging process. Firms, which want to enter
the international arena, need to consider both internal, firm specific, and external, environmental aspects. This approach enables to look first at the company and its readiness to internationalize, and then to examine the location choice and the right entry mode.
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The literature review has shown that the first step in the internationalization process is to gain
a good understanding of the firm’s business model. The analysis of the six dimensions proposed by Morris et al. (2005) allows to determine whether the value offering of the Adler Spa
Resorts can be transferred and the competitive advantage be exploited in a foreign market.
The analysis of the business model should give answers to the following questions:
What is the business model
of Adler Spa Resorts?

Is the competitive advantage
sustainable and can it be
transferred to foreign
markets?

What competitive advantage
derives from the business
model?

Figure 5: Analysis of the business model of Adler Spa Resorts.

Next to a competitive and sustainable business model, which can be successfully implemented in foreign markets, internationalization requires certain managerial and organizational capabilities. These capabilities are especially important for SMEs operating in the hotel industry, since performance is closely linked to the capabilities of managers and employees and the
contact with customers is close. A strongly developed strategic capability, which includes
managerial, organizational and dynamic capabilities, is positively linked to a good performance of internationalization.
Dynamic	
  Capabilities	
  

International	
  Experience	
  

Innovation	
  	
  

Marketing	
  
Capabilities	
  

International	
  Orientation	
  	
  
Human	
  Resources	
  
Development	
  
Capabilities	
  

Social	
  Capital	
  

Growth	
  orientation	
  
Communication	
  
Capabilities	
  

Financial	
  
Capabilities	
  

Figure 6: The strategic capability necessary for the internationalization of Adler Spa Resorts.

When choosing the appropriate location for internationalization a firm needs to consider location specific, firm specific and situation specific factors. When addressing the location choice
for the Adler Spa Resorts, different alternatives are evaluated according to the variables individualized in the literature review. Therefore the location choice analysis should investigate
following points:
Why are the ten identified
location specific facotrs
relevant for Adler Spa
Resorts?	
  

How does the knoweldge of
Adler Spa Resorts about
specific markets influence
the location choice?	
  

How do situation specific
facorts influence the
location choice of Adler
Spa Resorts?	
  

Figure 7: The location choice analysis of Adler Spa Resorts.
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After having decided which location to enter, a firm needs to investigate which entry mode is
most suited. The decision has considerable consequences on the degree of control, the resource commitment, the risk level and the overall performance of the firm in the long term.
The field of foreign market entry is extensively studied and different theories, such as the
Uppsala learning school, the transaction cost theory, or the concept of born global firms are
proposed. However, the right choice of entry mode also heavily depends on home and host
country specific factors and therefore on the individual situation of every firm. Therefore the
hierarchical model was chosen to address the issue of entry mode choice. At each level different variables influence the decision. The following table illustrates the model:
Level

Decision

Decision Variable

First Level

Equity entry mode versus nonequity entry mode

•
•
•

Ownership advantage
Possibilities of standardization
Preferences of owners of Adler Spa
Resorts

Second Level

Full ownership entry mode versus shared ownership entry mode

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Transaction costs
Country risk
Competition
Market Size
Market Growth
Uncertainty Avoidance Index
Trust propensity

Table 1: The hierarchical model developed for the entry mode choice of Adler Spa Resorts.
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3. Methodology	
  	
  
The methodology part lays the foundations of the dissertation. The aim is to describe the plan
for conducting the research project and the procedures for obtaining the data and information
necessary to answer the research questions.
There exist different types of research, such as descriptive or exploratory research. This dissertation is conducted through exploratory research, providing insights and a deeper understanding of a specific, complex issue (Malhotra, Birks & Wills, 2012).

3.1

Case	
  Study	
  

For this dissertation the conduction of a case study was selected to address the issue of internationalization of SMEs in the hotel industry.
One reason for this approach is that the internationalization pattern of SMEs in the hotel industry, or generally in the service industry, is a rather complex process. It is therefore recommended to approach the issue not only from a pure theoretical perspective, but to choose a
more holistic method. The use of a case study adds more depth, knowledge and comprehensiveness to the studied issue (Mintzberg, 1979) and allows an all-round analysis of a phenomenon in its real life setting (Crowe et al., 2011). Further, through the deep insights gained
through the extensive study of the case, the present research allows to give managerial recommendations to the case company.
Case studies are mainly used for theory development (Eisenhardt, 1989), theory testing and
theory description (Crowe et al., 2011). In this dissertation the case study approach is used to
see how existing theory about the internationalization process of SMEs can be applied to a
real life case. Therefore, next to managerial recommendations, theory testing and theory description are the main objectives of the case study.
Stake and Savolainen (1995) propose three different types of case study. The first one is the
intrinsic case study, which aims to investigate a unique event. The second one is the instrumental case study, which uses one certain case to obtain a broader insight and understanding
of the studied issue. The last type is the collective case study, which investigates more cases
simultaneously or sequentially to obtain a deeper understanding of the studied phenomenon.
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In the present discussion an instrumental case study approach is used. Through an instrumental case study, findings, that are potentially applicable to other cases, can be found. Further, a
single case study allows investigating the issue of internationalization of SMEs in the hotel
industry particularly in-depth. This would not be possible with a collective case study, because of the time and scope limitations of the project.
The first step of the present research project is the formulation of the research questions and
the selection of the case company. The main reason for selecting Adler Spa Resorts as case
company is the suitability of the company to study the process of internationalization, since
the company has grown in size and profitability over the past 20 years and has already expanded in Italy. Even if the company has not yet entered the international arena, it is probable
that Adler Spa Resorts are capable to do so. Further, access to information and data is a main
consideration in the selection of the case (Crow et al., 2011). This is the second reason for
choosing Adler Spa Resorts, since a great amount of information and knowledge is available
for the author.
The initial formulation of the research questions helps to build the theoretical framework of
the case study. This is important, because, if no boundaries are defined, it is easy to become
overwhelmed by the amount of data and information available (Eisenhardt, 1989), and it is
more difficult to find prior theories that approach the issue and that allow obtaining findings
that can be generalised.
After the formulation of the research problem, the selection of the case and the review of the
relevant literature were done, the data for answering the research questions was collected.

3.2

Data	
  collection	
  

Case studies usually combine different methods of data collection and sources of evidence to
obtain a deeper insight into case (Crowe et al., 2011). The data used for a research project can
be distinguished in primary and secondary data. Primary data is generated specifically for a
certain research problem, and therefore it is individually tailored to the researcher’s needs, but
also more expensive to obtain. Secondary data has previously been collected for other purposes and is more accessible and inexpensive (Malhotra, Birks & Wills, 2012). Both primary and
secondary data are used for the analysis of the research questions.
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The primary data used in exploratory research can be generated through qualitative and quantitative research methods (Crowe et al., 2011). This research projects uses qualitative research
methods. Qualitative research is an unstructured way of collecting data and more exploratory
than quantitative research. However, it allows obtaining deeper insights and more understanding of complex topics. Further qualitative research is suited to approach an issue from different perspectives in a holistic way (Malhotra, Birks & Wills, 2012), and is therefore appropriate for the present dissertation.
Qualitative research has also the aim to contribute to and elaborate existing theory by adding
the insights gained through the research methods and by broadening their scope (Eisenhardt,
1989). The field of internationalisation of SMEs in the hotel industry is a rather unexplored
field and prior knowledge and evidence is limited. This further increases the need of deeper
insights, and justifies the use of qualitative research methods (Eisenhardt, 1989).
Forms of qualitative research methods are different types of interviews, focus groups, or observation. The technique of in-depth interviews is used in this project to collect primary data.

3.3

In-‐depth	
  interviews	
  

In-depth interviews are personal interviews, in which “the participant is probed by the interviewer to uncover underlying motivations, beliefs, attitudes and feelings on a topic” (Malhotra, Birks & Wills 2012). The interviews were conducted with four members of the Adler
Spa Resorts: the two owners and managers, Andreas Sanoner and Klaus Sanoner, and the directors of two resorts, Klaus Kier and Anton Pichler (see Appendix B-E). In addition the revenue and cost model was discussed with the CFO, Dieter Schnitzer. The interview participants were selected to obtain information from different members of the management, who
also have different competences and roles within the company. A set of 17 open questions
was prepared for the interview with the owners and a set of 14 questions for the interview
with the directors (see Appendix A). The interview with the CFO was a discussion of the financial position of the company and held without preparing a specific set of questions. The
interviews’ duration was between 40 minutes and one hour. They were recorded, transcribed,
and then translated into English.
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The interviews were conducted in a semi-structured way. Even if the interviewer retained
some degree of control over the discussion through the use of a predetermined set of questions, the participants were free to elaborate the content and to take the discussion into new,
but still related directions (Malhotra, Birks & Wills 2012). Further, it was possible to add arising questions as the interview proceeded, allowing to elaborate on the answers of the participants and to obtain so further information.
Next to valuable information, the method allowed to acquire the data time and cost efficiently.
According to Cook (2008) this reason makes in-depth interviews a very popular and effective
data collection method. Nevertheless, in-depth interviews have also some pitfalls. The results
for example depend on the skills of the researcher and the researcher’s subjective interpretation and analysis of the obtained information (Thyer, 2001). Further, wrong or misleading
questions can reduce the relevance of the obtained information (Malhotrs, Birks & Wills,
2012). This aspects need to be considered as limitations of the project.

3.4

Secondary	
  Data	
  

Secondary data was used to complement the information obtained through the in-depth interviews. Secondary data can be generated internally or outside the organization (Malhotra,
Birks & Wills, 2012). Both internal and external sources were used for the conduction of the
present dissertation. Internal sources are the company’s revenue and cost calculations (see
Appendix G). The most important external sources are press releases from PR agencies (e.g.
Stromberger, Heady Communication) and articles from the online databases MarketLine and
Euromonitor.
Since secondary data is collected for different purposes than a specific research project, it is
necessary to assess the relevance and accuracy of these sources. The information obtained
needs to come from a reliable source, be up to date and appropriate for the scope of the project. Only if these requisites subsisted, the data was used for the analysis part of this research
project.
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3.5

Analysis	
  of	
  the	
  research	
  questions	
  	
  

After the data has been collected, the next step was to interpret the different sources of data
and to present the findings of the case study. Like the literature review, the analysis part of the
project is structured in three parts: company analysis, location choice analysis and entry mode
analysis.
Company Analysis: The business model and the managerial and organizational capabilities of
Adler Spa Resorts are approached in this section to investigate the ability and feasibility of
the company to successfully enter a foreign location. The interviews conducted with the management of Adler Spa Resorts allowed obtaining the necessary data, information and insights
for the analysis. Further internal sources, such as the company’s balance sheet and revenue
and cost calculations were used to address the company’s readiness for internationalization.
Location Choice Analysis: After the company’s readiness to enter the international arena has
been investigated, the question of which location is suited for foreign market entry is approached. The literature review identified criteria, which determine the attractiveness of a
location for Adler Spa Resorts. In the analysis part studies of contemporary tourism management research (e.g. Enright & Newton, 2004; Khadaroo & Seetanah, 2008) as well as the beliefs of the management and the characteristics of the company were analysed and discussed
to investigate how these criteria matter for the location choice of Adler Spa Resorts.
Entry Mode Analysis: After the location choice analysis of Adler Spa Resorts has been addressed, the entry mode decision is approached. The review of relevant literature has identified different internationalization patterns and phenomena, and discussed the most important
theories and models of foreign market entry. In the entry mode analysis different location,
firm and situation specific factors, that influence the entry mode decision, are discussed in
order to determine which entry mode is most suited for Adler Spa Resorts and why. The data
for the analysis derives from the interviews conducted with the management of the company,
the company analysis and the location choice analysis.
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4. Findings	
  
4.1

The	
  Adler	
  Spa	
  Resorts	
  

Adler Spa Resorts is a corporation operating in the leisure segment of the travel and tourism
industry, and therefore part of the service industry. According to the European Commission
(2014) SMEs are defined as enterprises with less than 250 employees and with revenues inferior to € 50 million. With its approximately 250 employees in high season and its forecasted
revenues of € 38.83 million for 2015, the Adler Spa Resorts are still classified as a medium
enterprise.
The company is a collection of four, Italian hotel properties owned and managed by the
Sanoner family (Heady Communications, 2014a). The first property was acquired in 1810,
and has, since then, been passed from generation to generation. Presently the company is
owned and managed by Andreas and Klaus Sanoner in sixth generation (Heady Communication, 2014a). In the following table the four different hotel properties are briefly presented.

Year of open-

Adler Dolomiti Spa &

Adler Thermae Spa &

Adler Balance Spa and

Adler Mountain

Sport Resort

Relax Resort

Health Residence

Lodge

1810

2004

2008

2014

Ortisei, Val Gardena,

Bagno Vignoni, Val

Ortisei, Val Gardena,

Alpe di Siusi, Trenti-

Trentino-South Tyrol

d’Orcia, Tuscany

Trentino-South Tyrol

no-South Tyrol

Room Nr.

120 rooms

90 rooms

30 rooms

18 rooms, 12 chalets

Director

Klaus Kier

Anton Pichler

Clelia Demetz

Daniela Demetz &

ing
Location

Sara Vinatzer
Other charac-

Surrounded by the

Embedded in the Val

Surrounded by the

Located high up in the

teristics

Dolomites (Unesco

d’Orcia (Unesco World

Dolomites (Unesco

mountains, inspired by

World Heritage), largest

Heritage), thermal

World Heritage), medi-

the African and Cana-

wellness facility in the

pools, which are known

cal competence centre,

dian Lodge Hotels,

Dolomites, convenient

for their healing quali-

Balance Health concept

focus on nature, local

access to skiing, hiking,

ties.

based on the five pillars

procurement and

diagnostics, nutrition,

natural materials,

inner balance, exercise

childfree zone.

mountain biking areas.

and treatment, childfree
zone.
Table 2: The Adler Spa Resorts. Sources: Stromberger PR (2010), Stromberger PR (2012), Stromberger PR (2013),
Heady Communication (2014a), Heady Communication (2014b).
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Currently, the owners are planning a new hotel project near Torre Salsa in Sicily, and recently
have acquired a property in the region (Klaus Sanoner, PC, 2015).
Even if the company has expanded considerably over the past years, it can be still considered
as a traditional, family owned business, since the family is controlling the shares of the company, occupying key management positions and having members of more than one generation
involved in the business (Kontinen & Ojala, 2011).
Adler Spa Resorts is currently facing various challenges such as future growth, expansion and
internationalization of customer base, integration of new technologies (e.g. online marketing,
social media) and risk diversification (Klaus Sanoner, PC, 2015).

4.2

Introduction	
  to	
  the	
  Industry	
  	
  

Adler Spa Resorts operates in the travel and tourism industry. This industry consists of the
value created “by passenger airlines and passenger rail, leisure attractions, hotels and motels,
restaurants, and casinos” (MarketLine, 2015). The travel and tourism industry in Europe is
characterized by maturity and high competition. From the period of 2010 to 2014 the industry
has grown moderately with a compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of 3.1%, however some
acceleration is expected for the next five years until 2019 (MarketLine, 2015).
Restaurants represent the largest part of the industry, accounting for 46.8% of the overall revenues, while the hotel and motel segment, in which Adler Spa Resorts are operating, accounts
for 14.3% of the total industry’s value (MarketLine, 2015).
As mentioned before, Adler Spa Resorts is operating in the hotel and motel segment of the
travel and tourism industry. This segment consists of the value generated “by hotels, motels,
and other accommodation providers, through the provision of accommodation and food service” (MarketLine, 2014).
Value created in 2013

$ 141.1 billion

CAGR 2009-2013

3.5 %

Forecasted CAGR 2014-2018

5.3 %

Table 3: Value and CAGR of the hotel and motel industry

The hotel and motel industry is characterized by the presence of large international players
that compete intensively with each other and with a vast number of small and medium indeMaster’s Thesis
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pendent enterprises for customers (MarketLine 2014). Even if the industry is mature, highly
competitive and capital intensive, entrance and successful operation is in reach of also small
and medium businesses (MarketLine, 2015).
Adler Spa Resorts operate in the leisure segment of the industry. This is the most lucrative
segment of the industry accounting for 76.2% of the overall revenues (MarketLine, 2014).
In the past, the hotel and motel industry has been relatively strong and for customers the
greatest challenge was to find availability to book. Nowadays, through globalization that offers many new opportunities, the low costs of transportation, the economic downturns and the
high number of players and new technologies available on the market (e.g. AirBnB), the challenge for the companies has become to find and keep customers. Since switching cost for
consumers can be neglected and price competition is no longer a key for success, companies,
operating in the industry, need to be innovative, to invest in brand recognition and to differentiate itself from competition in order to attract new customers and keep existing ones (Marketline, 2014).
An important trend in the industry is the wellness and medical tourism, which has become the
category with the highest growth rate in the travel and tourism segment. The growth of this
segment can be explained by the concerns modern consumers have about their health and
wellbeing and by the overall wellness popularity. A further trend in the industry is represented
by national parks, since customers more and more seek to escape from the hectic life in the
city (Euromonitor International, 2014). Lastly, complementary and accessory services, such
as destination services, mobile bookings and relationship management systems, are becoming
important keys to success and will change the travel industry over the next years (Euromonitor International, 2014).

