Luxury Guests Demand Unusual Luxury Amenities
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Concierges? Old hat. Who cares? 

How about someone who will come into your room and make you a scrumptious and elaborate ice cream sundae? Or a poolside tanning butler to help you imitate George Hamilton? 

To meet growingly sophisticated and well-heeled clienteles, luxury hoteliers are creating all kinds of new and over-the-top amenities. 

“Seasoned travelers have more expendable income than ever and when they take a break from their hectic lives, they want to be totally catered to,” says Joseph McInerney, president and CEO of the American Hotel & Lodging Association. 

“The trend has been moving toward more marketing to smaller and smaller niches who can afford to indulge their wants and needs,” says Doug Shifflet, president of D.K. Shifflet & Associates, a consumer research firm. 

Guest spending at luxury hotels is steadily on the rise. Last year, it leaped 14% over 2005, according to PFK Hospitality Research. 

That personalized ice cream service, incidentally, comes from the Four Seasons Hotel Chicago. Families pay $520 a night for the “Kids in the City” package which includes a visit from the Ice Cream Man who arrives with all the fixings to make whatever is desired. 

Putting on the dog, you might say, also means catering to other members of the family -- namely, pets. 

The 21 W Hotels offer pet beds, food and water bowls, floor mats, pet treats and toys. 

The independent Benjamin Hotel in New York City provides dog beds in a variety of styles and doggie bathrobes. But it does even farther, offering canine room service. 

Going to the dogs at the Hyatt Regency Coconut Point Resort & Spa in Bonita Springs also involves canine room service and a special “doggie menu. Dogs can dine on Iams Chicken MiniChunks ($15) and end their meal with a Dog-Ice Frozen Snack ($5). 

Jonathan Heath, general manager of the Viceroy Palm Springs in California, thinks the upping of the ante on hotel services is the result of a natural progression. 

“Before, everyone had to have the concierge. Everybody had to have a swimming pool. Now everybody has a spa. You can’t just keep doing the same thing, so now everybody is coming up with the next hospitality service,” he says. 

Matthew Sterne, manager of the Fairmont Scottsdale Princess, sees these new offerings as part of the trend towards time-strapped visitors. 

“Our Casita Butler and Golf Concierge services were created specifically for the convenience of the guest -- to provide instant, one-stop shopping for our guests who have special requests or who would benefit from having their golf outings coordinated on their behalf,” he says. And at the same time, he adds, this saves guests’ time to simply enjoy their golf outing. 

Butlers have been around for a long time but the latest group might be described as “super butlers.” 

At the 375-room Ritz-Carlton in Miami Beach, this new level of service translates to offering sun worshippers a tanning butler. This employee circulates around the pool deck and beach during peak tanning hours, offering free sunscreen and eyeglass cleaners. 

There’s a variation of that at the Falling Rock Hotel in Farmington, Pa., where butlers provide highly personalized wake-up service. They enter a guest’s room at the specified time, open the blinds, serve breakfast in bed, lay out clothing and even draw a bath. 

Guests paying $5,000 a night at the Presidential Cottage at the Montgomery Marriott Prattville Hotel and Conference Center in Alabama get a lot more for their money: a personal butler, chef and even a heliport. Guests ring chimes in one of five suites in a 10,000-square-foot cottage to bring a butler to bring a guest’s favorite snack. 

The Ritz-Carlton in Henderson, Nev., has a $100,000 weekend package that includes two nights in a 2,400-square-foot suite, helicopter and gondola rides, a champagne-tasting dinner on a yacht. And if that’s not enough, there’s also use of a luxury car throughout their stay and a $5,000 casino line of credit, in addition to 14 dozen roses and some other perks. 

Many hoteliers are coming up with very imaginative services. The Fairmount Chicago offers guests’ use of a Bentley as a house car and supplies complimentary espresso machines in the rooms. Design-your-own gourmet ice cream services must seem ordinary to the hotel because they have also added what they call the “original bath sommelier.” 

“For more than seven years, he’s been drawing baths for our guests. He currently offers hand-drawn baths in mint, milk, mud and sugar and seasonally offers baths with healing ingredients like chocolate, peppermint or citrus,” says Dana Weiss, the hotel’s director of public relations. 

The Fairmont Miramar Hotel in Santa Monica also has a somewhat unusual butler named Will Kaiser, whose sole responsibility is to take care of the needs of guests in 32 bungalows. “I like to treat guests in the bungalows as if they are a guest in my own home,” he says. His services might range from booking reservations at the hippest nightclub in town to ordering healthy Zone diet meals for guests’ pets. 

“We empower Will to do anything on the bungalow guests’ behalf -- as long as it’s legal,” jokes general manager Desmond Acheson. 

Other hotels are offering butler services that are similar to concierge but go way beyond what was expected in the past. 

“The personal Casita Butler service at the Fairmont Scottsdale Princess offers access to a butler who performs many of the same services as traditional concierge such as arranging dining reservations but they go beyond it,” says Brittany Crewdson, the hotel’s public relations coordinator. Butlers will routinely wash guest’s cars, shop for items not available on the property and plan surprise birthday parties, to name a few examples. 

This trend is hardly confined to the United States, of course. In Buenos Aires, for example, the Alvear Palace Hotel offers a personal shopping service. 

“Experts in shopping with a car at their disposal advise guests according to their needs: art decoration, fine works of silver, antiques, exclusive fashion, haute couture or whatever they want,” says Emily Easter, an account executive at Hawkins International PR. 

There’s also a “Mayordomo” VIP service offered at the Tides Riviera Maya near Playa del Carmen in Mexico. 

“Following check-in, the service works as a personalized concierge for everything from unpacking luggage and arranging off-site activities to a personal nightly escort through the jungle pathways to dinner at Azul Restaurant,” says Alisha Mahon of Hawkins International Public Relations. There’s even a specially designated “soap concierge” to personally deliver a selection of hand-made soaps. 

Celebrities have long been accustomed to these perks, but now anyone with money can enjoy them. 

At the Hotel Sax Chicago, for example, there’s a Celebrity Rider package. Hotel personnel will research requested celebrity’s personal requirements and duplicate them for guests. 

So while these extra-special, personal services sound surprising in their attentiveness, hoteliers say that they are just part of doing their jobs. 

“Today’s travelers don’t just want the best coffee, high-tech gyms, plasma TV’s and luxurious house cars. They want their hotel to make them feel special. And it’s our job to fulfill that need in a memorable way,” says Andre Zotoff, general manager, The Fairmount Chicago. 

So if you want what Madonna gets when she visits a hotel, just ask. But be sure you can afford it. 
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