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Siteseeing
First-handexperience is a valuablecommodity . Booking a

last-minutevillaearlythissummershednewlightonthe
business of

villarentals.
Thiswasnomysteryshop - thisinvolvedhardcashand a

largefamily' s highexpectations.
First

,

I learnedjusthowmuchlateavailabilityremained.
Noproblembooking in Tuscany or HauteProvencethisyear.

St Tropezwas a
bittrickier.

Second
,

wastherealisation of howsavvyvillaownershave
becomeonlineand

, critically ,

whatthismeansforvillaagents'
businessmodels . Manyindividualvillasarenowbetter
optimised forspecificsearchesthantheagentsand

,

I am
told

,

somebargainhunterssearchmajorvillaagents'
websites to

shortlistpropertiesandthenGooglethevilla
names to findtheowners'sites.

Ownerscontactedthiswayareinvariablyhappy to deal
direct

, especiallyfor a last-minutebooking . Traditional

high-endvillacompaniesarethereforebeingchallenged
fromwithinand - whenownersalsofeaturetheirproperties
onmultipleagents'websites - fromwithout

, resulting in

commissionsbeingcut to shreds.
Third

, youcan' t trustsomecontent .

" Tenminutesfrom
St Tropez " wasfrequentlymentioned

,

butnotthehelicopter
transferrequired to flylike a crow.

So if business
is

socut-throatwhyarenewplayerspiling
intothespace?Let' s turnontheelectricsearchengineand
findout...
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DESIGN : 21 /
25

USABILITY : 22 / 25

CONTENT : 19 / 25

BUSINESSMODEL / REVENUEGENERATION : 18 / 25

OVERALL : 80 / 100 " Polishedmediamodel ,

"

AcquiredbyHome-Awaybutnotyetfullyrolledintoitsambitiousglobal
brand . This is big-businessvillarental

,

butwhatwill
it offer

,

otherthanscale?

DESIGN
Cleanandsimple ' onlinesupermarket' designforholidayrentals of

184 ,201kinds( !

)

,Yetanothersitewithovertones of apple.com in layout ,

controlsandgraphics ,

sonothing is offensive . Butneither is it particularly
distinctive . Thehomepagefeatures a carousel

of largeimages ,

butthe
bulk of thesite is configured aroundsearchresultsandlong , scrolling

pagesonproperty results .Allnicelylaidout.
USABILITY

Navigation is mainlythroughsearchboxes or via ' find a holidayhome'
,

with
a
fewfeaturedrentalsandthenlargelygeographic or date-relatedchoices.

Youcanfilterviadates
, price ,

bedroomsandotherpreferences . The
drill-downnavigation usesmapswithlogicallocation structures

,

broken
down intoindividualtowns / villages .Soyoucanchoose St Tropez itself or

one of thesurroundingvillages.
CONTENT
With184 ,201propertiesaround theworld

,

there is a lot to see 103 ,339 of

theseare in Europeand47 ,176 in France . I'
m lookingfortheVAR

(

4 ,829
)

and
St Tropezarea

(

1 ,404
)

in particular . Mostpropertiesoffergood
photography andreasonable content

,althoughthiswillbeprovidedbytheindividual

owners
,

so it doesvary .Thebalance of properties is towardssmaller

apartments ratherthanluxuryvillas . Somepropertiesfeaturereviews.

BUSINESSMODEL / REVENUEGENERATION
Appears to be a polishedadvertising-basedmodel

,

soownerspayfortheir
slotandthewebsiteputspunters in touch

,

eitherbyphone or emailform.
It'

s
thatsimple ,

with a recipe thatbypassestheperils of commission.

However
,

thebrand '

s reputation is in thehands
of

itsself-servicevilla

owners
,

socompliance is required to avoidbrandblowback.
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A UKbrandownedbyTeletextHolidays soanothermediamodel.

DESIGNANDCONCEPT
Goodgrief ,

this is horrendous .
A totalabsence of designcreates a truly

unpleasantuserexperience . Rarelydoyouseesuch a grimtravelwebsite

thesedays ,

madeworsebypulsatingadplacements of theworstkind . I

couldgointodetail
,

but it
is

notworth it.