4.3

The	
  Business	
  Model	
  	
  

The business model defines how a company conducts its business. Morris et al. (2005) have
identified six dimensions, which together create a company’s business model.
First component

Value offering

How do we create value?

Second component

Customer

Who do we create value for?

Third component

Core competences

What is our source of competence
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Fourth component

Competitive positioning

How do we competitively position ourselves?

Fifth component

Economic model

How do we make money

Sixth component
Investment model
What are our time, size and scope ambitions?
Table 4: The components of the business model according to Morris et al. (2005).

By interviewing the most important decision makers of Adler Spa Resorts the different components were investigated.
The first dimension relates to the value offering of Adler Spa Resorts. All four properties are
located in attractive locations, which are part of the Unesco World Heritage. The location of
the hotel properties in unique and attractive sites is a main characteristic of Adler Spa Resort
(Andreas Sanoner, PC, 2015).
Next to the basic offerings such as lodging and meals, Klaus Sanoner states that Adler Spa
Resorts offer:
•

Spa, wellness and medical treatments

•

Extensive water and sauna worlds

•

Gyms and sport and outdoor activities

•

Guided skiing, hiking and mountain biking tours.

•

Local and healthy dining using products of highest quality from local or regional suppliers

According to Andreas Sanoner, customers value the offering of Adler Spa Resorts because of
its stability and solidity, and the constant standards.
A company may create value not only for customers, but also for other stakeholders. Adler
Spa Resorts are open 11 month a year and have throughout the year an occupation rate between 85% and 100%. Therefore positive effects for the region are not only seasonal, but
spread over the whole year (Klaus Sanoner, PC, 2015). Local companies, such as shops, cafés, restaurants, cable cars and ski and hiking schools, benefit from the presence of guests in
the region. Only one example is according to Andreas Sanoner the fact, that the Adler Dolomiti sells ski passes for a value of € 500,000 every year.
The jobs offered by the company are very attractive for local employees, because in contrast
to the majority of jobs offered in the touristic sector they are annual (Klaus Kier, PC, 2015).
More than 50% of employees are locals.
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The purchase of goods, wines and spa products from small, local suppliers brings them consistency and security, especially in Tuscany, which is a rural and still economically undeveloped region (Anton Pichler, PC, 2015). Lastly, the ongoing maintenance, renewal and expansion of the hotel structures produce positive effects for the local building sector and for local
manufacturers (Klaus Sanoner, PC, 2015).
The second component of the business model relates to the served markets. Adler Spa Resorts
operate in the B2C business, offering its services to the final consumer. In the interview Andreas Sanoner states that it is very difficult to segment the customer base of Adler Spa Resorts, since customers are of different age and have many different interests and preferences:
“There are families and couples, sporty and not sporty people, customers who use the spa and
who do not, people who come for a diet and people who just want to enjoy the good food”.
Klaus Sanoner describes the target customer of Adler Spa Resorts as successful in his job,
active, health conscious and sport affine. Further he visits Adler Spa Resorts to relax, appreciates high quality dining, and looks for outdoor activities in an attractive landscape.
Adler Spa Resorts have many loyal customers: In 2014 60.3% of customers of the Adler Dolomiti were regular guests, meaning that they have visited the hotel before. 800 guests visited
more than one property in 2014. Over a longer period, around 25% of customers have visited
more than one property of the company (Dieter Schnitzer, PC, 2014).
The customers of Adler Spa Resorts come from different countries. The following figure illustrates the geographic origin of customers in the Adler Dolomiti. The composition is similar
for the other properties of Adler Spa Resorts.

Italy	
  
Germany	
  
Switzerland	
  
Russia	
  
Austria	
  
United	
  Kingdom	
  

3%	
   2%	
  

2%	
  
9%	
  

6%	
  
12%	
  

66%	
  

Others	
  

Figure 8: The geographic origin of customers in the Adler Dolomiti in 2014.
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The third component of the business model relates to the core competences of Adler Spa Resorts. The core competences of the company lie in:
•

The creation of unique architectonic solutions and infrastructures of high quality, the use
of natural materials and the achievement of a modern design (Klaus Sanoner, PC, 2015).

•

The creation of a familiar atmosphere, the cordiality and the hospitality of owners, directors and the whole team, and the flat organizational structure, which allows a close and
warmly relationship between guests and employees (Klaus Kier, PC, 2015).

•

The strong solidarity of the owner family and the family’s entrepreneurial spirit, innovativeness and authenticity.

Klaus Sanoner states in the interview that the combination of tradition and innovation makes
Adler Spa Resorts solid, flexible and curious. Likewise, Andreas Sanoner says that the most
important aspect of the company is “the combination of tradition and innovation”, which
means to value what is old and to be consistent, but at the same time to be innovative, to follow new trends, and to show customers continuous improvement.
The fourth component of the business model relates to the competitive positioning of the
company. All four properties of Adler Spa Resorts are 5 star hotels. With its focus on spa and
medical treatments, wellness, outdoor activities and a healthy, local gastronomy the company
differentiates itself from many other hotels operating in the same industry (Anton Pichler, PC,
2015). Also the price of Adler Spa Resorts is higher than the average in the industry in Italy
The fifth dimension relates to the economic model of the company. The findings of this component are presented later in this chapter together with the financial aspects of the company.
The last dimension of the business model relates to the time, scope and size ambitions of the
owners of Adler Spa Resorts. During the interview Klaus Sanoner states that the ambition for
the next years is certainly to value on the one hand tradition and experience, but also to challenge and question present convictions and formula for success. The challenge will be to
“recognize trends, to remain curious and flexible, to dare new adventures, and to master the
generational change successfully and without conflicts” (Klaus Sanoner, PC, 2015). Further,
Klaus Sanoner claims that there is desire for new projects and growth, which can be satisfied
also through international expansion.
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Andreas Sanoner states in the interview, that in the past 20 years Adler Spa Resorts have
manifested a tendency to grow. Further, he specifies “the idea is to grow also in future, but
always through controlled growth”. According to him the main goal is to build and strengthen
the brand of Adler Spa Resorts: “so far, this goal has been achieved nationally. The next step
is to build the brand internationally and international growth is one possible way to achieve
this objective”.

4.4

Managerial	
  and	
  Organizational	
  Competences	
  of	
  Adler	
  Spa	
  Re-‐
sorts	
  

International orientation: Tourism is per definition also international activity, since customer
can be national or international. Internationalization of the customer base is a challenge and
goal pursued currently by the company (Andreas Sanoner, PC, 2015).
The owners of Adler Spa Resorts are observing and visiting foreign destinations and hotels in
their private life. Even if on holiday the idea is to learn how other hotels operate, what they do
better and where the trends of the industry go (Klaus Sanoner, PC, 2015).
One of the main goals of the owners of Adler Spa Resorts is to grow also in future: one option
is through international expansion of the company’s operations into foreign markets. Klaus
Sanoner states that the advantages of internationalization, such as access to new knowledge
and customer segments or the strengthening of the brand, would make internationalization
very interesting for his company.
International experience: The international experience of owners and two directors is summarized in the following table.
International Education

Work Experience

Languages spoken

Other international
activities

Andreas Sanoner

Vienna, Austria

-

German, Italian, English,
French

Participation at tourism
fairs in Europe and the US

Klaus Sanoner

Vienna, Austria

-

German, Italian, English,
French

Participation at tourism
fairs in Europe and the US

-

Switzerland, 6 years

German, Italian, English

International marketing
activities

Austria

Switzerland, 15 years

German, Italian, English

International marketing
activities

Klaus Kier
Anton Pichler

Table 5: The international experience of owners and directors of Adler Spa Resorts
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Growth Orientation: Both owners indicate in the interviews that there is desire for new projects and the objective to grow in future.
Innovation: All four participants state in the interview that, even if the company is operating
since 1810, Adler Spa Resorts can be defined as innovative:
•

In 1989 the Adler Dolomiti was one of the first hotels to build a wellness area. The trend
of spa and wellness was detected early, and the spa areas were always ahead of time.

•

In 2004 the company detected early the trend of sustainable health and wellbeing by offering of a holistic package through the adding of outdoor activities, medical treatments,
medical competences and a healthy alimentation to the company’s value proposition.

•

Since 2014 the customers have the possibility to check in online: even if it is just a small
add, it shows that the company is trying new things and constantly changing (Andreas
Sanoner, PC, 2015).

Adler Spa Resorts is constantly working on expanding the offering of sustainable health by
improving and adding services. One example of the last years is the objective to make mountain biking more accessible for customers trough modern e-bikes and good collaboration with
biking schools (Klaus Kier, PC, 2015).
In conclusion Klaus Sanoner states, “innovation must go further, we have to be more innovative than the competition, learn from mistakes and defeats, be creative, without, however,
endangering the company”.
Marketing capabilities and market development: Adler Spa Resorts try to develop and maintain the marketing capabilities internally and to carry out only certain projects in collaboration
with external providers. The reason for the internalization is that many companies suffer today from the outsourcing of whole divisions, because of a loss of competences, dependency
and high costs (Andreas Sanoner, PC, 2015).
Wishes and suggestions from customers are detected through personal contact and communication with guests, through evaluation sheets and trough online reviews on portals such as
Holidaycheck and Tripadvisor (Klaus Sanoner, PC, 2015). Klaus Kier adds that one important
and innovative tool to retain customers and to improve customer loyalty is the Adler Friends
Card. This card allows guests collecting points for every Euro spent and to convert them into
spa treatments, products or price discounts on further vacations.
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Internationalization of the customer base is an important challenge within the company. Familiar and more important markets, such as Germany, Switzerland, Austria or the Benelux,
are reached through internal marketing campaigns. Others, such as the UK or the US market,
through the help of external companies. To improve the presence on foreign markets, new
media were often used in the past years. However, these activities have to be very focused on
certain segments and markets, otherwise they become too dispersive and difficult to monitor
(Andreas Sanoner, PC, 2015).
Another important step has been the implementation of GDS (Global Distribution Systems).
Through these systems travel agencies can book directly rooms, which is important for foreign markets such as the US, where consumers are reluctant to book directly the hotel if they
have to pay in advance. This has been done recently, and therefore the company is still awaiting the first results (Anton Pichler, PC, 2015).
Marketing projects supported by external providers are summarized in the following table.
Marketing activities supported by
external providers

Reasons

Search Engine Optimization (SEO),
online marketing

Rapid development of the past years made it difficult to develop all
the competences internally.

PR

PR agencies have valuable contacts with the press and journalists.

Design of catalogues and websites

Access to know-how of specialized providers.

Marketing campaigns for unfamiliar
markets

Reduce time and cost to reach unfamiliar market, little internal
information about these markets.

Table 6: External marketing projects.

Development of human resources: All four participants indicate that human resources represent the most critical resource and success factor in the hotel industry. Next to fair treatment
for working hours and compensation, motivation is the main factor for developing human
resources and for integrating them into decision processes. Further, all employees are strongly
integrated into the decision process of the company and motivated to share ideas.

Periodic
meetings
with
different
divisions

Weekly
meetings
with all
division
managers

Appropriate
compensation

Fair
working
hours

Further
training and
education

Strong
integration
in decision
processes

Possibility
to utilize
services of
hotel (e.g.
gym, bikes)

Figure 9: Activities to increase motivation and develop human resources.
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Meetings with employees have the objective to discuss upcoming issues and to share ideas
(Klaus Sanoner, PC, 2015). Through the flat organization of the company, employees can
approach division managers, directors or owners directly to share ideas, and, therefore, everyone has the feeling that solutions are born in collaboration (Klaus Kier, PC, 2015). Adler Spa
Resorts do not implement a strict quality management by outlining manuals for the different
activities carried out by the employees. According to Klaus Kier this often-used technique of
German or Swiss hotels, compromises the heartiness, independence and autonomy of employees.
Klaus Kier highlights the importance of a loyal team that works in the company for many
years, because this supports the creation of a familiar and friendly atmosphere and customers
appreciate the continuity. According to Anton Pichler, the turnover of employees is considerably lower compared to similar firms. The low turnover is achieved through the creation of a
positive environment, an appropriate compensation and possibilities for training.
Continuous training is supported and funded by Adler Spa Resorts. This training takes place
both internally through guest lecturers and externally. Only one example of the employees’
development is that 15 of the 24 waiters, working in the Adler Thermae, have become certified sommeliers since they work for the company (Klaus Sanoner, PC, 2015).
Communication and coordination: The most challenging part of communication is the
agreement between the most important actors of the company and therefore a good relationship within the owner-family and with directors is critical. Next to meetings and personal contact, the management uses communication over telephone and mail for daily inquiries (Klaus
Sanoner, PC, 2015). This is necessary, because:
•

Decisions made in the HQ in Ortisei need to be communicated to the different properties.

•

Directors of the different properties share projects and some partners and suppliers.

•

Documents, data and information need to be shared between the systems of the different
hotels (Klaus Kier, PC, 2015).

Next to communication, coordination between the different properties is an important issue.
Over the past years some employees have been charged with tasks overlapping the different
structures, especially in the field of marketing and controlling. Further, the “system Adler”
has been standardized becoming the same in all four hotels. Each hotel has a director, and the
owners are constantly present in all properties. Every ten days a family member is in the farMaster’s Thesis
The Internationalisation of Small and Medium Enterprises in the Hotel Industry

53

thest subsidiary in Tuscany for a minimum stay of two days. In these days the daily schedule
is precisely programmed and team meetings play an important role (Klaus Sanoner, PC,
2015). According to Andreas Sanoner, the biggest challenge is to maintain a coherent concept, even if each hotel is different and unique, for example in size and location. He argues
that each structure should see itself as independent to increase motivation, and at the same
time the company should maintain a coherent image and certain processes (e.g. marketing,
appearance), should be standardized.
Social Capital and Networks: Relationships and networks may be helpful for the detection of
business opportunities, the exchange of ideas and the creation of partnerships. Adler Spa Resorts has developed useful international contacts:

Contacts with
Austria
through
education in
Vienna

Friendly
relationships
with existing
customers

Contacts with
Austrian
banks through
previuous
negotiation

Contacts with
directors of
similar hotels
in Switzerland

Good
reputation in
the industry,
which enables
contact to
investors

Figure 10: International relationships developed by Adler Spa Resorts.

Adler Spa Resort has obtained a good reputation in the hotel industry, also across borders, and
is often contacted by other entrepreneurs, who propose collaborative investments, or by people, who know good business opportunities in domestic and foreign markets. However, the
company has little experience with foreign authorities, suppliers and employees, which would
be a new field (Klaus Sanoner, PC, 2015).
Andreas Sanoner qualifies the importance of networks. He argues that being part of a network
requires a lot of time and has little benefit if not in context. Further, the experience in Tuscany
has shown that relationships with public authorities, commercialists, engineers, architects and
suppliers nowadays are quickly build, when a concrete opportunity, and therefore the necessity, arises. The most important factor for the negotiation with banks has become the company’s rating. If the rating is high, banks compete for the companies’ favour, and therefore contacts are quickly build (Andreas Sanoner, PC, 2015). Nonetheless, also Andreas Sanoner
states that, if the decision for a specific project or location has been made, then networks become a crucial aspect.
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Economic Model and Financial Capabilities: As an example for the economic model the
revenue and cost composition of the Adler Thermae of the year 2014 is used (see Appendix
G). The other three properties, however, have similar revenue and cost structures.
Total Revenues

€ 15,509,826.5

Lodging

74%

Spa Treatments

14.82%

Others (e.g. restaurant, minibar, sale of spa products)

11.18%

Table 7: Revenues of Adler Thermae in 2014 and their composition.

