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1. The main idea
In my ten years as an STR host and operator, I've watched the easy days end. When short-term rentals

took off, you could list a clean, nice property and expect it to earn. That still works to a degree, but

there is far more competition now. I've also seen demand cool in places, as many travelers go back to

the consistency and standard service of a hotel.

Even so, the best STRs I've seen have always stood apart. They held up in slow stretches too,

including the pandemic, and I watched some of them book 99% of nights at strong rates. So what sets

them apart?

It isn't the decor. It's the concept. Most short-term rentals are designed backwards. The owner picks a

look, such as a movie, a color story, or a trend, then hopes guests care. Guests don't book a look. They

book an answer to a trip they are already planning.

A theme is how it looks.
A fandom, a style, a color palette. It lives on

the walls and is easy for the next listing to

copy.

A concept is what it does for the guest.
A specific kind of trip and the need it creates,

or an experience the guest has never had,

plus a promise you can say in one sentence.

The test: if you can't finish the sentence "This place is for guests who ____, and it makes that trip

easier, or different, by ____," you have a theme, not a concept.

This is my specialty, and it's why I start here instead of with the checklist. In a market with this many

five-bedroom pool homes, the pool house is a category, not a differentiator. The question a guest is

really asking while scrolling is: why this one? A concept is the answer. Sometimes the answer is a

need, like tired legs or a crowded family. Sometimes it is uniqueness: a stay so different from the

generic listings that it becomes the reason for the trip. Either way, the answer has to change what the

guest does or feels, not just what they photograph. Themes aren't banned. A good concept often has a

look. But the look follows the concept, never the other way around.

2. Concepts in practice
Concept studies illustrate the thinking. They are not predictions of what any property will earn.

A real conversion

The Snowbird Haven
Promise: a comfortable, easy home base for a long winter stay away from the cold.

The insight: A short-stay guest rarely gets to appreciate the best things about a property. They're

out the door early and back late. A long-stay guest lives in it. So we asked what a month in this
unit is actually like, and built around the parts only a long stay reveals.

What we changed, in a resort condo:



The balcony became the main room. The unit faces east over a lake, with a large balcony

facing the water. We invested heavily in seating and comfort: accent lighting, drink holders,

waterproof charging stations, and a pest-control setup to keep flying bugs away.

Blackout curtains. An east-facing unit gets full sun at 7 a.m. A great view shouldn't wake you at

dawn unless you choose it.

A second bedroom for the whole family. We converted it so grandparents can host their kids
and grandkids: a twin-over-twin bunk bed plus a full-size bed.

The alcove, reimagined. A doorless alcove with bunk beds became a sitting and sleeping nook:

a comfortable full-size futon, with floating shelves holding books, games, and decorations.

Easier and safer bathrooms: walk-in showers and grab bars.

What it cut: party features, tiny-trip gimmicks, and anything that only suits a one-night stay.

Concept study

The Theme-Park Base Camp
Promise: a rested, ready-for-tomorrow home after long park days.

What it changes: every feature answers a problem a park trip creates.

Arrival and departure friction: complimentary early check-in and late check-out,

complimentary luggage storage, and arrival perks such as a rideshare credit. Park days don't

line up with check-in times. This works because we keep a half-day to one-day buffer between

reservations, and the nightly rate reflects that. We chose hospitality over squeezing in one more
booking.

Recovery: a steam shower with a built-in bench, two foot-massage machines in the living room,

blackout rooms for early starts, and bedding and quiet that matter more than decor.

Fuel: complimentary basic breakfast items (cereal, low-fat milk, bananas, and granola bars),

trail mix, and water bottles to carry on park days and use throughout the stay, backed by a

purified-water refill station.

Gear: rain ponchos by the door, and a place to dry gear and charge devices.

What it cuts: fussy decorative items that break, and amenities guests will not have energy to use.

Each concept names a trip, a pain point, and what you do about it. Each tells you what to buy, what to

skip, and how the arrival should feel. A theme tells you none of that.



3. Do you have a Concept or a Theme?
Answer these before you look at a single listing. Write the answers down. Each question has two ways

in: a need your guest has, or a kind of uniqueness you are offering.

