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UNDERSTANDING THE HOLIDAY
INN EXPRESS BRAND
STANDARDS MANUAL: A
BLUEPRINT FOR CONSISTENCY

For any hotel chain, consistency is the
cornerstone of guest trust and loyalty.
When a traveler books a stay at a
Holiday Inn Express, they carry a set of
expectations shaped by previous
experiences, advertisements, and word-
of-mouth. They expect a clean, modern
room, a free hot breakfast, and a
welcoming environment. But behind the
scenes, ensuring that every single
property—whether in downtown
Chicago, a suburban town in Texas, or a
city in Europe—delivers that identical
experience is a monumental task. This is
where the Holiday Inn Express Brand
Standards Manual becomes an
essential tool. It serves as the definitive
guide, the operational bible, and the
strategic playbook for owners, general
managers, and front-line staff alike.

This manual is far more than a binder of
rules. It is a comprehensive document
that outlines every visual, operational,
and service-related element that defines
the Holiday Inn Express brand. From the
exact shade of blue used on the exterior
signage to the approved style of the
lobby furniture, the temperature of the
breakfast pastries, and the proper
greeting for a tired traveler checking in

at 11 p.m.—every detail is specified,
measured, and enforced. In this article,
we will explore the key components of
the Holiday Inn Express Brand Standards
Manual, why it matters so much to
franchisees and guests, and how it helps
maintain one of the most recognizable
hotel brands in the world.

The Purpose of a
Brand Standards
Manual

Brand standards exist to eliminate
guesswork. For a franchise chain like
Holiday Inn Express, which is part of IHG
Hotels & Resorts, each location is
independently owned and operated.
Without a central manual, each hotel
would naturally develop its own
personality, quirks, and variations in
quality. While some individuality can be
charming in a boutique hotel, it is
dangerous for a brand built on
predictability. The Holiday Inn Express
Brand Standards Manual ensures that
a guest walking into any property
instantly recognizes the brand, feels
comfortable, and knows what to expect.
This consistency builds emotional equity
over time, encouraging repeat bookings
and positive reviews.

Furthermore, the manual protects the
brand's reputation. If one property fails
to meet basic cleanliness or service
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standards, the entire network suffers.
Customers do not say, "That Holiday Inn
Express in Tulsa was dirty." They say,
"Holiday Inn Express hotels are dirty."
The manual sets clear, enforceable
benchmarks that every franchisee must
achieve to keep the right to fly the
brand's flag. It is a legally binding part of
the franchise agreement, and regular
audits ensure compliance.

KEY SECTIONS OF THE HOLIDAY
INN EXPRESS BRAND
STANDARDS MANUAL

While the full manual is proprietary and
updated periodically, several major
categories are consistent across all
versions. Understanding these sections
helps property managers focus their
efforts on what matters most to the
brand and to guests.

1. Exterior and
Sighage
Standards

The first impression of any hotel is its
curb appeal. The Holiday Inn Express
Brand Standards Manual provides
exact specifications for the building's
exterior, including the placement and
design of the iconic green and blue logo
sign. The sign must be illuminated in a
specific way, at a particular height, and
visible from the main road. The manual
dictates acceptable paint colors for the
building facade, the style of porch lights
at the entrance, and even the
landscaping requirements. A poorly
maintained parking lot or faded signage
can lead to immediate non-compliance.
The goal is to create a welcoming,

professional appearance that signals
cleanliness and reliability before the
guest ever walks through the doors.

2. Lobby,
Reception, and
Public Area
Standards

Once inside, the lobby must reflect the
brand's promise of efficiency and
comfort. The manual specifies the layout
of the front desk, the recommended
seating areas, and the colors and
materials used in furniture. In recent
years, the brand has moved toward a
more modern, open design with a "Great
Room" concept that combines the lobby,
breakfast area, and workspace. The
manual includes diagrams for furniture
placement, instructions for wall art, and
even the style of light fixtures. The
coffee station must be kept full and
clean, and the business center
computers must be configured in a
particular way. These standards ensure
that no matter which location you visit,
you'll find a familiar, productive
environment.

3. Guest Room
Standards

Perhaps the most critical section of the
Holiday Inn Express Brand
Standards Manual is the one covering
guest rooms. This is where guests spend
the most time, and where the brand's
"Simply Smart" philosophy comes to life.
The manual defines everything from the
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bed linens (thread count, color, and
number of pillows) to the type of
showerhead, the placement of the alarm
clock, and the design of the desk and
chair. There are standards for lighting,
electrical outlets, and even the thickness
of the towels. The minibar or refrigerator
must be of a certain size, and the
television must be set to a default
channel. This rigorous attention to detail
eliminates inconsistency: a room in a
Holiday Inn Express in Florida will feel
nearly identical to one in Oregon.