The composition of the operative costs of Adler Thermae is presented in Table 4.7.
Total costs

67% of revenues

Procurement of food and beverages

12.04% of revenues

Salaries

37.70% of revenues

Energy

3.57% of revenues

Maintenance

2.81% of revenues

Administration

2.58% of revenues

Marketing

2.99% of revenues

Operating costs

3.72% of revenues

Others

1.59% of revenues

Table 8: Operating costs of Adler Thermae and their composition in 2014.

According to Dieter Schnitzer, CFO of Adler Spa Resorts, salaries in the hotel industry
should not exceed 35% of revenues. The high incidence of salaries can be explained through
the high number of employees working in the spa division of Adler Thermae. If the revenues
and the salaries of the spa division were not considered, the company would achieve salaries
under 35% of revenues, and therefore the high incidence can be justified. Maintenance costs
should be between 2.5% and 3%, marketing costs around 3% (Dieter Schnitzer, PC, 2015).
The difference between revenues generated from sold goods and the costs of sold goods gives
the GOP (gross operating profit):
GOP (2014)

€ 5,117,985.8

33% of revenues

A GOP over 30% is highly desirable in the hotel industry (Dieter Schnitzer, PC, 2014). In
comparison Intercontinental Hotel Group Europe has a GOP of 26.25% in 2013 (IHG Corporate Review, 2015). According to the German tourism consulting company Treugast the GOP
benchmark for hotels in the same segment lies between 28% and 32% (treugast.com.de).
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The profit can be calculated by detracting investments, amortisations, interests and taxes:
Profit (2014)

€ 1,785,997.14

11.52% of revenues

Next to revenue and cost system, it is important to mention some key numbers of the Adler
Thermae (see Appendix H).
Overnight stays

65,694

Occupancy rate (occupied rooms / total rooms)

96.13%

RevPAR (Revenue per available room)

€ 515.96

Revenues/night generated by each individual guest

€ 236

Variable costs

81.7%

Fix costs

18.3%

Min. occupancy rate for covering fixed costs

68%

Table 9: Key numbers of Adler Thermae in 2014.

Klaus Sanoner states in the interview, “when we took over the Adler Dolomiti from our father, the financial situation was rather difficult and capital raising a huge challenge. Today we
have a solid position, funding of new projects is not problematic anymore and we posses the
required equity necessary for external financing”.
The prognosis of the generated cash flow is shown in the following table (see Appendix I).
Cash flow in 2015

€ 2,318,703

Cash flow in 2019

€ 4,287,871

Cash flow in 2023

€ 6,037,732

Table 10: Prognosis of the cash flow of Adler Spa Resorts between 2015 and 2023.

Each year € 1.54 million of the generated cash flow will remain in the company. The cumulated, available funds are expected to grow consistently over the next nine years.
Cumulated, available funds in 2015
Cumulated, available funds in 2019
Cumulated, available funds in 2023

€ 3,858,703
€ 21,038.540
€ 47,349,299

Table 11: Cumulated, available funds of Adler Spa Resorts in 2015, 2019 and 2023.

4.5

The	
  Impact	
  of	
  Location	
  Specific	
  Factors	
  

According to Hofstede (1983), cultural groups are defined by national boundaries. However,
cultures and nations often are not equivalent. Further, economic and institutional settings
might vary considerably between different areas of the same country (Zaoh, Luo & Suh,
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2004) and aggregation biases may arise when country averages are used in cross-country
analysis (Siedschlag et al., 2013). Therefore Adler Spa Resort should evaluate the attractiveness of a location on regional level. This approach allows studying culturally and economically more homogeneous objects and to take into account regional difference that otherwise
would be neglected.
Both general business factors as well as more specific tourism attractors need to be considered
when analysing a location’s attractiveness (Enright & Newton, 2004). Some of the factors
may be more relevant than others for the location choice of Adler Spa Resorts. The interviews
conducted with the management of the company allow to investigate how the location specific factors, identified in the literature review, are relevant for Adler Spa Resorts and how they
influence the location choice of the company.
Country Risk: According to Anton Pichler one of the most important aspects of a target location is that safety and security are guaranteed for guests. He states in the interview that this is
definitely a prerequisite for successful internationalization, because otherwise consumers will
not visit the hotel and it is difficult to find good partners and suppliers.
Legal Environment: Political and social stability, as well as a low degree of bureaucracy and
a transparent legal environment are important characteristics of a target market for Adler Spa
Resorts. These characteristics are not always given in Italy, and one of the reasons, why few
hotel chains invest in Italy (Andreas Sanoner, PC, 2015). One example is the authorization
process of the Adler Mountain Lodge, which took 13 years, and was therefore a difficult, time
consuming and expensive process (Heady Communication, 2014b).
Even if Adler Spa Resorts has experience with the unstable legal environment in Italy, this
experience is difficult to transfer to a different country and the owners desire to avoid complicated authorization processes, such as the one of the Adler Mountain Lodge, in future (Klaus
Sanoner, PC, 2015). Therefore, low country risk can be ranked as an important characteristic
of a possible target market of the company.
Further the target location should be characterized by:
•

Low corruption.

•

Low probability of political boycotts or currency crashes, which cause discontinuities in
the flow of visitors (Crouch & Ritchie, 1999).
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•

Stability to build good networks with banks, suppliers, manufacturers and other partners.

•

Transparent taxation, which is not subjected to individual interpretation.

•

Stable economic laws and principles to guarantee the relevance of business plans, which
are based on existing norms (Klaus Sanoner, PC, 2015)

The financial incentives, Adler Spa Resorts obtain for their current investments, are very low.
According to Klaus Sanoner the government of South Tyrol in the Dolomites provides no
capital incentives for investments in the touristic sector, but grants subsidies for interests.
However, these are very low. A similar context may also be an advantage for Adler Spa Resorts, since it prevents competitors from investing and increases the market entry barriers.
Infrastructures: Accessibility is an important issue for the hotels in the Dolomites, since the
percentage of guests coming from the immediate vicinity is very low (2.3%). The local airport
connects the region in the Dolomites only with Rome. The closest international airports are
Munich and Milano, however they are over 300 km away. Also the main train station is not
close, which means most guests arrive by car (Klaus Sanoner, PC, 2015). The difficult accessibility of the Dolomites is a main limitation to the internationalization of the customer base
(Andreas Sanoner, PC, 2015). Therefore it would be interesting for Adler Spa Resorts to expand into a location, where accessibility is very good and to experience what consequences it
has on the geographic origin of customers. However, good accessibility may mean also more
competition, since others probably have already invested in an easily accessible location.
An aspect, which makes easier and comfortable accessibility attractive, is the trend of shorter
durations of stay (Klaus Sanoner, PC, 2015). This trend can be seen in the whole region of the
Dolomites, where the average duration of stay continuously decreased (Astat, 2015).
The customer of Adler Spa Resorts lives the nature and participates in outdoor activities.
Therefore every infrastructure that makes the nature accessible is attractive for the company
(e.g. lifts, cable cars, hiking and jogging paths, ski schools). Further, customers spend a lot of
time in the spa and wellness area and use the hotel’s internal offering. Therefore Adler Spa
Resorts is not very dependent on events, festivals, museums or other cultural offerings (Klaus
Sanoner, PC, 2015).
Industry: Since only 2.3% of customers are from the immediate vicinity, the local market size
is not very relevant for the location choice of Adler Spa Resorts. Further, the company is delivering the product directly to the final customer, and therefore does not depend on local disMaster’s Thesis
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tributors. However, most national tourism industries depend on domestic demand (Crouch
and Ritchie, 1999). Only if domestic demand is established, foreign demand can be triggered.
This phenomenon can be observed also in the case company, since currently between 60%
and 70% of customers are Italians and therefore from the domestic market.
Internal competition is an important influence factor for the location choice of Adler Spa Resorts. The reason why the owners have chosen Tuscany and the Alpe di Siusi for new projects, is that both are known, spectacular sights, but with low concentration of hotels (Andreas
Sanoner, PC, 2015). This is coherent with the vision of Adler Spa Resorts to operate in unique
locations, and a reason for the high profitability of the Adler Thermae and the Adler Mountain Lodge. Klaus Sanoner acknowledges that competition can be very fertilizing, because
companies are forced to continuously rethink their offering and their competitive positioning.
However, most touristic enterprises in the leisure segment operate very seasonal, while Adler
Spa Resorts are open 11 months a year. The fact that during low season in very touristic places competitors, shops and restaurants are closed, makes them less attractive for Adler Spa
Resorts (Klaus Sanoner, PC, 2015). One example is the new project in Sicily: the season there
is concentrated on spring and summer. Adler Spa Resorts, however, want to operate also during winter. Therefore the company has chosen Torre Salsa as target location, because the area
is not touristic and therefore there are no closed shops and restaurants around the hotel in wintertime.
Human Resources: The presence of a skilled workforce is very important for the location
choice of Adler Spa Resorts. The reason is that in the hotel industry a high proportion of
knowledge, experience and know-how is embedded in people.
In confront to the rest of Italy, South Tyrol has very good professional schools that educate
young people for the touristic sector. However, the case of the Adler Thermae has shown that
also a lack of good professional schools is not a big problem for the company. Adler Spa Resorts emphasize in-house education and training through division managers, which allow
teaching employees the “Adler system” and educating them for the touristic sector (Klaus
Sanoner, PC, 2015).
Labour costs are the second aspect of human resources. The salaries have a high incidence on
the cost structure of Adler Spa Resorts (e.g. 37.7% of revenues in Adler Thermae). The demand for net salaries in the Dolomites is high. In addition the payroll taxes in Italy are very
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high2. According to Klaus Sanoner some neighbour countries, like Austria, have lower labour
costs, even if the work force is highly educated.
Networks: The experience of tourists is not a product of a single firm, but there are many
players involved in its creation: tourism enterprises (e.g. hotels, restaurants, public transports), supporting industries (e.g. museums, sport facilities, retailing, entertainment), the locals, the public sector and destination management can stimulate touristic activity (Crouch,
2010).
Procurement of food and beverages is an important cost factor for Adler Spa Resorts (e.g.
12.04% of revenues in Adler Thermae). Further, the presence of good suppliers increases the
quality of many services such as restaurant, bar and spa treatments. Most products are purchased from local suppliers and manufacturers. The procurement is mostly handled through
the purchasing company “Hogast”, which allows to obtain price discounts and to reduce administrative procedures (Klaus Sanoner, PC, 2015)
The availability of banks and financial institutions in the location is not really relevant, since
projects can be financed also through external institutions, like the ones with whom Adler Spa
Resorts have already established good connections (Andreas Sanoner, PC, 2015)
Technological environment: Good developed communication technologies and facilities are
important for Adler Spa Resorts to enable the coordination within and between the different
properties of the company. Further, they allow effective and punctual communication with
customers, which are generally not located in the same area. According to the study of Enright and Newton (2004) communication facilities are among the most important factors for
determining the competitiveness of a touristic destination. However, the cost of communication has not a big impact on the cost structure of Adler Spa Resorts (see Appendix G), and is
therefore not a relevant characteristic of a potential target location.
According to Orfila-Sintes et al. (2005), the hotel industry is not characterized by heavy investments in R&D and the creation of technological innovations is not as frequent as in other,
more technological industries. However, companies implement technological innovations,
especially in the field of marketing and communications, once they are established. For these

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2

Net salaries averagely need to be multiplied with a factor of 1,84 to get the gross salaries (Dieter Schnitzer, PC,
2015).
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reasons, the local expenditure in R&D activities is not an important characteristic of a potential location for the Adler Spa Resorts’ internationalization.
Destination: Adler Spa Resorts have already reached good brand recognition and brand image within Italy, Germany, Austria and Switzerland, and customers would follow the company into many locations (Klaus Kier, PC, 2015). The company is not as dependent from a famous destination as smaller hotels, which do not have the capabilities to reach the customers
by themselves (Klaus Sanoner, PC, 2015). Further, being located in a famous destination is
not always beneficial, because competition is higher. According to Andreas Sanoner, the customers of Adler Spa Resorts expect the company to find new, unique spots and this is the reason why the new hotel, which will be located at the seaside, is planned in unknown Torre Salsa, and not in Cannes or Rimini (Andreas Sanoner, PC, 2015). An attractive, spectacular, but
not necessarily famous location is part of the vision of Adler Spa Resorts and therefore a requisite for an international project.
Closely linked to a destination’s reputation, is the presence of a good destination management. This can contribute significantly to a destination’s competiveness and attractiveness by
increasing its reputation and improving the infrastructures and services for tourists. Klaus
Sanoner states in the interview, that he experienced a big difference between the region of the
Dolomites and Tuscany. He says, “Here in South Tyrol there is a lot of support from public
institutions and from tourism associations, there is cooperation between touristic enterprises,
more education possibilities for employees, support in marketing and the importance of tourism is better communicated to the society. All these things support the work of our hotels
here”.
Cultural Distance: Low cultural distance and market similarity increase the possibilities that
the value offering of a company is accepted in a foreign market. Since the owners can imagine internationalization only with the same concept (Andreas Sanoner, PC, 2015), entering a
culturally similar market may favour the acceptance of the value proposition. An expansion
into the culturally similar, German speaking countries is rational, and facilitates many aspects
such as risk reduction, because the expansion is easier to manage and the potential demand
can be estimated better (Klaus Sanoner, PC, 2015). In addition, these countries speak the
same language, and the social and economic environment is stable.
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Geographic Distance: Adler Spa Resorts are a family managed business and the presence and
coordination capabilities of the owners are crucial aspects of the company’s success. Therefore, locations that are reachable within reasonable time are more attractive for the company’s
internationalization (Klaus Sanoner, PC, 2015). Expansion into closer markets like Germany,
Austria or Switzerland would make sense not just because of lower geographic distance, but
also because the brand is already known and a certain customer base established (Anton Pichler, PC, 2015).
On the other hand, farer markets, such as South or North America, have potential, because
they offer still unique locations with low competition. In addition, they are characterized of
political stability, shorter authorization processes, and lower bureaucracy (Andreas Sanoner,
PC, 2015)

4.6

Firm	
  and	
  Situation-‐specific	
  Factors	
  

One important firm-specific factor influencing the location choice is the knowledge a company possesses about foreign locations. During the interviews it emerged, that the management
of Adler Spa Resorts has many contacts to the German speaking countries of Europe through
university and work experience and best knows the touristic destinations and hotels in these
countries. These factors would facilitate the finding of good business opportunities and a foreign market entry.
Situation specific factors relate to the context in which a company internationalizes. Adler
Spa Resorts would enter a foreign market by exploiting their current business model, and
therefore the activities would be of strategic nature. Further, it is only possible to standardize
certain processes of Adler Spa Resorts (e.g. booking, marketing, controlling), but the relationship and contact with guests is customized.

4.7

Entry	
  Mode	
  Choice	
  

Adler Spa Resorts have grown considerably during the past years. Since 2004 the company
has increased the number of properties from one to four.
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2004: Adler Thermae
Spa and Relax Resort
Acquisition of a
building site and
construction of a new
hotel

2008: Adler Balance
Health and Medical
Residence
Acquisition of a closed
hotel and
reconstruction

2014: Adler
Mountain Lodge
Acquisition of a closed
hotel and
reconstruction

In future: New Adler
Spa Resort in Sicily
Acquisition of a
building site and
construction of a new
hotel

Figure 11: The expansion of Adler Spa Resorts.

Until today, the expansion of the company was pursuit through investments in wholly owned
subsidiaries in the domestic market and therefore through equity entry modes. Even if expansion happened nationally, it involved different regions and a different language, and can
therefore be seen of first steps towards internationalization.
Nonetheless, Adler Spa Resorts need to consider all different types of entry modes: exporting,
franchising, licensing, management contracts, partnership, joint venture, acquisition or greenfield investment.
Exporting is not a viable entry mode for hotels, because products and services must be located
at the place of consumption (Gannon & Johnson, 1997). It requires therefore the proximity
between customers and supplier (Quer, Claver & Andreu, 2007), since the whole value created lies in the visit of customers.
All other types of entry modes are a possible option for the internationalization of Adler Spa
Resorts. This means that the company needs to consider both equity and non-equity entry
modes. During the interviews the owners of Adler Spa Resorts were asked, which entry
modes they would classify as suited for the internationalization process of the company. The
findings are summarized in the following table.
Franchising

•
•
•

Difficult because of the medium size of Adler Spa Resorts.
Necessity of an international brand.
Reluctance to hand over the brand to someone else.

Licensing

•
•
•

Difficult because of the medium size of Adler Spa Resorts.
Necessity of an international brand.
Reluctance to hand over the brand to someone else.

