BED AND BORED

Utilizing Creativity to Differentiate

By John S Fareed, ISHC

Private bedrooms, showers, exercise rooms and bars.  No it’s not a hotel.  It’s Upper Class in Virgin Atlantic’s new fleet and it’s called brand differentiation.  Branson took advantage of the airline industry’s commoditization - the same planes with the same seats and peanuts and turned it into a lifestyle experience, and Virgin into a top brand.

Like the airline industry, the vast majority of today’s hoteliers are still treating their properties as commodities.  We’ve rounded the edges, smoothed out the differentiating features, and made our products and services so bland, that it’s difficult to tell one hotel from the next. It’s time that hoteliers realize that consumers are buying an experience, not just a room.  Everyone wants some pampering, a bit of adventure or something that is simply unique. 

Westin Hotel and Resort’s Heavenly Beds and Baths are an exception. The “Heavenly” concept has provided the chain with both a genuine benefit to consumers and real brand differentiation. When Westin first introduced the Heavenly Bed concept in 1999, their public relations efforts achieved over 90 million impressions, worth over two million dollars in ad spending. They also enjoyed an increase in new visitors to the Westin web site and calls to the central reservations system. 

This is one example of why hoteliers need to stop being a commodity, and begin to cultivate an environment that encourages the boldest, most creative, even ‘theatrical’ ideas in order to differentiate.

Here are examples of some simple, creative, yet cost effective ideas:

· At the trendy Ace Hotel in Seattle, turndown service includes a Kama Sutra pillow book and condom.

· The pet friendly Hotel Monaco in Seattle, requires no deposit if you wish to share your room with your toy poodle.  They’ll even give Fluffy a free pair of shades and a doggie biscuit.  If you don’t have a pet, they’ll loan you one.

· Guests seeking the ultimate in pampering can look to several hotels in the Ritz-Carlton collection.  They now offer “bath menus” served up by “bath butlers.” The menu selections range from a romantic rose petal setting for two to a sophisticated soak that includes fine cognac and cigars.  The bath butler draws the bath and creates the desired atmosphere whether it’s to set a romantic mood, eliminate jet lag, or ease aching muscles.

· Shutters on the Beach in Santa Monica, has private wine cellars in each guestroom.  The cellars include a selection of 11 half bottles of wines.

· The Four Points Hotel Los Angeles International Airport has a beer sommelier that helps guests select the perfect beer with dinner or snacks.  The sommelier also conducts beer tastings and escorts guests through the hotel’s beer cellar.

· Instead of a mint on their pillows at turndown, guests at the Clayton on the Park in St. Louis will find an old-fashioned, custom made, hot water bottle warming their sheets.

· Every Loews Hotel offers a “Home Sweet Loews” menu of little extras that guests may request during their stay, such as a chenille throw or an in-room putting green.

· At The Benjamin Hotel in New York, guests checking in are presented with a pillow menu, offering ten different pillow selections to make their stay more comfortable including an anti-snoring pillow.

· The Woodmark Hotel in Kirkland, Washington, invite their guests to “Raid the Pantry” on the house, from 11:00 P.M. to 1:00 A.M. every night. Guests slip down to the hotel’s kitchen to feast on bedtime snacks including lasagna, cold cuts, fresh breads, veggie platters, cookies, sorbets, fruits and beverages.

· At the Hotel Metropolis in San Francisco, travelers can book kids’ rooms with bunk beds, video games and a menu that includes peanut-butter sandwiches served on silver platters.

I hope these ideas inspire you to be bold, think creatively, and begin to offer your guests things that will separate your property from the competition.
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