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WHITE SKY HOSPITALITY

SOFT BRAND READINESS PLAYBOOK

WHY THIS PLAYBOOK EXISTS

Soft brands are sold at group level.
They are lived at department level.

Every soft brand pitch arrives the same way: a development director, a glossy PDF,

and a set of numbers about loyalty reach and GDS distribution. What it rarely

contains is a department-by-department account of what your own team is about to

take on - the legal exposure, the capital call, the systems migration, the guest-

recognition gap, the loss of control over your own search rankings.

This playbook is the missing half of that conversation. It sets out 20 specific things

to get right — organised by the hotel function that owns each decision — before an

owner, asset manager or general manager signs a corporate soft brand franchise, a

voluntary consortium agreement, or a hybrid platform partnership.

(V4

42%

growth in soft brand room
count in a single year —

nearly 10x the pace of
traditional flagged brands’

40+

distinct soft brand
collections now operated
by the major global hotel
companies®

WHO THIS IS FOR

Independent hotel owners and asset managers
weighing a soft brand pitch; general managers and
department heads who will have to operationalise
whatever gets signed; and anyone advising either

side of that decision.

(4
11-13%
typical all-in cost of
corporate soft brand

affiliation, as a share of
rooms revenue®

1.7x

the rate at which guests
prefer hard brands over
soft brand equivalents,
driven by inconsistency
risk#

HOW TO USE IT

Work through each function with the person who
actually owns it — legal counsel on Section B, the
revenue manager on Section C, the GM on Section
F — before signing, not after. A one-page checklist

recap is included at the end.
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WHITE SKY HOSPITALITY SOFT BRAND READINESS PLAYBOOK

THE LANDSCAPE, IN TWO CHARTS

What you're actually being asked to join

The real cost spread

Every model claims to be the affordable one. Laid side by side, the spread is wide — and the

cheapest option on paper is rarely the cheapest option in practice once volume is accounted

for.
Corporate soft brand 11-13%
(Autograph / Curio)
Voluntary consortium 4-T%
(LHW / Preferred) - i
Commission platform 10-15%

(Tablet / SLH)

Independent 15-25%
(OTA-reliant)

0 5 10 15 20 25 30

Typical all-in cost, as % of rooms revenue

Typical all-in cost as a percentage of rooms revenue, by affiliation model. Commission platforms charge only on bookings they
deliver, not total revenue.®

Where soft brands actually sit

Soft brand growth is concentrated overwhelmingly
at the top of the market. The lower-segment
"conversion brand" push (Wyndham Trademark, Best
Western SureStay) is real but still a small fraction of

total soft brand rooms.

@ Upper-upscale - 63% of US soft brand rooms

@ Upper-midscale - 18%

@® Upscale - 1%

Luxury — 8%

Share of US soft brand hotel rooms by chain scale segment,
year-end 2023.%
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SOFT BRAND READINESS PLAYBOOK

BEFORE YOU READ THE 20 - KNOW WHICH MODEL YOU'RE EVALUATING

Three affiliation models, one decision

The term "soft brand" gets used loosely to describe three structurally different

arrangements. Confirm which one is actually on the table before applying the checklist that

follows — the legal, financial and operational stakes differ sharply between them.

FEATURE

CORPORATE SOFT BRAND
e.g. Autograph, Curio, Tapestry

VOLUNTARY CONSORTIUM
e.g. LHW, Preferred, SLH

HYBRID PLATFORM
e.g. Hilton-SLH, Hyatt—-M&MS

Legal structure

Typical cost

Contract term

PMS / systems

PIP / capex

Guest data

Best suited to

Full franchise or licence
agreement

11-13% of rooms revenue

10-20 years, rarely
negotiable

Brand-mandated PMS
integration required

$15,000-$40,000 per key

Flows into the brand's
central database

Assets with a genuine mid-
week demand gap in
primary or secondary
markets

Membership organisation

4-7% of rooms revenue

~5 years, renewable

Hotel keeps its own PMS;
two-way GDS interface

Quality standards, minimal
capex

Hotel retains its own guest
data

Trophy or icon assets that
already fill on reputation
and rate

Distribution partnership

Commission on delivered
bookings only

Flexible / short-form

Hotel keeps its own
systems entirely

Negligible

Hotel retains its own guest
data

Small luxury properties,
typically under 50 keys

“Choose the corporate soft brand if the hotel is in a secondary market or

struggles with mid-week occupancy - the volume may be worth the cost.

Choose a consortium if the hotel is a famous icon in a primary market that

can fill itself. Why pay a 5% royalty on guests who would come anyway?”