Management contract

•

Would not contribute to the goal to strengthen the brand of Adler
Spa Resort.
No intention of the owners to work for someone else.
Adaption to the standards and the concept of Adler Spa Resorts may
be difficult.

•
•
Joint Venture

•

No participant addresses joint ventures in the interview

Acquisition

•

Appropriate if a suitable target is found, otherwise difficult to adapt
to the standards and the concept of Adler Spa Resorts.
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Greenfield investment

•

Appropriate because the concept and the standards of Adler Spa
Resorts are integrated already in the architecture of the hotel: Ideal
would be the acquisition of a building site with authorization of a
hotel cubature of 35,000 cubic meters.

Table 12: Preferences of foreign market entry mode of the owners. Sources: Andreas Sanoner, (PC, 2015) & Klaus
Sanoner (PC, 2015).

Anton Pichler states during the interview, that he can imagine foreign market entry only with
the same organization, the same concept and the same brand. Further he says, “I cannot imagine that the owners would enter a foreign market by being merely investors, without managing the foreign subsidiary”.
Nakos and Brouthers (2002) investigate three main variables that influence the decision of
SMEs for equity or non-equity entry modes. The most relevant one for Adler Spa Resorts is
the ownership advantage. The company is differentiating the value offering from competition
by operating in a premium segment of the industry and by bundling many different services
such as spa treatments, medical competence or outdoor activities (see 4.3). Further, the company would enter the international arena with the same concept and offering it is exploiting
currently within its organizations. Therefore the ownership advantage of Adler Spa Resorts
would be transferred to the foreign market in case of the company’s internationalization.
Next to the beliefs of the management and the ownership advantage, also the influence of
home and host country specific factors needs to be considered to analyse which of the different entry modes is most suited for Adler Spa Resorts. The following table summarizes the
findings related to home and host country specific factors.
Market Attractiveness

•

•
Country Risk

•
•

Adler Spa Resorts seek to enter unique locations, which are relatively untouched by competition, and therefore probably have low market size and growth at the moment of market entry.
Market size and market growth are negatively related to ownership
entry modes.
Adler Spa Resorts seek to enter location with low country risk (see
4.5).
Country risk is negatively related to collaborative entry modes.

Legal Environment

•

Adler Spa Resorts seek to enter locations with short authorization
process and transparent legal environment (see 4.5).

Trust Propensity

•

Italy is among the societies with a low trust propensity (Fukuyama,
1995).

Uncertainty Avoidance Index

•

The UAI of Italy is equal to 75, which means Italians feel uncomfortable in front of ambiguous situations and try to create institutions
and beliefs in order to avoid uncertain situations (Hofstede, 1983).

Table 13: Home and host country specific factors in the case of Adler Spa Resorts.
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5. Discussion	
  
5.1

Analysis	
  of	
  the	
  Business	
  Model	
  and	
  Competitive	
  Advantage	
  

The value created for the customers resides in the offering of an extensive vacation experience that provides the customer with lasting relaxation and health benefits. Adler Spa Resorts
are offering a bundle of services, such as spa and medical treatments, outdoor activities and
healthy and sustainable alimentation, which together provide wellness in a holistic way and
create a multi-faceted vacation experience. The value offering of Adler Spa Resorts is to some
extend customized: Each customer can choose which services to use and therefore create his
or her own vacation experience. The amplitude of the offering makes the selling proposition
of Adler Spa Resorts unique in the markets the company competes in.
Wellness and the concern about sustainable health are big trends in Europe. Euromonitor
(2014) claims that wellness and spa is the fastest growing segment in the industry, in terms of
demand and supply. In addition, the offering of Adler Spa Resorts is attracting more and more
international guests. These two aspects lead to the assumption that the value proposition of
Adler Spa Resorts can be transferred successfully to foreign markets. Further, markets should
be selected, where the value proposition of the company is still unique, similar to the markets
in Italy.
The revenues generated by Adler Spa Resorts remain mainly in the region and contribute to
the economic development of the surroundings. The direct and indirect effects on the environment are mainly positive, because of the creation of jobs, the presence of guests in the region, who have a high spending power, and the collaboration with local suppliers and manufacturers. Nonetheless, touristic activities may have also negative effects on the environment,
such as environmental damage, overcrowding, modification of nature, or price increases
(Crouch & Ritchie, 1999). However, Adler Spa Resorts try to mitigate negative effects by
choosing architectonic solutions that fit into the landscape, by using natural and sustainable
materials and by educating employees and guests to protect the nature. Because of the value
created for the environment, it can be assumed that a targeted location would support the
market entry of the company.
The company is currently targeting customers, who are spa and sport affine, are looking for
relaxation and activities in an attractive landscape, and have on average a high spending pow-
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er. Since wellness vacations are becoming increasingly popular in Europe and the company
plans to internationalize by leveraging the same concept, the company should target the same
segment when entering a foreign market. In addition, the customer base of Adler Spa Resorts
consists of many loyal guests and has become more international over the past years. These
considerations lead to the assumption that through internationalization Adler Spa Resorts
would not only be able to reach new customer segments, but also benefit from already existing, loyal guests, who follow the company into foreign markets.
The three mentioned core competences are the solidarity and entrepreneurial spirit of the
owner family, the hospitality and the unique architectonic solutions. To become “core” a
competence needs to be valuable, rare, difficult to imitate and exploitable.
The solidarity and the entrepreneurial spirit of the owner family can be defined as a core
competence. In family owned businesses this competence is essential for the implementation
of new ideas, the company’s strategic vision and innovations, and therefore very valuable.
Such solidarity is difficult to find in companies of similar size and is a result of long history
and experience. The competence is intrinsic and therefore difficult to imitate. The growth and
qualitative expansion of the last 30 years is surely an example for the exploitability of the
competence. Finally, the competence is exploitable, and necessary, when internationalizing.
Also the hospitality can be defined as a core competence. The familiar atmosphere and the
heartiness of the staff is presumably very valued by customers. It is difficult to find the competence in hotels of similar size, because they often use more standardized approaches and
procedures (Klaus Kier, PC, 2015). The competence is difficult to imitate, because it resides
in people and has been developed through many years of history and experience. Adler Spa
Resorts are currently able to exploit the competence in the existing properties. However, it
can be challenging to transfer the capability to a foreign subsidiary, because it is embedded in
people. Therefore human resources development capabilities are critical for the internationalization of Adler Spa Resorts.
The ability to create unique architectonic solutions cannot be defined as a core competence.
The competence is indeed valuable, rare and exploitable, and this also in foreign markets.
However, competitors can see and therefore imitate architectonic solutions. Nonetheless, it is
a very important distinctive capability of Adler Spa Resorts and one of the main characteristics of the company.
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All four existing properties are awarded with five stars3, and are therefore positioned in the
upper segment of the industry. The company differentiates itself from competition through the
amplitude and quality of the value offering and through the focus on spa, wellness and sport.
This differentiation allows Adler Spa Resorts to charge a premium price. When entering a
foreign market, the company should position itself in the same segment, since it has shown to
be profitable, and it is coherent with the company’s brand and with the targeted customer
segment. Further, it allows differentiating the value proposition in a mature and very competitive industry.
Not only the offering differentiates the company from competition, but also the location of the
properties in unique, unexpected sites, with low competition. This aspect plays an important
role when deciding which location to enter.
Adler Spa Resorts have grown in past, and the owner family has the desire to further grow in
future. Therefore, the investment model of Adler Spa Resorts can be defined as growth model, with the objective to create a strong, international brand in a controlled way. One way to
achieve this goal is surely through physic internationalization. A second option would be further internationalization of the existing customer base. This option, however, has some limitations, because of the limited accessibility of the existing structures (e.g. no bigger airport near
the hotels in the Dolomites) and limited capacity.
Competitive advantage is created if the six components of the business model are designed in
a coherent way. This is currently achieved by Adler Spa Resorts: The company is able to create a comprehensive experience for customers, to target people, who value the offering, and to
position itself in an attractive niche of the industry. Improvement, innovation and high quality
standards are main objectives of the company (Klaus Sanoner, PC, 2015). This makes the
Adler Spa Resort flexible and able to operate profitably in a highly competitive industry. The
high occupation rate of the hotels, which fluctuates between 85% and 100% throughout the
year, is very high compared to the average occupation rate of hotels in Italy (42.8% in 2013;
Eurostat, 2014), and one indicator for the success of the company’s business model.

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
3

The classification of hotels in Italy is mandatory and regulated by law. Five star hotels are categorized as luxury hotels and have to satisfy different conditions (e.g. reception opened 24 hours). Many European countries are
part of the Hotelstars Union, which defines unified criteria for hotels in the EU. Italy plans to adapt these standards (Gianotto, 2014).
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The business model of Adler Spa Resort is in line with the trend of wellness and medical tourism, and the desire of customers to escape their hectic life. Even if the hotel industry is mature, and characterised by the presence of numerous big and small competitors, the CAGR is
positive and not expected to decline during the next years. Further, the company has effective
relationship management systems like the Adler Friends Card, the Adler Newsletter and Instagram. These aspects indicate that the business model is sustainable, and will be successful
also in future.
The value offering and the competitive positioning of the company are attractive also in foreign markets, the core competences can be transferred: This indicates that the company can
achieve with its business model a sustainable, competitive advantage also in the international
arena.

5.2

Analysis	
  of	
  Managerial	
  and	
  Organizational	
  Capabilities	
  	
  

Support from top management, international experience and international orientation are prerequisites for internationalization, especially for SMEs (Lloyd-Reason and Mughan, 2002).
Even if the management of Adler Spa Resorts has limited international work experience, the
owners can be defined as open minded, growth oriented and ready for foreign market entry.
Further, the knowledge, the company possesses about foreign markets through its marketing
activities and through the contacts with loyal customers, mitigates the lack of international
experience and helps the management identifying good business opportunities and suited
partners (e.g. suppliers). One recommendation for Adler Spa Resorts could be the selection of
markets, about which the company possesses prior knowledge, or the creation of partnerships
with people that have the necessary experience in order to increase the amount of information
available to plan the foreign market entry.
When entering a foreign market, Adler Spa Resorts have to cope with the challenges of a
physical separation of the new operations from the HQ. The challenges lay especially in the
area of communication between the different decision makers and in the coordination of the
different properties. Even if it would be the first foreign market entry, the expansion into Tuscany, which is a very different and distant region from the Dolomites (e.g. different language,
different culture), has increased the ability of the management to deal with the challenges of a
different environment and to negotiate with partners from a different background.
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In addition, the engagement of employees, who overtake overlapping tasks in marketing and
controlling, increase the capability to coordinate the different properties, to standardize certain processes and to maintain a common philosophy.
Adler Spa Resorts can be defined as a very innovative company in an industry, which is usually not thought of being highly innovative. The constant effort to improve, to detect trends
and to grow, leads to the assumption that the innovative capabilities of Adler Spa Resorts are
highly developed, even if it is a traditional SME with a long history. The marketing division
is one example of the innovativeness of the company: Traditional channels were complemented with new channels such as social media, online platforms (e.g. Tripadvisor, Booking.com)
or relationship management systems. This led to the creation of new marketing capabilities
and to the revaluation of existing ones. The creation of a common marketing division has improved the coordination between the different properties and increased the coherence and visibility of the brand. This will help to cope with the challenges of internationalization, because
on the one hand a new property can refer to standardized procedures and already developed
marketing know-how and marketing capabilities, and on the other hand communicate a coherent concept to existing and new customers.
The capability to develop human resources, which can be measured through incentive compensation, integration into decision processes or training possibilities, is one of the core competences of Adler Spa Resorts. The capability is extremely important for the internationalization of the company, because the know-how, the values and the philosophy need to be transferred to employees in a different cultural environment. With the opening of the hotel property in Tuscany the company has shown its ability to successfully transfer the values and the
know-how of the company to a new team in a completely different environment.
When going international, the challenge to maintain a coherent concept and brand image increases. Currently communication between the division managers of different properties is
not working efficiently and needs to be improved to guarantee the maintenance of a common
concept. A recommendation to guarantee coherence is to choose a location, which the owners
can visit at least every two weeks, similar to the Adler Thermae in Tuscany, because it increases control over the implementation of common standards and facilitates the coordination
of the company as a group.
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The friendly and familiar atmosphere within the organization, the solidarity of the owner family and the low turnover of employees are indicators for a strong bonding capital. However,
like many SMEs, the company lacks a developed bridging capital. This can become a challenge for the internationalization process, because interesting opportunities are more difficult
to detect and information less accessible. However, the case of the Adler Thermae has shown
that many relations can be build when a specific project is born, for example with banks, suppliers, public authorities or manufacturers. Important is that the location is stable and provided with suitable partners. The company has a good rating and a reputation to fulfil agreements
(Anton Pichler, PC, 2015). Therefore it can be assumed, that the company is able to build the
necessary networks, if the concrete international project arises.
The financial situation of Adler Spa Resorts is very solid. The continuous growth of revenues
gives credence to the value offering of the company. The fixed costs are very high, compared
to the variable costs, decreasing the ability of the company to react to cyclical fluctuations.
However, this can be justified, because the hotel industry is generally characterized by high
fix costs, since salaries, energy costs and part of the procurement do not vary with the occupation rate. The good rating of the company and the positive prognosis of the company’s cash
flow show that Adler Spa Resorts have the necessary solidity to obtain credits and will accumulate during the next years enough available funds to finance new projects.
Adler Spa Resorts possess the strategic capability to enter the international arena successfully.
Marketing, communication, human resource development and financial capabilities are extensively developed. Adler Spa Resorts are innovative and have therefore the flexibility to respond fast to environmental changes and to implement new ideas and projects more efficiently. The company lacks a developed bridging capital, however, it possesses the necessary resources to build a network when necessary.
Further, a critical success factor for hotel chains is the balance and integration of the single
units into a corporate portfolio (Gannon & Johnson, 1997). Each property of Adler Spa Resorts competes locally and profitably on its own, but has also developed the necessary capabilities to transfer knowledge to other properties and is coordinated efficiently by the owners.
The accumulated experience further strengthens the assumption that Adler Spa Resorts are
ready for international expansion.
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Adler Spa Resorts would internationalize at a late stage. Therefore the company can benefit
from the home-consolidated knowledge and experience and take an advantage from exploiting existing capabilities (Prange & Verdier, 2011). However, this advantage can turn into rigidity. With its innovative capabilities, Adler Spa Resorts are able to avoid this inertia, and
have the potential to successfully enter the international arena.

