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Whether your linen needs are budget, mid-priced, or luxury, the International Society of Hospitality Purchasers (ISHP) wants you to fully understand what you are purchasing.

Learn the difference between low price (the smallest initial expenditure), verses low cost (the lowest cost per use, over the life of the textile).

The goal of the ISHP is to provide a continual, growing source of educational information regarding hospitality industry products.  The ISHP encourages your comments regarding our Linen Buyer’s Guide.  Please e-mail your comments to Alan Benjamin, the Executive Vice President of the ISHP, at abenjamin@benjaminwest.com.
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I.   TOWELS

TERMS

· Size: refers to the finished (overall) dimensions of the towel, specified in inches, width X length.

· Weight: refers to the weight of one dozen of a specific towel, specified as pounds/dozen.

· Type: refers to the intended use of the towel; in order of increasing size (sizes given are examples), the basic four institutional types are: wash cloth (12X12), hand towel (16X27), bath towel (24X50), and bath mat (20X30).  A fingertip towel (11X18) refers to a small towel, usually with fringe on the top and bottom; a bath sheet (35X68) refers to a very large and heavy bath towel.   A pool towel usually refers to a small bath towel (20X40), either plain or with a solid stripe running lengthwise down the center of the towel.

A “velour” towel is any size towel that has normal terry loops on one side, but is sheared very closely on the other side, so that the sheared side looks more like velvet than loops.

· Case pack: refers to the quantity, in dozens, that the mill packs a particular style of towel.  When shipping from the mill, a distributor can only ship in case pack quantities; if shipping from their own warehouse, a distributor can ship in smaller quantities (at a higher price to cover the extra handling), referred to as “broken case pack”.

Generally, the smaller the product, the larger the case pack.  For a given product, the more institutional the item, the larger the case pack.  Typical case packs are 25 dozen for wash cloths, 10 dozen for hand towels, and 5 dozen for both bath towels and bath mats.

Retail towels have much smaller case packs, as low as ¼ dozen (3 each) for premium bath towels.  Imported towels may be sold in “bails” or “bail packs”.  These are not cardboard boxes like case packs, but rather burlap packages compassed and tied together with bail string or wire.  Often, imported bail packs are quite large (200 dozen for wash cloths is common).

QUALITY

There are three basic quality levels of towels sold to institutional market: first quality, R.O.L. quality, and second quality.

First quality means exactly what it sounds like – the towels are free from all defects of any kind, and are within all manufacturing tolerances regarding weight, size, color, etc., the towels are as the mill intended.

R.O.L. stands for “Run of Loom”.  A synonym for this quality level is R.O.M., which stands for “Run of Mill”.  These two levels mean the same thing, so I will refer to both levels as simply “R.O.L.”

R.O.L. towels are made on the same machines as first quality towels, and are usually mostly first quality.  The ONLY difference between an R.O.L. and a first quality towel is that first quality towels must pass on additional, final inspection step before being boxed and shipped.

Because R.O.L. towels do not have to go through this extra step, it costs the mill less money to sell the towel.  Therefore, the mill sells R.O.L. towels at a 2% discount, which almost every distributor passes on to their clients.

Generally speaking, an R.O.L. shipment should consist of a least 90% first quality towels.  HOWEVER, no U.S. mill or distributor does NOT guarantee this.  Looking at the average manufacturing efficiency of the machinery arrives at the 90% figure.  Obviously, the mill’s intention is to make only first quality towels, so as the mills buy more sophisticated machinery, the quality should increase.  Please note however, that if your property wants first quality ONLY, do NOT purchase R.O.L.

Second quality towels indicate an item that was picked out during the inspection process.  A “second” towel will NOT have any holes, rips, or tears; it will not have any defect that will appreciably affect the performance (function) or durability of the towel in any manner.  Rather, it will have an eye appeal (cosmetic) defect.  Typically, this includes a small area of missed or pulled loops, non-straight hems, a towel that is cut slightly out of shape, or a towel that is out of size or weight tolerance.

