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Being the best is only part of the battle for status. One also has to be 

recognized as being the best. 

I n a 1995 survey, The Public Pulse, 
the Roper Starch Company re- 
ported that staying in luxury hotels 
had risen to the top of the list of 
American status symbols. Com- 
menting on this development, 
Roper Starch’s analysts wrote: 

That’s quite a change from the 
198Os, when status was associated 
more with prestige, like being a top 
executive of a large corporation or 
belonging to a private club. 
The [status symbols] Americans 
aspire to don’t involve power or 
prestige so much as personal 
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comfort. Americans are after crea- 
ture comforts these days.! 

Despite the emergence of staying 
in luxury hotels as a status symbol- 
and the current strong performance 
of upscale hotels-we have found 
little attention being paid by the 
hospitality press to the meaning of 
status.2 For its part, the industry has 
not missed the renewed interest in 
upscale accommodations.” We be- 
lieve, however, that hotel operators 
should consider the implications of 
status theory in attracting customers 
and thus avoid a repeat of the un- 
successful, amenities-laden approach 
that engaged so many hotel compa- 
nies in the 1980s. 

Status is not merely a matter of 
bricks and mortar (or of marble and 
chandeliers). Rather, status is an 
intangible and changeable element 
that is “in the eye of the beholder.” 
Simply replicating a successful 
competitor’s physical features or 
service levels, for example, will not 
necessarily result in status recogni- 
tion for a hotel chain, as several 
operators learned in the 1980s (and 
even earlier). Clarion, Renaissance, 
and Crowne Plaza, for instance- 
each of which was developed by a 
mid-level operator-struggled for 
cachet. Only in the 1990s have 
those brands (separated from their 
original firms) gained upscale status. 
Even then, they do not approach 
the status levels of more distinctive 

‘See: Roper Starch Company, Inc., 7%~ Pcrbiic 
P&P: Reperk ~~~~~rj~~ti~Je Report m W%ar Ameri- 

cans are T~~i~i~i~r~, Doinoinfi, and Buyitzg (New York: 
A.W. Miller,January 1993, p. 5. 

z For a discussion of the recent strength of 
upscale and luxury hotels, see: Randeli A. Smith 

and John D. Lesure,“The U.S. Lodging Industry 
Today,” on pages 18-25 of this issue of Gw~ell 
QUOYtdy. 

