
USAE
V O L U M E  4 4 ,  I S S U E  5 		  J A N U A R Y  2 6 ,  2 0 2 6

THE WEEKLY COMMUNITY
NEWS OF ASSOCIATIONS,  

CVBs AND HOTELS

Inside

Please turn to page 2Please turn to page 4

Please turn to page 4Please turn to page 2

Page 2
Adrianne Haslet Named Women’s 
Executive Forum Keynote Speaker

Page 3
Explore St. Louis Searching for 
Facilities Management Firm 

Page 4
Destinations International  
Foundation Achieves 2025  
Fundraising Goal 

Page 5
Hilton Launches New Apartment 
Collection

Page 5
ASAE Report Finds Association 
Staffing Stable Amid Economic 
Uncertainty

On January 19, Delta Air Lines and Hands On Atlanta partnered to conduct a meal kit pack event at Hope Hill Elementary School. 
More than 150 volunteers assembled 2,000 meal kits that will provide children in Atlanta with rounds of lunches before winter break 
and spring break. The project was part of the carrier’s efforts to honor the life and legacy of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.

By Jordan Bradley

When it comes to accessibility in a 
venue, airport, hotel or convention 
center, a good starting point is the 
guidelines set forth by the Americans 
with Disabilities Act (ADA). However, 
the world of accessibility is a kaleido-
scope and not a monolith, and Trave-
lAbility is looking to help convention 
centers get it right for more of their 
attendees living with disabilities.

With its newly launched TravelAbili-
ty Approved program, the leading ad-

TravelAbility Launches Accreditation Program 
for Convention Centers

vocacy organization for accessibility 
in the travel industry is supporting 
convention centers as they seek to 
go above and beyond basic ADA 
compliance at their venues. 

The TravelAbility Approved pro-
gram is a tiered accreditation system, 
the organization said, that provides 
convention centers with “a strategic 
roadmap” to providing access to 
individuals within the disability com-
munity—a population of more than 
61 million Americans, and “a massive 
emerging market.”

Jake Steinman, founder and CEO of 
TravelAbility, said the accreditation 
process works with individual venues 
in a case-by-case basis to help expand 
their accessibility offerings to sup-
port a larger group of travelers with 
disabilities.

“Anything built or renovated after 
1990 has to be compliant with the 
ADA or they’d never be able to open,” 
Steinman said, but because “every dis-
ability has a spectrum,” it’s commonly 
a challenge for guests with disabilities 

Two St. Paul Hotels Close  
Due to Security Concerns

Closures Come Amid Heightened  
ICE Activity & Rumors

By Jordan Bradley

Two hotels in St. Paul, 
Minnesota, have tempo-
rarily closed their reserva-
tion books in the wake of 
rumors that Immigrations 
and Customs Enforcement 
(ICE) agents were staying on 
property. 

The InterContinental St. 
Paul Riverfront and the Dou-
bleTree by Hilton St. Paul 
Downtown hotels have been 
closed to guests since Janu-
ary 18. The closures come at 

a time when the city of St. 
Paul is seeing increased ICE 
agent presence.  

The pair of hotels are 
owned by Mille Lacs Cor-
porate Ventures (MLCV), a 
business entity of the Mille 
Lacs Band of Ojibwe, a tribal 
nation located in central 
Minnesota. Members of the 
tribe and local community 
had reportedly taken to 
protesting outside tribal 
government offices as ru-
mors of ICE agent presence 

Associations  
Celebrate  
Education 

Department’s 
Withdrawal of 

DEI Appeal  
By Todd McElwee

The Department of Education (DOE) 
has withdrawn the appeal of a Mary-
land District Court decision blocking 
its ability to withhold federal funding 
from schools and universities that are 
not adhering to dramatically altered 
or eliminated diversity, equity and in-
clusion (DEI) guidelines and practices.

In August, Judge Stephanie A. Gal-
lagher ruled for a coalition of asso-
ciations of educators and a public 
school district that had challenged the 
administration’s actions in American 
Federation of Teachers et al v. U.S. 
Department of Education et al. 

“Today marks a final defeat in 
the Trump-Vance administration’s 
attempt to require school districts 
throughout the nation to censor 
lessons, abandon student support 
programs, and certify their compliance 
with the administration’s unlawful in-

By Jordan Bradley

Sadie Lowell, the founder 
of Bring Back Doors, a web 
database dedicated to iden-
tifying hotels selling hotel 
rooms without bathroom 
doors, did not set out to 
start a nationwide con-
versation—but she’s done 
exactly that. 

