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			CHAPTER 1

			My Life in Hotels

			[image: image]People travel for the same reason as they collect works of art: because the best people do it.

			—Aldous Huxley

			I have been traveling and staying in hotels since I was six months old. I’ve stayed—and, some might argue, I have lived—in hotels most of my adult life. At the very least, hotels could be considered my second home, and certain ones qualify me for near permanent residence status.

			My official residence is Los Angeles, but in the past three years, I have spent an average of forty-seven nights a year there, few of them even consecutive. I have made the acquaintance of some of my neighbors in Los Angeles, but I know all of the bell and front desk staff at the Mark Hotel and Essex House hotels in New York, the Athenaeum in London, the Regent and the Oriental in Bangkok. When I check into these hotels, the staff often greets me by saying, “Welcome home.” I feel at home in hotels.

			Indeed, hotels are where we live much of our personal history. In nineteenth- and twentieth-century literature, so many of the modern mythical heroes eventually turn up at one of the great hotels. Murders, love affairs, business intrigue, and political negotiations, ranging from acts of war to declarations of surrender, happen at hotels. The players include arms merchants and divas, journalists and boxers, traveling salesmen like Willy Loman, and real-life characters like Ernest Hemingway. Each has his or her own special relationship with hotels.

			Hotels evolved as transportation options grew, and the types of hotels became as distinct as the fast-changing and different types of people who started to visit them. Butchers, bakers, and candlestick makers—as well as the owners of their businesses—came to stay.

			Small inns were eclipsed by skyscrapers like the Waldorf-Astoria in New York, railroad hotels in Canada dwarfed the terminals they served, and a new form of grand hotel architecture was accelerated by the appearance of hotels like the Savoy in London and the Ritz in Paris. It’s been argued that the grand hotel was one of the great innovations of the Industrial Revolution—a visible reflection and a symbol of an elevated society, as much seduced by service as demanding of it.

			With every grand hotel came not only pomp and circumstance but a sense of entitlement. If you were in the lobby, you presumably had reason to be there. If you actually had a room at the hotel, you belonged. Joan Didion once wrote that “great hotels have always been social ideas, flawless mirrors to the particular societies they service.” And that same sense of entitlement and service endures today.

			


			[image: image]  OLDEST HOTEL:         The Hoshi Ryokan in the village of Awazu, Japan, is the world’s oldest hotel. It dates back to A.D. 717, when an inn was built near a hot-water spring said to have miraculous healing properties. The waters are still celebrated for their recuperative effects, and the Ryokan now has one hundred bedrooms.

			


			Hotels still loom larger than life to me. One of the first books I read was Kay Thompson’s Eloise, which allowed me to fantasize about the wonderful exploits of this marvelous child who lived at the Plaza Hotel in New York. I remember my first visit to the Plaza, when all I could do was look up because it was the biggest thing I’d ever seen. I felt privileged to be there—and one reason was that my mother told me I was privileged to be there.

			A hotel is much more than simply bricks and mortar housing bedrooms. It is a living, breathing entity, a welcoming edifice where the front door is never locked. “You must suspend reality when you are in a hotel,” says Jon Tisch, CEO of the Loews hotels, “because you are placing your trust and safety in the hands of others.”

			The hotel concept is a fairly recent one. In colonial Boston, travelers found rest not in hotels or motels, but at local taverns and inns. Since women rarely took to the road in those days, colonial men generally frequented these roadside taverns. They slept in rustic bedrooms—often sharing beds—after spending considerable time drinking pints of beer. These taverns were centers for male bonding and conversation, and, in periods of unrest or revolution, they were the hubs for secret political meetings.

			As these precursors to the modern hotel developed beyond simple taprooms, they began to be known as “houses”—a gentler title for a much-improved environment. During the second quarter of the nineteenth century, an increasing number of travelers arrived in Boston by coach or ship, and lodging and dining houses proliferated throughout the city, many bearing patriotic names such as the American House, the Shawmut, the Adams, the Revere House. Boston’s resident houses became so genteel—and, sometimes, so luxurious—that even ladies were ably accommodated.

			


			[image: image]  MOST EXPENSIVE HOTEL ROOM:         The world’s most expensive hotel room is the Imperial Suite at the President Wilson Hotel in Geneva, Switzerland, which can be reserved for the princely sum of $33,000 per night. The suite, which is accessed by a private elevator, takes up an entire floor of the Starwood Luxury Collection hotel. It has bulletproof windows and doors and four bedrooms, all of which overlook Lake Geneva. The master bedroom boasts a dressing room and a study. The oval mahogany table in the dining room seats twenty-six guests, and the living room contains a billiards table, a cocktail lounge, and a library.