WHITE SKY HOSPITALITY, COMMERCIAL STRATEGY PRACTICE
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WHITE SKY HOSPITALITY SECTION A — OWNERSHIP & ASSET STRATEGY

OWNER & ASSET MANAGER

Ownership & Asset Strategy

The decision to affiliate is first and foremost a capitalisation decision. It belongs to the owner
and asset manager, and it should be made before any brand's development director is in the
room.

Match the model to the asset profile, not the industry trend

Don't default to whichever brand approached you first. Corporate soft brands suit
institutionally owned assets prioritising RevPAR penetration and valuation multiples. Consortia
suit trophy or high-net-worth-owned assets that already fill on reputation. Hybrid platforms
suit sub-50-key boutiques that cannot absorb fixed franchise costs.

ASK
Would this hotel fill without the flag? What is the realistic mid-week occupancy gap the
brand actually needs to close?

Model total cost of capital against a realistic uplift - not the brochure number

All-in franchise costs run 11-13% of rooms revenue; consortia 4-7%; commission platforms 10—
15% on incremental bookings only. Layer PIP capital and technology integration on top before
comparing any of this to the OTA commission exposure (15-25%) it's meant to replace.

ASK
What is the audited RevPAR Index uplift for comparable conversions in this brand, this
segment and this market — not the global average?

Protect assignment, transfer and exit rights before you sign

Franchise terms typically run 10-20 years and the length itself is rarely negotiable. What is
negotiable: assignment on sale, right-of-first-refusal triggers, and change-of-control
provisions.

RED FLAG

Any clause that treats a sale-with-assumption the same as a unilateral termination,

triggering full liquidated damages regardless of buyer continuity.
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WHITE SKY HOSPITALITY SECTION B - LEGAL & COMMERCIAL TERMS

LEGAL COUNSEL

Legal & Commercial Terms

Brand agreements are drafted by the brand, for the brand. Three clauses account for most of
the disputes that later end up in court — get counsel who has negotiated hotel franchise
agreements specifically, not commercial contracts generally.

Cap your liquidated damages exposure before you need to
Liquidated damages on early termination are typically a multiple of trailing royalty fees, or a
percentage of gross revenue over a fixed window — commonly capped at 12 months and

roughly $100,000 in well-negotiated agreements, though brands have pushed windows out to
24 months.”

ASK

Is the damages formula a specific dollar mechanism ascertainable at the date of breach,
or an open-ended estimate of future royalties? Courts scrutinise the latter far more
closely.

Negotiate the area-of-protection radius and its burn-off period

Most agreements include an "area of protection" preventing the brand from signing a directly
competing flag nearby — typically a 4-6 mile radius in urban markets, wider in rural ones -

usually with a burn-off period of five to ten years after which the brand can add a competing
property.®

ASK
Does the definition of "competing hotel" extend to other collections from the same

parent company — does Autograph protection also exclude a nearby Tribute Portfolio
signing?

Confirm exactly what you're signing, and for how long

Franchise, licence and management agreements carry different liability, control and
accounting treatment. Confirm which one you are entering, the term, renewal conditions, and
whether the agreement auto-renews absent notice.

ASK

Who has to notify whom, and by what date, to prevent automatic renewal?
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WHITE SKY HOSPITALITY SECTION C - REVENUE MANAGEMENT & DISTRIBUTION

REVENUE MANAGER & DIRECTOR OF SALES

Revenue Management & Distribution

This is where the commercial case for affiliation is won or lost in practice. The revenue team
should be modelling the fee stack against realistic channel-shift assumptions, not the number
in the pitch deck.

Demand comparable-set evidence for the RevPAR Index uplift claim

Industry rule-of-thumb cites a 10-20% ReVvPAR Index uplift post-conversion. Independent STR
research comparing nine soft brands to blended hard-brand-and-independent averages found
ADR running $81.59 higher and RevPAR $57.79 higher on a trailing-12-month basis® — though
soft brands also skew into higher-rated segments, which flatters the comparison.

ASK
Request conversion case studies in your specific chain scale and metro area — not
national averages.

Model the loyalty fee at your loyalty mix in year three, not today

Loyalty programme fees (4.5-5.5% of loyalty-booked revenue only) look modest until member-
booked share climbs — commonly above 50% of revenue within a few years of conversion - at
which point this becomes one of the largest single line items in the fee stack.

ASK
What is this collection's current average loyalty-booked mix, and how has it trended over
the last three years?