Since the platform’s 
launch four months ago, 
Lowell said the reaction to 
the website “has just been 

‘Bring Back Doors’ Declares 
New Hotel Database
Inspired by Low-to-No-Privacy  

Bathroom Doors at Hotels
really crazy.” She has been 
interviewed by reporters 
from the Wall Street Jour-
nal and the Guardian, and 
those articles have been 
shared across social media 
and other news outlets. 

It’s a good thing, too, be-
cause Lowell wants hotels 
to hear what she and other 
guests have to say. 

“I want the hotels to 
know about this,” she told 
USAE. “This isn’t like I don’t 
want them to know. I want 
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In a January 18 statement, 
the MLCV Board of  

Directors said it had  
temporarily suspended  
all guest reservations  
beginning that day at  
noon “in response to  
elevated safety and  
security concerns.”

continued from page 1

By Todd McElwee

Embracing the theme of “Legacy in 
Motion,” Association Forum’s 2026 
Women’s Executive Forum is set to 
celebrate the “enduring impact of 
leadership and the power of resiliency.”

Organizers believe Adrianne Haslet 
is the personification of that mes-
sage. A professional ballroom dancer 
who lost her leg during the 2013 
Boston Marathon bombing, Haslet 
will explore resiliency, reinvention, 
and leading with purpose during her 
March 13 appearance at Convene 
Willis Tower in Chicago. 

“The Women’s Executive Forum is 
more than an event—it’s a movement,” 
said Artesha Moore, President & CEO 
of Association Forum. “Legacy in 
Motion reflects the power of women 

Adrianne Haslet Named Women’s Executive Forum Keynote Speaker
Will Take Stage at Association Forum Event

leaders to create lasting impact while 
navigating change with courage and 
grace. Adrianne’s story embodies that 
spirit, and we are thrilled to welcome 
her to inspire our community.”

Embodying resiliency, Haslet re-
claimed her passion for dance and 
went on to compete in multiple 
Boston Marathons. Her advocacy 
includes prosthetic coverage reform, 
fighting terrorism and hate, and 
championing inclusivity. Associa-
tion Forum noted her TED Talk has 
reached more 18.5 million viewers, 
with her story featured in People, 
Sports Illustrated, Time, and even a 
Super Bowl commercial with Boston 
Red Sox Hall of Famer David Ortiz. 

Association Forum said the Wom-
en’s Executive Forum: Legacy in 
Motion welcomes professionals from 

all walks of life who share a 
common purpose—to empower 
themselves and one another 
while shaping a more inclusive, 
sustainable path to leadership 
and growth. It encourages both 
current and aspiring leaders 
who are seeking professional 
growth and the advancement 
of diversity and inclusion within 
associations to attend. 

Registration is open with 
early bird pricing ending Feb-
ruary 20. 

Find more information at 
here.

Adrianne Haslet

to be able to discern what level of ac-
cessibility is available at a given venue. 

Under the tiered program, conven-
tion centers can reach a “baseline” 
designation of Accessibility Approved, 
or go above and beyond to receive 
the Accessibility Gold Accreditation. 

With such a large population of 
Americans living with a disability, 
TravelAbility posits that becoming 
better hosts to this emerging market 
is a must for venues and destinations. 

To meet TravelAbility’s Accessibility 
Approved tier, a venue or convention 
center must establish “essential infra-
structure,” which includes appointing 
a designated accessibility coordinator 
within the organization, building a 
comprehensive web portal that offers 
access to accessibility information to 
convention and meetings attendees, 
and “specialized” evacuation plans for 
wheelchair users, and neurodiverse 
attendees and guests.

The Gold tier takes the accredita-
tion a step further, TravelAbility said, 
and requires staff at a venue to seek 
certification through 
accessible advocacy 
organizations Visit-
Able and KultureCity, 
install a permanent 
on-site sensory room, 
and conduct a compre-
hensive facility review 
with Wheel the World.

Steinman said the inspiration for the 
accreditation program came from a 
conversation he had with Adam Burke, 
President and CEO of the Los Angeles 
Tourism & Convention Board, as Burke 
and the City of Angels prepare to host 
a population of travelers and athletes 
with varying accessibility needs at the 
2028 Summer Olympics and the 2028 
Summer Paralympics. TravelAbility 
is serving as an advisor to the Los 

Angeles Tourism & Convention Board 
to improve its accessibility for visitors 
and residents.  Some of the Accessibil-
ity Approved accreditation steps have 
benefits outside of accommodating 
guests, Steinman said.