5.3

Analysis	
  of	
  Location	
  Choice	
  

The potential location for the internationalization of Adler Spa Resorts needs to be safe and
secure. This is important on the one hand, because it has to be safe for customers to travel and
to visit the foreign operations of Adler Spa Resorts. If this condition is not satisfied, the ability of the company to attract visitors will be significantly compromised. On the other hand,
the location needs to be safe for the investment of Adler Spa Resort. This means that the legal
environment and the government are stable, that laws and taxation do not change unexpectedly, and that authorization processes are short and transparent. These conditions make the outcome of an investment more predictable. Stability of the location is necessary to achieve the
objective of controlled growth and to safeguard the solid, financial situation of the company.
Further, Adler Spa Resorts plans to enter the international arena by leveraging its core competences and to benefit from the capabilities it has developed in the home market. This makes a
location with low economic and political risk attractive to protect the firm’s knowledge and
competitive advantage.
The offering of Adler Spa Resorts is very dependent on other industries and enterprises, such
as local suppliers, retailing and manufacturers. Therefore a stable political and economic environment is necessary to create networks with partners that can be maintained in the long term
and with whom good collaboration to improve the services and products is possible.
Basic infrastructures for communication, water and energy must be available and efficiently
organized within the target location to enable the activities of Adler Spa Resorts. Good communication facilities, such as phone and Internet connection, are a necessity to communicate
with customers, suppliers and other partners, and to maintain coordination with the other
properties of Adler Spa Resorts. In leisure tourism, touristic infrastructures are a critical success factor (Haven-Tang, Jones & Webb, 2007). Infrastructures that facilitate the access to
nature make a location attractive for Adler Spa Resorts. However, since the offering of the
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company is very broad, and customers spend a lot of time within the company, other touristic
infrastructures such as cultural events, museums, festivals, public swimming pools and entertainment facilities are not necessarily relevant for the location choice of Adler Spa Resorts.
Accessibility of the location must be guaranteed on the one hand for visitors and on the other
hand for the owners of the company. The trend for short holidays makes easy and quick access to the location attractive for the company. Further, good accessibility makes the company
less dependent on single markets and the foreign location reachable for the many loyal customers, especially from the home market in Italy. However, good accessibility may indicate
that competitors have already entered the location. This is difficult to combine with the vision
of Adler Spa Resorts to avoid highly competitive markets and to find unexpected spots for
their properties.
A location’s reputation as well as an efficient destination management influences significantly
the attractiveness of a location (Haven-Tang, Jones & Webb, 2007), but being located in a
famous destination means also that competition is generally high and big hotel chains are already operating. Adler Spa Resorts have developed good marketing skills and have reached
sufficient brand awareness to set up activities in unknown, but appealing destinations, which
match the company’s objective to avoid competition. This means the company needs to find
locations that are attractive, that do not depend on seasons and where activities can take place
throughout the whole year, but which failed to communicate their appeal to the market. In
these locations Adler Spa Resorts has the opportunity to operate without encountering high
competition and to develop a marketing strategy that communicates the uniqueness of the
location to the market. The market entry of the company into Tuscany has shown, that Adler
Spa Resorts can become very successful in a sedate region, where destination management
has previously failed to communicate the attractiveness of the region to the market (Anton
Pichler, PC, 2015). The success of the Adler Thermae (e.g. 93% occupation rate in 2014)
leads to the assumption that a weak destination management can even increase the attractiveness for Adler Spa Resorts, because the market remains undetected by competitors and companies are not incentivized to enter.
Defever (2012) argues that for service firms the average unit wage cost is not as influential for
the location choice as the availability of a highly skilled labour force. However, the hotel industry is very labour intensive (e.g. Adler Thermae: salaries 37.7% of revenues). Therefore,
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selecting a location with low labour costs and more flexible labour laws would enable the
company to increase directly its profits, to improve services for customers or to react to fluctuations in demand. Adler Spa Resorts possess good human resources developments skills; inhouse training and education play an important role. For these reasons, it is attractive for Adler Spa Resorts to find employees who are willing to learn and highly motivated, rather than
fully educated.
One of the distinctive elements of the value offering of Adler Spa Resorts is the high quality
of products used for the spa treatments and the gastronomy. Mc Dermott and Handfield
(2000) emphasize the possibilities of networking with suppliers. Adler Spa Resorts handle
most of their procurement through the purchasing company “Hogast” (Klaus Sanoner, PC,
2015), which offers price advantages, and takes over administrative work by providing insurance, mobile phone contracts, different forms of payment handling and other services (hogast.it, 2015). Locations, which offer similar solutions, are very attractive for the internationalization of Adler Spa Resorts. Further, finding suppliers that offer regional products of high
quality (e.g. wine, fruits, vegetables, dairy products, meat) are a crucial aspect for maintaining
the standards of Adler Spa Resorts also in foreign markets, because the Dolomites and Tuscany are both regions famous for their gastronomy and for their agricultural products.
Cultural distance and geographic distance have important consequences for the organization
and coordination of international operations. First of all, a similar culture in the foreign market allows making better predictions about how the value offering of the company is accepted
in the new market, both by customers and by other stakeholders. A similar culture would help
to make the implementation of activities easier, to benefit from existing marketing and human
resources development capabilities, to transfer knowledge and knowhow without conflicts,
and to build relationships with suppliers and employees in the same way as in the home market. Also, the presence of the same language would increase the location’s attractiveness, because it makes communication with employees and suppliers easier.
Geographic proximity facilitates as well the transfer of resources and knowledge, which are
significant challenges for the internationalization of Adler Spa Resorts. Further, it improves
the accessibility of the international operations by the owner family facilitating the coordination of the group. If the international operations were reachable within 6 to 8 hours, it would
make governance, like in Tuscany, possible. Everything, which is not reachable within this
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time, makes coordination, as it is currently handled by Adler Spa Resorts, and control of a
common philosophy more challenging.
The German speaking countries of Europe, i.e. Germany, Switzerland and Austria, would be
very interesting for an expansion of Adler Spa Resorts. The basic conditions are very positive
in these countries: political, social and economic stability, developed infrastructures, geographic proximity and transparent taxation. Next to the fact that these countries speak the
same language as the owner family, value system, work ethics and traditions are very similar
to the ones in the Dolomites. In addition, the company possesses already good knowledge
about these countries, on the one hand, because Adler Spa Resorts have many customers from
these areas, and on the other hand, because the company has some good contacts, which facilitates the creation of networks with partners and suppliers. However, the main disadvantage
of the German speaking countries is high competition. This means investments can become
very expensive and the achievement of a good, competitive positioning more difficult. However, it may be possible to find the untouched, but spectacular locations also in these countries.
In conclusion it can be stated that it is difficult to analyse a priori the attractiveness of regions
for the expansion of Adler Spa Resorts, since the company is looking for new, unique sites
that are still untouched by competition. However, if an attractive spot is found, these location
needs to fulfil some location specific conditions: The natural resources make the location attractive for Adler Spa Resorts. However, it is necessary to have the political and economic
stability, the infrastructures, the human resources and the suppliers to exploit the location’s
advantage and to bring the natural assets successfully to the market. Other factors identified in
the literature review, for example reputation, destination management and market size, have
no significant impact on the location choice of Adler Spa Resorts, because the company has
developed the capabilities to develop these factors once deciding to enter the market.

5.4

Analysis	
  of	
  Entry	
  Mode	
  Choice	
  

The analysis of the business model has shown that Adler Spa Resorts aspire sustainable and
controlled growth (Andreas Sanoner, PC, 2015). With the opening of the Adler Thermae in
Tuscany the company has expanded into a culturally different market. The planned project in
Sicily represents a further expansion into a completely new and different location compared
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to the Dolomites (e.g. lower competition, different culture, language and economic situation).
These were the first attempts of physical separation of the company. Nonetheless, Adler Spa
Resorts entered these markets through full ownership entrance, which means higher resource
commitment and higher risk, but also more control and profit potential, were accepted.
Adler Spa Resorts is at the beginning stage of its internationalization process and has gained
few experiences in foreign markets. Nonetheless, it would be too simple to conclude that the
company should start expanding internationally with low resource commitment as suggested
by the stage model proposed by Johanson and Vahlne (1977). The first reason is that the
company’s growth strategy was so far implemented directly through equity entry modes.
Even if expansion took place only in Italy, it allowed gaining experience in the field and
showed that the company has handled equity entry modes very successfully. Second, a rational entry mode choice depends from different factors, such as location, firm and situation specific factors, and from the ambitions and beliefs of the owners, not just from the current degree of experience and the current stage within the internationalization process. Third, service
firms often do not follow the continuum of increasing levels of resource commitment as proposed by the stage model, because they are able to acquire knowledge and information to reduce uncertainties and to mitigate risks elsewhere, without having experience in a specific
market (Melià, Pérez & Dobón, 2010).
Similarly, considering only the transaction costs, as proposed by the transaction cost economics theory, leads to the wrong decision of entry mode for Adler Spa Resorts, because firm or
other location specific variables are neglected. Therefore, to overcome the weaknesses of the
two main theories, the hierarchical model is used to analyse the suitability of the different
entry modes for Adler Spa Resorts. This model is useful, because it considers different levels,
and at each level takes into account different variables.
At the first level, the decision between equity and non-equity entry modes needs to be addressed. The most important influencing factor is the ownership advantage of Adler Spa Resorts. The core competences and capabilities, which provide the company with a sustainable
competitive advantage and an attractive positioning in the market, are transferred to the foreign market in case of internationalization, because the company wants to maintain the same
concept and brand. Selecting equity market entry modes allows the company to protect the
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transferred know-how and capabilities such as marketing capabilities, human resources development capabilities and communication capabilities from imitation.
When analysing the different types of non-equity entry modes, it results that their implementation is difficult for Adler Spa Resorts.
First of all, exporting is not viable because in the hotel industry production cannot be separated from consumption. Franchising and licensing are difficult given the size and the management of the company (Andreas Sanoner, PC, 2015). These two solutions make influence, central coordination and maintenance of standards, which are priorities of the management, challenging. Further, they are mostly used in the hotel industry to achieve high geographical coverage in short time (Gannon & Johnson, 1997), which is not a main goal of the internationalization of Adler Spa Resorts. Finally, Adler Spa Resorts have little international experience in
foreign markets. This makes the search of suited partners for franchising and licensing, and
their control, challenging. Another non-equity entry mode, which is very common in the hotel
industry, is the mode of management contracts. The advantage here is the low intensiveness
of capital. However, management contracts make the strengthening of the brand difficult,
because it means managing the hotel for a different owner according to the rules established
by the contract and because finding targets, which correspond to the concept of the owners, is
difficult.
Therefore it can be stated that Adler Spa Resorts should choose an equity entry mode when
entering a foreign market. This would allow benefiting from the ownership advantage and to
achieve the goals of controlled growth, brand strengthening and concept coherence.
There are different types of equity entry modes, which vary according to the control maintained by the firm, varying from full ownership to different levels of shared ownership.
First, transaction costs play a role. The transaction costs may be high for Adler Spa Resorts
since the company has relatively little experience in negotiating with foreign partners. For this
reason it could be on the one hand difficult to find suited partners for collaboration, and, on
the other hand expensive to monitor partners once they have been found. This makes full
ownership entrance more attractive for Adler Spa Resort in order to avoid the selection of
wrong partners or opportunistic behaviours.
Second, the location choice analysis has resulted that Adler Spa Resorts should select locations that have a low country risk and a transparent, stable legal environment. These condiMaster’s Thesis
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tions reduce the advantages of collaborative entry modes, which reduce the operational risk
and provide the firm with more flexibility to deal with uncertainties. Further, the company is
looking for markets with low competition, which means that generally a lower amount of resources is necessary to enter successfully. Also this mitigates the advantages of collaborative
market entry modes. Further, the company is looking for unique and new locations. Therefore
it can be assumed that the target market will be relatively small in size and growth. These
conditions make collaborative entry modes less attractive for Adler Spa Resorts, since it is not
necessary to enter the market with a high amount of resources and in short time to avoid the
costs caused by a delayed market entry.
Third, Italy is characterized by high uncertainty avoidance and low trust propensity. This indicates that the owners, which are part of the Italian culture, and the organization as a whole
may prefer clear structures and high control, meaning that full control entry modes may be
more attractive for Adler Spa Resorts.
Even if full ownership market entry means more resource commitment and operational risk, it
allows increasing the degree of control. This is critical for Adler Spa Resorts, because it
means keeping and protecting the concept of the company without endangering the coherence
of it. Further, full ownership market entry would protect the know-how, the critical resources
and the core competences of Adler Spa Resorts, and therefore the firm specific advantage and
the competitive positioning in the new market. In addition, it would allow retaining independence in decision-making, which is an important condition for the owners of the company
(Andreas Sanoner, PC, 2015). Even if collaborative entry modes facilitate the market entry,
because it is easier to obtain information and it reduces risk, the company has the necessary
marketing capabilities and gained experience through the expansion into Tuscany to acquire
information about the local environment also without the help of local partners.
For the above cited reasons, Adler Spa Resorts should choose a full ownership market entry,
because it allows retaining independence, strengthening the brand, protecting the competitive
advantage and leveraging the existing capabilities and resources.
Full ownership market entry can happen through acquisition or greenfield investment. It is
difficult to find an acquisition target that can be perfectly adapted to the standards of Adler
Spa Resorts, because the concept of the company is already incorporated in the architecture
(e.g. integration of the buildings into the landscape, use of natural materials of high quality,
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space for extensive spa and sauna worlds). Further, it may be difficult to implement the Adler
philosophy into an already working organization, without having problems of knowledge
transfer and conflicts between different organizational cultures.
It can be assumed that greenfield investments are the most suited entry mode for Adler Spa
Resorts, since they allow the realisation of the concept from the beginning on. It is also the
entry mode the owners see as the most viable for the internationalization of the company.
Nonetheless, greenfield investments have the disadvantage, that Adler Spa Resorts would
enter a new market without having prior access to market share, local reputation and local
knowledge. Since every hotel of Adler Spa Resorts is managed by its own director, while the
group as a whole is coordinated by the owners, it can be recommended, that, in the case of
foreign market entry, a director from the target location should be chosen to mitigate the lack
of local knowledge and experience. Also employees from the target location should be hired
if possible. This solution would help to reduce the disadvantages of greenfield investments,
increase information flow between the company and the environment, help to find suited local
suppliers, and encourage the creation of new capabilities. A further recommendation is to
bring the new director and the new division managers for some month into the existing Adler
properties to introduce them into the company, to transfer know-how, and to teach them the
most important processes and the whole concept of Adler Spa Resorts.
In conclusion, it can be stated that Adler Spa Resort should enter a foreign market through a
full ownership investment. However, the entry mode analysis was made without having chosen previously a specific location, but by considering only general characteristics, prerequisites and preferences the target market should have to be attractive for Adler Spa Resorts (see
5.3). Therefore, when a specific location or opportunity is found, the different market entry
modes need to be reconsidered in order to assess the influence of host country specific factors, such as market attractiveness, country risk and legal restrictions, more in detail.
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6. Managerial	
  Recommendations	
  
Overall, it can be said that Adler Spa Resorts is facing some challenges when internationalizing. However, the company possesses the capabilities to cope with them. The main challenges
refer to the development of the business model, the physical separation of the company, the
lack of experience in the international arena, the transfer of knowledge and capabilities, the
development of networks, the choice of the right target location and the most suited entry
mode. The following managerial recommendations have been developed for the decision
makers of Adler Spa Resorts to deal with the mentioned challenges.
First, Adler Spa Resorts should enter the international arena with the same business model as
already implemented in the existing hotel properties. To include an extensive spa area is no
problem in the case of a greenfield investment, but the acquisition of an operating hotel is
only attractive if it is already provided with an extensive spa area or with the possibility to
build one. Leveraging the same business model would allow the company to benefit from
existing competences and customers, and to achieve the same profitable positioning in the
premium segment. The international activities need to maintain the same standard as the existing resorts in order to not damage the brand. Therefore, top down coordination by the owners
is necessary.
Second, the communication between division managers is currently not maximally efficient.
Adler Spa Resorts should develop new processes to develop its communication capabilities,
in order to facilitate the flow of information, experiences and knowledge between all actors of
the company and to reduce the challenges of coordination. One possibility to improve information flow is to introduce periodic meetings between the division managers of different
properties or to introduce a more sophisticated conference system.
Third, the company needs to find unique and untouched sights for its international operations
in order to not deviate from the vision to create special properties in spectacular locations. So
far the owners detected the unique locations for their investments while travelling privately or
through networks with business partners and guests. Therefore the owners should invest more
time in maintaining networks with interesting business partners, for example financial institutions, other hotel owners or influential guests. Further, the target location should be characterized by low competition, at least in the same segment, in order to achieve the same profitable
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and differentiated positioning as in the home market and to exploit the increasing demand
wellness and health tourism in Europe.
Fourth, the company should choose a location with low geographic distance because many
processes of the company are customized, and can therefore not be standardized. If geographic distance is high, coordination of the different properties becomes more challenging and
may not be handled by the management because of their limited time. A similar coordination,
as it is handled in the existing properties, should be enabled through low geographic distance.
Fifth, Adler Spa Resorts should seek to enter locations with low cultural distance, because it
facilitates transfer of know-how and coordination. If the company possesses already some
knowledge about the target markets, it becomes easier to build networks, to transfer resources
and capabilities, and to integrate the new property coherently in the company’s portfolio.
Sixth, it can be recommended to enter a foreign market through full ownership market entry
mode. A greenfield investment would allow the realization of the “Adler” concept from the
beginning on. The company possesses some prior knowledge through the expansion into Tuscany, which can be transferred to the realization of the new project. Further, this solution allows protecting the ownership advantage, the know-how and the core competences of Adler
Spa Resorts.