3 See, for example: Stephen Kushmore, ,4n 
~~~e~b~~~r Overview 03 tke Cr. S. Lo&n2 Industry 
(Mine&, NY: HVS International, 1996). During 
a February 10, 1997, presentauon at the Cornell 
University School of Hotel Administration’s 
course in hospitality real-estate finance, Rush- 
more predicted that investment in full-service 

properties would increase, and that development 
of new properties was on the horizon. 

operators. In giving the above ex- 
amples and others throughout this 
article, we do not imply that those 
hotels are not well run, but certain 
chains or properties have captured a 
status position, as judged by outside 
observers, while others have f&d 
to do so.’ This article attempts to 
capture the essence of how status 
applies to some luxury hotels but 
not to others. 

We argue that status hotels con- 
stitute a discrete group that uses 
status as a point of differentiation. 
The point of difference between 
these hotels and their non-status 
(albeit luxurious) counterparts may 
be traced specifically to the status 
hotels’ ability to broadcast their 
status. This point is important for 
operators that have acquired upscale 
chains, as Marriott has done with its 
partial takeover of Ritz-Carlton and 
acquisition of Renaissance; Sheraton 
in its purchase of CIGA and subse- 
quent acquisition by Starwood; and 
Radisson’s license arrangement to 
operate Regent properties. Good as 
they are, Marriott, Sheraton, and 
Radisson are not generally known 
as operators of status hotels (al- 
though one or another of Sheraton’s 
“luxury collection” properties, now 
owned by Starwood, may hold that 
distinction). Precisely because five- 
star hotels seek to sell status rather 
than mere lodging. these companies 
must consider the meaning of status 
if they wish to gain the necessary 
cachet for their chains. 

In this article we distill from ex- 
isting literature a theoretical consen- 

JStatus-seekers are loath to own up to trying 
to impress others, making empirical quantitative 
research difficult. Because an explicit status- 
rating system for hotels is lacking, the authors 
have chosen to tire excelience ratings as ex- 

pressed nons~ienti~~al~y hy opinion polls or 
pads. While some might argue that the differ- 
ences in excellence are real and derwe from 
berter service systems or superior offerings, the 
authors have sought to compare hotels with 
similar product and service qualities to implicitly 
suggest that the final ditttwmt~ating factor iq 
percewed status. 

sus about what denotes status. We 
test that consensus against some 
noteworthy hospitality examples 
and develop a list of concerns for 
hospitality managers operating full- 
service, status-worthy establishments. 
Finally, we look at some of the forces 
driving the industry as those forces 
relate to status. 

The Elements of Status 
Status is difficult to define, even 
though its importance as a ~lotivator 
of behavior has been documented 
since early times. One aspect of sta- 
tus is conspicuous consumption, 
particularly if such consumption 
could be termed flagrant or irratio- 
nal. Along this line, researchers have 
noted Cleopatra’s brewing of unpal- 
atable tea composed of ground 
pearls, the wearing of ostentatious 
and uncomfortable crown jewels by 
monarchs, and people’s contempo- 
rary preference for light-colored 
raincoats, silks, and other difficult- 
to-maintain materials.” Early studies, 
furthermore, established the connec- 
tion of tradition and expense in status 
displayb6 Wealthy ancient Greeks, for 
instance, used the large-size door 
keys of their day as a status symbol, 
employing a slave to carry decorated 
keys that advertised the need to lock 
their possessions.7 Indeed, Adam 
Smith went so far as to suggest that 
the acquisition of wealth is primarily 
for the purpose of display.’ From 

j See: John Rae, T/w Sociofo&nl Theory oJCapifal, 
Beiy n Complete Reprint of the P&w j)l;wipies of 
P&i& Erirnomy, 1834 (London: MacMillan and 
co., 1903). 

b See: John Motley, i\‘ew Dress For S~:ccess (New 
York: Warner. 1988). 

‘See: Stephen Rushmore and Caroli;n Malone, 
“Keys and Hotel Security,” Cornell FIo?el md 
Resrotrranr Adrwinix-rrotion Quarrrrly, Vol. 39. No. 6 
(December 1998), p. 92. 

x Smith’s observation: “With the greater part of 
rich people. the chief enjoyment of rxhes consists 
in the parade of riches, which rn their eyes is 
never so complete as when they appear to possess 
those decisive marks of opulence which nobody, 
else can possess but themselves.” Quoted m: PIuhp 
R.P. Coelho and James E. McClure,“Toward an 
Economic Theory of Fashion,” Eccvoriwzic InqzGry, 

Vol. 3 1, October 1993, pp. 595-608. 
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these examples, we begin to assemble 
the elements of a definition of status. 

Theories revolving around the con- 
spicuous consumption that Smith 
noted are most closely associated 
with Thorstein Veblen, who dis- 
cussed this phenomenon in the late 
1800s. Veblen’s concepts are consid- 
ered by most academics to form the 
core of modern status theoiy9 

You shouldn’t have. The es- 
sence of Veblen’s theory is that pay- 
ing a lot of money for an item feels 
good and it impresses others, espe- 
cially when it exceeds rational bud- 
get limitations. Expensive things are 
effective status symbols, and a high 
price can actually increase demand 
for some goods. This is the so-called 
Veblen effect. Simply put, some 
people are willing to pay a pre- 
mium for a status-worthy product 
or service. 

Veblen’s theory departs from that 
of Smith on the relationship between 
price and quantity. Smith posited 
that buyers would generally choose 
the most rational balance between 
price and quality to achieve value, 
and that lowering price while main- 
taining quality would increase value 
and therefore quantity of purchase. 
Veblen recognized, however, that 
status alters the classic rendering of 
the value equation.‘” Lowering the 
price of a Mercedes-Benz, for in- 
stance, will probably not increase 
sales. To the contrary, Mercedes sur- 
vives as a status symbol because it is 
expensive and allows the owner to 
make a statement:“1 have spent a 
lot of money for this car, more than 
most other people spend on their 
cars.” The experience of Cadillac 
in its several failed attempts to make 
a downsized model (e.g., Catera, 
Alland, Cimarron) demonstrates 
this principle. 

9For a discussion of Vet&n, see Bagwell and 
Bernheim, “Veblen Effects in a Theory of Con- 
spicuous Consumption,” American Economic 
Revieut, June, 1996, pp. 349-373. 

lo Ibid. 

The Veblen effect extends to ho- 
tels. Overlooking the relationship of 
price and status, some observers have 
criticized upscale hotels for fostering 
the development of the midscale 
hotel segment through their insis- 
tence on maintaining high rack 
rates.” Yet a top-level hotel such as 
Four Seasons will not greatly in- 
crease its popularity or profitability 
by lowering its rates, and it risks 
damaging its upscale image if it of- 
fers discounts. Indeed, the unwilling- 
ness of such firms as Four Seasons 
and Ritz-Carlton to sacrifice price 
integrity even in the midst of the 
recession of the early 1990s elevated 
them into a distinctive product class 
among status-seekers.12 

While Veblen identified the utility 
of expense in conspicuous consump- 
tion, price alone does not com- 
pletely define status-worthiness. If 
Ford were suddenly to institute a 
manifold increase in the price of its 
Taurus, for instance, the Taurus 
would not necessarily accede to 
status worthiness in the eyes of the 
buying public. Similarly, a Holiday 
Inn by any other name-Crowne 
Plaza, for instance-remains a Holi- 
day Inn. l3 Clearly, other criteria are 
necessary for a complete under- 
standing of how status works. 

Social desirability, scarcity. 
Later status theorists added specific 
facets to the definition of status wor- 

” For example, see Robert Lewis, Richard E. 
Chambers, and Harsha Chacko, Marketing Leader- 
ship in ~ospi~~~j~y; F~~fl~ufi~~5 aed Pm&es, 
Second Edition (New York- Van Nostrand 
Reinhold, 1995), pp. 468-469. 

‘*For instance, rather than sacrifice rate, Four 
Seasons closed its Montreal property. While we 
do not contend that price integrity alone has 
vaunted these two companies into a singular 
category, we do believe that price integrity has 
played a major role. A sin&r situation arose 
when the Houston hotei market deteriorated 
badly in the 1980s. Many Houston hotels limited 
options such as 24-hour room service or closed 
unproductive restaurant outlets, but Four Seasons 
determined that the hotel would be closed 
before its offerings would he restricted. 

‘3 The failure in the mid- 1980s of Holiday 
Inn’s Crowne Plaza brand has been well docu- 
tnented throughout the hospitality literature. 

thiness.14 Paul Blumberg, for in- 
stance, proposed a particularly useful 
point when he suggested that sym- 
bols (i.e., products or services) must 
be both socially desirable and scarce 
to be effective in communicating 
status. Embedded within the ideas of 
socially desirability and scarcity are a 
number of key considerations for 
understanding the meaning of status 
worthiness. We suggest that the most 
notable among these is quality 

Excellent quality is an essential 
element in the social desirability of a 
product or service. A poor product 
cannot become a status symbol- 
except perhaps by the backward 
logic of being so bad that it exceeds 
all expectations, as in the case of the 
Edsel.” Marriott launched its Mar- 
quis brand in part as a top-quality 
convention property. The flagship 
Times Square Marquis, excellent 
though it may be, has still failed to 
establish itself as a generally recog- 
nized status symbol, at least in part 
because the property’s physical size 
impedes the service finesse associ- 
ated with a great hotel offering.16 

Although maintaining high qual- 
ity seems to be essential in establish- 
ing a product’s or service’s social 
desirability, efforts to upgrade the 
quality of existing products and ser- 
vices does not necessarily improve 
their status. We already mentioned 
Cadillac’s ill-fated attempts to launch 
a small car to compete with Euro- 
pean and Japanese imports. In devel- 
oping its small cars, Cadillac was 
a~empting to meet a revised stan- 

I4 For example, see: Irma S. Mann, “Marketing 
to the Affluent: A Look at Their Expectations 
and Service Standards,” ComeIl Hotel and Resrau- 
runf Adrninistrution Quarter&, Vol. 34, No. 5 (Oc- 
tober 1993) pp. 54-58. 

I5 Erving Goffman, “Symbols of Class Status,” 
BritishJournaE ofSociology, Vol. 2 (1951), pp. 294- 
304. 

I6 In November 1996 Kevin Kearney, vice 
president for Latin American development of 
Marriott International, indicated that the Ritz- 
Carlton acquisition gave Marriott the five-star 
brand that the company attempted to establish 
with its Marquis and J.W. Marriott brands. 



dard of quality. Whereas large cars 
had been connected with status 
and quality, the advent of the high- 
quality, compact imports created a 
new standard. Despite endless favor- 
able surveys from J.D. Power, Gen- 
eral Motors has struggled to win 
back the quality image that became 
tarnished by its inability to match 
the quality standards ofJapan’s or 
Europe’s automakers. Likewise, even 
though Ritz-Carlton hotels are well 
run and the chain arguably incorpo- 
rates the industry’s most up-to-date 
quality-management tools, winning 
the Malcolm Baldrige Award did 
not significantly alter the public’s 
perception of the company’s status.” 
Similarly, although the Renaissance 
brand moved upscale with a repack- 
aging when it was spun off by 
Ramada, the chain remains what 
most analysts see as an excellent fit 
with Marriott’s other four-star 
properties, and not a high-status 
offering. 

Association. Other qualities 
associated with a product or service 
help define its social desirability. 
Finely tuned characteristics of a 
product or service facilitate an 
individual’s or group’s association 
with particular values or lifestyles.‘* 
Some of those values are tradition, 
lineage, understated taste, confi- 
dence in performance, unwi~n~ess 
to compromise, and the capability to 
perform powerfully when needed. 
All those are features a status-seeker 
would choose to associate with his 