USABILITY
Onceyouhavegirdedyourvisualsensibilities

, youmightriskexploringthe
site . Withteethgrinding ,

I found theonlyway to

' Find a GreatHoliday
HomeToday!!!' is to usethedrop-downsearchboxandticksomefilters.

There is noway of refiningyoursearch to a smallerareathandefined in

thedrop-down . Googlemapsfeaturessomeproperties ,

butthe

implementation is poor . Resultsareprovided10 to a page ,

butthe
controlforclicking to thenextpage is back at thetop , Aaaargh!New
windowsopenadinfinitum.

CONTENT
Twohundredresultscoverthewhole of theCote d

' Azur
,

Provenceandthe

Alps ,

sonocompetition forHolidayRentals . Screenlayoutslookancient

andinterfacesarefull of shoutingoffersandattemptedreassurance
' InstantConfirmation!'

,

' HighlyRecommended '

,

' BestBuy' ,

' NewListing' .

Reviewsaddguestperspectivesandsomepoorlypresented travelguides
attempt to helpbutarefartoogeneral to be of interest . DailyMailblogs
indicateparentage.
BUSINESS MODEL / REVENUEGENERATION
Somevillascanbebookedonline

, poweredbyRentalSystems ,

which

alsopowersteletextvillas.com
, clickstay.com andvillabuyers.com . Instant

confirmationmeanssomevillaownershaveputtheir inventoryonline
,

but it

alsoallowsinstantquotes . However
,

thewholeexperience is lowrent
,

whichwon' t helpconversion.

DESIGN
:

0 / 25

USABILITY : 10/ 25

CONTENT
:
17 / 25

BUSINESSMODEUREVENUE GENERATION : 18 / 25

OVERALL :
45 / 100 "

In
need

of a radicalmakeover before it'
s
toolate. "

WWW.ABERCROMBIEKENT.COM

Havingnotfoundanythingsuitablyluxurious I turned to a trustedname

butonesuffering fromschizophrenia.

DESIGNANDCONCEPT
AbercrombieKent.com

(

USsite
) appears to bethesameas

AbercrombieKent.co.uk
,

but it offersdifferentcontentanddesign . I prefer
co.uk'

s design it is crisper ,

clearer
,

moredisciplinedandoffersbetter

navigation . Nicelydetailedwithgoodimages at a highlevel
,

butforvillas

there is notenoughcontent.

USABILITY
TheEuropeanVillassectionhaseffectivesearchwhereyoucandrilldown

to a smaller region ,

butmissessome of
theproperties it featureselsewhere

in thesite . Thisdoesn' t inspireconfidence ,
Otherwise

,

it
is easy to use

(

unliketheUS.comsite
)

. Thenavigation Is neverputunderstrainasthe
content is highqualitybutlimited.

CONTENT
Farfewervillas in theregion than I rememberwhen I regularlyused

Abercrombie andKentfive to 10yearsago ( onlynineresultsforTuscany ,

too
)

. Hasthevillaownerdisintermediation malarkey alreadytaken itstollon
theoperator?Good top-levelproperty images ,

butdisappointing in depth.
Mostvillasonlyhave threeor fourshots notnearlyenough to make a

-10 ,000 a weekchoice . Villa information is alsolimited perhapsnervous

of givingtoomuchawayonline?Availability is mainly ' onrequest' ,

which

means reverting to thevillaowner.

BUSINESSMODEL / REVENUEGENERATION
Abercrombie andKent'

s
traditionalagentcommissionmodel

is

most

threatened byincreasingly savvyvillaownersandtheprofessionalisingmedia

model . Doagentsaddsufficientvalue to justify theircommission?Phone

support or anonlineformaretheonlyways to takeanenquiryforward.

Poorsearchengineoptimisationpresencedoesn' t help ,

either.

DESIGN : 20 / 25

USABILITY : 20 / 25.

CONTENT : 18 / 25

BUSINESSMODEL / REVENUEGENERATION : 15 /
25

OVERALL
:
73 / 100 "

Basicallysound
,

but is it therightmodel? "
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