1. What trip is the guest on? Be specific. A need: a week at the theme parks, a winter away from the

cold, a family reunion weekend, or a stressful stay near a children's hospital while a loved one is in
treatment. Or a first: something they have never done before, like a night in the trees.

2. What makes that trip hard? A need: tired legs, rain, early starts, too many people for one hotel

room, no kitchen. Or for a unique stay: everything on offer looks generic, or is a refacing of an old

concept.

3. How do you make the trip easier, or what do you do differently? Name the features that answer

question 2, and the one thing guests will remember. If it needs "and also," it is two concepts.

4. What can you leave out, and would the guest still book it with the decor stripped out? If an item
doesn't serve the answer to question 3, it costs money and adds clutter. If the guest would not book

without the decor, you have a theme.

Concepts describe trips and needs, not people. You design for what a stay requires, never for

who you imagine the guest is. That keeps your marketing clean and your design honest.

Not sure which side you're on? Bring your answers to a free consultation at cohostpaul.com and we'll

test them together.

4. The level playing field
Once the concept is set, the rest is execution. None of this is news, but a great concept still loses to a

weak listing, a bad review, or one bad year.

The basics, quickly

Win the click. The first photo, the title, and the description decide whether anyone sees the rest. Use real

photography, an accurate sleeping layout, and every amenity filled in, so the listing says what your

concept promises.

Price on purpose. Compare your calendar to similar homes, adjust for events, seasons, and booking

window, and set minimum stays deliberately. Automated pricing is a starting point, not an answer. Hosts
regularly find it running below the market. And price the concept you built: buffer days and complimentary

extras cost bookable nights and money, so the rate has to carry them.

Protect the review. Spotless bathrooms, cold A/C, strong Wi-Fi, enough towels and cookware, fast

replies, house rules stated before booking, and a check-in message mid-stay. Hosts consistently say one
bad review costs more than a good one earns.

Underwrite the bad year. Judge a property by what you keep, not what it grosses: platform fees,

cleaning, utilities, HOA, insurance, taxes, supplies, repairs, replacements, then the loan payment. Test

whether the numbers still work after empty weeks and sharply lower rates, and hold cash reserves for it.

Don't bet on one platform or one rule. Learn the HOA and local rules before you buy, and expect them to

change. List on more than one platform and build some direct bookings.



Be honest about the workload. It's hospitality work. Decide who handles turnovers, supplies, and guest

messages, and put that cost in your numbers.

Do all six and you're competent. In a crowded market, competent is just the entry fee. The concept is what
gets you chosen.

5. Concept becomes reality
A concept only works in a property that can legally and physically carry it. When you select your

property, be sure to check the following, in order.

Check What to confirm

1. Is nightly rental

allowed?

City or county zoning and rules, plus HOA or condo documents. Get answers in

writing from the source. Rules differ by property and can change.

2. Licenses and

taxes

Florida generally requires a state vacation rental license, state sales tax

registration, and county tourist development tax registration. Confirm the

current requirements for your property with the state and county.

3. Does the layout

fit the concept?

Bedrooms, bathrooms, kitchen, workspace, outdoor space, parking, and noise,

measured against your concept.

4. Does the

location fit the

trip?

Travel time to what your guest is coming for, and whether the surroundings

support the concept.

5. Do the numbers

hold up?

Run your costs with cautious occupancy and rate assumptions, and review

them with your lender and CPA before you commit.

6. What to do next
I believe in a team approach, and I use one myself. A good STR is never a one-person decision. My job

as your agent is to match a property to your concept and help you work out who else to speak with,

such as a lender or a CPA, before you fall for a house. You're free to use anyone, and I receive no

payment or perk for any introduction.

1. Take the free STR Readiness Score at cohostpaul.com/quiz/ to see where your plan is strong and

where it has gaps.

2. Book a free consultation at cohostpaul.com to pressure-test your concept against real properties

and real rules.

The first conversation is free and has no obligation. If we decide to work together, a written buyer

representation agreement comes before touring homes.
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