Chapter 4: Environmental intelligence

The Portmarnock hotel and golf links: In search of an Internet experience

The Portmarnock hotel and golf links (PHGL) developed its first web site in early 1998. The motivation for this was due largely to the fear of being left behind in the race to utilise the new medium for general business promotion. Since the first site was designed, Portmarnock has become more aware of the possibilities that it can offer and the need to continually develop the medium to meet their particular needs. With this in mind, Portmarnock the placed a “Virtual Reality Guide” on the web site in September 1999. “This adds a whole new dimension to Portmarnock’s Internet-orientated marketing approach", said one of the programmers who had helped build the original web site. “Portmarnock is looking to stage experiences for customers, and we will continually explore new ways of doing this on the web.”

Located six miles north east of Dublin, Portmarnock is one of the top golf courses in Ireland. The club was built on an estate owned by the Jameson family. The Jameson family had a nine-hole course on their estate and this became part of what is today the Portmarnock golf course. 

The Portmarnock course can compete with the best in the world thanks to the sheer natural beauty of the area and the expertise of its designer, German golf star Bernhard Langer, who says: “There are very few locations in Europe which could have allowed me the opportunity and landscape to design such classic championship links. I hope all those who play it discover its magic and its challenging beauty”.

The Portmarnock web site (www.portmarnock.com)

The Portmarnock web site was designed primarily to attract new business. Once the relationship has been forged with the customer the managers believe, marketing should take over. The site takes the form of an advanced brochure that allows the potential customer to get nearer to the end product that is being offered. By doing so its intention is to reduce uncertainty in the mind of the potential customer, which will then improve the chances of them deciding to take up Portmarnock’s products.

A surfer will notice, when first entering the Portmarnock site, that the club has made a serious effort to publicise itself on the Internet via its web site. The site has been well designed, simple to use yet attractive and interesting. After moving through the various pages, the user gains a strong feel for the complex’s facilities, hotel and golf course. This is of a similar standard to that of a well-presented book or brochure. Although the site is clear and informative, this alone does not create significant interest. It is the “Virtual Reality Guide”, which is included in the site, which really gives the user a sense of wonder and excitement with regard to the golf course. It is this part of the site that sets it apart from other less sophisticated golf club sites that only serve as an information source to members or potential customers.

The “Virtual Reality Guide”

The new addition turned the Portmarnock site into a much more exciting prospect, and one that the marketing department believed would generate word of mouth referrals amongst golfing enthusiasts. There are three interactive sections:

· The golf links

· The hotel facilities

· The physical location.

Of these three, the golf links is by far the most powerful in catching the attention of surfers. There is a plan of the 18-hole course with an option to select any hole. On selection a detailed diagram of the hole is shown. This includes statistical data and information on the layout. From this screen it is then possible to click onto one of three areas of the hole, the tee box, the fairway or the approach to the green. Each option will produce a photographic image of that location, which can then be rotated in 360 degrees as well as varying elevations and zooms. The result is the ability for the surfer to visualise any part of the course and to appreciate how impressive the course actually is. The addition of comments from the course’s touring pro Darren Clark, one of the Ryder Cup Team, also adds credibility to the virtual experience. 

Tony Philo, Portmarnock's Golf Marketing Manager, says: "We have one of the most outstanding courses in Ireland and the guide gives us the perfect opportunity to show it off.  The surfer is given some control over what they choose to do on the web site. This brings them closer to the reality of being on the golf course where each customer is essentially paying for the same right. The site suddenly comes alive and the information that the surfer receives becomes much more powerful because they have been given the opportunity to uncover it and experience it for themselves on a personal level.”

Questions

1. Visit the PHGL web site (www.portmarnock.com).  Which of the different macro-environmental elements discussed in the text do you think is relevant to PHGL?  Give specific examples of the environmental intelligence they would probably gather.

2. Visit some of the web sites listed in the text (or others you found yourself), and find three examples of environmental intelligence that may be useful to PHGL.

3. What do you think can PHGL do to improve and expand their web site?
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