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Local souvenirs make great gifts and memories. From a small jar of farmstead jam to a must-have painting from that Seattle artist, the appealing choices are endless. So why are hotel guests tucking ashtrays, robes, and even clock radios into their luggage? Because they can. They can, and they do when they are staying in all sorts of hotels. No category is safe from shrinkage; big chains, roadside motels, luxury resorts, boutique properties, all are susceptible and every year hoteliers recognize that their towels, and more, are walking out the door. But what to do about it? 

In many cases, nothing. Because it’s not worth it. For hotels that have their names imprinted on the ashtrays and towels that disappear, losing them is just an advertising cost. When guests have towels at home and associate it with the good time they had on vacation they’ll want to return again. Is a $4 towel worth prosecuting over when a guest may return and pay the rack rate? Probably not. When small items like shampoo, pens and paper, coffee makers and coffee disappear, it’s more work than it’s worth for the accounting departments to account for the loss. One international chain (which requested not to be named for this article) even budgets for a certain percentage of missing items, counting on having to replace items like remote controls, clocks and more. They figure it is the price of doing business. 

The price for replacing one branded drinking glass may be negligible, though it does add up. Petty theft by hotel guests totals $100 million for the hotel industry which reported sales of $114 billion in 2005, according to The American Hotel and Lodging Association (AHLA). But when it comes to higher ticket items like bathrobes, bedding, and furnishings, hoteliers’ views change significantly. These desirable items are potential revenue streams. Since the 1980s, when robes were first introduced into five star hotels, management has been billing guests if robes disappear. Now, instead of billing guests after the fact, guests discover a card in the room indicating that robes and other things are available for sale, not for swiping. Purchasing is encouraged, as almost everything in that room is available to re-create the hotel room experience at home; just pick up the bedside catalogue to start ordering. Left the hotel but craving those soft sheets? Starwood offers www. whotelsthestore.com and guests of Borgata Hotel Casino & Spa can go to www.shopborgata.com to buy products sold exclusively at the hotel. Others like the Sofitel chain, and the Rosewood brand of hotels also combat theft by encouraging guests to purchase the items they desire. 

Desire can be a strange thing; desiring that fluffy pillow at home is one thing, taking home the television is another thing entirely. This is why most hotels nail down large items, making them near impossible to steal. But sometimes lamps and other sizeable pieces do get stolen though it’s usually in smaller hotels. AHLA’s President and CEO, Joe McInerney, explains why certain properties are more likely to be hit, “It depends on location and the type of facility. There is less theft probably in a high rise, central elevator facility than a two-story high rise. Motels see more large scale theft than hotels because there’s easier access with outside corridors where you can leave your room and go right to your car in the parking lot. In a hotel you can’t just cart the television past the front desk.” 

Desk clerks are a deterrent; billing after an item is taken is a solution. Hopefully your guests will decide it’s just easier to go shopping. 