“The wheelchair emergency evac-
uation [plan] benefit that we provide 
can reduce insurance costs, or in the 
event of an active shooter situation,” 
he said. “We’ve developed something 
that’s for hotels, attractions, conven-
tion centers, and airports. We’ve got 
not only the emergency evacuation 
plan, but also [designates] what the 
training needs to be.”

In the case of families traveling with 
individuals with autism, the Trave-
lAbility Accessibility Approved ac-
creditation equips venues with plans 
for an elopement scenario—where an 
individual with autism will suddenly 
flee from their room or family.

“They’re elopers [meaning] they 
run off, and it’s a big problem,” 
Steinman said. “It’s why [families of 
individuals with autism] don’t travel. 
The first thing the family wants to 
know is if there’s an elopement plan, 
so we’re providing that as well.”

The tra in ing for 
these situations has 
the benefit of poten-
tially lowering insur-
ance costs, Steinman 
said. 

Through the pro-
gram, part ic ipants 
also gain access to 

TravelAbility’s Accessibility Catalog, 
a collection of vetted technologies 
and amenities—such as caption-
ing software and tactile guides—to 
better benefit show attendees with 
disabilities. 

With the accreditation, Steinman 
said that meeting planners and sales 
teams will have a leg up when it 
comes to winning RFP bids, as well. 

For more information, click here. 

TravelAbility

at MLCV-owned hotels circulated. 
Ahead of the hotel closures, the 

Mille Lacs Band Chief Executive, Virgil 
Wind, posted a video to his personal 
social media account on January 13 
addressing the situation. 

“Now, we’re being asked a ques-
tion, a very hard question to answer. 
I made a commitment, a promise, 
when elected that I wouldn’t [exple-
tive] you,” Wind said. “The question 
is: are we housing 
federal agents at our 
hotels? The answer 
is that we very well 
could be. Due to pri-
vacy laws, franchise 
agreements, poten-
tial legal ramifica-
tions, it’s not an easy 
decision to make.”

In a January 18 
statement, the MLCV 
Board of Directors 
said it had tempo-
rarily suspended all 
guest reservations beginning that day 
at noon “in response to elevated safety 
and security concerns.”

The hotels also reached out to 
guests to notify them they must vacate 
the property. 

“Due to heightened safety concerns 
in St. Paul, we have made the difficult 
decision to temporarily  close our 
hotel, and your reservation will be 
cancelled effective Sunday, January 
18th at 12 p.m.,” a letter to hotel guests 
read, as reported by local news outlet 
Minnesota Public Radio News. 

Comments on the MLCV’s public 
statement informing of the closure on 

social media received a wide variety of 
responses from community members 
and tribal members. Some comment-
ers celebrated the decision, while oth-
ers said closing the combined hotels’ 
more than 650 guest rooms was “bad 
business.” Others questioned whether 
the decision was political.

Though the hotels were still closed 
to guests as of January 21, operators 
were on site to answer phone calls. 

A message left by USAE for the 
general manager of the InterContinen-
tal St. Paul Riverfront hotel was not 

returned by dead-
line, but a front desk 
agent confirmed the 
hotel was closed 
“until further notice” 
and declined to com-
ment further.

A front desk agent 
at the DoubleTree 
told USAE on Janu-
ary 21 the hotel was 
still closed “due to 
heightened securi-
ty concerns” and it 
was not clear when 

it would reopen. 
The representative said the hotel 

had received “terrible calls” after 
rumors spread of ICE agents renting 
rooms at the property. The woman 
added that despite numerous reports 
and headlines saying otherwise, the 
rumors that federal agents were 
staying at the hotel were not true—“or 
if they were, I don’t know anything 
about it.” 

The front desk agent went on to 
note that while the hotel did not have 
a concrete day it would welcome guests 
back, the staff are hoping the closure 
is “short-lived.”

Hotels Close
continued from page 1

The training for these 
situations has the 

benefit of potentially 
lowering insurance 

costs, Steinman said. 

https://associationforum.org
http://travelability.net
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By Jordan Bradley

Plans for the first Atari Hotel in 
Las Vegas have fallen through, ac-
cording to developers. 

Phoenix-based developer In-
tersection Development told local 
outlets the company was no longer 
pursuing an Atari Hotel develop-
ment in Las Vegas, a growing desti-
nation for esports.

“In late 2020 and into 2021, we 
explored developing a location in 
Las Vegas, but the deal didn’t come 
to fruition,” a representative from 
Atari Hotels told the Las Vegas-Re-
view Journal. “We are not actively 
pursuing a project in Las Vegas at 
this time.”

