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With hotel performance improving, supply in check, and tourism and commercial demand on the rise, hoteliers should pay close 
attention to possibilities in the Florida Panhandle. 

Introduction 

The geography of Florida’s Panhandle region is 
loosely defined, and so is the makeup of its 
hospitality market. Certain Panhandle beaches 
are synonymous with Spring Break, and hotels, 
motels, and other lodging options have been 
dug into the coastal markets to serve these 
transient populations for years. What deserves 
attention, however, is the growing 
sophistication of the leisure traveler to the 
Panhandle, as well as the increased demand in 
the commercial and military/government 
segments. The region still presents 
opportunities for branded hotels, and 
particularly full-service properties, in select 
locations. The following article examines 
transforming economic and hotel demand 
drivers in the Florida Panhandle, as well as 
emerging trends in hotel performance.  

Market Overview and 
Major Demand Generators 

The Florida Panhandle is generally accepted as 
spanning from Florida’s western state line to 
just east of the capital city of Tallahassee. 
Alabama and Georgia are to the north, and the Gulf of Mexico lies south. The names of many of the Panhandle’s principal cities 
evoke the balmy atmosphere, white-sand beaches, and emerald waters so popular with vacationers: Apalachicola, Port St. Joe, 
Mexico Beach, Tallahassee, Quincy, Niceville, Marianna, Lynn Haven, Panama City, Panama City Beach, Destin, Fort Walton 
Beach, DeFuniak Springs, Chipley, Crestview, Milton, Gulf Breeze, and Pensacola. A number of popular master-planned beach 
communities dotting the coastline include Cape San Blas, Inlet Beach, Seaside, Rosemary Beach, Alys Beach, WaterColor, Santa 
Rosa Beach, Miramar Beach, and Navarre. 

It is important to note that hotel demand in the Panhandle comes not just from tourists, but from the military and government 
sectors as well. Regional military installations include Pensacola Naval Air Station (NAS) and Training Center Corry in Pensacola, 
NAS Whiting Field in Milton, Eglin Air Force Base (AFB) in Fort Walton Beach, Hurlburt Field in Mary Esther, Naval Support 
Academy in Panama City Beach, and Tyndall AFB in Panama City. The state capital of Tallahassee also generates significant 
demand stemming from state legislative sessions, associations, the Florida Supreme Court, the Florida Bar, and numerous 
federal, state, and local government offices. 

Recent Market Dynamics in Florida’s Panhandle 

The recent history of the Panhandle reveals how its economy, infrastructure, and hospitality industry have clutched and 
recovered from significant burdens over the past decade. Three hurricanes hit the Gulf Coast mid-decade: Hurricane Ivan in 
2004, Hurricane Dennis in 2005, and the infamous Hurricane Katrina that same year. These events sent displaced residents from 



 

IN FOCUS: – THE HOTEL INDUSTRY OF THE FLORIDA PANHANDLE | PAGE 3 

Louisiana and Mississippi to Florida’s Panhandle, with local hotels shouldering the weight of massive amounts of demand while 
homes, structures, and cities were rebuilt following the storms. 

This surge of demand diminished as displaced travelers returned home, and the effect on the Florida Panhandle’s hotel industry 
worsened with the onset of the Great Recession at the end of 2008. The declines were particularly severe for the Panhandle’s 
leisure markets, as consumers no longer had the discretionary income to spend on family trips to the region.  

Furthermore, the Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill qualified as an economic disaster for the Panhandle region when a rig exploded off 
the Louisiana coast in April of 2010. Tourism to the Florida Panhandle fell throughout 2010 and 2011, before marketing efforts, 
along with national economic improvements, helped demand levels recover. 

New Developments 

Tourism, the Panhandle’s cornerstone of economic and hotel activity, has continued to improve, and hotel demand from the 
commercial segment is expanding rapidly in the Panhandle as well. Recent developments include the following:  

 

 
 

• In Pensacola, Navy Federal Credit Union announced a $200-million 
expansion that will add 1,500 new jobs by the end of 2015, as well as 
a long-term plan that will create another 4,700 jobs by 2020. 

• In the Fort Walton/Destin area, significant development is planned 
in the retail and residential sectors, including expansions at Grand 
Boulevard, Hammock Bay, and Silver Sands Outlets. 