Ring-fence a direct-channel strategy the brand's CRS doesn't fully absorb

Affiliation typically shifts share from OTAs (15-25% commission) to brand.com (11-13% all-in) -
a genuine margin gain — but every booking still touches the brand's central reservation system
and loyalty database.

ASK
What does the agreement say about maintaining a hotel-controlled email list or CRM
alongside the brand's own guest database?
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WHITE SKY HOSPITALITY SECTION D - TECHNOLOGY & DATA

IT & SYSTEMS

Technology & Data

The systems conversation happens too late, too often. Get IT and the GM into the fee-stack
conversation before the letter of intent is signed, not after.

Budget the full integration bill, not the headline franchise fee

Joining a corporate soft brand typically mandates the brand's PMS (Opera Cloud, Hilton PEP,
and similar) — integration alone can run $50,000-$150,000 upfront, plus ongoing maintenance,
on top of the franchise fee stack.’® Consortia generally let you keep your existing PMS and
connect via a two-way GDS interface — materially less disruptive.

ASK
What is the full implementation timeline, and who bears the cost if the PMS vendor
changes mid-implementation?

Settle data ownership and portability in writing

Full PMS integration typically means guest data flows into the brand's central database,
diluting the owner's proprietary guest list. If you ever exit the collection, this needs to be
settled in advance, not negotiated under pressure at termination.

ASK
On termination, do we receive an exportable copy of our own guest history, or does it
stay with the brand?

“It also forces the hotel to share all guest data with the corporate parent,

diluting the owner's proprietary customer list.”

ON THE FRANCHISE PMS MANDATE — WHITE SKY HOSPITALITY ANALYSIS
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WHITE SKY HOSPITALITY SECTION E - DESIGN, CAPITAL & PROCUREMENT

OWNER, ARCHITECT & PURCHASING

Design, Capital & Procurement

The PIP is where "soft" branding stops feeling soft. Capital planning should start the day the
letter of intent is signed — not the day the brand standards manual arrives.

Get the PIP scoped and priced before you sign, not after

"Soft" PIPs focus on life-safety and guest-experience
touchpoints rather than structural prototype — but they remain
capital intensive: $15,000-$40,000 per key is typical for a
corporate soft brand conversion, covering items like fire
sprinklers, RFID/Bluetooth locks, high-speed fibre, and brand-
approved mattresses and linens."

ASK

Request the full PIP checklist and a contractor walk-through
before signing the franchise agreement — not after, when
there is no leverage left to renegotiate.

Push for key money and a phased compliance runway

In competitive markets, brands may offer key money - a cash
contribution covering roughly 5-10% of PIP cost — to secure a
signing.” Phased compliance timelines, with life-safety items
first and cosmetic items spread over 24-36 months, are also

negotiable.
ASK
Is key money contingent on performance thresholds that PIP items often reach beyond life-
could claw it back later? safety into signature design details -

know which ones are brand-mandated
before you budget.

Weigh GPO procurement savings against loss of local
supplier relationships

Corporate soft brands typically grant access to group purchasing
organisations (Entegra, Avendra) delivering roughly 10-15%
savings on F&B and operating supplies, sometimes considerably
more on specific categories™ — plus master insurance policies
that can run 20-30% cheaper than standalone cover. The trade-
off: GPO-approved vendor lists can exclude the local or artisanal
suppliers that support your positioning.

ASK
Is GPO participation mandatory across all categories, or can
we opt out where local sourcing matters to the concept?

WHITE SKY HOSPITALITY — SOFT BRAND READINESS PLAYBOOK 09



WHITE SKY HOSPITALITY SECTION F — OPERATIONS & GUEST EXPERIENCE

GENERAL MANAGER & OPERATIONS

Operations & Guest Experience

Guests notice inconsistency faster than any audit programme does. This is the section that
protects the reason the brand wanted the hotel in the first place.

Build your own consistency and quality-audit programme — don't wait for the brand's

Skift Research found hard brands preferred over soft brand equivalents by a factor of 1.7 to
one, tracing the gap directly to inconsistency risk across a collection.* Major brands run
unannounced annual Brand Standard Audits plus quarterly mystery-shop cycles, and
accumulated deficiencies can trigger a flag-removal notice™ - treat the brand's audit calendar
as a floor, not the hotel's actual quality programme.

ASK
What score thresholds trigger a formal deficiency notice, and what is the cure period
before escalation?

Plan for the loyalty-recognition gap at the front desk

JD Power's North America Hotel Guest Satisfaction Study places soft brand collections mid-
pack against their segments rather than leading them."” Elite loyalty benefits — breakfast,
lounge access, room upgrades — are often applied less consistently at collection properties
than at hard-branded sisters, and this is a frequent source of post-conversion complaints.