Atari announced it had granted 
licensing rights to a development 
company in January 2020, and plans 
for the Atari Hotel in Las Vegas had 
been reportedly moving forward 

into 2024, despite pandemic-related 
delays. 

At the time, Atari said it had part-
nered with True North Studio and had 
planned to develop hotels in Phoenix; 
Austin, Texas; Chicago; Denver; Las 
Vegas; San Francisco; San Jose, Cali-
fornia; and Seattle. 

The abandoning of the Las Vegas 
development has not meant game 
over for Atari Hotels on a broader 
scale, developers said. The burgeoning 
hotel brand is moving forward with a 
project in Phoenix, and it is expected to 
break ground late this year, according 
to an announcement from Intersection 
Development, which is spearheading a 
new fundraising effort.

“Atari Hotels was born from the idea 
that hospitality could be as interactive 
as gaming itself,” said Jordan Taylor, 
Partner at Intersection Development. 
“Our Reg A fundraise and community 
ownership model reflects that vision, 

and gives gamers, pop culture fans, 
Phoenix locals, and investors a rare 
chance to help shape the first im-
mersive gaming hotel in the Western 
Hemisphere.”

The development company has 
raised $14 million for the hotel, it 
stated in late December 2025, and is 
encouraging fans of the classic video 
game console to “own a piece of the 
future of hospitality” for $500. 

When complete, the planned vid-
eo game hotel will offer guests and 
video game enthusiasts high-tech 
guest rooms, and studios, “futuristic 
technology,” a 2,000-plus-person 
esports and concert venue, a sports-
book, and “layers of immersive bars, 
restaurants, and shopping,” the 
development company said. 

Intersection Development ex-
pects to open the flagship Atari 
Hotel in Phoenix mid- to late-2028.

Game Over for Las Vegas Atari Hotel
Phoenix Hotel on Track to Level Up

By Jonathan Trager

Explore St. Louis announced on 
January 15 that it’s launching a na-
tional search for a professional facil-
ities management firm for America’s 
Center Convention Complex, which 
includes the convention center as well 
as The Dome.

Explore St. Louis said this new 
operating model “delivers better run 
facilities, improved customer service 
and greater operational efficiency.” 
The organization noted that many 
leading convention markets, both 
across the nation and the Midwest, 
also use professional facilities man-
agement firms.

The city will continue its ownership 
and public oversight of the facilities. 

Explore St. Louis Searching for  
Facilities Management Firm 

Explore St. Louis and its board will 
retain full accountability for perfor-
mance standards and results.

“This is about execution, excellence 
and planning for the future,” said Brad 
Dean, President & CEO of Explore St. 
Louis. “The meetings and conventions 
industry has evolved dramatically. To 
compete at the highest level, our fa-
cilities must operate with world-class 
systems, deep expertise and the ability 
to continuously innovate. Engaging a 
facilities management partner posi-
tions St. Louis to do exactly that while 
maintaining full public accountability.”

The decision to initiate the search is 
informed by recent stakeholder feed-
back as well as industry benchmarking, 
Explore St. Louis stated. Results from 
a recent Coraggio Group stakeholder 

study showed “strong understanding 
across the community of the Amer-
ica’s Center’s value to the region, 
paired with a clear expectation that 
improvements are needed to remain 
competitive in today’s marketplace.”

“Our responsibility is to ensure 
these assets are positioned to succeed 
not just today, but years from now,” 
said Steve  O’Loughlin,  President & 
COO of Lodging Hospitality Man-
agement and  Chair of the Explore 
St. Louis Board of Commissioners. 
“Launching this search demonstrates 
disciplined leadership and a clear 
focus on performance, accountability 
and economic impact. It puts St. Louis 
in a stronger position to compete for 
the meetings and events that fuel our 

HOTS Mr. Potato Head Moves Out… 
Hasbro (yes, the toy company) is mov-
ing. All of its Mr. Potato Heads and G.I. 
Joes (and the thousands of other toys, 
games, dolls, puzzles, action figures, 
and more) are packing their accesso-
ries into a fleet of Transformers, and 
leaving their long-time headquarters 
in Pawtucket, Rhode Island for the 
big city of Boston by year’s end. Two 
Rhode Island lawmakers are not tak-
ing too kindly to the move, according 
to reports from the Associated Press. 
Reps. Brian Newberry and Thomas 
Noret co-sponsored a bill that would 
end a specialty license plate in the 
state featuring Mr. Potato Head—half 
of the proceeds from which go to 
support a local food bank. “Hasbro 
abandoned the State, causing untold 
economic harm and loss of tax reve-
nue,” Newberry said in a statement. 