• The opening of Northwest Florida Beaches International Airport in 
Panama City Beach has helped the Panhandle bring in travelers from 
farther locales, and the airport has catalyzed other major 
developments in the surrounding area. The St. Joe’s West Bay master 
development will include 4.4 million square feet of industrial, 
commercial, and retail space; 27,000 residential units; and 900 
marina slips as construction proceeds over the next few decades. 
The St. Joe Company is also expanding its retail footprint in Panama 
City Beach with the construction of Pier Park North, scheduled for 
completion by the end of the summer of 2014. 

• In Tallahassee, the Blueprint 2000 local-option sales-tax extension 
has spurred significant development over the last few years. One 
large-scale effort funded in part by the tax, the Gaines Street 
Enhancement Project, aims to transform the capital city’s Gaines 
Street corridor into a premier urban entertainment district. The 
project has brought more than $128 million in private investment 
between retail, mixed-use, and residential developments. In 
November of 2014, citizens will vote on the Blueprint 2020 plan, 
which would reportedly lead to the development of a convention 
center, a Monroe Street redevelopment project, and other 
revitalization efforts in the city. 
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Panhandle Hotel Performance and Supply 

The following chart illustrates the trajectory of hotel occupancy in the Panhandle since 2008.1 The Great Recession and the 
decline of discretionary spending caused demand levels to decrease in 2009. In 2010, occupancy levels recovered somewhat, 
and an influx of demand from oil cleanup crews caused overall occupancy levels for the year to increase. However, in 2011, 
occupancy declined as demand levels normalized. With improved economic conditions and post-oil-spill marketing efforts, 
occupancy levels improved significantly in 2012, and this trend continued through 2013. Average rate and RevPAR for 
Panhandle hotels followed a similar pattern in 2008 and 2009, with declines during the recession; however, RevPAR grew year-
over-year from 2010 through 2013. 

 

With occupancy and demand in the Panhandle growing, the question of hotel supply—and more importantly the ratio of 
branded hotels to other lodging sources, such as private condominiums and timeshares—looms large. HVS produced an article 
in 2008 about the need for more branded hotels in Panama City Beach,2 and many of these insights still hold true.  

While branded hotels must compete with large condominiums, timeshares, and full-service resorts, branded products offer 
certain benefits that these lodging choices cannot: no housekeeping fees or hidden costs, no minimum stays, guest reward 
programs, and the consistency of widely recognized brand standards. Branded full-service hotels feature these advantages along 
with the amenities and dining options offered by the area’s full-service resorts and resort-like condominiums and timeshares. 
Furthermore, a historical breakdown by scale shows that demand for full-service hotels is increasing.  

 

 
 

                                                        
1 Compilation of data from Smith Travel Research representing 65 hotels in the North Florida area 
2 “The Need for More Branded Hotels in Panama City Beach, Florida.” Kaoru Chikushi. May 2008. http://www.hvs.com/article/3337/the-need-for-more-
branded-hotels-in-panama-city-beach/ 

http://www.hvs.com/article/3337/the-need-for-more-branded-hotels-in-panama-city-beach/
http://www.hvs.com/article/3337/the-need-for-more-branded-hotels-in-panama-city-beach/
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The following chart illustrates occupancy trends across limited-, select-, and full-service hotels in the Panhandle from 2006 
through 2013.3  

In 2007, occupancy levels for limited-, 
select-, and full-service hotels in markets 
across the Panhandle were almost aligned, 
but during the recession, select-service 
hotels took the lead in terms of occupancy. 
Since the recovery, occupancy levels 
indicate a remarkably consistent 
preference for full-service hotels, which 
have achieved the highest average 
occupancy levels for five years in a row. 
Select-service hotels are a close second, 
while limited-service hotels have 
comprised the lowest average occupancy 
levels in the past five years. 

Another important consideration is brand 
representation—or lack thereof—in the 
Panhandle. There are a number of popular 
upper-midscale, upscale, upper-upscale, and luxury full-service brands not currently represented in the Florida Panhandle. 
Holiday Inn represents the most utilized full-service product given its product-market fit. The following table presents a 
breakdown of brands that appear in, or are absent from, the Panhandle.  

