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COMBINED, THE TERMS SOUND LESS THAN INVITING. 
BUT IN THE 1990s, HOTELS OF THIS TYPE HAVE BECOME 
AMERICA'S HOTELS OF CHOICE. 
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J O F I W A R R K N B A R N A 

Over the past five years, while 
urban planners have focused 
their attention on the city's 

inability to gel a single new convention 
hotel built near the George R. Brown 
Convention Center, a Iresh building type 
has quietly arisen to dominate the hospi-
tality landscape in Houston. Perhaps 
because it has taken place on the city's 
fringes rather than in its center, this 
change has attracted little notice. But 
noticed or not, the change has been dra-
matic, with more hotel rooms being built 
in Houston during the last hall decade 
than at any period since the 1960s. 

According to PKF Consulting, which 
d<ies the annual hotel report for the city 
of I louston, I IN new hotels, accounting 
for more than 26,000 rooms, have been 
built in the Houston area since 1994. 
They've sprung up like mushrooms on 
I-10, Beltway 8, 1-45, US 290, and US 59, 
clustering at exits and fill ing up available 
space on feeder roads. All these new 
hotels have been one ot two types, the 
limited-service hotel or the extended sta) 
hotel. Together, these two t) pes represent 
a kind of building that didn't exist before 
about 1990. Not thai there's no prece-
dent for this sort of lodging: limitcd-ser-
ucc hotel and extended-stay hotel are in 

fact explanatory terms for what would 
have once simply been called motets — 
informal lodging places with moderate 
room rates, limned ul any) dining facili-
ties and public spaces, suburban loca-
tions, and easy, drive-up access. 

The guest rooms of both these new 
hotel types are only subtly different l imn 
those built in previous decades. Limited-
service hotels feature the light hedroom-
and-hathroom units that have always typ-
ified motels, with the difference that 
today's rooms are slightly longer in plan 
to accommodate a small desk with a tele-
phone and extra phone lacks lor hooking 
computers up to the Internet. In extend-
ed-stay hotels, on the other hand, a suite 
is formed by separating the bedroom 
from the work area, which has a small 
kitchen counter on one side and a small 
sitting room with a couch, a table and 
chairs, and a television on the other. 

t i n the surface, it's a familiar motel 
type arrangement. A major difference, 
however, stems from the changed psycho-
logical climate that surrounds travel these 
days: Where motels were traditionally 
organized around courtyards, with exteri-
or entry to each guest room, limited-ser-
vice and extended staj hotels cluster their 
rooms on interior double-loaded corri-

dors and permit entry only through one 
or two piimis, to give the guests a greater 
sense of security. It's parr of the overall 
landscape ol threat we all inhabit. 

» 
With all its recent spate of construction, 
I louston has been a leading player in a 
national trend toward limited-service 
and extended-stay hotels. According to 
Professor Clinton Rappole of the 
University of Houston Conrad Milton 
College of Hotel anil Restaurant man-
agement, since 199() the only full-ser-
vice hotels — those with full dining 
facilities, lots of puhl i i spate for meet-
ings and gatherings, big lobbies, and 
relatively high room rates — built have 
been in cities that are themselves tourist 
destinations, such as Orlando, San 
Antonio, and New York, or near the 
nation's theme parks. 

But while new full-service hotels have 
been few and far between, the number of 
limited-stay and extended-stay hotels has 
exploded: In I louston, says PKF 
I onsulting, the limited stay and extend-
ed-stay rooms added since 1994 now 
account for 16 percent of the city's avail-
able hotel space. Nation wide, industry 
analysts report, the upsurge in limited-
sta> and extended-stay hotels has led to a 
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While downtown hotels have been lew 
and far between, on Houston's outer 
edges hotel construction has boomed in the 
1990s, with more than 100 extended-stay 
and limited-service facilities opening their 
doors along the city's interstates. 
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'!) percent increase in hotel space. 
It's a crowded field: hoteliers compet-

ing for the limited-stay and extended-stay 
customers include Southwood, l a Quin ts , 
Hays Inn, Wingatc, t andlcwood. Mar-
runt iwith brands including Marriott 
( OUTtyard, Townel'lace Suites. Residence 
Inn, and Springhill Suites), Drutry Inn, 
and the French company Accor (with its 
six brands: Minitel, Sotitel, Novotel , 
Mcrcurc, Ibis, and — surprisingly, since 
us .uls used to mock other hotels for 
offering such unncccssariK i xpcnxive lux-
uries as I'rcnch milled soap — Morel 6.1 

And that c rowded field can create a 
crowded roadside. At the intersection of 
1-1(1 and Heltway H, five limited-stay 
and extended-stay propert ies have been 
built in the last two years. On a stretch 
of the Sam I louston Tollway, eight 
limited-service and extended-stay hotels 
can be found within a mile of each 
other. Na t ionwide , these new hotels 
have fended to spring up where popula-
tion .IIHI cniplo) mem are grow ing 
lastcst, and where there has been the 
longest drought in hotel construct ion. 
Ergo, the growing suburban edges erf 
Houston and other Sunbelt cities have 
been where they've clustered. 