“See, for example: “The World’s Best 10%” 
Condi Nat 7kweler, November 1996,~~. 195- 
203. Aithough this readers’ choice opinion poii 
was published after Ritz’s winning of the 
Malcolm Baldrige Award, Ritz-Carlton hotels 
generally continue to lag slightly behind Four 
Seasons and Rosewood hotels. For a description 
of how the s&of at least one Ritz-Carlton was 
uplifted by winning the award, see: Charles G. 
PartIow,“How Ritz-Carlton Uses ‘TQM,’ ” 
Cornell Hotel and Restaurant Administration Quar- 
reriy, Vol. 34, No. 4 (August 1993), pp. 16-24. 

‘* For a detailed description of the role of 
association in consumer behavior, see: John C. 
Mowen, Consumer Behavior, Fourth Edition 
(Englewood Chf&, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1995). 

Synopsis of Status Theories: The Lessons Learned 

As discussed in the accompanying article, a status-worthy product, service, experience, or 
position must be both socially desirable and scarce to command that status worthiness. 
What we have learned about status generally can be summarized as follows. 

l Status symbols must be socially desirable and scarce. 
l People are happy to pay premiums to secure status re~n~ion (Veblen effect), and 

di~ounting may unde~ine the scarcity and social desirability of a product or service. 
l Quality is important in status expression, and quality must be ongoing and uncompro- 

mising for status recognition to remain pure. However, quality improvements alone 
cannot guarantee status affiliation. 

l Status symbols must be recognized across significant populations if they are to be 
effective, although various sub-segments of a population may have different specific 
status associations. The specific associations of products must be synchronized with 
their target markets to develop status worthiness. 

l Because quality and money are no longer particularly scarce, understated taste and 
geniuneness are modem status ideals. Being the original is key to status positioning. 

l The availability of fraudulent symbols (e.g., faux marble) has resulted in an increase 
in the roles of history and tradition in status display. 

l Marketing, advertising, and public-relations efforts can play a vital role in status 
development and the ongoing wooing of tastemakers, but the temper and style of 
those efforts must be considered wisely. 

l Status symbols are dynamic and change with fashion. Status symbols may be the 
product of long-term demographic patterns. 

l Because status is fashion conscious, a product or service may experience a “status 
life cycle,” particularly if alterations are not made or cannot be made in product and 
service offerings to ensure adaptation to changing ideals. 

Finally, it is important to recognize that status is a powerful yet int~nsically irrational 
motivator of consumer behavior. Because status is based on ir~tionali~, strategic 
Initiatives based on existing rational business modeis may have little effect in changing 
status recognition. Status is a matter of perception, not merely of specific tangible traits. 
Although management can supply the conditions consistent with status credibility, they 
must realize that, in the final analysis, it is a hotel’s five-star guests that make it a 
five-star hotel.-,% and M.L. 

or her own persona. Generations 

Seasons is a reliable, long-standing 
(relative to many of its competitors), 

have associated status in automobiles 

socially desirable offering. Four 
Seasons may likewise be associated 

with Mercedes-Benz or Porsche. 

with understated grace, elegance 
without stuffiness, unwillingness to 

In hotel terms, Canada-based Four 

compromise, confidence in perfor- 
mance, refinement, and knowledge 
of the traditionally important trap- 
pings of the good life such as food, 
wine, furnishings, and art. 

well known that throngs congregate 

status comes from being one of the 

to purchase it. 

cognoscenti. The product must be 
well enough known to make a 
statement to associates, but not so 

Although Four Seasons is a 
broadly recognized status symbol 
within the hotel community, other 
hotels may hold even higher status 
for niche segments. Within the con- 
text of New York City hotels, for 
instance, many travelers would ac- 
cept the prevailing sentiment that 
the Four Seasons New York is the 
city’s finest hotel. I9 Certain market 
segments, however, might be more 
impressed by (and ascribe greater 

Social desirability need not be 
universally accepted, and a status 
product or service may thus occupy 
a market niche. Indeed, one of the 
implications of high price is exclu- 
sivity. Sometimes status is associated 
with a product’s being known only 
to a narrow segment of society. The 

19The Four Seasons New York is currently 
listed as the highest ranking hotel in the city 
according to “Top 25 North American Hotels,“ 
Conde Nast ‘Emu&r (Readers’ Choice Awards), 
November 1998, p. 213. 
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status to) the soaring atrium of John 
Portman’s Times Square Marriott 
Marquis or the cozy elegance of the 
Lowell. For some, Ian Schrager’s 
hotels (Morgans, the paramount, 

When social desirabil@ 
and the Royalton) are without rival. 
At the extreme end of the spectrum, 
some would point to the Hotel 

reaches a critical mass, the Chelsea as the height of prestige. 
This venerable and deteriorating 

product or experience gains structure has served as home to 
many of the city’s finest writers and 

a certain aura that did ~,~~~~~o~“6,~g~~~~~~~~~ents 

not formerly exist. 
hard-won validity, and the holding 
of unchanging core values with- 
out regard-for the opinions of the 
majority. 

The importance of association to 
status is such that changing a prod- 
uct or service can be dangerous, 
because one risks muddling the 
message. The fall of lzod’s alligator- 
logo apparel provides one example 
of how an attempt at mass marketing 
muddled the message. The arty, fash- 
ion crowd attracted by Schrager’s 
hotels would unquestionably be put 
off if Morgans were made larger or 
more comfortable, for it would lose 
its minimalist design conformity and 
would compromise its reputation for 
artistic purity. Devotees of the Hotel 
Chelsea’s bohemianism would be 
horrified at any gentrification effort. 
Adding polish to the hotel’s interior 
(or to its front-desk clerk) would 
undermine its current association 
with unvarnished genuineness. 

The role of taste makers. Al- 
though a status symbol need not be 
universal, it does need recognition 
across a reasonably broad popula- 
tion.21 When social desirability 

20 A plaque adorning the building exterior lists 

the many artists who have maintained residence 
within. The Chelsea was, for instance, the long- 
time home of composer Virgil Thomson. Addi- 
tionally, the hotel was featured prominently in 
the 1986 film 9 1/Z Weeks. 

‘l See: Erving Goffman, pp. 254-304, among 
others. The principle that status is fundamentally 
a societal function and requires societal buy-in 

appears throughout the status literature. 

reaches a critical mass, the product 
or experience gains a certain aura 
that previously was undetected (or, 
more accurately, did not formerly 
exist). An example of this phenom- 
enon is the growing cachet ascribed 
to scaling Mount McKinley or even 
Mount Everest. Arguably a danger- 
ous and unpleasant activity, extreme 
adventure such as climbing these 
mountains (on which many have 
died) carries a perverse attraction 
and has become remarkably popu- 
lar-despite, or perhaps because of, 
the expense involved. 

The case of the sport utility ve- 
hicle provides another example of 
serendipitous status.22 So-called 
SWs were long associated with 
ruggedness and adventure-and even 
simple utility. Recently, however, 
SUVs have emerged as status symbols 
for persons who want to be associ- 
ated with that rugged, adventure- 
some image. During the last few 
years ownership of a Jeep or Range 
Rover came to be considered socially 
desirable, bringing with it in many 
cases the admiration and envy of 
one’s neighbors. How did these four- 
wheel-drive vehicles, with their 
truck-like ride and poor gas mileage, 
become socially desirable? 

Jeep and Range Rover owe their 
success as status symbols in part to 
pervasive marketing efforts.23 Theo- 
rists suggest that familiarity is essen- 
tial for successful encoding and de- 
coding of status-symbol messages.24 

2* See: Gould, Jensen, and Jensen, “The Summer 
Sport Utility Tour,” Robb Reportfor the Afluent 
L~~style,July 1997, pp. 106-117. An unscientific 
check of a student parking lot at Ivy League 
Cornell revealed that three out of ten vehicles 
were a Jeep, Range Rover, or a look-alike. 

*’ For a discussion of Land Rover marketing 
(which is similar to that of Jeep and Range 
Rover), see: Cyndee Miller,“Baubles Are Back,” 
Marketing News, April 14,1997, pp. 1, 10. The 
article discusses in considerable detail the impor- 
tance of the genuineness ideal. 

*a See: Russell W. Belk, “Determinants of Con- 
sumption Cue Utilization in Impression Forma- 
tion: An Association Derivation and Experimen- 
tal Verification,” Advances in Comumer Research, 
Vol. 8 (1980), pp. 171-175. 
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When considering the advertising 
and promotion that makes these 
vehicles so familiar, however, note 
that they are not, in fact, universally 
accessible or within everyone’s 
means. They are, nevertheless, 
known by a wide enough audience 
to be recognized by a substantial 
group as socially desirable. 

Corporate promotional cam- 
paigns alone could not make Jeep 
and Range Rover socially desirable. 
The opening, according to fashion 
theorists, comes from societal status 
leaders and experts, who assist the 
general population in forming 
opinions about the social desirabil- 
ity of a product or service.25 As 
celebrities, the socially elite, recog- 
nized designers, critics, and distin- 
guished distributors begin to adopt 
products or services, those items 
become desirable through their 
association with accepted taste- 
makers. Consumers then seek to 
adopt the new socially desirable 
product or service in their own 
lives. 

The classic destination-life-cycle 
theory is based on that concept of 
desirability by association.2” A desti- 
nation is “discovered” by trend 
setters, who are followed by travel- 
ers who want to be in trendy 
places. Tourism purveyors take note 
and soon the destination has larger 
crowds. Eventually the destination 
(or a product or service) is aban- 
doned by key tastemakers when it 
is overtaken first by laggard “tour- 
ists,” and then may find its ultimate 

2j For a thorough overview of the various 
competing and complementary theories of 
fashion change, see: Christopher M. Miller, 
Shelby H. McIntyre, and Murali K. Mantrala, 
“Toward Formalizing Fashion Theory,“_lotrmal 
o~‘~orkering Research, Vol. 30, May 1993, 
pp, 142-157. 

Zh See, for example: Michael A. Leven,“The 
Hotel Life Cycle,” Cornell Hotel and Restaurant 
Adminisfrarion Quarterly, Vol. 25, No. 4 (February 
1985), pp. 10-11; or Philip Kotler, John Bowen, 
and James Makens, Marketingfor I&q&zliry and 
Tourism (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 
1996). 

demise through negative association 
with those laggards2’ This life-cycle 
concept perhaps foretells the demise 
of the SUV as a true status symbol, 
since such vehicles are now com- 
monly available (and used ones are 
relatively affordable). 

Wooing tastemakers becomes an 
important public-relations function 
for a would-be provider of a status 
product or service. Such a purveyor 
must execute PR efforts that do not 
break other rules associated with 
status-in particular not being per- 
ceived as gauche or overstated. 

Some hotels have gained recogni- 
tion by their association with a so- 
cially elite backer. In addition to 
being excellently run boutique 
properties, Rosewood’s hotels carry 
an association with the Hunt fam- 
ilyz8 The BelAir in Los Angeles and 
the New York Palace are owned by 
the Sultan of Brunei, while the 
Costa Smeralda resort in Sardinia 
and the CIGA chain are interests of 
the Prince Agha Khan. One could 
also argue that Leona Helmsley 
attempted to create such an associa- 
tion for her properties in the 1980s. 
Simply being associated with a rec- 