			


			SECOND PLACE GOES TO:         The Royal Suite at the Grand Resort Lagonissi in Athens, Greece. For $25,600 a night, guests get an indoor pool, a steam room, a sauna, a dining room, a private massage room, a private business center, and a private dock.

			


			THIRD PLACE GOES TO:         The Bridge Suite at the Atlantis in the Bahamas. For a mere $25,000 a night, guests get a bar lounge, an entertainment center, a kitchen, and the services of a butler.

			


			Today, of course, the numbers of and the demographics for hotels are as staggering as they are different. In the past decade, there has been unprecedented growth in the hotel business. In 1990 there were a reported 2.5 million hotel/motel guest rooms in the United States. The most recent room census indicates that the total now exceeds 4.4 million rooms.

			


			[image: image]  HIGHEST-ALTITUDE HOTEL:         The Everest View Hotel above Namche, Nepal—the village closest to Everest base camp—is at a record thirteen thousand feet above sea level.

			


			Baby boomers (age 35 to 54) generate more travel than any other age group in the United States, registering more than 241 million trips last year. Many baby boomer travelers spend a substantial amount on their trips—14 percent pay $1,000 or more for a vacation, excluding the cost of transportation. People in this group are also more likely to stay in hotels or motels, travel for business, and fly to their destinations.

			The Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) reports that at any given hour, there are sixty-one thousand people airborne over the United States, and a majority of them are headed for a hotel when they land. Thousands more travel by car to their destinations, which, more often than not, include hotels. In fact, on an average day the travel industry sells 2.5 million hotel rooms.

			


			[image: image]  NORTHERNMOST HOTEL:         The world’s most northerly hotel is the Svalbard Polar Hotel (now known as the Radisson SAS Polar Hotel) in Longyearbyen, Svalbard, Norway, at a latitude of 78°13′N.

			


			If recent history and experience are any indication, by the time we get to the front desk of any hotel, we’ve already been abused by the airline travel experience to such an extent that we arrive feeling either like refugees not wanting to be beaten anymore or like Rambo on a mission—and taking no prisoners.

			At that point, many hotel executives fail to see that they are in an enviable position: they have the power to completely turn things around and make it not only better for their guests, but truly memorable.

			Of course, most don’t seize that opportunity, and that’s what this book is all about: how to have a memorable hotel experience. It reveals the inside process of hotels, their design, and the obstacles to having a good stay. In short, this book teaches you the finesse you need to improve your hotel experience—to not only perceive but also receive value. Believe it or not, this is not only possible—it is doable, virtually every time you travel and stay in a hotel.

			I wrote the first Travel Detective book (The Travel Detective: How to Get the Best Services and the Best Deals from Airlines, Hotels, Cruise Ships, and Car Rental Agencies, Random House, 2001) as a sort of manifesto and inside guide to beating the airlines (and, yes, some hotels) at their own game, playing by their rules. But in recent years, there’s been an unfortunate trend, as many hotels apparently follow the airline model of customer service, turning the hotel experience into a commodity.

			I contend that there has been a paradigm change in the way we travel and in the expectations we have when we travel. First, travel is no longer about just the destination, it’s also about the experience. In fact, for many of us, the destination has become incidental to the experience. That experience is the focus of this book.

			Perhaps it’s more useful to describe what this book is not about. It’s not about just the price of hotel rooms and how to get a great deal. Rather, it helps you avoid the frustrations involved in the process of first finding and then staying in a hotel—and it helps you maximize the value of your stay once you are there, especially in terms of service.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Who Do You Trust?

			[image: image]It’s a matter of distribution channels. Which—or how many—do you choose in selecting a hotel? And which do hoteliers choose to distribute their inventory? Let’s start with toll-free reservation lines.

			I have always argued that you should never call a toll-free reservation number to book a room. With few exceptions, these phone numbers connect you to a central reservations clearinghouse, and the person on the other end of the line has no power or discretion to alter the quoted rate. In many cases, the rooms available from hotels that use these clearinghouses are priced much higher than the same rooms offered to people who simply walk into a hotel or call the hotel directly.

			But calling the hotel directly can also be problematic. If you invest a dollar or two in long-distance charges and call the hotel directly, you’re in trouble if you simply ask for reservations—in most cases, your call is rerouted to that clearinghouse. Instead, you need to speak directly to the hotel’s general manager, the MOD (manager on duty), or the director of sales.