They cluster in other ways, as well: 

Marriott has starred building as many .is 
four of its properties on a single block — 
Townel'lace Suites for extended stays. 
Courtyard for one-to-two-night stays, 
Residence Inn tor longer stays at a lower 
price than Townel' lace. and Springhill 
Suites, priced between Townel'lace and 
Courtyard. Each of these hotels caters to 
a different type of traveler and a different 
puce point. 

As the Marriott example shows, the 
limited-stay and extended-stay hotel types 
were born out of a move to greater and 
greater segmentation in the hospitality 
market. No longer can a single type of 
hotel serve vacationers, conventioneers, 
and all levels of business travelers, 
Divisions, by price and location, within 
each ol those groups are also important. 
Some convention-goers want a location in 
the city center, while others look for near-
by theme parks or industries that the 
hotels have clustered around. Some vaca-
tioning families want an upscale hotel, 
while others are squeezing budgets. Scum-
business travelers wain lirst-class accom-
modations, while the more numerous 
" road-warr ior" salesmen, service person-
nel, and consultants, constantly on the 
road to see clients M\A prospects, arc 
routed to cost-saving limited-stay and 

extended-stay hotel properties. The hotel 
industry has been sorting itself out to 
provide for them all, with the limited-stay 
and extended-stay hotels emerging as the 
most flexible and efficient types. 

Aside from the marker pressure, sev-
eral other factors have led to what indus-
try analysts routinely refer to as a frenzy 
of limited-stay and extended-stay hotel 
building since 1994. first is their low cost 
of construction. Says Clinton Rappole, 
"the rule of rhumb for hotel pricing is 
one dollar in room rent for each $ 1,000 
in construction cost per room." Houston 
architect C.C. Lee of STOA International, 
whose clients have included Wingatc, 
I lampion Inn and Suites, Comfort Inn. 
and Days Inn, points out that while 
construction costs lor a typical full-ser-
vice hotel will run more than $100 ,000 
per guest room, construction costs for 
typical limited-service hotels range from 
$40,000 to $50,000, while extended-stay 
h o n k come in at around $75,000 per 
room. Such savings stem partly from low 
land prices, says Lee, but the) are also 
related to the project type's typically 
lightweight construction. 

Some limited-service and extended-
si.n hotels are built to be operated In a 
parent company, and those tend to be 

solidly constructed. Wyndham Hotel's 
extended-stay hotel propert ies , tor 
example, have poured-in-place concrete 
frames. Newer l a QIIIIH.I hotels have 
masonry walls. 

Hut those an- exceptions. Most limited-
sl.n and extended-stay hotels are built bv 
investors or speculators who are seeking 
a rapid resale. At these hotels the empha-
sis, with dreary predictability, is on hold 
ing down First-dollar costs by using the 
lightest construction methods and flim-
siest finishes and fixtures allowed bv the 
building codes. Most [united-service and 
i xrended M.I\ hotels are wood framed in 
a style indistinguishable from apartment 
or tract house construction, even though 
Tlu-\ m i\ hold linn, than 1 >0 roi ims and 
stand up to four stones tall. They are 
usually skinned with insulating panels 
and sprayed-on stucco or clapboard sid-
ing. Residential imagery and reminders of 
residential scale, intended to convey 
familiarity, friendliness, and accessibility, 
are important parts ol the appeal of these 
hotels, and they make possible the use of 
low-cost construction and materials from 
typical suburban housing. 

I hough one might think that a little 
architectural distinctiveness would go a 
long way toward establishing an identity 
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in a c rowded market , the emphasis on 
ho ld ing d o w n costs has resulted in l i t t le 
thought being g iven to arch i tec tura l 
amenity. Sued beside freeways and ma jo r 
streets and f ronted by acres o f p a r k i n g , 
these bui ld ings are a lmost complete ly 
d ivorced I r o m the landscape and the sur-
r ound in g urban fabr ic. Some have car-
shad ing canopies, but most do not. ["here 
is neither the in fo rma l i t y o l a 1950s-era 
motel nor the stunted m o n u m c n l a l i n ol ,i 
mid-r ise I970s-era feeder-road H o l i d a y 
Inn . The design features that do show up 
tend to focus on m a k i n g the hotels look 
as much as possible l ike suburban t ract 
hous ing, w i t h the sort o f mu l t ip le -p i tched 
roo l lmcs found on recent houses th rough 
ou t Sunbelt suburbs and w i n d o w s clus-
tered in to readable uni ts . 