ognized tastemaker or celebrity, 
however, does not necessarily ensure 
recognition of social desirability for 
a hotel if other elements of status 
recognition are disregarded. Calvin 
Klein, for instance, could not extend 
his fashion leadership to the hotel 
business. His Maxim’s Hotel in New 
York City (formerly the Gotham 
and now the Peninsula Hotel New 
York) failed to match its target 
market’s product needs and could 
not overcome past associations. 

The role of scarcity. In addi- 
tion to being socially desirable, 

2i For a discussion of general diffusion of 
innovation theory, which addresses innovators, 
the main stream, and laggards, see: Roger M. 
Everett, D@ion ofltinovations (New York: The 
Free Press, 1962). 

28 See: Carlo Wolff,“Rosewood Blends Fantasy, 
Class,” todging ~~~pi[~~if~,July 1990. 

status-worthy symbols must be rare, 
contends Paul Blumberg, if only 
because they are out of the reach 
of the masses.‘” We alluded to this 
point above with the Izod example. 
The fact that certain products and 
services cannot be acquired by the 
masses is key to their success in 
broadcasting the achievement or 
rank of the individuals who con- 
sume those products and services. 

Many fashion designers in the 
1980s learned a hard lesson when 
they undermined their credibility as 
status leaders by appending their 
names to lesser product lines. Pierre 
Cardin, once recognized as a status 
designer, lost nearly all credibility 
when his name began to appear on 
a wide variety of products aimed for 
mass distribution. We suggest that 
here is where Hilton and Sheraton 
fell prey to loss of status. In particu- 
lar, the two chains’ decision to sell 
franchises particularly to roadside 
properties) ceded direct control over 
operating standards and exacted a 
cost in the form of loss of reputa- 
tion? This issue bears directly on 
what may be a misstep by Four 
Seasons, which has agreed to fran- 
chise the Regent name to Carlson 
Hospitality. Hyatt, on the other 
hand, may have recognized that its 
old Hyatt House chain of roadside 
motels might dilute the status of its 
upscale, mainline hotels and 
dropped the concept in the 1970s. 

The old and the understated. 
As mass production has made pos- 
sible replication of status symbols in 
quantity at affordable prices, the 
need for genuineness and under- 
stated elegance to reinforce scarcity 

la Paul Blumberg, “The Decline and Fall of the 
Status Symbol: Some Thoughts on Status in a 
Post-Industrial Society,” Sarial Pr&ew, Vol. 21 
(1974). pp. 480-498. 

x This point was outlined in a 1996 presenta- 
tion at Cornell by Curt Strand, former president 
of Hilton International. He pointed dimctly to 
Hilton’s franchising of its name to roadside 
operators and city operators unwilling to main- 
tain standards as damaging to Hilton‘s teputation. 
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has increased. In recent decades, 
members of the old-money elite 
have to a large degree withdrawn 
fiorn competition in conspicuous 
consumption. To distinguish them- 
selves from the nouveaux riches3’ 

Iff tOd4Q’S m~l&ll, l?lOft8! ,(and in part because they no longer 
have the Gbulous wealth of earlier 

and quality are not mm, days), members of this group have 
developed an ideal based on under- 

but ge~~&~~ese and state&es and reliance on genuine- 
ness. This understated ideal is an 

undsmtatad t;rStrt are impomt feature of today’s status- 
symbol ranking. The stark Mercedes 

often hard to fhd. 
avoids the crappings associated with 
C&l&:. br instance. Instead of 
Cadillacs faux wood (plastic) trim, 
Mercedes uses genuine wood or 
eschews the use of imitation prod- 
ucts. In today’s milieu, money and 
quality are not rare, but genuineness 
and understated taste are often hard 
to find. 

This desire for the understated 
has affected post-modern interior 
design in hotels.7’ To reinforce 
scarcity and genuineness, post- 
modernists have relied heavily on 
both tradition and actual use of 
historically verifiable elements 
against relatively simple, understated 
backdrops. While one can employ 
DuPont’s Corian in excellent de- 
signs, marble remains the real thing, 
and Carrara marble-quarried from 
a single source in Italy and used 
since ancient times in glamorous 
structures-carries with it the force 
of the ages in securing status recog- 
nition. By extension, of course, as 

” See: Priscilla A. LaBarbera, “The RTorrvrnux 
Richer: Consp~cuouc Consumption and the Issue 
of Self-Fulfillment,” R~seank in Consumer Behav- 
ior, Vol. 3 (1988),pp. 179-210;orJohn T. Molloy, 
NW Dress For Success (New York: Warner, 1988). 
Molloy differentlater among the class associations 
of various clothing styles and choices. consis- 
tently demonstrating the success of conservative, 
down-played styles in nnpressing persons of 
upper- and upper-middle-class backgrounds. 

i? Carol Berens provides a complete interpreta- 
tion of the current use of the old and the new in 
Hotel Bars and Lobbies (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
1997). Berens traces the evolution of tastes and 
ideals in hotel public spaces horn the 19th 
Century to the present. 

post-modern designs featuring 
marble and antiques become in- 
creasingly common, they lose their 
scarcity and therefore their status 
appeal, unless they are used in dis- 
tinctive and original ways. 

The role of originality. 
Though tradition is important, re- 
specting tradition does not create a 
license for stifling change. The 
seeming contradiction between 
ideals based in historical frames of 
reference and the need for original- 
ity is not as extreme as it may first 
appear. Part of the genuineness ideal 
comprises the unparalleled impor- 
tance of being first in any enterprise 
or trend. The original article is, by 
definition, the genuine article, and 
that article need not defy historical 
reference to be original. Even in 
their modern, reasonably comfort- 
able renditions, Jeep and Range 
Rover remain the genuine articles. 

As any retailer knows, originality 
commands a price premium. Be 
it the “designer original” of haute 
couture or simply the first release of 
a product line, original 6lan is worth 
more to buyers than are copies or 
even the same articles offered some 
time later. Mercedes still commands 
higher prices than does Lexus, even 
though the Lexus may arguably be 
a better car. 

In hotel terms, originality may 
be measured either as the first of a 
kind or as the first released. Hyatt’s 
Portman-atrium hotels and Philippe 
Starck interiors command higher 
status than do copies. Companies 
“releasing” hotel products also gain 
status recognition from this origi- 
nality ideal. While many copied 
Portman’s designs for Hyatt, no 
company was ever so closely associ- 
ated with that status ideal of the 
1970s and 1980s. Similarly, Four 
Seasons’s development of the post- 
modern ideal, although copied ex- 
actly by Ritz-Carlton, continues to 
be perceived as the original article 
by the buying public. Ritz’s acquisi- 
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tion of the managing contracts of 
some venerable hotels carrying the 
Ritz-Carlton name, such as the 
Ritz-Carlton in Montreal, and its 
reputed interest in European hotels 
carrying the Ritz or Carlton names 
could rearrange the balance of the 
historical equation in its favor. Al- 
though Four Seasons established the 
current post-modern ideal, Ritz- 
Carlton may be able to convince the 
public that it was indeed “first”if it is 
able to display these long-established 
status names alongside the names of 
its post-modern properties. 

Status and Fashion 
A product’s social desirability is not 
immutable. In particular, once a 
product or service has been repli- 
cated often and has been experi- 
enced by a considerable mass of the 
population, that product or service 
ceases to fill the status need of dif- 
ferentiation-effectively, a status life 
cycle analogous to the destination 
life cycle. In particular, a change in 
fashion provides those of rank with 
the opportunity to purchase new 
originals. 

Status theorists have chronicled 
the changes in status-symbol fashion 
over the last few decades. The so- 
called “radical chic” of the 1960s and 
197Os, based as it was on apparent 
rejection of conspicuous consump- 
tion, seemed to threaten the con- 
cept of the status symbol. That wave 
passed, however, and status research- 
ers documented consumers return 
to classical prestige status symbols 
during the 1980~.‘~ That was fol- 
lowed in the 1990s by recognition of 
symbols based on physical comfort.34 
Neither status theorists nor fashion 
theorists, however, have been able to 
establish a predictive model for what 
the next status symbol will look like. 

The mutability of status fashion 
can be particularly devastating for 
relatively static products such as 
hotels, with their high fixed invest- 
ments. Traditional American palace- 
style hotels, for example, have gone 
in and out of fashion several times 
over the last few decades. Moreover, 
hotel fashion also involves aspects of 
the service offering. 

While one generation may find 
the prospect of dancing the night 
away in a hotel ballroom to be the 
height of glamour, another genera- 
tion may find the same prospect 
positively stifling. Thus, grand-dame 
hotels, famous hotel restaurants, and 
hotel nightclubs or ballrooms are all 
susceptible to changes in the pre- 
vailing sentiments and associations 
of the period. 

The role of demographic 
changes. As we just indicated, sta- 
tus theorists have made scant 
progress in providing a predictive 
model of the evolution of status 
symbols. Although we do not pre- 
tend to have a definitive approach 
to predicting trends, we do believe 
that predictive insights might be 
found by considering the likely 
effects of changes in demographic 
characteristics, such as the age and 
life-cycle stage of the so-called baby 
boom generation. Emerging from 
their radical-chic “hippy” period, 
for example, the baby boomers in 
the 1980s embraced traditional 
prestige symbols as they dressed in 
power suits, ate power breakfasts, 
and ignited the real-estate market 
by purchasing ever-larger homes. 
Reaching their late 20s and 30s 
they felt the necessity of impressing 
others (including would-be spouses) 
with the importance of their posi- 
tions and the attractiveness of their 
possessions. Moreover, they began 
to have the economic power to 
engage in conspicuous consump- 
tion. Entering middle age, however, 
the baby boomers see comfort itself 
as a status symbol. 

Similarly, we would argue that 
comfort symbols such as luxury 

hotels may have gained in status 
during the 1990s precisely because 
yuppies’ dreams of early retirement 
in sumptuous urban quarters com- 
plemented by ownership of private 
vacation homes fell short of the 
mark. In addition, we suggest that 
the 1960s’ destruction of traditional 
palace hotels in favor of city motels, 
the rise of Hyatt and the stunning 
Portman atriums in the early 197Os, 
the emergence of Four Seasons and 
the post-modern ideal in the 198Os, 
and the success of that company’s 
comfortable properties continuing 
into the 199Os, are all indications 
that baby boomers’ status needs are 
influencing today’s hotel offerings. 

As the baby boomers’ children 
begin to define status, society may 
experience a shift from comfort 
ideals toward those associated with 
youth, or the emergence of a broad 
division of the market into two 
camps. Fashion has already redis- 
covered radical chic, with its torn 
clothes and nominal rejection of 
creature comforts, consistent with 
youthful fancy, denial of tradition, 
and limited buying power. Likewise, 
the boutique hotel environment has 
been divided along lines of comfort 
(e.g., the Lowell hotel) and trend 
(e.g.. Schrager’s properties). giving 
some credence to this approach 
to understanding status-symbol 
evolution. 

Case Study I: Four Seasons New York 
In the following sections, we review 
the general principles of status as 
they apply to hotels by examining 
the cases of the Four Seasons New 
York and the Four Seasons Boston.” 

l5 The Four Seasons hotel is rated as the city’s 
finest property III both New York and Boston 
by both Cmdh Xk~r Tmweter (1998, p. 213) and 
~~~s~i~~~t;~~~~~ Imwor (“The Top 75 Hotels,” 