			However, there is an alternative to making your own hotel reservations: you can use the services of a travel agent.

			THE TRAVEL AGENT RELATIONSHIP

			Many people still depend on travel agents to book their rooms, especially at pricier hotels and resorts where guests expect to get not just a room but that memorable experience I’ve described.

			Most people who still use travel agents claim to do so because of the convenience. But there are other factors at work in that travel agent–traveler relationship.

			Travel agents remain a key source of business for premium and luxury hotels, but the role of a good agent has changed considerably in the past ten years. “Before the Internet,” says Matthew Upchurch, who runs Virtuoso, the powerful consortium of top-tier travel agents, “agents were needed to give their clients hotel options and recommendations, presented with brochures from the recommended hotels. These days,” he explains, “the Internet is great for providing tons of hotel options and ways to reserve them. But while the Internet has made information more instantaneous, in many ways it hasn’t made the selection of a hotel any easier.”

			He’s right. Why? Most travel websites are merely online brochures, and everyone knows that the information in brochures should be taken with a big grain of salt. “A brochure won’t tell you if the room furnishings are tired,” Upchurch says, “if the property is undergoing noisy construction, or if there’s a convention of Star Trek devotees booked there for the same time period you’re there.”

			So, given the various distribution channels available to you from which to make your hotel choices, a good travel agent can certainly help you narrow your options. But beyond the matter of hotel selection, a great agent will have a relationship with the hotel management and can secure a more desirable room with a better layout and attractive view. A really great agent will negotiate special value-added components such as a room upgrade, spa treatment, gourmet meals, or limousine transport, at no additional cost to the traveler, along with prearrival arrangements to suit the traveler’s preferences and needs—selected in-room beverages, publications, pillow type, dining reservations, and transfers.

			Upchurch argues that you can sometimes find a cheaper option online to get a room at a desired hotel as opposed to going through a travel agent. “But what room have you purchased online?” he asks. “The small room that hasn’t been renovated and shares a wall with the kitchen oven vent or the elevator shaft, with a view of a brick wall or parking lot? Most of the time, good travel agents have access to the same value-rates that can be found online, but a knowledgeable agent goes the extra mile to make sure the room you think you’re reserving is the room that you’ll experience upon arrival.”

			To be sure, matching an individual with the ideal hotel and guest room within that hotel is an art form, one that requires firsthand knowledge and insider connections. Hotels have personalities and styles that must complement those of the guests in order for a satisfying experience to transpire.

			Other trends are having an impact on the selection of hotels by travelers and agents. Chain branding has evolved strongly over the past couple decades. Savvy travelers are learning what to expect from a Ritz-Carlton, Four Seasons, Mandarin Oriental, St. Regis, Orient Express, or Peninsula. But even these top hotel brands deliver a wide variety of styles and experiences within their respective hotel groups. For instance, the new Mandarin Oriental in Miami is vastly different from the Mandarin Oriental in Hong Kong—both are remarkable hotels, but one is ultracontemporary and the other is more traditional. So even with the onslaught of brand positioning, Virtuoso’s Upchurch argues—not surprisingly—that travelers still need knowledgeable agents to explain the nuances in hotel selection.

			Another trend that will further strengthen the value of a good travel consultant is the growth in popularity of boutique hotels, those with a smaller number of rooms and a distinct personality. These jewel properties are opening around the world, and they’ve been very well received by guests seeking a more intimate experience and personal recognition. Even Ritz-Carlton is launching a group of boutique hotels under the Bulgari name. Keeping track of these smaller, unique hotels will make the role of the travel agent that much more valuable to the traveler.

			How do travel agents keep up with all this detailed information and all these personal contacts? Many agents have chosen to specialize in a particular destination or type of travel. For instance, if you want to go to Istanbul, you may be best served by a travel consultant who specializes in Turkey, and Istanbul in particular. When an agent decides to specialize in a destination, it usually means that the chosen destination is his or her passion, and that’s great for the traveler. No one knows a destination and its lodging, dining, and recreational options like a true specialist, and no one is better connected with key contacts at the destination.

			Beyond being a specialist, a travel agent can negotiate the best value for a traveler if he or she is part of a larger network and can flex the muscle and influence of a large combined buying power. For example, Virtuoso travel consultants have a combined annual buying power of more than $2.5 billion, and they can use that influence to negotiate the best values, amenities, and upgrades.