“There is no reason we should be ad-
vertising their products on our license 
plates.” He added: “It may seem trivial 
compared to many other things, but 
it’s a matter of self-respect.” The food 
bank that has benefitting from sales 
of the spud-centric license plate were, 
of course, not pleased at the proposal. 
“With additional federal cuts and pol-
icy changes on the horizon, the need 
will be greater than ever moving for-
ward,” Rhode Island Community Food 
Bank spokesperson Kate MacDonald 
told Boston.com. “Every source of 
support...matters.” HOTS is hoping 
these two public officials can put their 

hard feelings aside and see the bigger 
picture. 

 

HOTS Beloved Boulder… A rock at 
the base of the Superfly boulder in 
Squamish, British Columbia, seem-
ingly disappeared from its home and 
turned up more than 1,700 miles away 
in California, UPI reports. Portable—as 
this hunk of granite is affectionately 
named—was used by climbers to 
practice balance and grips for several 
years, and its sudden absence was 
sharply felt within the climbing com-

munity. Unlike the Sailing Stones in 
Death Valley, Portable did not shimmy 
its way south. The rock’s new location 
remained a mystery until posters on 
Reddit began to speculate that Por-
table was at the base of the Iron Man 
bouldering spot in Bishop, California, 
UPI reports. A climber from Squamish, 
Ethan Salvo, sent a friend to check out 
the rumors, and sure enough, there 
was Portable wearing googly eyes 
and “a really sick hat,” Salvo told CBC 
News. According to Salvo, no one is 
sure how Portable made it to Bishop. 
HOTS thinks that’s one wild and mys-
terious rock.
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“Surpassing our 2025 
goal demonstrates  

the industry’s  
commitment to  

learning, innovation 
and leadership,”  

said Sheridan.

continued from page 1

terpretation of civil rights,” the Amer-
ican Federation of Teachers (AFT) 
wrote in celebration of the January 21 
withdrawal.

The case was filed by AFT, AFT-Mary-
land, American Sociological Associa-
tion, and Eugene School District 4J. It 
challenged a “Dear Colleague Letter,” 
published by DOE’s Office for Civil 
Rights on February 14, 2025.

AFT said the correspondence 
threatened that federal funding would 
be withheld from educational institu-
tions teaching students critical history, 
sociology, and other lessons that may 
reference race, providing support to 
students in the form of DEI program-
ming, or attempting to foster inclusive 
school environments for students of 
all backgrounds. DOE followed this 
letter with a requirement that states 
and school districts sign a certifica-
tion, under threat of termination of 
funding and criminal penalty, they 
would adhere to the administration’s 
interpretation of civil rights.

“This is a huge victory for kids,” 
said  Randi Weingarten, President, 
AFT. “In this case, with the stroke of a 
pen, the administration tried to take 
a hatchet to 60 years of civil rights 
laws that were meant to create edu-
cational opportunity for all kids. They 
attempted to rewrite and redefine 
opportunity to eliminate diversity, 
equity and inclusion and threatened 
schools and districts with penalties if 
they failed to comply. It took a union 
to stand in the stead of kids and ed-
ucators who feared retribution from 
the government.”

Gallagher’s ruling vacated the letter 
and the certification, holding that both 
are unconstitutional, unlawful, and the 

process the administration pursued 
to create the requirements did not 
comply with the Administrative Proce-
dures Act (APA). The judge noted the 
guidance stifled teachers’ free speech, 
“causing millions of educators to 
reasonably fear that their lawful, and 
even beneficial, speech might cause 
them or their schools to be punished,” 
AP reported. 

“The government did not merely 
remind educators that discrimination 
is illegal: it initiated a sea change in 
how the Department of Education 
regulates educational practices and 
classroom conduct, causing millions of 
educators to reasonably fear that their 
lawful, and even beneficial, speech 
might cause them or their schools to 
be punished,” Gallagher said in her de-
cision. “The law does not countenance 
the government’s hasty and summary 
treatment of these significant issues.”

The coalition was represented by 
Democracy Forward. 

“[January 21’s] dismissal confirms 
what the data shows: government 
attorneys are having an increasingly 
difficult time defending the lawless-
ness of the president and his cabinet,” 
said Skye Perryman, President & CEO, 
Democracy Forward. “And, when peo-
ple show up and resist, they win. This is 
a welcome relief and a meaningful win 
for public education. Though today is 
a victory against the administration’s 
unlawful crusade against civil rights, 
equity, and inclusion, we know the 
fight to protect public education is 
far from over. Democracy Forward 
is honored to represent educators, 
sociologists, unions, and public school 
districts whose courage and bravery 
has made a difference in the lives of 
millions of students.”