In summary, please note that first and R.O.L. quality are usually available for most items the mills manufacture.  Some high volume items may only be available in R.O.L. to help meet demand, while some high-end towels may only be available first quality because the mill does not want to discount the product 2%.  Seconds, however, are only sold on an “as available” basis.

Each quality level is labeled differently, and this is key to know when you are selling to an existing property.  Ask the housekeeper to get a sample of the property’s towels, and determine if the property is being shipped what they think they are buying.

First quality will have the manufacture’s normal label.  R.O.L. quality will have a similar label, but the label will say R.O.L. (or R.O.M.) on it.  Regarding seconds, most mills affix a paper stick-on label to seconds (to comply with U.S. label laws when the product is sold), but this label will usually fall off after one washing.  Therefore, a second will usually have no label on it.  Also, some manufactures will sew on their normal label in a second, but then cut the label, so that the full brand name is not readable.

Today, R.O.L. quality is being phased out at major mills, except for crested, center name woven and other “unique” products.  Most domestic manufacturers are selling first quality only on basic cams and dobbys.

CONTENT

There is much confusion regarding the content of institutional towels.  Most labels will indicate an 86/14 content, which stands for 86% cotton and 14% polyester.  This is the towel’s total fiber content by weight.  This construction features a base warp (the base yarns running the length of the towel) of 35% cotton and 65% polyester, a weft (horizontal base yarns) of 100% cotton, and 100% cotton loops.  Some towels use a 50/50 warp and weft, and may use a label slightly different than 86/14, but are still a blended construction.  Note that the part that touches the skin is 100% cotton.

The high content of polyester used in the base warp is there for dimensional stability.  The 86/14 products were engineered to withstand the high stresses of a commercial laundry’s chemicals and high temperatures.  Considering strength, durability, and luxury, the 86/14 is the best value in an institutional towel.  Any 100% cotton towel, from the least expensive import to the finest domestic retail towel, will not last as long in a commercial application as the same specification towel using the 86/14 construction.

Most towels will shrink more in the length than in the width.  This is very important if you are on the phone with a property and they are physically measuring one of their towels to have you prepare a quotation.  A used towel that measures 24X48 may have originally been a 24X50, so try and have the housekeeper work off old purchase orders and the property’s specifications.  Also note that all terry product’s sizes are the finished size, the size after hemming.

Regarding cotton itself, there are many, many different grades, types, and qualities available.  Most mills today blend their cotton to get the best features (strength, softness, durability, etc.) of these different types in one yarn.  In the manufacturing process, the mills produce two general types of cotton: carded and combed.

Carded cotton is a high quality yarn used to make almost all institutional towels.  The cotton is passed through processing machines, “carders,” which remove impurities and short stubbles in the fibers.  Many people think combed cotton is longer, softer fibers as compared to carded cotton.  This is not exactly true, but it is close.  Combed cotton is cotton that has been processed additionally to remove more of the short fibers, leaving more of the longer, softer fibers.

Towels made from combed cotton will feel softer, and usually have a tendency to pill less than carded cotton towels.  Due to the extra manufacturing time, combed cotton towels are more expensive than carded.

The gauge or thickness of the yarn is another important consideration in the construction of the towel.  Also, the fiber can be a single yarn or a double yarn twisted.  This can be very technical, and applies mostly when buying imported towels.

CAM LINE/BORDER

Most towels have one or more horizontal lines at the top and bottom of the towel that do not have any terry loops on them.  These lines are called cam lines.  Institutional towels usually have plain cam lines (just the base warp and weft of the towel).  However, higher-end institutional and most retail towels have different decorations in this section.  When the cam line is decorated, it is called a border.  A decorative cam line is called a “dobby” border and a plain, institutional cam line is called a “plain” border.  A dobby loom can weave cam or dobby towels, while a cam loom can only weave cam towels.

The cam line is purely cosmetic and does not affect the function of the towel in any manner.  Cam lines were originally put on the towel to provide a convenient place to stamp or embroider the name of the property.  This was done for both prestige and identification purposes, as many properties did not do their own laundry, so this identification was necessary.

Today, the cam line is still used out of tradition, for identification in the mill (the mill will use different width cam lines to differentiate similar towels), and for decoration.  Many large, printed beach towels will not have any cam lines, to better show their printed designs.