7. Limitations	
  and	
  Further	
  Research	
  
After the managerial recommendations have been formulated, the main limitations of the present dissertation need to be mentioned.
First, most research about internationalization focuses on the manufacturing industry, while
research about the hotel industry is limited. Therefore assumptions have been made for the
relevance of theories for the present topic.
Second, the qualitative research is based on in-depth interviews. These interviews were conducted only with decision makers from Adler Spa Resorts, which may be biased through their
subjectivity on the topic and on the organization. Interviews with decision makers of already
international SMEs or with informants from outside the company could have added more detail and in depth information to the issue. In addition, the fact that the author is part of the
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owner family and worked in the company may compromise the objectivity of the author, even
if she tried to see the topic from outside.
Third, one limitation of the analysis of the company resides in the choice of one specific business model over others. Because there exist many different definitions of business model, it
implicates that certain variables is given more importance than others.
Fourth, because of time and scope limitations it was not possible to conduct a specific market
research to analyse in depth single destinations according to their attractiveness. However, the
general consideration of location choice allowed identifying location, firm and situation specific factors that are relevant for the decision of Adler Spa Resorts.
Finally, the hierarchical model was chosen to address the entry mode analysis of Adler Spa
Resorts. This is just one of many models developed to address this decision. However, because the model considers many different variables and it is easy to use in practice, it is an
appropriate choice for the present dissertation.
Even if the project shows some limitation, it represents a good exploratory research to assess
if Adler Spa Resorts should pursue internationalization and, if yes, with which strategy. Further research can be conducted to address how exactly internationalization should be implemented. After a specific market research has been conducted to understand how the competitive environment of the target location is shaped, and the most suited entry mode has been
identified, the next step would be to develop a detailed business plan. The business plan
should contain a detailed description of the project, the budget with financing, revenue and
cost analysis and preview for the next ten years, the marketing strategies, and the organisational structure of the subsidiary.
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8. Conclusion	
  
In the past century the world has witnessed rapid internationalisation. Also SMEs are increasingly seeking growth in foreign markets. However, they are facing different challenges when
going international, such as dealing with resource constraints, weak managerial capabilities or
informal organizational structures.
The present dissertation identifies if Adler Spa Resorts should internationalise to pursue its
growth strategy and, if yes, through which strategy. To answer these questions and to formulate managerial recommendations, the company, the location choice and the entry mode were
analysed more in detail. In-depth interviews with the decision makers of the company were
conducted to generate valuable data and information.
The company analysis has shown that the current business model provides Adler Spa Resorts
with a sustainable, competitive advantage and a profitable positioning in the market. Further,
the company possesses the necessary financial resources, and organizational and managerial
capabilities to cope with the challenges of internationalization and to manage the process successfully.
The location choice analysis has shown that the target location for the internationalization of
Adler Spa Resort should be unique in its physiography. In addition, the target location needs
to be safe, have a transparent legal environment, low labour costs, and good local suppliers.
Further the location should be characterized by low cultural and geographic distance to the
HQ in the Dolomites.
The entry mode analysis has shown that Adler Spa Resorts should enter the target market
through a full ownership entry mode. A greenfield investment would allow the company to
protect the competitive advantage and know-how, to leverage existing capabilities and to realise the international operations according to the standards and the concept of the company.
In conclusion, it can be said that going international is a valid strategy to grow Adler Spa Resorts in future, to strengthen the brand internationally, to reach new customer segments and to
benefit, through a good location choice, from a more favourable legal and economic environment compared to Italy. Further, the dissertation provides a guideline to SMEs, operating in
the hotel industry, about the evaluation and assessment of internationalisation, providing
therefore a contribution to the existing lack of research in this field. 	
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10.

Appendix	
  

	
  

10.1 Appendix	
  A:	
  Set	
  of	
  questions	
  for	
  the	
  in-‐depth	
  interviews	
  
The first part of the interview focuses on the current business model of the Adler Spa Resorts:
1. How would you describe the value offering of Adler Spa Resorts and what differentiates it
from competition?
2. What competences and capabilities make Adler Spa Resorts unique?
3. What value do Adler Spa Resorts produce for different stakeholders such as employees,
manufacturers, suppliers and the society in general?
4. How would you describe the typical customer of Adler Spa Resorts?
5. What are the ambitions and goals for the company for the next years and how important is
growth to you?4

The second part of the interview focuses on the resources and capabilities, which are necessary for successful internationalization:
6. How would you describe your international experience?
7. Which innovations did Adler Spa Resorts introduce during the past years and how would
you define the innovativeness of the company?
8. How is the marketing of Adler Spa Resorts handled and how does the company try to
reach international customers?
9. Employees are one of the most important resources of the hotel industry. How does Adler
Spa Resort manage human resources and the development of human resources?
10. How does communication and coordination between the different properties currently
work and what are the biggest challenges?
11. How is the financial position of Adler Spa Resort and how easy is the access to credits?
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This question was asked only to the owners of the company.

Master’s Thesis
The Internationalisation of Small and Medium Enterprises in the Hotel Industry

92

The third part of the interviews focuses more in detail on a potential internationalization of
Adler Spa Resorts:
12. What would you expect from an international expansion of Adler Spa Resorts?
13. Do you occupy yourself with foreign destinations and markets?
14. Which foreign markets would you classify as most suited for an expansion of Adler Spa
Resorts and why?
15. Which differences and advantages should a target location have compared to Italy?
16. How would you classify the contacts and integration of Adler Spa Resorts in international
networks?
17. Where do you see the advantages and disadvantages of different market entry modes and
which is according to you the most suited one?5
	
  

10.2 Appendix	
  B:	
  Interview	
  Klaus	
  Sanoner	
  
Klaus Sanoner is owner-manager of Adler Spa Resorts. The interview with him was conducted on the 2nd of May 2015. The interview has been recorded, transcribed and translated into
English:
Question 1:
“The brand Adler Spa Resorts connects vacation experience with an extensive offering of
wellbeing and sustainable health. The brand stands for relax in the upper, premium segment
of the hotel industry. All properties are located in places that offer access to a very attractive
landscape, for example the Unesco Natural Heritage Dolomites or the Unesco Cultural Heritage Val d’Orcia. The locations offer many opportunities for outdoor and sport activities in
untouched nature. A holistic spa offering with medical competences and extensive water and
sauna worlds are a further characteristic of the value proposition of Adler Spa Resorts. In the
gastronomy the team treats our customers with products of high quality, which we purchase
directly from suppliers from the respective region in order to promote a short supply chain.”
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This question was asked only to the owners of the company.
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Question 2:
“The different resorts are characterized by unique architectonic solutions and high quality
infrastructures. What makes us unique is also the experienced team that operates like a big
family and the solidarity, authenticity and innovativeness of the owner family.”
Question 3:
“Our resorts are open 11 month a year, with a permanent occupancy rate between 90% and
100%. The positive effects on the surroundings are not seasonal, but evenly spread over the
whole year. Shops, cafés, bars, restaurants, lifts, ski schools and guides benefit directly from
the presence of our guests in the town. In addition, our activity also has a positive effect on
the local economy, because we purchase products from local suppliers. In the gastronomy and
the wine offering we use regional products. Also in the spa division products from the surroundings are used. Because we are constantly investing in maintenance, renovations and expansions, the local building and manufacturing sector experiences positive effects through our
activities. The annual jobs we offer are very attractive for local employees. All the mentioned
factors have the consequence that the revenue generated through our customers remains mainly in the region.”
Question 4:
“The typical Adler customer comes from the upper social class. He is active and health conscious. He loves activities in attractive landscapes, is spa affine and seeks social contact with
other guests and employees. The typical customer eats healthy. In the gastronomy he appreciates the use of products from local, agricultural enterprises. The typical customer is difficult
to categorize according age, since many guests remain loyal to the company over many years,
and visit the resorts therefore throughout different phases of their life. Geographically he is
situated mainly within a radius of 400km.”
Question 5:
“Tradition and innovation are two important aspects for us. We appreciate tradition and experience, but at the same time we question current formula for success, convictions and dogmas.
Our goal is to detect trends early, to keep our curiosity and to dare new adventures. We want
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to remain flexible and satisfy the passion for construction and new projects. An important
issue is the generational change, which we aim to manage successfully and without conflicts.
The fulfilment of these ambitions is possible through international expansion, but these ambitions facilitate also the successful implementation of internationalization.”
Question 6:
“I have managed the company since 32 years. I started after I graduated from the Business
School of Vienna. My responsibilities are constantly changing, also through the emergence of
new challenges and the expansion of the company. I was raised bilingual, studied English at
university, and a couple of years ago I started learning French. I never worked in foreign
countries, but I participated at different marketing activities in foreign countries. With family
and friends I travelled to many foreign countries.”
Question 7:
“Despite the long tradition, Adler Spa Resorts can definitely be defined as innovative. Already in 1989, through the construction of a first spa area, the fundament for the first wellness
hotel in the Dolomites was created. Very early we detected the trend for outdoor and sport
activities in attractive nature and started to offer an extensive, guided outdoor program. The
water and sauna worlds of the resorts were always ahead of time. Now we have with the Adler Dolomiti the biggest hotel water world in the Dolomites and with the Adler Thermae the
biggest hotel water world in the province of Siena. The spa offering was completed through
the adding of medical competences and through the employment of five doctors. The trend of
sustainable, healthy alimentation and of local products was early detected. We are constantly
refining and questioning. But innovation can go further: we need to work at more innovative
projects than all other comparable companies in our industry. We need to honour mistakes,
because firms without defeats are creatively dead. We need to dare experiments every day,
without, however, endangering the company.”
Question 8:
“A good marketing starts with the product. We detect customer preferences and customer
satisfaction through different ways: personal contact, questionnaires, and online evaluation
platforms. We try to be always on top with out offering. Our capital is the archive with over
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100,000 addresses of customers. We try to build all marketing competences internally. However, this was not always easy or possible because of the fast development of online marketing and new media in the past years. We are present on many foreign markets. For the occupancy of the properties, however, guests from the surroundings are more relevant, because
they book more independent from seasons. We hope that the generational change can help us
with our marketing activities and provide many inputs for the handling of new channels and
media.”
Question 9:
“All employees are strongly integrated in the decision processes of the company. Periodically
meetings of the single divisions take place. Once a week there is a meeting with all division
managers. Employees identify themselves with the company. Education and training is
strongly supported, costs are beared by the company. It happens mainly through internal training, but sometimes we invite also external lectors. We also support external training: for example in the Adler Thermae 15 of the 24 waiters are educated sommeliers. We put a lot of
emphasis on a good working atmosphere. Only if employees feel comfortable, they can
transmit a good vacation experience and atmosphere to the guests. Because of the fair payment, the many training possibilities and the good working climate, our turnover of employees is considerably lower as in comparable hotel companies. In addition the continuity of the
team is highly appreciated by our guests.”
Question 10:
“We have employees that overtake overarching tasks, especially in the area of marketing and
controlling. The ‘Adler System’ is standardized and the same in all four properties. All properties are managed by a director. In the resorts here in South Tyrol we are constantly present.
Both Andreas and I drive to the Adler Thermae once or twice a month for averagely two days.
This means more or less every 10 days a member of the family is there. During these days the
program is exactly scheduled. Especially team meetings play an important role during our
visits. In addition, we also have the possibility to communicate over an Internet conference
system with directors or employees. The biggest challenge is a good coordination and precise
agreements between the most important actors of the company. The good collaboration within
the family and the good relationship to the directors are crucial for successful coordination.”
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Question 11:
“When we started 32 years ago, obtaining credits was very difficult. Now all properties, or
rather Adler Spa Resorts as a group, have a very solid position and the hotels are only slightly
or not at all indebted. Because of this, financing of projects is not problematic anymore. The
necessary equity for an external financing of new and bigger projects is existing.”
Question 12:
“Expansion surely gives the existing resorts new inputs. A property in a foreign market would
help to reach new customer segments for the group. Our division managers and we ourselves
could learn a lot through internationalization and collect new experiences. The exchange with
new employees helps and enables us to question the existing ‘Adler System’.”
Question 13:
“A hotel manager constantly compares himself with similar positioned companies, also in
foreign markets. A comparison with other companies is very important for the definition of
the concept, the product and the pricing. Very enlightening are visits of top hotels. Also during family holiday, we always used the time to compare ourselves and to visit interesting hotels.”
Question 14:
“An expansion into the nearer, German speaking markets makes a lot of sense because of the
cultural similarity. It would be less risky, because the acceptance of the offering is easier to
evaluate. The social environment is stable and negative surprises improbable. The easy and
fast accessibility of the potential international operations through division managers and family is given. The management of the property could be handled similarly to the Adler Thermae.”
Question 15:
“In the previous mentioned markets, it is known that authorization processes of projects are
shorter and less problematic than in Italy. If problems occur, the finding of justice is more
efficient, because trials are held faster. Laws and taxation are more transparent and not subjected to individual interpretation. Education of employees is very professional through the
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presence of good professional schools. Payroll taxes are also lower. Austria, our neighbour
and biggest competitor with some comparable hotels in offering and quality, has a lot lower
payroll taxes. Accessibility is of course important, because guests come not from the immediate vicinity. Only 2.3% per cent come from the immediate surroundings. In South Tyrol there
is just a very small airport, which offers only quite expensive flights to Rome. Then there is
Verona and Innsbruck as smaller airports. And then Munich and Milano. But also the transfer
from the airport to the hotel though public transport is a bit problematic and far. We are not
located near a main train station, which makes arrival by train also difficult. Therefore it just
remains arrival by car, which means that the commuting area of customers is limited. The
duration of stay has become shorter over the past years, because of this easy arrival and accessibility become more important also for a potential internationalization. Therefore it would
be interesting to experience an Adler Spa Resort in a location, which is very well connected to
an international airport to see how this impacts on the international origin of our customers.
Our guests use mainly the offering of the hotel and the nature. When we talk about infrastructures, for us everything that makes the nature around us more attractive and accessible is important. Examples are lifts and cable cars. Less important are other touristic infrastructures
like cultural events, museums, clubs, public swimming pools and etc., because our guests value other things when they visit Adler Spa Resorts. They just use a lot the internal offering and
the outdoor program. They do not even use their car when they come and just move by walking or by biking. Therefore infrastructures like hiking paths, biking paths, jogging paths are
very important for us. A target location should be interesting from the supplier side aspect: we
focus on local products and on a strategy with short supply chains. This means that Adler Spa
Resorts need to be located in areas, where everything grows and which offers a lot from that
point of view. It would be attractive if there were agricultural enterprises in the surroundings,
with which a good collaboration is possible. We are used to handle our procurement over the
purchase company Hogast, which brings a lot of cost advantages.”
Question 16:
“During our studies in Vienna, Andreas and I build good contacts to the German speaking
countries. Through the many loyal guests of Adler Spa Resorts, we possess good contacts to
foreign countries and are connected well to networks. However, we have few experiences in
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dealing with suppliers and employees from foreign countries. This would be a new challenge
for us.”
Question 17:
“The best option for us would be the acquisition of a suited building site with an authorized
hotel cubature of minimum 35,000m³. This would allow us to create an Adler resort according
to our imagination and standards of quality. A second option would be the acquisition of an
existing hotel with the reconstruction of the property, presumed that the conditions for a reconstruction exist. Management contracts are not an option for us, because an adaption of the
leased property to the ‘Adler standards’ would be difficult.”
	