 

Full-service branded hotels in the Panhandle have fared relatively well since the recession, and part of the reason is a slowdown 
in the construction of new supply. Supply growth peaked in 2008, followed by a drastic decline in 2009 and 2010 as the 
recession took hold. Economic hardship and an anemic lending environment, coupled with complications caused by the 
Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill, caused new hotel development to slow in 2011 and grind to a halt in 2012. While 2013 showed 
some recovery, which has continued into 2014, the rate of new hotel development is still well below pre-recession levels. 

                                                        
3 HVS compilation of a select number of hotels in the North Florida region (*2013 comprises smaller data set) 
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The following charts illustrate the introduction of new rooms and new hotels in the Panhandle by year since 2007. 

       

The table below lists hotels currently in the pipeline in the Panhandle. 

Proposed Hotel

Number 

of Rooms Development Stage

Anticipated 

Opening/Closure Owner/Developer

Pensacola

Hampton Inn & Suites Pensacola I 10 Pine Forest Road 75 Under Construction 2014 North Florida Hotels

UWF Branded Hotel 100 Early Planning 2015 UWF Public/Private Partnership

Home2 Suites by Hilton Early Planning 2015 A&R Hospitality Management

Fort Walton/Destin

Holiday Inn Resort Destin West 152 Under Construction 2014 US Air Force/Innisfree Hotels

TownePlace Suites Fort Walton Beach 112 Under Construction 2014 InterMountain Management LLC

Henderson Beach Parkside Resort Hotel 170 Early Planning - Dunavant Gulf LLC

Fairfield Inn & Suites Fort Walton Beach West Destin 86 Under Construction 2015 The Bruner Law Firm

Destin Sands Beach Resort 230 Under Construction 2016 -

Santa Rosa/30-A

Grayton Grand 153 Early Planning - Crystal Beach Development

Rosemary Pointe 125 Under Construction - Humphreys & Partners, Atticus Real Estate

Panama City/Panama City Beach

Passport Inn (44) Early Planning (Demo) 2015 FDOT

Howard's Motel (16) Early Planning (Demo) 2015 FDOT

Proposed Hotels - Panama City (3) - Speculative   2015+ Various

Tallahassee

Hyatt Place 150 Early Development 2015 Hyatt Place Tallahassee LLC

Radisson 186 Early Development 2015 Tallahassee FL Lodging LLC

College Town Boutique Hotel - Early Planning - Seminole Boosters, Inc.

Leon County Civic Center Hotel - Early Planning - Florida State University

Florida Panhandle Development and Demolition Pipeline

 

While some new brands are scheduled to enter Panhandle markets over the next two years, the trend still leans toward 
unbranded lodging options and limited- and select-service properties. 
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Transactions 

The following table lists hotel transactions in Florida Panhandle markets since January of 2011. 

Property Location Sale Date

La Quinta Tallahassee South Tallahassee, Florida Apr-14 $3,800,000 134 $28,358
DoubleTree by Hilton Tallahassee Tallahassee, Florida Apr-14 21,000,000 243 86,420
Days Inn Destin Destin, Florida Apr-14 3,200,000 * 60 53,333
Ramada Plaza Tallahassee Capitol Tallahassee, Florida Mar-14 2,000,000 * 148 13,514
Capital Circle Inn & Suites Tallahassee, Florida Mar-14 2,500,000 100 25,000
White Sands Inn & Suites Destin, Florida Mar-14 4,650,000 83 56,024
Cabot Lodge Tallahassee Tallahassee, Florida Feb-14 6,650,000 * 135 49,259
Red Roof Inn Tallahassee Tallahassee, Florida Oct-13 1,530,000 108 14,167
Hotel Duval Tallahassee, Florida Oct-13 23,000,000 117 196,581
Best Western PLUS Panhandle Capital Inn & Suites Midway, Florida Mar-13 1,550,000 50 31,000
Wingate Lynn Haven Panama City Area Lynn Haven, Florida Feb-13 1,500,000 67 22,388
Super 8 Tallahassee Tallahassee, Florida Feb-13 1,800,000 108 16,667
Days Inn Pensacola West Pensacola, Florida Jan-13 1,300,000 93 13,978
Econo Lodge Inn & Suites Pensacola, Florida Jan-13 1,175,000 69 17,029
Hampton Inn & Suites Tallahassee I-10 Tallahassee, Florida Jul-12 12,350,000 122 101,230
Holiday Inn Express Destin Mid Bay Bridge Destin, Florida Jan-12 4,400,000 74 59,459
Fairfield Inn & Suites by Marriott Tallahassee Central Tallahassee, Florida Dec-11 9,354,916 97 96,442
Motel 6 Tallahassee North Tallahassee, Florida Sep-11 1,490,000 131 11,374
Super 6 Pensacola, Florida Aug-11 775,000 80 9,688
TownePlace Suites by Marriott Pensacola Pensacola, Florida Jun-11 11,500,000 98 117,347
Best Western PLUS Panhandle Capital Inn & Suites Midway, Florida May-11 1,650,000 50 33,000
MainStay Suites Pensacola Pensacola, Florida Jan-11 1,905,000 64 29,766
Islander Motel Panama City Beach Panama City Beach, Florida Jan-11 2,548,822 52 49,016