DOE did not respond to USAE’s 
request for comment. 

DEI Appeal

them to know that people are frustrat-
ed and that nobody really likes these 
design choices.”

Lowell’s website, bringbackdoors.
com, provides guests with a list of 
hotels that either provide doors on 
their guest room bathrooms or don’t 
provide doors. The website does dif-
ferentiate between hotels that provide 
guest rooms with no bathroom doors, 
with 50% privacy (bathrooms with 
glass doors and bathroom walls), 80% 
privacy (bathrooms with sliding or 
slatted doors), zero privacy (no door, 
no wall, or a wall with a window), and a 
mix of bathroom partition types. There 
is also a separate section highlight-
ing hotels with complete bathroom 
privacy.

Lowell is no stranger to travel or 
to less-than-comfortable lodging 
arrangements, she told USAE. When 
she had been traveling with her par-
ents abroad, however, she had been 
diligent in her search for comfortable 
hotel rooms, only to arrive to find no 
bathroom door. 

“It’s the classic story of traveling 
with your parents: you book a hotel 
room that has twin beds—you’ve gone 
out of your way to make sure—and 
then you walk into the hotel room and 
you find there’s no door to the bath-
room,” Lowell said. “I mean, I’d stayed 
in bad hotels before when it came to 
bathroom design, and I’d been travel-
ing alone or with people that just didn’t 
care as much. It’s inconvenient, but it’s 
fine. But this one? I was just like, ‘This 
is horrible.’ Who did this? Why are you 
putting this in a room where you put 
twin beds? Why have you also taken 
the door away?”

Some design trends in hotels favor 
open concept, where the bathrooms 
aren’t completely closed off from the 
rest of the hotel room. Sometimes 
guests will have a clear view of the 
shower from the bed, or there is a 
glass door that only partially obstructs 
views of a guest using the toilet. 

It wasn’t right away that Lowell 
decided to point out this odd trend, 
she told USAE. She carried on with her 
travels and her life, but she did think 

about it for “a while,” she said. 
In October, “I’m sure to the dis-

appointment of the hotel industry,” 
Lowell found herself in possession of 
some free time, and she got to work. 
To date, she has processed almost 600 
submissions. 

Lowell said she has gotten some 
responses from hotel designers “who 
are trying to be very clear that this 
isn’t their choice.” Some have told 
Lowell they “arrived to find that there 
was already no door” and they had to 
make the most with what they could. 

She has also been on the receiving 
end of “irrationally angry messages” 
that lead her to believe they work 
for a hotel listed on the Bring Back 
Doors website “because they’re just 
so upset.”

In her work sifting through hotel 
submissions, Lowell said three hotel 
chains stood out the most to her: 
Marriott International’s W Hotels 
and citizenM brands, and Ruby Ho-
tels, a chain of trendy hotels located 
throughout Europe. 

The trio of brands appear to pri-
oritize minimalist design aesthetics 
and open concept layouts, as seen in 
photos of their hotel rooms on official 
websites. 

Marriott International and Ruby 
Hotels representatives did not return 
USAE request for comment by press 
deadline. 

From her experience and through 
the Bring Back Doors launch, Lowell 
said there are likely several reasons 
for the lack of a door, including efforts 
to optimize space, design trends, and 
cost-cutting. 

“I know a lot of people expect a hotel 
room to be a specific size, so if you get 
rid of a wall, you make it more open 
visually, and it kind of tricks the brain 
into thinking the room is [a standard] 
size when, in reality, they shaved six 
inches off of every single room and 
can fit one more room at the end of the 
hall,” Lowell said. “I also think in some 
cases, it’s just designers or architects 
or developers—I don’t really know 
who—just trying to hop on a trend. I 
don’t think every single no-door-hotel-
room is because of someone sitting in 
a back room trying to find the best way 
to save every penny.”

For more information, click here.

Bathroom Doors

By Jonathan Trager

The Destinations International (DI) 
Foundation announced earlier this 
month it has exceeded its 2025 fund-
raising goal of $1,103,800.

The foundation has raised $1,136,427, 
which reflects “extraordinarygenerosi-
ty from industry leaders, partners and 

Destinations International Foundation Achieves 2025 Fundraising Goal 
supporters,” according to DI. These 
investments have powered key foun-
dation initiatives throughout 2025 and 
will directly fund programs in 2026.