  
	
  

10.3 Appendix	
  C:	
  Interview	
  Klaus	
  Kier	
  
Klaus Kier is the director of the Adler Dolomiti Spa and Sport Resort in Ortisei, South Tyrol.
The interview with him was conducted on the 5th of May 2015. The interview has been recorded, transcribed and translated into English:
Question 1:
“What makes us unique, except from the location and the width of the offering, is the creation
of a familiar atmosphere despite the size and the offering. Not many structures of comparable
size are able to do this. Reasons are the flat hierarchy, the close contact to guests and employees and the few hierarchical positions. Nowadays this is very important for the flexibility and
the quick reaction in the market. This means also that from the idea to the decision there are
not many hierarchical steps. This means we are quick in the realisation of projects and of new
ideas.”
Question 2
“It is the width of the offering: the guests have the possibility to do sport, cultural and medical
activities. Then of course there is the location in the middle of the town, which however is
given and cannot be changed. There is the park, which is unique. Then it is the heartiness of
the employees, which characterizes us, and where we always try to improve. The quality is
given through many employees who have worked for many years in the company. We do not
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have a big quality management. I experienced it by myself: it hinders the employee to think
autonomously and to do the right thing, because in the end each employee knows how to
work with common sense and what is right and what is wrong.”
Question 3
“For the employees we have become a second home, we are a big family, everyone, from
owners down to employees, is closely linked; this characterizes us. But also for the life in
town we are important: for the events we organize, for the associations, which come to us to
hold celebrations or dinners, and for the shops. Our guests are surely generating high revenues for the local shops and for the suppliers. We generate many jobs and we can say that
regionally or at least locally we are an important structure for prosperity. This cannot be neglected. Also for this reason the negotiations with suppliers are made carefully, because we
know what it means if a supplier can count us to his customers. For many we create from 10%
to 15% of their revenues.”
Question 4
“Mainly 65% to 70% of our guest come from Italy, seen over the whole year, but the number
varies considerably over the seasons: in summer we have many Italians, in autumn this is
compensated, and then in winter we have a clear internationalization, but in the whole Val
Gardena. Averagely our customer is 45 years old. Because we have considerable price fluctuations over the year, many social classes are represented. We have the higher social classes in
high season, like July, August, and then December, February. But otherwise a lot of young
people come in autumn, or winter for skiing. The younger generations are not as linked to the
seasons as others. They rather search for lower season: first, the prices are lower, and second,
there is less rush on the sport activities, like the ski slopes. Trend of internationalization can
be seen in winter, maybe because accessibility is better to the airport through organized buses.
There is an increase of guests from the East-European countries. The famous destinations,
such as Kitzbühel or St. Moritz, loose attractiveness for the guest from Russia or Ukraine.
Maybe they are searching for something new.”
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Question 6
“I have experience especially in the German speaking area: in Germany and Switzerland. In
Switzerland I was 6 years. I did my education there and experienced the different positions in
the hotel industry. In Switzerland the problem is that hotels are over-managed, and now they
suffer from it. They got into a situation, where it is difficult to come out now. They have
many hierarchies from top level down. Until everything is decided and agreed upon, whole
month pass until ideas are realized. This makes a company very heavy and slow. But still, in
the hotel industry, it is very important to travel, because this is our business. We work so multifaceted, that from everywhere we can learn something. From the smallest bar to the six star
hotels you maybe see something that you can use given the size and the multi-variety of Adler
Spa Resorts. This is a very interesting part of our work.”
Question 7
“We were pioneers in the medical offering. We offer medical treatments and competences
since 2008 and it is accepted very well. Also the owners always focused on the spa and wellness offering, where we were surely pioneers in South Tyrol, or even in the Alps region. Then
the whole outdoor offering came, where we try to improve at the moment, because the customer searches for the special experience, he can tell at home. He searches for an adventure.
We work on this to target also more marginal groups. Like with mountain biking: It is a very
demanding and challenging sport, but through e-bikes and lifts we try to make it available to
the wider mass. This is surely the future. We work with cable cars, ski schools, guides and
camps to build something new for the future.”
Question 8
“In-house marketing activities are the daily Adler newspaper in the morning, the TV system,
where we can upload last minute offerings, and advertising texts on menu cards or cocktail
cards. In the room we leave the catalogues, to advertise for the other Adler Resorts. We have
the biggest success with our Adler Friends Card. This is a card through which guests can collect points for every Euro spent in the hotel. We can provide free offerings in exchange for
points, or offerings for a reduced price. The offerings are mainly lodging and spa treatments.
This is used very much by our loyal customers. The newest introduction are the payback
points, where they can convert their points without restrictions in lodging or spa vouchers
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before arriving. This is very interesting for guests, because their play instinct is activated and
they obtain a higher value. The internal conferences and schoolings with the doctors can be
also defined as in-house marketing. The goal is that the guests make use of the offering of the
company. Print, catalogues and the creation and maintenance of the homepage are outsourced.
For the rest, we try to do as much as possible in-house. The management of the marketing
campaigns for the English market is handled by external providers, because we do not have
that much experience on the English market and we do not have the knowhow about how to
target the guests in those markets. Also SEM and SEO are handled by an English company.
At the moment I cannot say how it works, because the collaboration is new. We supervise the
German and Italian markets by ourselves. In addition, we have PR agencies, because they
have the contacts to journalists. They keep us up to date about what is currently demanded. If
we offer this, then we can invite them and they write an article about us. We are present at
fairs. However we do not try to go to touristic fairs, but on fairs, which have a more specialized audience, because it is easier to specifically reach customers. Examples are fairs, which
put the focus on organizational health management. There we have an offering, which can be
interesting for companies. Big companies put a lot of emphasis on the health of their employees, and offer trips with medical check-ups. There we can reach customers directly, because
there are not so many visitors, and they are also more interested. The second advantage is that
there are often decision makers at these fairs, and they maybe come privately to visit us.”
Question 9
“First of all, it is the flat hierarchy. Each employee is integrated in the decision making process, and this is very motivating for employees. Also if they have an idea, the way to come to
me or to the owners is very short. They can speak directly to us or to the division manager if
they have an idea or if they want to improve something. Then we decide together if we want
to try it or not. This motivates the employee, because he sees that he self is an important part
of the company and is not just directed from top level, but he helps to lead the company. Next
to this, there exist the classic training possibilities, where we decide together, how and where
to seek for further education. The possibility to use the gym facilities and bikes is a big advantage for employees. Division managers organize activities together with their team, for
example hiking or biking tours. These are simple things where a respectful and friendly relationship is created. This is very appreciated by employees next to the success of the company,
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the timely salaries and the fair working hours. We always try to keep our promises. If we have
job interviews, we do not promise things that we cannot keep, we are honest and also say
clearly what we expect. This is surely the basis of successful co-working.”
Question 10
“We have some employees, like Valentine, who is taking care of the online marketing, or Dieter, who makes the controlling. These people are important employees for all structures.
They are taking overlapping tasks for all Adler Resorts, even if they sit here in the Dolomites.
They are every month in Tuscany. They are important interfaces between the different hotel
structures. Also Anton and me are frequently in contact. We have common projects. Partner
companies and important suppliers are here. Because of this, it is easier for me to contact
them, because I see them more often, and to negotiate with them. The problem is that sometimes I forget to forward all news to Anton. It is always a challenge for me to include him in
all the decisions, even if they are just small. Maybe for me they are negligible, because I discuss them over a coffee, but he then is surprised if something changes or if he was not informed. These are big challenges, which can be improved through clouding. This is surely the
future. It is clear that each director puts the focus on his own hotel, but we try to use synergies
through common projects. This is only possible through continuous communication, contact
and information. Between us it works quite well, between the division managers it is more
difficult. The different hotels have maybe different objectives to reach; there are some different working processes between Tuscany and here. Nonetheless, we try to use synergies, even
if it is not always possible. We have tried many things, such as Skype or a communication
system, but it did not really work, because it was not used enough. The systems were still too
complex and the things did not work properly. It was faster to take the phone and call. We try
to always call: If something needs to be discussed, you need to be careful with emails, because they can be interpreted in many ways. It is easier to mention problems directly on the
telephone. With emails you need to be very careful not to attack someone.”
Question 11
“Maybe the owners can say more about it. But I think very good. The Adler Resorts are surely
AAA customers, because we operate successfully since many years and we fulfil our obligations timely.”
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Question 12
“This is a difficult question and it would be necessary to take more time for it. I think it is
favourable, because you can reach a bigger customer segment. You have an additional pillar
to rely on, an additional customer base to build on. Maybe different countries or markets have
looser legal restrictions and lighter bureaucracy and administration compared to Italy. It is
therefore easier to try new things, and to enter more aggressively the market.”
Question 13
“You always try to copy certain things, but if you visit other hotels, you generally just see
what they make better in their offering. We are very close to Austria, Anton, down in Tuscany, is closer to other hotels. But I think in Tuscany we do not have comparable competitors.
This is also the reason why the hotel in Tuscany has so much success. The hospitality and the
average standards of quality in Tuscany are not comparable to our offering.”
Question 14
“We have experienced with the hotel in Tuscany, that distance is not such a big problem.
There are methods to communicate and to guarantee quality in the different resorts. Therefore
distance is not such a big issue. However, it depends what you want to create. Not every offering or every resort can subsist in a certain market. Austria makes little sense, because competition is too high. In Switzerland it is different, because through our hospitality, which is
not that common there, we can capture the market. In Germany it is the same: in the hotels
there you see that the employees experienced training in quality management, because they all
say the same. But guests do not appreciate this anymore. I think in these countries Adler Spa
Resorts would have success. In other markets it is difficult to say. It would be necessary to
analyse them. Important is that they are safe. It is a prerequisite that there are no political conflicts or conflicts between ethnic groups. This is the basis of a good location. Then it would be
necessary to do a market analysis, to see if there is demand. But I think through our name and
our presence in the existing markets, we can choose many locations, because our customers
would follow us. Not many hotels can assert that. Of course it is different if the location is in
Asia, but in the European area many, many guests would follow us.”
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Question 15
“Other markets may have different labour laws. The laws may are more flexible. Companies
can react faster to fluctuations in demand then in Italy.”
Question 16
“I think it depends more from the owners, because they maintain the contacts. I have many
contacts and I use them, because as a member of the industry it is interesting. It costs time and
effort to keep contacts, but then you can exchange information honestly. I have contacts to
many hotel directors. These hotels are slightly over or under our segments. You can learn
from everyone, or ask everyone for advice. You can share experiences and so avoid mistakes
from the beginning on. You can transform positive experiences of others directly into your
own projects. We try to do this also with the Hotel Therme Merano and the Hotel Erica,
where we have established a good collaboration. We try to meet monthly. We work together
and share projects in the field of online marketing, because it is a quickly developing area
with continuous innovations. Everyone tries to implement different aspects, and in the end we
meet and share experiences. This is very good, because often you do not have the necessary
experience for certain things.”
	
  

10.4 Appendix	
  D:	
  Interview	
  Anton	
  Pichler	
  
Anton Pichler is the director of the Adler Thermae Spa and Relax Resort in Bagno Vignoni,
Tuscany. The interview with him was conducted on the 10th of May 2015. The interview has
been recorded, transcribed and translated into English:
Question 1
“Adler Spa Resorts are formed by the Adler Dolomiti and the Adler Thermae. In addition,
there are, since some years, two smaller structures, the Adler Balance and the Adler Mountain
Lodge. The Adler Dolomiti and the Adler Thermae are the two big structures, and they are
specialized on a wellness and spa offering. They have a holistic concept including also medical spa and family spa. They are very unique with this concept and also the first ones to offer
spa and wellness innovatively in Italy.”
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Question 2
“Unique in our structures is surely the spa and wellness area. Here in Tuscany we have 40
employees only in the spa area. We have also medical spa. We have in each hotel doctors, and
we have programs to offer wellness not just in the sense of indulging and beauty, but wellness
in a medical, sustainable way. In each hotel structure the focus lies on this offering. The Dolomiti was born with a focus on sport, nature and outdoor activities, since the Dolomites are of
course suited for skiing in winter and hiking in summer. In Tuscany the gastronomy, the nature, the outdoor activities, the sport is very important. We have mainly Italian guests. They
come for the spa area. Our main markets are Rome, Florence and Milano. These guests already know the region very well. They come to make spa treatments. Then there are the foreign guests, mainly from Germany, Switzerland and Austria, but also from the US. They
come mainly to visit Tuscany. There it is important to find the combination between the offering of outdoor activities, gastronomy and spa.”
Question 3
“In Tuscany the value created is relatively big, because the Val d’Orcia was very sedate before the Adler came, and still is very sedate. If you talk about suppliers, you can see that it
brings them consistency and security. There are many small suppliers and farmers that work
very well, but that are not paid for their work. That’s a little bit the Italian morality: people
order work and do not pay for it. The Adler is a guarantor, because we pay the bills immediately. Our suppliers are very happy, if they can do part of their work with the Adler, because
then they have part of their revenues guaranteed. In addition, we operate 11 month a year, and
are almost always fully booked. We are the biggest creator of jobs in the Val d’Orcia. In addition, the presence of 200 guests during 11 month creates the need for a lot of supplies; therefore we are the main customer of many suppliers. Then, if 200 guests are present throughout
the year, it means that we pay a lot of taxes, which the municipality can reinvest. If you compare Bagno Vignoni now and Bagno Vignoni 10 years ago, you can see that a lot has been
done: streets, buildings and so on. Also the restaurants in the area are happy if our guests visit
them. Next to this, we have 100 fix employees. Many of them come from the South: they
have settled here, acquired apartments, built a family.”
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Question 4
“The typical customer is 40+. He is sporty and successful in his working life. He visits us to
relax. It is not an extremely fancy hotel. Our guests want to turn off and relax. Our goal is that
the customers enter and from the first second are able to let go and relax. Customers appreciate this. Sometimes guests, who know the hotel from magazines, come for one night and expect the super-fancy resort. Often we cannot satisfy these guests, because they search something different then what we offer. The luxury in our hotel is to have time, the space, the hospitality. It is informal luxury. Geographically we have 70% of Italian guests, the main markets
are Rome and Florence. They arrive within 1.5 to 2 hours from home and spend the weekend
here. This is the typical customer. Then, from May to October, we have many international
guests. I would say in this time 50% of guests are foreigners: mainly from Germany, Switzerland, Austria, but also from Belgium and France; so mainly Europe. Russians are increasing.
We have few guests from the US. This is quite surprising, because in the surroundings, such
as Montalcino or Pienza, there are many Americans. I think we are too modern for those
guests: the Americans search the typical house made of stones or the small villa if they visit
Tuscany, not that much the spa and wellness hotel.
Question 6
“I was in the US, in Austria, and then 15 years in Switzerland. What I best know is Switzerland. If you talk about internationalization, I do not think the Adler would go to Switzerland,
the competition there is too high. With the concept of Adler Spa Resorts surely there are
many markets for successful entry. We have the competencies, the organization and the structure, with which many hotels cannot compete.”
Question 7
“The hotels are absolutely innovative. I mean, the owners are very innovative, the company is
always changing, and there is no year where no improvement is done. We invest a lot; we
continuously question our activities, for example our marketing. We ask ourselves: ‘is what
we did yesterday still good enough today? What can we improve?’ We try to reach new markets; we try new technologies, such as online marketing. We check if our processes are still
up to date. We invest a lot in the structure every year. Now the Adler Thermae is eleven years
old, and we have a budget for investments of one million per year. This is a very high amount
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for a hotel. We are very happy that we can invest that much. It is important that our loyal
guests see that there is always something new. If they come some years in a row and there is
always the same offering, they may get bored. With us they have the chance to see always
something new.”
Question 8
“Marketing was a big topic during the last year. When we started 11 years ago, a lot of marketing was done through traditional channels, such as tour operators, PR agencies for different
markets and customer loyalty programs. During the last years we dealt with the question how
to become more international. We are still working on it. We implemented the connection to
GDS, so that travel agencies all over the US can book our rooms. This was an important and
big step, because the Americans, and the foreign customers in general, are a little bit reluctant
to book a hotel directly for security reasons, because they have to pay in advance. They prefer
to go to travel agencies, if they travel internationally. GDS stands for global distribution systems. This improves the connections to foreign markets. We are part of it since half a year,
now we have obtained the first bookings. This was a big step. From now we have to make
advertising for it and implement GDS marketing, this is something new for us. Then we are
working on a new homepage. Now we have it in different languages, for example Russian,
Spanish and Portuguese. But now we try to reduce them to reach the main markets directly
and then the rest through the English website. What is really important is that we employed a
new online marketing manager, because the technologies are becoming too specialized and
complex to deal with it just by the way. They have become too important, so that a person
who is experienced in the field, is necessary.”
Question 9:
“In this field Adler Spa Resorts are surely market leaders, because I do not know any other
hotel, which has such a low employee turnover as Adler Spa Resorts, both in Tuscany as well
as in the Dolomites. We have realized a long time ago that employees are our biggest assets
and that they make the difference for the experience of the guests. No other person in a hotel
decides more if the customer feels welcomed. If we take the restaurant, the small ‘commis de
rang’, who maybe does not count in other hotels, in the end brings the coffee or welcomes the
customers, and depending on how he does it, it becomes a decision variable for the customer
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when deciding if to return for a next visit or not. If the cleaning lady, who in many hotels has
a low position, does her job not well, the customer is not happy and will not come back. The
cleaning ladies of the Adler Thermae are my biggest pride. I think no other division works so
hard as the cleaning ladies: they work hard, they work a lot, they run, but they always have a
smile on their lips and that makes the difference. This can only be achieved if employees feel
comfortable. Today it is important to guarantee employees a job position, where they feel
comfortable, where they have a certain freedom, where they know that both their opinion and
their job is appreciated, where they can bring new ideas, which are discussed and maybe implemented. We have many team meetings with our employees. If there are problems or new
projects, we talk and we discuss. The idea is that, at the end, the solution comes from the employee himself, because then it is more accepted. The employees know that there is a very
open communication. And they like it.”
Question 10:
“Communication is generally the most difficult aspect. There is always potential for improvement. The biggest interface we have in the marketing, and, as I said before, we now
have employed this online marketing expert, who should bring a bit more coordination in future. In marketing we have the same appearance for all hotels: If we introduce new things,
then they are introduced not just in the Adler Thermae, but probably also in the other properties. We have the same prices for lunch, we have the same offering in the spa and so on. The
customer, who feels well here in Tuscany, feels well also in the Adler Dolomiti. The customer, if he knows our hotel and decides to visit also the Adler Dolomiti, then he knows that he
finds the same offering as here. This is very important for the customer. The biggest interfaces are in the marketing division: we try to bring in a unified structure, so that we can handle a
unified marketing better in future. Of course each hotel has its own peculiarities and problems: in the Dolomites booking challenges are different than here in Tuscany. The hotels have
many peculiarities and autonomies, but still we try to coordinate them into the same direction.”
Question 11:
“I think very good. We have every year a lot of resources to reinvest.”
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Question 12:
“Good question. The brand Adler Spa Resorts is quite known in Italy, and maybe also in
Germany, Austria and Switzerland. If the brand Adler would expand into another country,
then probably many of our loyal guests would visit the foreign country with the security to
choose an Adler Spa Resort that guarantees certain standards. Adler Spa Resorts simply bring
security for quality. Who knows Adler Spa Resorts, will also find the same standards in another country, because the family would never expand internationally with a hotel, for which
they are just investors, but do not manage it. This means the organization there will be exactly
the same as in Tuscany. This means distance is already the first challenge and difficulty.
Nearer markets are therefore more attractive. Italy has for us the advantage that it sleeps in
many fields. In Sicily, but also here everything sleeps. There is no competition here. If you
look at Sicily, there is also no competition. The company has specialized on Italy, because it
is the domestic market, but also because there is still a lot of room to move.”
Question 13:
“A lot through my previous work and my private travelling.”
Question 14:
“The legal situation in Italy is difficult and everything takes very long, but also in Austria and
Switzerland it is not easy anymore. In no country it is easy anymore to create something new.
If we look at Europe, surely in Austria and Switzerland it would be very expensive to invest
and there would be a high density of competition. Important is that there is not too much
competition in a foreign market.”
Question 15:
“I do not really know which concrete advantages other countries have. Italy has the image to
be the holiday destination par excellence. A lot of people love to travel to Italy, because it
stands for ‘dolce vita’, for simple life. Also the simple, not perfect organization belongs to the
image of Italy, and is also wished by some visitors. From these points of view, Italy has a lot
of advantages. Nonetheless you need a lot of patience to do and plan something. But if you
handle it in the right way, it is for sure one of the more attractive markets to invest in.”
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Question 16:
“The political situation in many countries is not stable. If you expand internationally, it is
important to first check the stability, which needs to subsist. You need to consider corruption,
but also the religious situation. Also this is important today. I think that if you expand into a
secure market, then it is also possible to find good networks, with banks, with suppliers and
so on. Every stable country has good suppliers.”
	