			Why do hotel executives continue to cater to the travel agent community? It’s simple: happy guests are more likely to become return guests, and they’re more likely to refer their friends and colleagues. By working with top travel agents and taking the time to fully educate them on all aspects of the property, along with being honest with them about any challenges that exist, a hotel has the best chance of attracting clients that are the right fit for the experience provided, which ultimately gives the hotel and the agent the best chance of having satisfied guests and clients. Basically, top agents are savvy sales force extensions, and they’re not paid (via commission) unless they make sales, so it remains a very attractive business model for premium and luxury hotels.

			All in all, the selection of a hotel comes down to accountability. If you rely on a good travel agent to handle your travel planning and reservations, you have someone to turn to if any problem arises—someone who can correct the situation immediately. However, the ability to get such problems resolved often depends on price point. Below a certain price point—about $150 a night—most of us have diminished expectations for our hotel. Above that price point, the accountability factor weighs in.

			The arguments for using the services of a great travel agent aren’t new. For example, all of us can go to a well-stocked grocery store and buy the ingredients for a superb meal, but few of us can orchestrate those ingredients to create a true gourmet meal. A top travel consultant is like a chef who knows exactly which travel elements to combine to create a rewarding and memorable experience that perfectly matches and exceeds the expectations of the client. If you don’t appreciate the skill required to achieve that, try making your own beef Wellington sometime—or arranging your own vacation itinerary. If you’re like me, you’ll be much happier relying on an expert in either scenario.

			And within the travel agent community there are a number of other “elite” agent clubs—designed by the suppliers themselves—to create specialists. There are groups ranging from the Aruba Certified Expert program to “Aussie specialist” programs. And, yes, there’s even a College of Disney Knowledge for travel agents. Most of these destination specialist programs are obviously geared toward motivating the travel agent as seller, but then what motivates you as a buyer are information and choice—and chances are better with one of these specialists that you’ll get both.

			But before you book with a travel agent, you should also consider this issue in terms of the agent’s relationship with a hotel or resort. Many travel agents receive commissions not just on the room you book (and the rate you pay) but on the entire portfolio, which means they get a percentage in the form of a commission on anything you do at the hotel, whether it’s dining at the hotel restaurant, using the spa, or playing nine holes on the golf course.

			A preferred supplier relationship between the travel agent and the hotel may, in fact, get you a better room, and sometimes even a better rate, but you have an additional negotiating position here in the form of a rebate directly to you. Most agents would rather I not tell you this, for obvious reasons. But keep in mind that there is always room to negotiate, even with your travel agent.

			Indeed, we live in a world of specialization. And Virtuoso remains my favorite consortium of expert travel agents.

			SHOPPING THE INTERNET

			The issue always comes down to price. Enter the explosive world of the Internet—and “explosive” may even be an understatement. The Internet has revolutionized not only the way we research hotel rooms but also the way we purchase them. It is a brave new world, and for people who know how to play the Internet game, the buyer’s market is definitely your friend. But before you go shopping for discounts across the board, you need to consider these incontrovertible hotel finance facts.

			Hotels can’t make it on their room rates anymore. One reason is that some hoteliers simply spent too much money to either build, buy, or renovate their properties. Consider the venerable Clift Hotel in San Francisco, which recently filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection from its creditors. Historically, a room at the Clift was always expensive—as far back as 1915 when it was a private hotel, then when it was one of the Four Seasons hotels, and recently when it was purchased and renovated by Ian Schrager. But the new incarnation of the Clift happened at a time of major hotel developments in San Francisco, the dot-com meltdown, a sagging economy, and the fear of travel fallout from the events of September 11, 2001.

			Schrager spent $80 million to buy the place and another $50 million for a major renovation. Journalist Chris Barnett did the math: at 373 rooms, that meant an investment of $348,525 per room. Based on traditional amortization and debt service formulas, the hotel should be charging $350 per night for a room. But these days in San Francisco—and in so many other cities—supply is greatly outdistancing demand. Rates are depressed. And lately, a room at the Clift runs about $175. Perhaps that’s why the bar there charges $11 for a mojito.

			Can the Clift survive? Perhaps, but it’s entirely possible that someone else may enter the picture, buy the hotel at a bargain price, charging about the same rate for rooms, and actually make a profit. This was clearly the case in the 1980s when Japanese investors spent huge sums of money to buy hotels that would never make a profit, given their purchase price. The Hyatt Waikoloa on the big island of Hawaii was built for something like $350 million. From almost the start, the hotel could not meet its debt service. Ultimately, the hotel was sold to Hilton for $90 million, and three months later, while actually charging less for rooms, the hotel was operating in the black. Hilton was able to lower the rates and still make money because the debt had been considerably diminished.