Vol. 32, No. 9 [Septembrr 19981, pp. 181-184). 
Those hotels have been rated as their city’s best 

o&ring on both polls for several years. 
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Four Seasons’s success in these ven- 
ues provides a study in the evolution 
of status. 

Four Seasons has been repre- 
sented in New York for many years 
through its management of the Ho- 
tel Pierre. To New York hotel afi- 
cionados, the Pierre held the peren- 
nial second-place position among 
the city’s hotel offerings-just be- 
hind the seemingly untouchable 
Hotel Carlyle. Despite Four 
Seasons’s growing national and in- 
ternational recognition as a status 
provider, the Four Seasons affiliation 
did little to alter the public’s percep- 
tion of the Pierre’s status. Perhaps 
because its owners insisted on re- 
taining the name “Hotel Pierre,” 
perhaps because its actual product 
did not substantially change despite 
new management, or perhaps be- 
cause Four Seasons took over the 
Pierre before the chain’s reputation 
for quality and status had com- 
pletely emerged, the Pierre was 
never truly seen as the New York 
Four Seasons. 

For generations, NewYork’s 
Hotel Carlyle was recognized as 
the c&me-de-la-c&me of the city’s 
hotelery.j6 With that status, the 
Carlyle’s average rate and occupancy 
for transient rooms was, for many 
years, unparalleled throughout 
America.37 The vast majority of the 
hotel’s 800 or so rooms were per- 
manently leased, serving as town 
accommodations for New York’s 
“town and country” set in a period 
between the outright ownership of 
brownstones or mansions and the 
development of condominiums. The 
arrangement excluded certain mar- 
ket segments, notably institutional 

sh Author Jeffrey Catrett was employed in 
management positions in the New York hotel 
industry during 1983-1984 and 1987-1988. 
During this time he was in close contact with a 
number of top managers who had been part of 
the New York hotel scene for long periods. 

s’ This information was noted by the Carlyle’s 
rooms-division manager and general manager in 
interviews in 1987. 

investors from “working classes.” For 
this reason, the Carlyle did not ap- 
pear on Instittrtional Irivestor? annual 
“Top 50 Hotels” (now “Top 75 
Hotels”) ranking until 1988, when 
(as hotel markets changed) the hotel 
began to alter its mix to include top 
corporate clients.3n In 1988 the 
hotel was selected as the best hotel 
in America and twelfth best in the 
world. Two years later the Carlyle 
dropped to 48th place among inter- 
national hotels in spite of a major 
renovation, but it maintained its top 
ranking among New York hotels for 
the ensuing five years. 

While its permanent suites (now 
condominiums) are palatial, the 
Carlyle’s transient rooms are notice- 
ably smaller than those of other 
properties, a condition also suffered 
by the Pierre. Despite the fact that 
industry surveys were already link- 
ing room size and comfort to guest 
satisfaction, the Carlyle managed to 
maintain its status in the face of a 
number of extraordinary entries 
into the New York market during 
the late 1980s and early 1990s (e.g., 
Ritz-Carlton, Peninsula, Trusthouse 
Fort&S Plaza Athenke, Grand Bay/ 
Michelangelo, and Stanhope), all.of 
which offered superior room size 
and comfort.39 

The 1994 arrival of the new Four 
Seasons New York dramatically and 
abruptly changed the city’s tradi- 
tional status balance. Originally 
designed to be the new Regent, the 
hotel dominated national status 
surveys for New York hotels within 
a year of its opening. The Four Sea- 
sons New York ranks as the top 

381mtit~riod Investor, “The Top 50 Hotels,” 
September 1988. 

39 During a 1990 tour of the Carlyle, the 
assistant manager explained that the hotel was 
attracting substantially more corporate guests 
than previously and that the property was expe- 
riencing customer-satisfaction problems because 
of room size despite the recent renovation. The 
assistant manager specifically cited many of the 
hotels named here as dangerous new competitors 
with larger room offerings. 

hotel in New York on both the 
Institutional Investor blue-ribbon 
panel and Condk Nast Traveler 
readers’ choice polls, despite the 
Carlyle’s resurgence in recent poll~.~O 
Through the combination of name 
recognition and new product offer- 
ing, the Four Seasons New York 
effectively knocked the Hotel 
Carlyle from its long-held status- 
leadership pedestal. 

Case Study II: Four Seasons Boston 
An analysis of the Boston hotelery 
during the period of the late 1980s 
is equally intriguing.“’ Prior to 1980, 
Boston’s luxury offerings were the 
perennial status leader, the Ritz- 
Carlton; the grande dame palace hotel, 
the Copley Plaza; and the country’s 
oldest continually operating hotel, 
the (Omni) Parker House. The un- 
precedented luxury-hotel building 
boom of the 1980s witnessed the 
addition of eight luxury properties 
to the city’s hotel supply within a 
five-year period, including the offer- 
ing of products infinitely superior to 
the Ritz-Carlton’s venerable though 
threadbare accommodation.42 Nev- 
ertheless, no new entry was able to 
challenge the Ritz-Carlton for status 
supremacy until the arrival of the 
Four Seasons Boston in late 1985. 