I he second factor that explains the 
b o o m in l imi ted-stay and extended-stay 
hotels is the eff ic iency o f opera t ion they 
offer. T h e lack o f k i tchens and d in ing 
facil i t ies (propert ies that do prov ide 
breakfast for their guests typical ly do so 
in then lobbies, w i t h service l im i ted to a 
single counter for packaged foods w i t h a 
coffee u rn and a mic rowave) cuts not just 
cons t ruc t ion but also opera t ing costs. I be 
lack of large single-purpose meet ing 
spaces and pub l ic spaces max imizes the 
square footage devoted to revenue-pro-
duc ing guest - rooms. It is also s t r i k ing to 
note that nearly every extended-stay and 
l imi ted-stay hotel one sees features nidi 
v idua! r o o m a i r - cond i t i on ing un i ts . Since 
the w i n d o w uni ts are cheaper than an 
equivalent amount o l centra! an i qu ip 
ment , fo rego ing central air saves up - f r on t 
costs. The w i n d o w uni ts save in other 
ways , t oo . They are easy to service, ma in -
t a i n , and replace, and they lower space 
requirements and the expense o f insula-
t ion and d u c t w o r k . T o o , when guests 
aren' t in their rooms , they are shut o f f , 
reduc ing power costs. Cent ra l air, on the 
o ther hand , has to w o r k for the who le 
e n d ised space cont inuously . 

Kut perhaps the most dramat ic ef f i -
ciency ot l imi ted stay and extended-stay 
hotel designs shows up m their employee 
count . Accord ing to industry f igures, in 
1987 the hotel industry averaged 86 
employees per UK) guest rooms, whi le in 
1998 that f igure stood at 74 employees 
per 100 guest rooms. In a 1998 industry 
newsletter, analyst H j n m Hanson o l 
Pr iceWaterhouseCoopers a t t r i bu ted this 
change to "greater l im i t ed -sen ice. 
employee empowerment , and technology." 

Acco rd ing to archi tect C.C. Lee, the 
employee empowermen t Hanson cites 

usually translates i n t o more job duties. 
"Whereas in the old-sty le ho te l , you 
might have one person for each j ob , n o w 
one person may have three j obs , " l e e 
says. He adds that the design o f the l im i t -
ed-service and extended-stay hotels reflect 
tins multi-tasking environment. For 
example , he notes, the f ront desk and 
management off ice are n o w typ ica l ly 
adjacent to each other and l inked by a 
large w i n d o w , meaning a single employee, 
s i t t ing in ihe of f ice t o w o r k on employee 
records, can keep an eye on the f ront 
desk and check customers in or ou t as 
they appear. Previously, the maintenance-
area w o r k r o o m and laundry r o o m 
w o u l d be located at the far end o f a hotel 
or mo te l ; now they, t oo , are located near 
the of f ice, so that f ront-desk stal l can 
share m the tasks per fo rmed (here. M o s t 
o f the extended-stay and l im i ted stay 
hotels operate w i t h fewer maids than tra 
d i t i ona l hotels; they s imply al lot a greater 
po r t i on o f the day for c leaning up rooms , 
meaning that lo r some guests they may 
not be avai lable un t i l .? or 4 in the after-
n o o n , rather than before n o o n . 

Ano ther factor, one that's aided par-
t icular ly in the g r o w t h o l the extended-
stay hotels, has been the burgeon ing 
ranks o f t rave l ing salesmen, consul tants, 
and service personnel . As the number of 
regular ly ou t -o f - thc-o f f i cc employees has 
increased, many companies have reduced 
their o w n off ice space, and begun t reat ing 
I I l ike hotels o f k i n d , w i t h worke rs w h o 
have returned for a wh i le to their head-
quarters using tempora ry spaces that w i l l 
later be used by yet other workers . In 
1995 it was repor ted that Aetna 
Insurance has some M) percent fewer 
of f ice spaces than it has people to use 
them. I luis those extra phone |.u k-. in 
i x iended sia\ h o l d s . As the home off ice 
has become more l ike a ho te l , hotels 
have, w i t h very l i t t le capi ta l investment , 
recreated themselves as suites o f off ices. 