“This achievement speaks to the 
strength of our community and the 
shared belief in the mission of the Des-
tinations International Foundation,” 
said Don Welsh, President & CEO of 

DI. “The foundation’s success allows 
us to invest in the research, talent and 
technology-focused education that 
destination organizations need—not 
just today, but well into the future.”

Welsh also extended sincere thanks 
to Board Chair Martha 
J. Sheridan, President 
& CEO of Meet Boston, 
and Past-Chair Amir 
Eylon, President & CEO, 
Partner, Longwoods 
International, for their 
leadership, and to “the 
many past and pres-
ent board trustees who 
helped us achieve this 
goal through their pas-
sion, commitment, and hard work.”

“Surpassing our 2025 goal demon-
strates the industry’s commitment to 

learning, innovation and leadership,” 
said Sheridan. “Thanks to this support, 
the foundation is funding meaningful 
work today and expanding its impact 
in 2026, including new education 
and training resources that help our 

organizations adapt 
and thrive.”

At its last meeting 
in 2025, the founda-
tion board also rec-
ognized the leadership 
and contributions of 
Chelsea Dunlop Wel-
ter, Sr. Vice President 
for Governance and 
Administration and 
Managing Director, 

Foundation Strategy, for her role in 
supporting the continued success of 
the foundation.

file:https://bringbackdoors.com
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By Jordan Bradley

Hilton is stepping into the apart-
ment biz with the launch of the Apart-
ment Collection by Hilton.

The new collection will offer “unique, 
spacious furnished apartments” and 
apartment-style accommodations 
throughout the United States, Hilton 
said.

Hilton announced the launch of 
January 15, noting the new collection 
has been made possible through 
a partnership with Placemakr, an 
apartment hotel brand and property 
management company providing fur-
nished stays. Placemakr specializes “in 
flexible, short-term and extended-stay 
accommodations in urban and subur-
ban markets,” Hilton said. 

While apartment-style stays and 
properties are not completely new 
to Hilton—the company currently has 

a global inventory of around 10,000 
apartment-style units—the collection 
itself is a first.

With the announcement of the 
Apartment Collection by Hilton, the 
company said it will add approxi-
mately 3,000 new units to its booking 
platforms, thanks to Placemakr.

“After an extensive search, Hilton 
is proud to partner with Placemakr 
to introduce Hilton’s new lodging 
category,” said Chris Silcock, pres-
ident of global brands and com-
mercial services at Hilton. “We’ve 
long seen the opportunity to deliver 
hospitality-driven apartment stays, 
offering spacious accommodations, 
thoughtful amenities, and authentic 
connections to local neighborhoods, 
and Placemakr shares that vision. For 
nearly a decade, they’ve demonstrat-
ed a strong commitment to guests 
through high product standards and 

Hilton Launches New Apartment Collection
exceptional service.”

A key component of the apart-
ment-style unit, Hilton said, is offer-
ing guests flexibility with a variety of 
layout options ranging from studios 
to four-bedroom furnished apart-
ments. The accommodations also 
feature chef-ready kitchens, on-sit 
laundry, and will have dedicated team 
members available on-site around 
the clock “to provide support and 
ensure guests feel cared for,” Hilton 
said. 

The Apartment Collection by Hilton 
is expected to be available to book 
through Hilton’s booking channels 
within the first half of the year, the 
hotel company said. Hilton added 
it intends to “significantly grow its 
apartment-style inventory over the 
next few years” through the Place-
makr partnership, and through addi-
tional franchise agreements.

“Apartment Collection by Hilton 
represents the next chapter in Hil-
ton’s growth story and the ways we 
are evolving to meet growing guest 
demand for this dynamic segment 
of hospitality,” said Chris Nassetta, 
President and CEO of Hilton. “With 
this new brand, we are continuing to 
pioneer the future of the hospitality 
industry, giving guests even more ways 
to choose Hilton for every stay, backed 
by our service and reliability.”

The Apartment Collection by Hilton 
will also participate in Hilton’s rewards 
program, Hilton Honors, and guests 
can expect stays at Apartment Col-
lection accommodations to adhere 
to Hilton’s quality standards. When 
stays within the collection become 
available through Hilton booking 
channels, guests will be able to book in 
major destinations like New York City; 
Washington, D.C.; and Atlanta. 

By Todd McElwee

U.S. Travel Association’s Travel 
Price Index (TPI) tracks the cost of 
travel in the United States using U.S. 
Department of Labor data from the 
monthly Consumer Price Index (CPI).

