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Like an eager blind dater who needs to make a good first impression to keep the evening on an even keel, hotels also need to have fresh visual appeal to keep customers happy.  First impressions are crucial and properties in competitive markets know what it takes to keep up with the Joneses.   Guests paying top dollar are exceptionally discerning and though advertised rates have some impact on their decision making process guests are driven by what they experience (or expect to experience).  To satisfy these ever growing desires for the hottest in-room technology, comfiest bedding, attentive staff, and luxurious amenities millions have been spent as numerous hotels undergo renovations that range from full overhauls of resort properties, to cosmetic changes in guest rooms and common areas.

For more than 110 years The Breakers has been a Palm Beach destination for generations of guests who vacation together in subdued luxury.  While recognized as one of this country’s grande dame resorts The Breakers hasn’t grown stale.  Instead, they’ve adapted to evolving consumer preferences and over the last fifteen years $250 million has been spent to refresh and renovate.  Says Bonnie Ruben, the resort’s spokesperson, “Renewal is a philosophy and renovation is a constant evolution. Our focus has been continual enhancements.  We’re always trying to keep our pulse on preferences but we realize you can’t keep redoing the hotel.  We look at the resort as satisfying all ages versus chasing amenities and motifs and we’ve succeeded by staying true to offering classic, embracing elegance that engages.”  The resort has tweaked everything from adding new retail outlets like the Burberry shop to a total renovation of the beachfront and spa.  The new beachfront and pool complex includes exclusive bungalows which are staffed by dedicated bungalow concierges there to meet every need.  The spacious low-slung bungalows are graciously appointed with flat panel televisions, sprawling couches, open ceiling showers and dark wood credenzas complete with a built in safe and refrigerators well stocked with fresh fruit and bottled water while complimentary sunscreen and waterproof camera sit on the counter for guests’ use.   The renovations at The Breakers will be ongoing to keep up with the times and continue to meet the changing needs of guests.  Adds Ruben, “We continue to invest capital to the tune of $25 million per year.  We’re reinvesting in our property.”

At Isle of Capri in Biloxi they’ve reinvested in their property.  Twice in recent years, thanks to Hurricane Katrina.  They opened in 1992 with just a small building, two gaming river boats and some different food outlets but soon realized that their business model wouldn’t work moving forward and began a long range plan to add hotel rooms, parking, convention space and restaurants.  General Manager Bill Kilduff tells of a 400 room hotel tower replete with spa and 40,000 square feet of convention space that was completed right before the hurricane ripped through town.  He says, “We were building a new gaming barge and then Katrina hit.  Our existing gaming barge was totally destroyed.  And the new gaming barge that was being constructed in a back bay of Biloxi was cut in half and destroyed.”  Mississippi legislation then passed a statute that allowed gaming on land instead of on river barges as long as the new casinos were within 800 ft. of the water and Isle of Capri undertook their renovations all over again.  Though one would never say that a hurricane tearing your building apart was a good thing the forced renovation offered the staff an opportunity to communicate the new changes to visitors in a positive way.   Kilduff comments on the necessary construction, “To a lot of people the construction and change is exciting, they just don’t want to be inconvenienced by it.  We dealt with that reality by planning and trying to work around what the known needs of the guests will be.  It’s our job to make sure that they have a relaxing time here.  We let them know in advance, and sometimes we would offer a discount on room.”

Discounted rates aren’t standard operating procedure in the New York City market where occupancy is at an all time high.  But at The Muse Hotel in Times Square, where a complete overhaul of the hotel’s sleeping rooms is just about completed, General Manager Thomas Mathes was highly concerned with guest comfort as renovations were underway and he found a number of positive ways to engage their visitors in the process.  Signage indicating “inspiration at work” was evident, buffer zones were created so construction noise wouldn’t disturb other guests, and special renovation amenities like complimentary chocolates in the shape of hammers were delivered to guests on floors near the construction.  Mathes comments, “You have to be as pro-active as you can be.  Plan demolition for a time when it won’t wake up the customer, when they are off to work or sightseeing.”  Taking the rooms from typical to “wow” was the charge of Mathes and he explains what they wanted to achieve with this renovation, “We wanted you to walk in and feel inspired.  There’s a great dose of glamour here evoking an era past.”  The dusky blue ostrich skin headboards and leather and mesh bed skirts which were custom designed for the hotel are certainly luxurious but Mathes had even more on his mind than décor.  He continues, “While guests are saying ‘wow, it feels so good’ we also want them to realize that someone was thinking about them.”  Regular guests were invited to try out the beds that were under consideration, curved shower rods were added at guest request and special attention was paid to technology with plenty of outlets available, wiring for wi-fi accessibility was upgraded, and iPod docking stations added to the night tables.  Mathes and his team undertook this enormous turnover in just five short months and it came together smoothly thanks to a lot of advance planning and practical attention to guest expectations.  Mathes notes how he made it happen, “It’s been a fun process; we started with initial design in April 2006.  I got the planning and development schedule down to a science and it is all on spreadsheets. I’d like to make this a standard for all [Kimpton] hotels’s planning and execution process for total renewal.”

With a sea of cranes punctuating its skyline Miami is one city that seems to be in a constant state of renewal.  The Intercontinental Miami Hotel has been satisfying guests for years but rooms here are about to undergo a facelift to remain competitive with the other inventory that dots the city and draws visitors looking for a good time.  Sales and Marketing Director Chris Stampe comments on the change to his already chic rooms, “Miami itself has that image of being hip and cool and when we went about designing our guest rooms we didn’t want to look like the trendy SoBe hotels.  Our goal is to be more technology savvy.  Of course we’re adding flat panels but the key feature is going to be a phone unit that controls everything in the room and provides touch screen to access staff.”  

In addition to upgrading the technology experience Stampe, like the other hoteliers, is concerned with minimizing disturbance to guests.  He explains, “If we take out four floors at a time the two floors above and below won’t be occupied.  We’ll notify guests of the renovation, by signage upon arrival and on the website.  It’s not something we want to hide.  We hope that even though they see the signage and see it on the internet they don’t notice it while they are here. That is the goal.”   Yield management considerations drove renovations at Intercontinental and The Breakers into the summer which is their low season and the other hoteliers worked with similar plans, taking into account the demand for certain room configurations.  

Ruben, Mathes, Kilduff, and Stampe are all excited about the new changes underway at their properties but their ultimate goal is guest enjoyment and all renovations begin with one thought that Ruben sums up as, “We want to ensure there are no surprises.”   Of course if guests are so pleasantly surprised they want to return again and again to the newly renovated property that would be okay. 