			On the one hand, hotels are doing everything they can to cut back costs. On the other hand, their room rates have never been lower. This is where the Internet comes into play.

			Let’s continue with the premise that everything in travel is negotiable. A hotel deal offered by a travel agent, especially one with a preferred supplier relationship with the hotel, is negotiable beyond the initial offer. So are most deals offered on the Internet—and in many cases, Internet deals can be negotiated way beyond the initial offer. But before finding out how to pull that off, you need some history.

			The Internet could be the single most powerful tool for smart travelers. It can also be a trap. The numbers are both seductive and daunting. The amount of online leisure and business travel booked without a travel agent grew a whopping 37 percent to $28 billion in 2002. To put that in perspective, 15 percent of all travel in 2002 was booked online. As you are reading this, global online travel sales are expected to reach $80 billion. PhoCusWright, which tracks the travel industry, estimates that hotel bookings online will increase from 9 percent of total gross bookings to one in five (20 percent) in the next year or so.

			What this means is that some ninety-six million of us are now using the Internet for our travel needs, compared to twelve million in 1997. But is that necessarily a good thing? The answer is no.

			The Internet is certainly a solution for many people who are looking for low airfares. But it is not always the answer when it comes to booking a hotel room.

			As I’ve mentioned, it makes no sense to call a hotel’s toll free number to make a reservation, because you almost always are directed to a clearinghouse that sells rooms at the highest possible rates with no room for negotiation. The call may be free, but you pay way too much for your room. Instead, I suggested that you call the hotel directly, speak to the manager on duty or the director of sales, people who can act as arbiters of their own inventory. They know, to a room, what the hotel’s occupancy really is and are in the best position to negotiate, since an ironclad rule of the hotel business is that an unsold room is revenue a hotel can never recoup once the sun rises.

			With the advent of the Internet, many travelers chose the expediency of making online hotel reservations, browsing for the best deals among various websites. Shopping on the Web is an excellent idea, but buying there can be another potential problem. So I still recommend that you deal with hotels to make reservations. Shop first on the Internet, get your calculator out, and then call the hotel directly. You may think that’s too time consuming, but it could save you a lot of money. And in many cases, it also allows the hotel to earn more from renting you a room.

			THIRD-PARTY WEBSITES

			The original rationale for websites to market rooms for hotels was that this practice would help the hotels sell distressed inventory—that is, rooms that would otherwise go unsold. The situation was complicated with the entry of opaque websites, such as Hotwire and Priceline, that allowed many hotels to practice what amounted to plausible deniability with their parent corporations: a hotel could officially publish a certain rate and even post that rate on its own proprietary website, then dump excess rooms on the discount market. Initially, and at least on paper, this represented a win-win situation for the hotels and the websites. But the growth of third-party Internet booking sites has made managing hotel rates and inventory nearly impossible for many hotels, which means that it may not be a winning situation for anyone but the websites themselves.

			For example, one major hotel in St. Louis faced an embarrassing excess of empty rooms. The hotel normally rented these rooms for as low as $139 per night. At the same time, the hotel’s management estimated that it was costing $23 per day to ser-vice each room, rented or not. So it unloaded the excess rooms to one opaque website for $37, with the argument that some revenue, however small, was better than none at all.

			The website, in turn, marked up the room to $89—$50 less than the official hotel rate. Travelers were happy, because they saved $50 per night. On paper, the hotel was happy because it didn’t lose money. Or did it?

			The websites undeniably sold many of those rooms that would otherwise have gone unoccupied. But as travelers discovered this new electronic distribution channel, an increasing number chose to use only the websites to book rooms, and, as a result, hotels started discounting a lot of rooms they didn’t really need to discount. Their inventory of rooms wasn’t really distressed to that degree. The demand curve was actually inelastic—when hotels lowered their prices, they also lowered their revenue. In the meantime, smart travelers who could do the math simply split the difference and were even happier. They called a hotel directly and made an offer—in this example, $59 a night. The hotel had good reason to agree to this. Under the original Web deal, it would earn just $37, while the website would make $52 more. When travelers called the hotel directly and negotiated, they saved $80 a night and the hotel made $22 more than if it had done the Web deal—a more satisfactory situation all around.