Initially the Four Seasons was 
considered a relative failure, and the 
Ritz-Carlton’s status leadership re- 
mained unquestioned.43 The Four 
Seasons’s interior design was virtu- 

Ju Institutional Investor,September 1996, 
pp. 180-185, and September 1998 (op. cit.); 
and C&C Nast Traveler, November 1996 (op. cit.), 
November 1997, pp. 198-200, and November 
1998 (op. cit.). 

” Author Catrett was employed in manage- 
ment positions at the (Omni) Parker House 
in 1980-1982 and during the opening of the 
(Lafayette) SwissBtel in 1985-1986. 

a’ Hotels opening were: Le M&ridien, Back Bay 
Hilton, Bostonian, Marriott Long Wharf, Westin 
Copley Place, Marriott Copley Place, Lafayette 
SwissBtel, Four Seasons Boston, and Harbor 
Place Hotel at Rowes Wharf. 

43 For several years the Ritz was the only 
Boston hotel to appear on Institutional Investor 
lists. 

34 CORNEll HOTELANDRESTAURANTADMINISTRATIONQUARTERLY 



ally identical to that of two other 
Boston properties that opened 
within the same 18-month period. 
(The similarity extended to lobby 
displays of original 19th-Century 
oils of the same young lady in dif- 
ferent poses at the Four Seasons and 
the [Lafayette] Swiss&e1 and identi- 
cal antique pieces in the lobbies of 
the Four Seasons, the SwisGtel, and 
the Harbor Place Hotel at Rowes 
Wharf.) Clearly, the physical prod- 
uct of the Four Seasons was by no 
means superior to those competi- 
tors, and the market was oversatu- 
rated with grand offerings by the 
time Four Seasons made its appear- 
ance. Throughout 1985 Boston’s 
hotel insiders scoffed at what ap- 
peared to be a naively superior atti- 
tude on the part of the Four Seasons 
as the company allowed the hotel to 
sit virtually empty. The essentially 
identical Swissbtel, meanwhile, fol- 
lowed the city’s market patterns and 
accepted whatever low-rated and 
low-ranked group business was 
available.‘” 

By the end of its second year, 
however, the Four Seasons boasted 
the highest average rate and the 
second highest occupancy in the 
city, outperforming many of its im- 
mediate competitors with nearly 
double their REVPAR and eclipsing 
even the Ritz-Carlton. To this day 
(and, again, despite Ritz’s winning 
the Malcolm Baldrige Award), the 
Four Seasons Boston ranks higher 
than the Ritz-Carlton Boston and 
all other Boston competitors in 
both the Institutional Investor and 
Condk Nast polls. The Swiss&el, Le 
Miridien, Bostonian, Parker House, 
and Fairmont (formerly Wyndham) 
Copley Plaza have all accepted 
second-tier positions among the 
city’s hotels despite offering prod- 

” Although SwissBteli occupancy approached 
the tint-year budgeted percentage, average rate 

plunged to less than one-half the standard rack 
rate. Author Catrett was a manager in the hotel’s 
front offke at the time. 

ucts comparable to the Four Seasons 
and the Ritz.‘j 

Interpreting the Cases 
Although this article is not intended 
as a paean to Four Seasons (and has 
avoided irrelevant comparisons of 
various chains’ management capa- 

Once a product or service has 

bilities), we have found that in two 
major markets the Four Seasons’s 

been replicated often and has 
strategy has earned high marks asso- 
ciated with top status. We must ask 

been experienced by a consid- 
what has contributed to Four 
Seasons’s success as a status offering erable mass of the population, 
in these markets. To answer this 
question, we compare the cases to 
the general principles of status ad- 
duced above (and summarized in 
the box on page 29). We find many 
confirmations of theory in Four 
Seasons’s practices. 

that product or service ceases 

to be status worthy. 

1. Status symbols must be sociaZiy 
desirable and scarce to be successful. 
During the last two decades, Four 
Seasons has managed to establish 
itself firmly in the minds of the buy- 
ing public as a preeminently socially 
desirable product. Like Mercedes, 
Four Seasons is an accepted name 
that carries status connotations. 
Based at least on traveler polls, the 
existence of a Four Seasons hotel in 
a North American market appears 
to carry more status weight than the 
existence of a Peninsula, a SwissBtel, 
a Forti, a Miridien, or even a Ritz- 
Carlton. While there are enough 
Four Seasons properties (42, and 
about 15 new ones planned) for the 
company name to be recognized as a 
symbol, Four Seasons is a relatively 
small company (in comparison to 
Hilton, Sheraton, or Marriott, for 
example) with a relatively limited 

“During a March 1996 field trip by the 1997 
MMH class of the Cornell University School of 
Hotel Administration, all trf the contemporary 
general managers of those properties freely ad- 

mtted that the Ritz, Four Seasons, and perhaps 
Harbor Placr Hotel were m a first-tier competi- 

tive set by themselves. That represented a signifi- 
cant change from the 198Os, when all of those 

properties’ managers considered themselves to be 
in the same competitive set with the Ritz, Four 

Seasons, and Harbor Place. 
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Discounting Rears Its 
Ugly Head 

One of the chief propositions of the 
accompanying article is that a brand 
seeking luxury status should maintain 
its price standing, rather than discount 
prices to increase business (and thus 
become too attainable). A January 1999 
announcement from Four Seasons, 
however, indicates that its New York 
property will depart from that stance and 
offer discounts in certain months. The 
discounts for the hotel’s top accommoda- 
tions represent a 2bpercent reduction of 
rack rates, but that does not make the 
hotel inexpensive by most measures. 
Instead of charging between $550 and 
$650 per night, the hotel offers its 
superior and deluxe rooms for $415 
to $495 during NYC’s normally slow 
months of January, February, March, 
July, and August. 

The rate cuts are puzzling, since 
New York City has been enjoying 
occupancy levels approaching 90 
percent, according to statistics from 
PricewaterhouseCoopers. Essentially, 
the city was sold out for the last quarter 
of 1996. Even with the discounts, how- 
ever, those rooms at the Four Seasons 
New York will still cost far more than the 
average NYC hotel room, which was 
going for a mere $245 in the fourth 
quarter of 1996.-G. W. 

clientele. Thus, its offering remains 
relatively scarce.46 

2. People pay premiums to secure 
status recognition (I/ebkn e&t), and 
discounting may undermine the scarcity 
and social desirability of a product or 
service. Four Seasons maintains its 
price integrity long enough for its 
markets to develop, and will close a 
hotel before it will compromise its 
price position. The Four Seasons 
Boston faced limited occupancy 
rather than discount to attract mass- 
market groups. From this period, 
it emerged as a high-price status 
leader over competitors with similar 
products. Although the Peninsula 
New York in 1993 proudly adver- 
tised in Hotel G Travel Index that it 
had the highest rack rates of any 
hotel in the city, its willingness to 
discount added to its status woes 
(along with other factors that we 
discuss momentarily). Unlike many 
of its competitors (e.g., Forte, 
Hilton, Marriott, Meridien, Omni, 
Sheraton, and Swissotel), Four 
Seasons is not associated with any 
lower-rated or lower-price brands.47 

3. Uncompromising quality is impor- 
tant in status expression, although this is 
not the sole requirement for status. Four 
Seasons has from its inception been 
associated with uncompromising 
quality. In contrast, despite its gen- 
eral excellence, Ritz-Carlton was 

46 In an April 1996 address to the MMH class at 
the Cornell University School of Hotel Adminis- 
tration, Four Seasons president John Sharpe dis- 
cussed the difficulties associated with trying to 
offer a Four Seasons product in any secondary 
city. He pointed to the Four Seasons Austin as 
essentially a failed attempt to penetrate beyond 
primary markets and blamed the hotel’s poor 
showing on the absence of status clientele for the 
hotel’s offerings and prices. 