4. Breakfast and
Food Service
Standards

The complimentary Express Start
Breakfast is a signature offering that
sets the brand apart. The manual
outlines every aspect of the breakfast
experience, including the menu options,
the temperature at which sausages and
eggs must be served, the hours of
operation, and the required signage. It
also details the appearance of the
breakfast bar: how to arrange the cereal
dispensers, how often to wipe the
counter, and where to place the napkins.
The quality of the coffee is specified, and
the manual provides guidelines for
rotating food items to ensure freshness.
If a property fails to meet these
breakfast standards, it is considered a
serious breach of brand integrity.

5. Service, Staff

Appearance, and
Behavior
Standards

Physical standards are only half the
equation. The manual also prescribes
how staff should interact with guests.
Uniforms are mandated—typically
collared shirts with the Holiday Inn
Express logo, clean and ironed, with
name tags. The manual includes scripts
for greeting guests, handling complaints,
and checking in. There are standards for
response times (e.g., answering the
phone within three rings) and for
cleanliness of the staff themselves. The
goal is to create a friendly, professional
atmosphere that feels efficient but not
impersonal. "Service with a smile" is not
just a suggestion; it is a standard.

WHY COMPLIANCE MATTERS FOR
FRANCHISEES AND OPERATORS

Adhering to the Holiday Inn Express
Brand Standards Manual is not
optional. Each hotel undergoes regular
Quality Assurance (QA) inspections,
conducted by IHG representatives or
third-party auditors. These inspections
are scored against the manual's criteria.
A passing score is mandatory to remain
in good standing with the franchise. Low
scores can result in fines, mandatory re-
inspections, and eventually, termination
of the franchise agreement. Therefore,
property owners invest significant time
and money in training staff and
maintaining the property to meet these
standards.

Beyond avoiding penalties, compliance
directly impacts revenue. Online reviews
on platforms like TripAdvisor and Google



frequently mention cleanliness,
breakfast quality, and staff
friendliness—all areas controlled by the
manual. A hotel that consistently meets
or exceeds brand standards earns higher
guest satisfaction scores, which leads to
higher occupancy rates and room prices.
The manual, therefore, is not just a
rulebook; it is a strategic asset that
drives profitability.

HOW THE BRAND STANDARDS
MANUAL EVOLVES OVER TIME

The hospitality industry is dynamic.
Guest preferences change, new
technologies emerge, and competitive
pressures shift. IHG regularly updates
the Holiday Inn Express Brand
Standards Manual to reflect these
changes. For example, in recent years,
the manual has incorporated standards
for contactless check-in, enhanced
cleaning protocols (especially post-
pandemic), and sustainable practices
like reducing single-use plastics. The
manual also adapts to regional
differences: a Holiday Inn Express in
Japan may have slightly different room
standards than one in the United States,
while still maintaining the core brand
identity. Franchisees receive
notifications of updates and are given a
timeline to implement changes. Staying
current is a continuous investment, but it
keeps the brand fresh and competitive.

COMMON CHALLENGES IN
IMPLEMENTING BRAND
STANDARDS

Despite the clarity of the manual,
franchisees often face difficulties in
implementation. High staff turnover in
the hospitality industry means that
constant training is required. New
housekeepers may not immediately

know the exact folding method for
towels or the correct placement of
amenities. Managers must develop
rigorous onboarding processes that
teach the manual's requirements from
day one. Another challenge is balancing
brand consistency with local market
needs. For instance, a hotel in a ski
resort area may need to emphasize
warmth and cozy decor, but the manual
may limit certain personal touches. Yet
the most successful franchisees learn to
work creatively within the standards,
adding unique local flavor through
service rather than physical changes.

Budget constraints can also make
compliance difficult. Replacing all lobby
furniture to match a new brand standard
can cost tens of thousands of dollars.
However, the brand provides clear
timelines and, in some cases, financial
support or guidance on phasing in
changes. Ultimately, the manual is
designed to help operators succeed, not
to burden them. IHG recognizes that
profitability and brand consistency go
hand in hand.

CONCLUSION: THE MANUAL AS A
FRAMEWORK FOR EXCELLENCE

The Holiday Inn Express Brand
Standards Manual is far more than a
binder of rules—it is a comprehensive
system that safeguards the guest
experience, protects the brand's
reputation, and provides a clear path for
operational success. For franchisees,
investing time and resources in
understanding and following the manual
pays off in higher scores, better reviews,
and increased loyalty. For guests, the
manual is invisible, yet its effects are felt
in every clean room, every hot waffle,
and every friendly smile at the front
desk. In a world where travelers crave
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reliability, the manual ensures that
Holiday Inn Express delivers on its
promise trip after trip, year after year.
Whether you are a hotel operator, a
marketing professional, or simply a

curious traveler, knowing the importance
of these standards deepens your
appreciation for what goes into a great
stay.