In December, the TPI rose 1.7% for 
the month on a seasonally adjusted 
basis and 0.8% compared with De-
cember of 2024.  December marked 
TPI’s largest monthly increase since 
September 2023. 

Released monthly, the TPI is com-
parable to the CPI with a focus on 
travel-related expenses.

“December consumer data 
showed overall prices rising at only 
moderate rates,” U.S. Travel said. “In-
creases in air and hotel rates drove 
the Travel Price Index to its largest 
monthly increase since September 
2023. Overall inflation in December 
was +0.3% for the month and +2.7% 
on an annual basis—consistent with 
levels recorded through the second 
half of 2025.”

U.S. Travel Research Shows Travel 
Prices Jumped in December

U.S. Travel said that over lon-
ger-term comparisons, travel prices 
have continued to show less infla-
tion than for prices overall.

Key metrics: 
Airfares grew 5.2% in December, 

reversing a 6.6% decline in Novem-
ber (which included the government 
shutdown period), but they re-
mained 3.4% below last year’s levels.

Hotel prices had been generally 
lower for much of the year but 
increased 3.5% in December. They 
were still 1.8% below December 
2024 levels.

Gas prices fell 0.4% in Decem-
ber—the only TPI component that 
declined for the month—and remain 
3.2% lower than last year. 

Prices for recreation, bars and 
restaurants increased in December 
and are the only TPI components 
that have grown faster than overall 
inflation on an annual basis.

Explore additional data and in-
sights on here.

By Todd McElwee

ASAE’s latest Insight Update report 
explored how associations have man-
aged staffing over the past year and 
what they are planning for the next 
six to nine months.

The association said despite broad-
er labor market uncertainty and 
heightened attention to layoffs across 
the economy, association staffing has 
remained largely stable. More than 
75% of associations surveyed report-
ing maintaining or increasing staffing 
levels over the past year.

“Associations have approached 
workforce decisions thoughtfully and 
strategically during a period of uncer-
tainty,” said Michelle Mason, FASAE, 
CAE, President & CEO, ASAE. “Rather 
than broad cuts or rapid expansion, 
many organizations focused on pro-
tecting mission-critical functions while 
investing in areas that directly support 
member value.”

Just over half of those surveyed held 
staffing steady, while 26% increased 
staff, with an average growth of nearly 
20%. Among the 20.5% of organiza-
tions that reduced staffing, declines 
were more modest, averaging 15.5%.

 The report highlights three key 
workforce trends:

• Staffing remained largely sta-
ble  despite broader labor market 
shifts, signaling organizational resil-
ience and cautious planning.

• Staffing changes were targeted, 
with growth concentrated in engage-
ment, membership, and learning 
functions, and limited impact on core 
mission-driven and infrastructure 
roles such as advocacy and IT. When 
reductions occurred, organizations 
most often redistributed work in-
ternally or supplemented capacity 
through consultants, freelancers, and 
generative AI tools.

• Entry-level roles emerged as a key 
area of investment, countering con-
cerns about early-career displacement 
by AI. These positions were the most 
likely to see staffing increases, while 
mid-level roles—particularly directors 
and managers—faced the greatest 
pressure when staffing declined.

Looking ahead, associations expect 
this stability to continue, ASAE noted. 
Nearly two-thirds of respondents an-
ticipate no staffing changes over the 
next six to nine months, while 22% 
expect increases and only 7% foresee 
decreases. Planned growth is primarily 
driven by expansion and new initia-
tives, while anticipated reductions are 
most often tied to financial pressures 
and restructuring.

The Insight Update is based on sur-
vey responses from 258 association 
and association management com-
pany individuals in CEO, finance, and 
HR roles. AI tools were used to support 
analysis of open-ended responses.

Find the complete report here. 

ASAE Report Finds  
Association Staffing Stable Amid 

Economic Uncertainty
regional economy.”

Explore St. Louis said respect for 
the workforce and labor partnerships 
is a core requirement of the process, 
adding that collective bargaining 
agreements and partnering with or-
ganized labor will be “foundational 
expectations” for any firm under 
consideration.

The search will be conducted trans-
parently, according to Explore St. 
Louis, with clear performance expecta-
tions established in advance. Success 
will be measured against defined 
outcomes tied to customer service, 
efficiency, bookings and regional eco-
nomic impact.

Explore St. Louis said it expects any 
final decision to be made in the first 
half of 2026.

https://ustravel.org
https://my.asaecenter.org/product/insight-update-association-staffing-trends/