47 SwisGtel, M&idien, and Omni have all 
operated some four-star and lower properties; 
Fort&, Sheraton, Marriott, and Hilton are all 
companies with multiple brands delivering 
products in categories ranging from roadside 
budget to five-star deluxe. For some, the Regent 
brand may be seen to serve as a secondary, lower- 
ranked brand for Four Seasons, but as of the time 
of this writing, Regent continues to be perceived 
as a status brand in its own right. 

for many years operated as two dis- 
jointed companies, the Johnson 
company and the Coleman com- 
pany, and there were also many Ritz 
hotels, Carlton hotels, and even 
franchised Ritz-Carltons that had 
nothing to do with either Johnson 
or Coleman. Consequently, the 
name developed little brand recog- 
nition and suffered from differing 
levels of quality.4s 

While Ritz has invested heavily 
in quality improvements, its ratings 
relative to Four Seasons properties 
in Institutional Investor and Condo? 
Nast polls have not changed. This is 
not to say that the hotels are not 
highly rated, as many Ritz-Carlton 
properties appear on both lists. The 
fact remains that Four Seasons still 
outperforms Ritz in these highly 
subjective ratings. 

4. Status symbols must be recognized 
across substantial populations to be e&c- 
tive. As suggested above, Four Sea- 
sons has achieved but not exceeded 
the critical mass necessary for status 
recognition in North America. 
Although other companies may 
present a product that is scarcer- 
for example, independents like the 
Carlyle are scarcest of all-their 
failure to achieve sufficient recogni- 
tion across the broad population 
undermines their status. Although a 
hotel may be a gem, staying at that 
hotel may not be impressive to one’s 

48 The Ritz-Carlton New York is a good 
example of this early lack of coherence. While 
many Ritz-Carlton Boston employees remained 

with their hotel virtually for life, the Ritz- 
Carlton New York (operated by a different 
company) was infamous among New York 
hoteliers for its high turnover and temperamental 
management. Turnover counts in ratings. In a 
discussion with representatives from Mobil ??a~iavel 
Guide in 1985, we established that high-turnover 
rates will preclude a five-star quality rating 
because of Mobil’s conviction that high turnover 
affects customer satisfaction. Similarly, the Ritz- 
Carlton New York generally fails to be repre- 
sented on the CondC Nart or Institutional Investor 
polls. Indeed, the new Ritz-Carlton Companies 
seeks a new entry into the New York market and 
is reported to be currently in discussions with 
the owners of the Essex House. 
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peers if they have never heard of it. 
Within different peer groups, of 
course, one or another hotel may 
carry status. 

For some, the Carlyle may con- 
tinue to represent New York’s pre- 
mier property, but the hotel must 
recognize that its market has 
changed. Other competitors, like 
the Peninsula in its Maxim’s version, 
as described above, did not promote 
the associations desired by the 
markets targeted. The Grand Bay/ 
Michelangelo near Times Square, 
the Swiss&e1 in Boston (near the 
remnants of that city’s infamous 
“combat zone”),49 and the Bos- 
tonian, across from FaneuiI Hall (a 
tourist attraction “second only to 
Disney World in its appeal to mass 
tourists”),5o are all examples of ho- 
tels whose neighborhoods, as exten- 
sions of the hotel experience, cannot 
be associated with exclusivity and 
refinement. (On the other hand, the 
Four Seasons was able to transform 
Boston’s formerly disreputable Park 
Square into a fashionable district.)” 

5. Because ~uulity and money are no 
longer purtic#lay~y scarce, undeystafed 
taste and genuineness are modern status 

ideals. Being the original is key to status 
positioning. The profusion of expen- 
sively outfitted Four Seasons com- 
petitors and lookalikes offering qual- 
ity accommodations and service is 
testament to the relative availability 
of quality and money Although 
Four Seasons hotels are certainly 
sumptuous in a post-modern sense, 

49 The “combat zone” at Washington and Essex 
streets was an “adult-entertainment district” to 

they are understated when compared 
to many palace hotels, such as the 
Peninsula New York or the Copley 
Plaza Boston. It was Four Seasons 
that defined the post-modern ideal 
in the five-star hotelety5* 

6. The avaiZubilify offy~~~~~~t sym- 
bols has resulted in an increase in the 
roles of history and tradition in statMs 
display. History and tradition pm- 
tected New York’s Carlyle and 

~nIike bang of its 
mnpetttors, Four Seasons 

is not associated with any 
Boston’s Ritz-Carlton from being 
undermined by newcomers until Iu~-ratad or IO~~~riGe brands. 
they were challenged by a product 
that itself epitomized the elements 
of status-perhaps as redefined by a 
later generation of hotel guests. By 
the time the Four Seasons New York 
opened, the company had been in 
operation long enough to have es- 
tablished its own tradition and his- 
torical precedents that swept the 
new hotel past the Carlyle in a man- 
ner that had not occurred when the 
Four Seasons took over the Pierre 
over a decade earlier. 

7. Marketing, advertising, and public- 
relations e&fs can play a vital role in 
status devefo~me#f, but the temper and 
style of these e&ts must be considered 
wisely. Four Seasons advertises to 
keep its name in the forefront, but it 
has never used sensationalism in its 
promotional or public-relations ef- 
forts. The company has featured its 
long-time employees in advertising, 
adding to the firm’s connection with 
history and tradition. The Boston 
property opened with little flourish 
or fanfare, in comparison to the 
Swissotel, which opened with red- 
carpeted streets, beacons, and cos- 
tumed pomp. Similarly, Maxim’s cum 

which all adult-oriented entertainments were 
confined by city ordinance. Although the district 

Peninsula New York struggled to 

is virtually closed, the city has as yet been unable recover from a disastrous opening 
to rezone the area for alternative uses, and an gala that accidentally involved a 
eerie, desolate, decaying qua& has replaced the 
once-wild scene of earlier years. 

flood in the lobby. Invited guests and 

M The extraordinary popularity of Faneuil Hall members of the press who were 
and Quincy Market is highly touted by execu- 
tives of the nearby Marriott Long Wharf, who 
made this claim in March 1996. 

s’ Park Square was once an oasis of illicit street 
pmstitution. 

52 From discussions with St&fan Fraenkel, a 
lecturer at the Ecole Hbtelitre de Lausanne and 
long-time general manager and corporate execu- 
tive for Four Seasons. 
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Four Seasons: Expansion Plans 
Four Seasons Hotels and Resorts is 
expanding its international presence by 
about one third, with approximately 15 
new properties slated to open by 2001. 
Currently the company manages 42 
properties in 18 countries, primarily 
under the Four Seasons and Regent 
brand names. (Exceptions include the 
Ritz-Carlton in Chicago and the Pierre, 
in New York City.) 

The Americas. In the United States, 
four new developments are planned: 
hotels in Las Vegas (in early lSSS), Miami 
(in ZOOO), and San Francisco (in 2000), 
and a resorl in Scottsdale, Arizona (in 
1999). In Mexico, a resort is planned for 
Punta M&a in 1999 (to include a health 
spa and Jack Nicklaus-designed golf 
course). Four Seasons’s first properly 
in South America wit1 be in Venezuela, 
where the Four Seasons Hotel Caracas 
is scheduled to open in late 1999. 

Europe. Three “firsts” for Four 
Seasons are planned in Europe, where 
the firm will renovate, reopen, and 
manage the Hotel George V, in Paris, as 
its first operation in France (in late 1999). 
Four Seasons also plans first-time entries 
into Ireland (Dublin, in 2000) and Eastern 
Europe (Prague, also in 2000). 

Africa and the Middle East. Egypt is 
slated to be home for three new proper- 
ties: a resort in Sharm El Sheikh (in 1999) 
and two hotels in Cairo, one as part of 
Cairo’s west-bank First Residence mixed- 
use residential-and-retail complex (in 
1999) and the other as part of Nile Plaza 
(in 2000). Other Four Seasons hotels are 
planned for Jordan (Amman, in 1999), 
Qatar (Doha, in 2000), and Saudi Arabia 
(Riyadh, in 2001). In the case of the Four 
Seasons Hotel Riyadh, the property is 
owned and being developed by Kingdom 
Investments, Inc., a company controlled 
by His Royal Highness Prince Alwaleed 
Bin Talal Bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, an 
investor and strategic partner in Four 
Seasons.-fX.C. 

moved to other hotels did not give 
the property the send-off it had 
originally sought.“” 

A major element in the ongoing 
wooing of tastemakers involves ac- 
cess by local society to the hotel 
through food and beverage outlets. 
While competitors such as the 
Swiss&e1 in Boston have curtailed 
their tine-dining options in line 
with current cost-basis thinking 
(and, in fairness, in line with the 
hotel’s acceptance of its second-tier 
ranking), Four Seasons has consis- 
tently maintained the reputation of 
its fine-dining restaurantss4 

The early marketing coup of the 
Four Seasons chain, which estab- 
lished its credibility among taste- 
makers, was its extraordinary success 
at the Inn on the Park, now the 
Four Seasons London.js By suc- 
ceeding as an upstart North Ameri- 
can hotel company in a location 
many Americans associate closely 
with expressions of classical taste, 
the company gained immense re- 
spectability for its home markets. 
(Da~as-based Rosewood Hotels has 
achieved a similar coup more re- 
cently with its success at London’s 
Lanesborough.) 