*denotes  approximate sa le amount

Price Rooms Price/Rm 

 

Since 2011, hotel transaction activity in the Florida Panhandle has been particularly strong within the limited-service segment, 
with 20 of the 23 sales shown above representing limited-service hotels. Tallahassee is the most active submarket, with roughly 
half of the sales occurring in or around the city. The transaction with the highest overall value and price-per-key value was of an 
upscale, full-service branded hotel, the Hotel Duval, a Marriott Autograph Collection property located in Downtown Tallahassee 
that sold in October of 2013 for $23 million or $196,581 per key. 

Conclusion 

The hotel industry in the Florida Panhandle has largely overcome the challenges it faced over the past decade, and occupancy, 
rate, and RevPAR at area hotels continue to improve. Constraints on financing during and following the recession has slowed the 
rate of new hotel development, which in turn has helped push increases in the performance of existing hotels. A number of new 
hotels are slated for development throughout 2014 and 2015, which could slow the rate of growth currently experienced in the 
greater Panhandle market; nevertheless, opportunities still exist, particularly for full-service, branded hotels in high-growth 
areas. With new developments on the commercial front, including job growth and major projects in Pensacola, Tallahassee, and 
surrounding the airport in Panama City Beach, the region has the potential to draw not only tourists but other hotel guests from 
further reaches than ever before. 
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About HVS 

HVS is the world’s leading consulting and services 
organization focused on the hotel, mixed-use, shared 
ownership, gaming, and leisure industries. Established in 
1980, the company performs 4,500+ assignments each year 
for hotel and real estate owners, operators, and developers 
worldwide. HVS principals are regarded as the leading 
experts in their respective regions of the globe. Through a 
network of more than 30 offices and 450 professionals, HVS 
provides an unparalleled range of complementary services 
for the hospitality industry. www.hvs.com  

Superior Results through Unrivalled Hospitality 
Intelligence. Everywhere. 

HVS Atlanta works extensively in Birmingham and other 
hotel markets spanning the southeastern United States, 
offering advisory and appraisal services for limited-, select-, 
and full-service hotels and resorts. We invest in our 
associates' continual training and education, benefiting you 
with a consulting and valuation team keenly abreast of the 
latest market conditions and trends. 

HVS Miami provides a variety of consulting and valuation 
services for hotels, mixed-use real estate, and shared 
ownership projects. HVS Miami professionals have 
completed over 1,300 engagements, of which 54% were 
located throughout Florida. They have also worked in 28 
Caribbean islands and 12 Central and South American 
countries. In addition to certified valuations, the HVS Miami 
office also provides feasibility studies, acquisition due 
diligence, asset management, expert witness testimony, 
and marketing and sales solutions for mixed-use and 
shared ownership real estate developments. 

About the Author 

Kristin Rinaudo is a Project 
Manager with the HVS Atlanta 
office. Kristin spent eight years 
residing in Panama City Beach 
and Tallahassee, Florida and 
graduated from Florida State 
University (FSU) with dual 
degrees in Psychology (magna 

cum laude) and Real Estate. At FSU, she was 
awarded the Teel Scholarship in Real Estate, the 
ICSC Undergraduate Award, the Florida Bright 
Futures Scholarship, and the FSU 21st Century 
Scholarship.  

Please contact Kristin at krinaudo@hvs.com or 
(850) 774-4229. 

John Lancet MAI is a Director 
and Partner for the Miami office 
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