• 

I-veil such a s t r i k i ng l y ef f ic ient new 
concept as extended-stay and l im i ted 
service hotels w o u l d no t have e x p l o d e d 
so rap id ly had there no t been money 
t o f inance the e x p a n s i o n . For l i m i t e d -
sen ice and ex tended st.s\ hotels m 
H o u s t o n and t h r o u g h o u t the c o u n t r y , 
l l i , I I money has come f r o m Real I stale 
Investment Trusts (REITs ) , c o r p o r a t i o n s 
ih . i i . in- sheltered I r o m co rpo ra te 
income taxes as long as ihey invest 
on ly in c o m m e r c i a l real estate and meet 
cer ta in o the r tests. Though au tho r i zed 
under leg is la t ion f i rs t passed in 1968, 
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Top; Elevation thawing typical suburban appearance of extended-slay and limited-service hotels. Above: This 
Floor plan makes clear haw a lack ol large public spaces allows for an increased number of revenue-generating 
guest rooms. 

u n t i l abou t 1992 REITs p layed on l y a 
l i m i t e d ro le in c o m m e r c i a l real estate. I n 
1986 , Congress a l te red the law g o v e r n -
ing REITs to a l l o w them to not o n l y 
o w n p roper t y , bu t t o manage it as w e l l . 
I IK pre\ o>os s i t ua t i on , in u hie Ii iu.ni 

agers c o u l d act c o n t r a r y t o the interests 
o f o w n e r s , had scared o f f i nves to rs , a n d 
I I was hoped tha t the change w o u l d 
increase c o m m e r c i a l c o n s t r u c t i o n . Hut a 
na t i ona l real estate recession dampened 
the effect o f this ru le change, and i i 
wasn ' t u n t i l the ear ly 1990s that th ings 
began t o i m p r o v e . In 1992 , there were 
142 RKITs w i t h $15 .5 b i l l i o n in marke t 
c a p i i a h / . u i on ; i he h 'How ing yeai I h.n 
j u m p e d to $.12 b i l l i o n in m a r k e t c a p i t a l -
i z a t i o n , and by M a y o f 1999 the cap i ta l 
ava i lab le to the 2 1 9 pub l i c l y held RKITs 
was $ 1 4 5 . 5 b i l l i o n . 

M u c h of tha i money f l owed in to the 
hospi ta l i ty industry, par t icu lar ly in to its 
hottest sectors, the low-end ( l imited-ser-
vice hotel I and mid- range (extended-stay 
hote l ) , w h i c h rou t ine ly generated returns 
ranging f r o m 20 percent t o T5 percent 
annual ly for the first four years. 

S t i l l , for a l l the cons t ruc t i on over 
the l i s t ha l f -decade, the day o f the 
l imi ted-serv ice and extended-stay hote l 
b o o m may al ready be over. In 1997, 
annua l re turns fo r hote l RKITs fell t o 10 
percent. A n d in 1998, the U.S. Treasury 
depar tmen t announced p roposed ru le 
changes t o c u r b the pract ice o f c rea t ing 
"pape r - c l i p R K I T s " in w h i c h owne rsh ip 
and management companies were jo ined 

fo r stock purposes, w h i l e c o n t i n u i n g on 
the i r o w n as i n d i v i d u a l l y opera ted ent i 
t ies. A l t h o u g h indus t r y analysts w r o t e 
that the ru le changes w o u l d have l i t t le 
effect on the hotel marke r , it comb ined 
w i t h fears that the l im i ted-s tay and 
extended-stay hote l sectors o f the mar -
ket had become sa tu ra ted , and investors 
star ted ba i l i ng out o f K i l l s . In 1998, 
the a m o u n t o f money c o m i n g to RKITs 
specia l iz ing in hotels fell f r o m the 1997 
level by 44 percent. 

At the m o m e n t , wha t money remains 
fo r investment in hotels is being d i rected 
to ful l-service and luxu ry hotels. In 
I l ous ton , the effect o f this shift has 
already become apparent ; the Wh i teha l l 
I l o te l , near the 1 lyat i Regency d o w n -
t o w n , is t o be reopened soon, and 
S ta rwood C o r p o r a t i o n , the count ry 's 
largest hotel p ropr ie to r and k ing o f the 
paper-c l ip RKITs, bough t the o ld Ritz 
Ca r l t on I In te l , re furb ished i t , and 
renamed u the L u x u r y Co l l ec t i on . 

Hut even as the money heads else-
where , the effect o f the extended-stay and 
l imited-service hotel frenzy o f the last five 
years remains. Industry analysts protect 
the average l i fe-expectancy o l the coun -
try 's extended-stay and l imited-service 
propert ies at 40 years — w h i c h , to any-
one w h o has seen some go ing up, seems a 
l i t t le op t im is t i c — whi le the more sol id ly 
bui l t projects cou ld wel l last longer. So as 
ephemeral .is thej l ook , i xtended sta) 
and l imited-service hotels w i l l p robab ly 
be here fo r qu i te some t ime to c o n n . • 