8. Stutus symbols are dynumic and 
change ~u~th~shjo~. Perhaps the 
single most important element in 

51 Author Catrett was employed by the 
(Lafayette) Swissdtel Boston at the time of that 
property‘s openmg and by the Drake Swiss&e1 
New York at the time of the Maxnn’s opening. 
Maxim’s made arrangemenrs with the Drake to 
accept visiting dignitaries displaced by the lobby 
flood. Suffbx to say, they welrc not happy upon 
arrival at the Drake. 

id When the Swisr6tel opened in 1985, Restau- 
rant Le Marqus de Lafayette was voted “the most 
exciting new restaurant in America” by Esquire. 
The Marquis has qince been clozed and converted 
to banquet space. For an esa~~~plr of one Four 
Seasons property’s approach 10 fbod service, see: 
Alfons Konrad,“Four Seasons’s W&a Resort: 
Not Your Average TSining Experience,” Cwneil 
Hotel and Restaumta Admiwktmtion Quarter/): 
Vol. 33, No. 2 (April 1992), pp. 43-48. 

is During the late 1 Y 80s and early 199Os, the 
Inn on the Park was widely nored in the hospi- 
tality press as being Londoni most iinanciaily 
succecsful hotel. 

the success of the Four Seasons 
Boston vis-d-v& the Ritz-Carlton 
is its early recognition of fashion 
changes in what constituted Iuxury 
and status worthiness. Relying too 
heavily on its status, the Ritz- 
Carlton was slow to renovate its 
aging rooms and public areas. The 
Four Seasons Boston, meanwhile, 
represented the combination of 
modern comfort and antique trap- 
pings desired by the public when it 
opened. While the Ritz-Car&on 
denied lobby access to persons 
wearing jeans or sports clothing 
(a policy also maintained by New 
York’s Stanhope, with disastrous 
consequences), the Four Seasons 
recognized that its post-radical-chic 
public sought casual luxury rather 
than antiquated formality. 5(1 

9. Because stutus invoEves~fashion, a 
~r~~~ct or service may experience a 
‘Status I$2 cyc~e,“~artic~larly lf alter- 
ations are not made or cannot be made 
in product and service oJerings to ensure 
adaptation to changing ideals. Perhaps 
the single most important element 
in the success of the Four Seasons 
New York vis-ir-vis the Carlyle is its 
offering of comfortable, modern 
rooms. In Boston, a newly reno- 
vated Copley Plaza was unable to 
make headway against the Four 
Seasons or the Ritz at least in part 
because its palace-hotel splendor 
was identified with gaudy overstate- 
ment by the current generation of 
tastemakers. 

‘“Author Catrett was asked to leave the Ritz- 
Carlton Boston in 1986 because he \vas wearing 
jeans (albeit with a jacket and tie). The author 
and his companions repaired to the adjacent Four 
Seasons Barton, where they were welcomed. 
During an April 1987 interview, the Stanhope’s 
GM informed author Catrect that the hotel 
intended to “teach New Yorkers to have taste.” 
Meanwhile, guests were changing into and out 
ofjogging attire on F&h Avenue in front of the 
hotel. Within six months, the hotel war virtually 
bankrupt. 

ii From conversations with the hotel’s then- 
GM, Jan Chovenac, who later became GM of the 
Ritz-Carlton Boston. Several of the authors’ 
colleagues have visited the Copley Plaza and 
remarked on its overwrought design. 
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Lessons for an Indust~ 
Many of the lessons suggested by 
status considerations run counter 
to traditional economic and market- 
ing approaches. Yet preserving the 
status worthiness of a prestige prop- 
erty is essential to the property’s 
ability to produce significant profit 
over a long period. 

l Beware of growing the company 
beyond a critical mass necessary 
for recognition unless you believe 
that your product is reaching the 
mature stage of the “status life 
cycle.” When status considerations 
are key to survival, bigger is not 
necessarily better, as status re- 
quires scarcity for its mystique. 

l Beware of discounting, which 
undermines Veblen effects en- 
joyed by the high-paying guest. 
Currently popular marketing 
theory suggests that other compa- 
nies will copy your offering and 
charge less and that you should 
discount accordingly.58 Do not 
believe this assertion, if your goal 
is to be a difficult-to-attain status 
symbol. 

l Beware of association with non- 
status brands. A status product can 
be tarnished by affiliation with a 
non-status offering. 

l Establish and maintain quality 
from the outset, but do not 
equate status with quality. The 
buying public will not necessarily 
be impressed merely by the fact 
that you have a TQM program; 
you still need to maintain quality. 

l Think twice about discontinuing 
your “unprofitable” food and 
beverage operations. 

s* Many of today’s marketers have been influ- 
enced by the theories in: Richard A. d’Aveni 
and Robert Gunther, Hypercompetitive Riwalrier: 
Competing in Highly Dynamic Environmentr (New 
York: The Free Press, 1995). D’Aveni and 
Gunther suggest that competitive advantage is 
transient, that it can be copied easily, and that 
“changing the rules of the game” becomes 
critical to survival. Their theory, however, does 
not take into account the effects of status on 
pricing and desirability. 

l Be sure your property’s target 
market is, in fact, seeking the 
status associations provided by 
your property. In this regard, 
location is important. 

l Beware of acquiring well-known 
dowagers with the intention of 
updating them. If a hotel’s physi- 
cal limitations interfere with 
matching market needs, the prop- 
erty may be on the waning side 
of the status life cycle. Alterna- 
tively, be sure your new property 
draws on tradition in meanin& 
ways. 

l Be careful with public relations 
and advertising. Though essential, 
PR that is overstated or misman- 
aged may be deadly. 

l Be original. Five-star investments 
in candelabras and marble or 
even service quality do not a 
five-star hotel make. Panache 
comes from the guests who fre- 
quent a property, and if you do 
not have access to these guests 
for any reason, do not invest. 

Final thoughts. In light of the 
status principles adduced here, the 
recent activities of some major 
companies raise questions. Does 
management of New York’s Hotel 
Algonquin, with its bohemian liter- 
ary tradition, or the ultra-deluxe 
Vier Jahreszeiten Hamburg in any 
way embellish either the Westin 
product line or the status worthiness 
of those properties? How does the 
Luxury Collection, carved out of 
Sheraton and CIGA, fit with 
Star-wood? It’s true that a number of 
Sheraton and Stat-wood properties 
are status worthy (e.g., the St. Regis, 
the Phoenician, the San Francisco 
Palace) and that CIGA comprised 
mostly prestige properties, but can 
such a large conglomerate ever suc- 
cessfully market or manage true 
five-star status? That is, can five-star 
“divisions” successfully coexist 
alongside lower-rated flags? That 
seems not to have worked thus far. 

Status symbols are dynamic 

and change with fashion; 

status-worthy hotels recognize 

those changes and are 

responsive to them. 

Do Traders Hotels, for example, 
hurt the long-term image of 
Shangri-La? How does Ritz- 
Carlton fit with Marriott? Has Four 
Seasons taken a misstep, as we sus- 
pect, by franchising properties to 
Carlson Hospitality? Finally, is the 
current growth of Four Seasons and 
Ritz-Carlton consistent with main- 
taining the status mystique and, for 
that matter, is the post-modern 
ideal that informs these two chains 
reaching the end of its run? 

The activities of these companies 
may show that status recognition is 
more resilient than what is sug- 
gested by the literature, or that glo- 
bal expansion provides new outlets 
for status properties. If so, those 
results would call for further in- 
quiry, On the other hand, if the 
associations that we just questioned 
cause deterioration in the chains’ 
status, the market may be open for a 
new status leader, possibly the small 
but highly regarded Rosewood 
Hotels, or an as-yet-unrecognized 
company. CQ 
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