			Many third-party websites, such as Expedia, Travelocity, or Hotels.com, mark up hotel rooms between 24 and 40 percent above the net rate the hotel gives them. That’s huge. How huge? It wasn’t that long ago that hotels used to complain about paying travel agent commissions. The third-party websites can actually triple that amount in markup.) But wait—the deal gets even sweeter for the third-party websites. These Internet sites charge local taxes on the sell rate, then they add a service charge. They pay the hotel the net rate they originally negotiated, as well as the tax on the net rate, but they pocket the tax and ser-vice charge on the difference between the net rate and the marked-up portion of the sell rate to the customer.

			For example, a hotel gives website A a net rate of $100. The website agrees to pay the hotel $100 plus applicable taxes for every room it sells. Let’s say the tax is 12.45 percent and the website charges you $150 to rent that room, which the hotel normally rents for $180. Based on this formula, the website sends the hotel a check for $112.45. But since they charged you $150 for the room plus $18.68 in tax (12.45 percent of $150) plus their service charge, the website nets $50 plus $6.23 for the difference between the tax charged to the customer and the tax paid to the hotel, plus the amount of the service charge. It’s an advantageous profit position for them, and it results in lost tax revenues for cities and states. But the real bottom line is that you actually paid more than you needed to for that room.

			Now let’s apply this formula to the bigger picture. A major hotel getting business from the Internet could easily sell fifty-five thousand room-nights per year. If you calculate the markup and what these websites charge for taxes they aren’t really collecting, the result represents a $250,000 money shift and lost tax revenues.

			From a consumer perspective, at least in the short term, this is great news for travelers. If you know the average website markup (and now you know because I told you), simply call the hotel directly and split the difference between the net rate the hotel gave the website and the rate the website is charging. In most cases, the hotel is willing to negotiate a deal like this. It’s a win-win proposition: more money for them, less money out of your pocket.

			INTERNET LOW-RATE GUARANTEES

			Website low-rate guarantees have to do with so-called rate integrity, which is probably as oxymoronic as the terms “postal service” and “airline food.”

			The aim of every hotel is to post a room rate and then stick to that rate. But I haven’t found a hotel yet that’s able to hold its rates, except during the peak holiday periods, especially with multiple distribution channels competing in a travel market directed by, if not frequently dominated by, the Internet. This is problematic for hotels. A recent survey by the Center for Hospitality Research at Cornell University revealed that hotels won’t increase their revenue by discounting rates during slow economic times because consumers have learned to use the Internet to find discounts on rooms they intended to purchase anyway.

			Virtually every hotel website, whether it is owned by the hotel corporation itself (Hilton, Hyatt, InterContinental) or is a third-party website, “guarantees” that it offers the lowest hotel room rates. That frequently turns out to be inaccurate. For example, Hotels.com advertises “up to 70% off hotel rooms,” and that it has the lowest rates, “guaranteed.” In actuality, however, in almost every hotel rooms are priced daily based on demand as measured by extremely sophisticated yield management software, and there are no longer official “rack rates” to discount from. There is no real discounting because pricing is set daily or even more frequently during the day. The competition in the marketplace dictates prices, and third-party websites like Hotels.com create an open view to all properties on the website, thereby causing downward pressure on prices.

			Further, when a room at a hotel is priced very low on Hotels.com, it is likely that a traveler who reserves it will end up with the least desirable room in the hotel—it’s the equivalent of that pair of four-inch red stilettos left over from the previous Christmas shopping season that is marked way down by midsummer.

			Only the opaque websites consistently offer better prices than anyone else, but then the consumer has no control over the value of the purchase—in essence, trading need-to-know information for price. Sometimes you luck out and get a good value; the rest of the time you can end up in a disappointing mess. Hoteliers are selling their remaining inventory at the last minute for whatever they can get. Many try only to cover the cost of cleaning the room plus $5 or so. (Remember the St. Louis hotel and its $23 net rate?)

			The use of the websites has grown so fast—exponentially, in fact—that it caught a lot of mainstream hotel chains off guard. As a result, more and more hotels began to lose control of their own inventory. A real battle ensued between the major chain hotel groups and their own franchisees. The chains insisted on retaining officially posted room rates, but the franchisees argued that they couldn’t sell rooms at those rates and needed to get heads in beds at any price.

			As the battle continues, the major hotel brands have gotten tough on their individual properties. Chains like InterContinental and Marriott are promising their guests
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