ASK
Train front-desk and guest-services teams explicitly on elite-tier benefit delivery before
go-live — this is rarely covered in standard brand onboarding.

Keep decision rights over F&B concept and local character

One of the genuine advantages of a soft brand over a hard brand is retained control over F&B
concept, design and local programming — confirm this is contractually protected, not just
implied by the marketing.

ASK
Does the agreement give the brand approval rights over F&B concept changes and menu
direction, or only over life-safety and signage?
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WHITE SKY HOSPITALITY SECTION G - SALES, MARKETING & CULTURE

SALES, MARKETING & HR

Sales, Marketing & Culture

The commercial upside of a soft brand depends entirely on the story staying intact through the
transition. This is the section owners underestimate most.

Clarify what marketing spend is centrally controlled versus locally led

Owners are often surprised by how tightly soft brands control SEO, paid search and messaging
— even though the hotel keeps its own name. At a recent ALIS industry panel, one hospitality
ClO noted that the major brands "keep a very tight cap” on how affiliated hotels manage
search engine optimisation and messaging, and that larger hard-branded inventory tends to be
pushed to the top of search results while soft brand properties get relegated further down the
page.”™

ASK
Who controls the property's own website, SEO strategy and paid search budget once the
marketing/programme fee (1-4% of rooms revenue) is in effect?

Prepare your team for the brand's reporting and standards regime

Corporate soft brand affiliation brings a new layer of central reporting, standards compliance
and audit cycles that most independent hotel teams haven't operated under before. This is a
change-management project, not a signage change.

ASK
What training does the brand provide pre-opening, and what does the hotel need to build
itself? A dedicated on-property brand-standards owner is common practice.

Protect the story that makes the asset worth affiliating in the first place

The entire commercial logic of a soft brand rests on guest-perceived authenticity. A January
2026 industry analysis of the wider lifestyle-brand consolidation warned that as the five
largest hotel companies now run roughly 40 lifestyle brands and 2,000-plus properties
between them, "spreadsheets, loyalty programs, and operating manuals" increasingly compete
with the individuality that made these hotels desirable in the first place.’

ASK

Who on property owns the narrative — the reason a guest chooses this hotel over the
brand-standard alternative down the street — through every renovation cycle and GM
transition?
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WHITE SKY HOSPITALITY

THE FULL CHECKLIST

PRINT THIS PAGE

All 20, at a glance

A — OWNERSHIP & ASSET STRATEGY

O 1. Match the model to the asset profile, not the
trend

O 2. Model total cost of capital against a realistic
uplift

[0 3. Protect assignment, transfer and exit rights

B - LEGAL & COMMERCIAL TERMS
[ 4. Cap your liquidated damages exposure

[0 5. Negotiate the area-of-protection radius and
burn-off

O 6. Confirm exactly what you're signing, and for
how long
C - REVENUE MANAGEMENT & DISTRIBUTION

[0 7. Demand comparable-set evidence for RevPAR
uplift claims

O 8. Model the loyalty fee at year-three mix, not
today's

O 9. Ring-fence a direct-channel strategy

D - TECHNOLOGY & DATA

O 10. Budget the full integration bill, not the
headline fee

[ 1. Settle data ownership and portability in writing

E - DESIGN, CAPITAL & PROCUREMENT
O 12. Get the PIP scoped and priced before you sign

[ 13. Push for key money and a phased compliance
runway

[ 14. weigh GPO savings against local supplier control

F — OPERATIONS & GUEST EXPERIENCE

[ 15. Build your own consistency and quality-audit
programme

[ 16. Plan for the loyalty-recognition gap at the
front desk

[0 17. Keep decision rights over F&B concept and
character
G - SALES, MARKETING & CULTURE

[ 18. Clarify centrally controlled vs. locally led
marketing spend

[ 19. Prepare your team for the brand's reporting
regime

[0 20. Protect the story that makes the asset worth
affiliating

NEXT STEP
Work this list with each function's owner before
the letter of intent is signed — not after.
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GET THE REST OF THE WAY THERE

A checklist tells you what to ask. A
Commercial Audit tells you what
the answers are worth.

White Sky Hospitality runs Commercial Audits and Commercial
Planning engagements for independent hotel owners evaluating soft
brand affiliation - modelling the true fee stack, stress-testing PIP
capital against realistic uplift, and negotiating the clauses that matter

before the letter of intent is signed.

reach@whiteskyhospitality.com

WHITE SKY

HOSPITALITY

whiteskyhospitality.com
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