  

10.5 Appendix	
  E:	
  Interview	
  Andreas	
  Sanoner	
  
Andreas Sanoner is owner-manager of Adler Spa Resorts. The interview with him was conducted on the 14th of May 2015. The interview has been recorded, transcribed and translated
into English:
Question 1:
“Here we can mention two main aspects. On the one hand, we offer reliance, because the customer has always a certain constancy and stability. Even if we introduce innovations, there are
no fluctuations in our offering. The customer places his trust in our solidity. This derives also
from our long history and tradition. On the other side we have the innovative component. This
means, on the one side the stability, on the other side the flexibility and the adaption to new
trends and new needs. The customer always finds new aspects and offerings. These two
things are to some extent controversial, but also complete each other very well. And this is
what the customer appreciates and where he or she detects the value of Adler Spa Resorts.”
Question 2:
“This is obviously the whole offering of wellness through a holistic approach. It has been for
25 years now our main focus. We see wellness in a holistic way: this means spa, med, fitness,
movement, outdoor, natural and light dining. All this is an overall concept. And this is what
the customer values. Of course then every single resort has its peculiarities, which make it
unique. This is for example the thermal water in Tuscany. And of course the location: the location is for sure a main characteristic, also in regard of a potential expansion. The location is
the critical aspect. The main prerequisite of a new resort is the realization in a very spectacular location. The big hotel chains decide differently: for them it is important to be where a
famous destination is and where others are. If there is a Hilton and a Sheraton, then also InterMaster’s Thesis
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continental needs to go there. It is the logic of their concept: they want, from a touristic point
of view, attractive locations, which have a broad demand. Our concept is different: the location should be so unique, that no similar hotel exists in this location and that no other comparable location exists. This is probably also critical for future expansion. Even if goals can
change, I think this is our direction. The locations we have chosen so far are all very particular, with no comparable competitors: otherwise you could also go to Jesolo or Milano Marittima and build a hotel. But this is not our ambition.”
Question 3:
“The value for the other stakeholders is surely very big. The town here in Ortisei starts to live
again if the two big hotels, we and the Cavallino Bianco, open for the season. Next to the direct value creation, because our guest buy in local shops and so on, also the indirect effects
are important. First, we have an orientation position: if we open, than also other hotels are
forced to open early and to adapt. Through this the whole town is animated and benefits from
the touristic activity. It is difficult to calculate the effects on the surroundings, but you just
can look at the revenues we bring to lifts and cable cars: we sell ski passes to our guests for a
value of € 500,000 every year. More than half of our employees are from the region. For them
and there families the long opening periods create a lot of value.”
Question 4:
“This is always a difficult question. At university everyone tries to make segmentations, but it
is very difficult in reality. Especially today there is a trend towards controversial behaviours
of customers: one day the customer wears jeans and t-shirts and the next day a suit; one day
he lodges in a cheap flophouse, the next day in a fancy hotel. This is valid also for our resorts.
If you ask what is the typical guest, you could say he is sporty, because we have a lot of outdoor and sport offering, but then there are also many not sporty customers, who just enjoy the
good food and the spa treatments. Then we have families, but also those customers, who really do not like children and visit our hotels anyways. We repeatedly tried to segment customers according to their preferences in our system, but we were never able to really use the data.
The big segments for us are outdoor, spa and family. Then you send the spa segment information material, which is different from the family or outdoor segment. But then 80% of customers in the outdoor segment use also the spa area, or at least the wife uses the spa, and then
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they also have children: it does not make any sense. If you really want to define the ‘typical’
customer, you could say he or she is between 40 and 50, and spa and sport affine. But still, it
is not very helpful. Segmentation is for some products maybe more relevant, but I think it
became less relevant in many fields.”
Question 5:
“The idea is to grow, but in a controlled way. Uncontrolled growth is a main source of problems in many companies of similar size. There is of course the tendency and desire to grow;
otherwise we would not have done it in past. The idea behind is to create a brand: trying to
reach this nationally or internationally has of course different levels of difficulties. Becoming
a brand is vital for every company. If you become a brand and preserve the image, then you
have reached already a lot. Also in the hotel industry a lot of customers orientate themselves
at brands. This is also the reason why there are so many hotel chains, which operate just
through franchising, without constructing or managing the hotels by themselves. For all these
reasons growth is a goal for us, but it needs to be controlled. I have experienced it by myself
with Sparkasse, that many problems arise if companies start to grow in an uncontrolled way,
if there is here an opportunity and there an opportunity, and at a certain point there is no control over the situation anymore. Controlled growth is at least our objective in regard to Adler
Spa Resorts. Then of course there is the possibility to follow other projects, which are not
handled under the brand, but which just provide certain profitability without a lot of effort.
But if you talk about internationalization under the brand, then you need to make sure that the
rest of the company is solid and that the new project fits into the concept of the company.”
Question 6:
“I have little international work experience. Of course I have some idea about the world, but if
you ask what the circumstances for a hotel in the US are, then I have little knowledge. We did
not face the issue of internationalization more in detail so far.”
Question 7:
“I would say very innovative: In the whole outdoor and wellness offering we surely were pioneers. This does not mean that there was no one else before us, there always were some others
and we also copied single things from competitors, but we were in a leader position. This is
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not just valid for the spa and outdoor program, but also for the gyms, the whole medical offering, but also smaller things such as the breakfast buffet, which at time was not common at all.
Then we are also very innovative in our architecture and for smaller details such as the Adler
Friends Card, which is common for airlines but uncommon for hotels. Online check-in is an
innovation that is more just fun, but it shows customers that we are innovative and that we
think about new things. Then the lodge concept is also very innovative.”
Question 8:
“We try to outsource nearly anything. It would be not very reasonable for us. Many companies, also big companies, move away from outsourcing whole divisions. Even if it is difficult
to believe, it is more cost efficient to develop and maintain competences to a certain degree
internally. Then specific projects, under control of one’s own competences, can be handled
with external partners. Outsourcing was more usual some time ago. Now many companies
suffer from the outsourcing of whole divisions, because the company in the end does not understand anymore the field, becomes dependent and less cost efficient. We are more flexible
with our internal marketing. What we outsource is PR, which is handled by autonomous providers: Zappelli for Italy, Stromberger for Germany, and Heady Communication for England.
This is only a small part of our marketing. For the rest everything is handled internally. The
wishes and preferences of customers are detected through questionnaires, personal contact
and weekly meetings. One focus lies on understanding what customers like, what they do not
like, and what suggestions for improvement they have. The new media offer themselves for
reaching new markets, because everything else is too expensive. We try to use these channels,
but very focused. We had a period in our online marketing, where we tried to reach Spain, and
South America, and Poland, and Russia, and Norway. But this does not make any sense: it is
too dispersive, and too difficult to control. Therefore we try to use new media more focused.
Internationalization was a big issue in our last marketing meeting. But we look very focused
on what activities to implement in which markets. In our company, the whole topic of internationalization of the customer base, especially here in Val Gardena, or the Alpe di Siusi, but
also to some extent in Tuscany, is a big challenge. A concrete internationalization is limited
through the difficult accessibility of our regions. Then we use online portals, PR, travel agencies and tour operators to reach international customers. So internationalization of the customer base is an important topic for us, and it comes of course before considering physic in-
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ternationalization. However, these two aspects run somehow parallel, because if you build a
hotel in a foreign market, then there is also great potential for internationalization of the customer base. The goal is always branding: you need to be able to spread the brand.”
Question 9:
“Human resources are the most important resource. It is important that you keep them. There
is a new trend in the hotel industry. Some years ago everyone said that customers want to see
only young employees. Now, especially in the service in the restaurant, customers want to see
older waiters. Similar in the spa: I experienced it in Canada. Important is of course fair treatment, and, over this, integration into decision processes. This is always the biggest motivation
for a rational person. For the satisfaction of employees it is important that they are part of the
company, they help to shape it. This is of course also very important for the company. It has
two advantages. First, the employee is more motivated. Second, the employee becomes more
valuable for the company, because he thinks autonomously, he acts according to the philosophy of the company and tries the best for the customer. I think we handle the human resources
very well. We have many meetings, and we tried to implement more specific processes, like
the motivation chart, where division managers elaborate checklists with employees where
they define goals.”
Question 10:
“The biggest challenge is to manage the brand coherently. This means that our customers find
in every hotel the ‘Adler Philosophy’, even if each hotel is different in location and size. The
philosophy needs to be same, and this is one of the main tasks of Klaus and me. Each resort of
course tends to see itself as independent, and we also try to promote this, because it is a huge
motivation for directors and employees. It is important that they do not have the feeling that
everything is decided from outside, like in bigger chains, which have standard manuals with
all the guidelines. Therefore we try to maintain independence of the single resorts, even if
there is the risk that they drift apart, because they have different locations, employees and
structures. Nonetheless, to this independence there is a limit, which should not be surpassed.
Customers should experience the individuality of each place, but nonetheless some aspects
should be handled consistently. Maintaining this overarching philosophy is one of our main
tasks.”
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Question 11:
“We are very credit worthy. Nowadays it is very simple: if you have a good rating in the bank
system, then you have no problems to obtain a credit. If you have a medium rating, you have
first problems. And if you have a bad rating, then it is very difficult to come to money. In the
past five years the spread became very apparent. Banks run after customers with a good rating, and compete for them. On the other hand, to protect themselves, they give no chance to
customers with a bad rating. Therefore, we have no problem at the moment. However, this
can change, if we make for example a big investment. At the moment we have no debits. Or
we have some, but they consist of a small portion of the revenues if we compare ourselves to
the average in the hotel industry. Maybe not in comparison with hotels in South Tyrol, because they have generally low debits, but internationally.”
Question 12:
“The advantages are quite clear. For the group it is, as mentioned before, the branding. You
give your branding a big boost if you go international. Then there is the disclosure of new
markets to become more crisis resistant. The brand is always a way to become more resistant
to crisis, because in crisis, even more then usual, a good brand protects you. Brands are like
life rafts in the ocean: if there are only few left and there is a life raft that says ‘Coca Cola’
and one that says nothing, then customers swim to Coca Cola. Then there is a better overall
occupancy, which can be reached through internationalization.”
Question 13:
“Of course we look a lot at other destinations. We know many touristic destinations. Hotels in
city destinations are more profitable: it is easier to make business, the risk is lower, and you
have lower costs. In the leisure hotel industry it becomes more challenging. We are looking
for something else. Of course you can say that the Alpe di Siusi is a touristic destination, or
Tuscany. But we found spots where there is few tourism, or at least few hotel industry. Those
locations would be more interesting for us. It would be also easier to strengthen the brand
with a not exaggerated investment. If you look at hotels like ‘Ananda Resorts’ or ‘Explora’ in
South America, you see that they have just three or four hotels in very specific locations, but
nearly everyone knows them. They are in locations, which sooner or later someone visits, but
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where only ten hotels operate, even if the area has the size of Germany. Another good example is ‘the Kedi’. They have one in Marrakesh, one in Oman, one in Vietnam and so on. With
this strategy you are able to create an international brand without exaggerated capital intensity.”
Question 14
“Many ask us: ‘why are you not planning to go to Austria, or Switzerland, or Germany? You
have so many customers in those countries’. But I do not think this is the right way. I would
see it differently. Asia is in my opinion difficult, because the hotel standards are very high
and many international chains operate properties there. But I know South America quite well,
or also Canada and North America in general. These locations would offer good opportunities
and, compared to the East or Russia, a lower degree of risk. There, in a wide landscape with
spots characterised by low competitions, I can imagine an Adler resort. But it is just a idea.”
Question 15:
“The external conditions play of course a role in the location choice. Probably we would not
dare to expand to Montenegro for example. The difficult legal situation, stability and bureaucracy in Italy are also one reason why no international investors come to Italy. On the other
hand, too easy is also not attractive. If you go to ‘Sharm el Sheik’ or ‘Hurgada’, then you are
the hundredth investor to build a hotel there. What is very decisive is the density of hotels in
the target location. I mean, we always say the Adler Thermae in Tuscany is the property that
makes most profits, and it is also true. But you need to consider that it is alone in the region.
There are maybe two or three competitors. And probably there will be no more competitors,
provided that the situation does not change rapidly. Ortisei, or South Tyrol generally, has a
very high concentration of hotels. If there would be only four other hotels here, then the Adler
Dolomiti would have no problems to be always fully booked. Therefore competition is a crucial influencing factor.”
Question 16:
“Networks are of course important. Nonetheless, today they are quickly built. I think they are
built if the necessity and the concrete project arise. Being part of networks without a concrete
goal or necessity costs a lot of time. In this case you are more a target for partners, who try to
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profit from you or exploit you. If then the necessity arises, then the first network you build is
with public institutions, who are managing authorization processes, with architects, with
business consultants, with engineers, and so on. But these networks you cannot build a priori,
it would be too time intensive. You just choose your team, if the concrete situation and location is here.”
Question 17:
“Franchising is no option at the moment considering our size. This does not mean we exclude
it for the future. Franchising is today a very big trend, also in the hotel industry. It is strongly
connected to the whole topic of branding, but you need to be an international brand to franchise. We are too small for that. And it is not our goal at the moment. Management contracts
are also not really an option, because then we would not work for us, but for someone else.
Ideal is of course just to work for ourselves. Especially if your goal is branding, then management contracts are challenging, because you would give your brand to someone else. The
other two options are valid. If you buy something that fits your concept, the
n it is a good option. However, probably in the concrete situation, we would not choose that
option, because there is always something that does not fit, that needs to be changed and then
it makes more sense to just build the hotel from scratch on. Greenfield investment correspond
the most our philosophy, because our concept is realized already in the architecture of our
hotels.”
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