CRESTED/NAME WOVEN

Today, “crested” and “name woven” mean the same thing: the mill sets up the looms with special “reeds” (or special computer programs) to manufacture the towels with terry loops absent in specific locations.  The absent terry will spell out a word or a logo, and it is a permanent part of the towel.  Crested used to mean a logo, and name woven used to mean letters, but they are now synonymous.

Please be aware that unless the mill happens to have a particular property’s name woven towels in stock at the time of an order, there are special terms, which the mill applies when ordering crested terry.

The initial order will be subject to a one-time set up charge, which covers the cost of setting up the loom to correctly and accurately manufacture the specific design on the towel.

Also, that first order, AND EVERY SUSEQUENT ORDER, is subject to the mill’s 20% overs/unders/seconds clause.  This is standard in the industry, and means that an order within mill tolerances MAY run up to 20% over or under the desired quantity (the customer must pay for any overage up to 20% at the normal price and must accept an order up to 20% short, paying for the amount shipped), and/or up to 20% of the order may be second quality (and the customer must pay for up to 20% in seconds at a REDUCED price).

Also, it should be noted that crested towels are very price/quantity sensitive – discounts can be obtained for large orders (over 1,000 dozen per item).

HEMS/SELVAGE

The top and bottom of a towel will have a hem seam.  This is because the towels are made on a large continuous roll, and are then cut individually.

In general terms, the hem can be a lock stitch or a chain (continuous) stitch.  The advantage of a lock stitch hem is that if one part of the seam is pulled, the whole hem will not unravel.  A chain stitch, if part of it is pulled, will unravel.  This is an important durability feature, and most U.S. made towels feature lock stitch hems.

The selvage refers to the two long sides of the towel.  The best type of selvage is what is called a “natural selvage” or “self-hem,” also referred to as a “true selvage” or “woven selvage”.  This refers to a side selvage that has no sewing – the terry stops and the edge of the towel is the base cloth.  Most U.S. mills have this type of machinery that produces this type of selvage.

However, almost all imported towels, and the lower end U.S. products, have a hemmed selvage, just like the top and bottom seams.  This means that there is a much greater chance for these selvages to come unraveled, which will quickly destroy the towel.

Many of the towels are manufactured three or four to a width; therefore, you may see a towel (especially hand and bath towels), which have a natural selvage on one side and a hemmed selvage on the other side.  This towel was on one of the far sides of the loom, and has a natural selvage on the side, which had no towel next to it and a hemmed selvage on the side, which had a towel next to it.

COLOR

White, by far, is the most popular color towel sold for institutional use, and is over 90% of the institutional market.  White has a connotation of cleanliness, can withstand the harsh chemicals and bleaches of a commercial laundry, and has a strong tradition in the hospitality industry.  Today, most mills are using optical white bleaching to make white towels look even brighter.

Problems with colored towels include fading.  When the operator of a property puts a new colored towel on the same towel bar with older colored towels, the older towels, while they may look fine themselves, appear to be worn and faded when compared with the new ones.  Also, colors will vary slightly from mill dye lot to dye lot.  Lastly, the darker and deeper the color a towel is dyed, the less absorbent that towel will be, as the dye stuffs permanently clog a portion of the pores of the cotton that absorb water.

However, some people feel that white towels give too much of an “institutional” feeling, and therefore want to warm up the room with colored towels.  The only color really practical for hotel use is the closest to white – beige (also called champagne, ecru, bone, natural, or vanilla).  This color will give the best compromise between the performance of a white towel and the warmth of a color.  All towels must be washed before use to rinse out sizing agents (starches) not taken out by the mill in the finishing process.

II.
SHEETS

TERMS

· Size: refers to the overall (cut) dimensions of the sheet, specified in inches, width X length.  Note below the section on size.

· Type: refers to the intended use of the sheet (what size bed it will fit).  There are many different sheet sizes available for one size bed, varying mostly in length.  Type can also mean flat or fitted, and percale or muslin, discussed below.

· Case Pack: refers to the quantity, in dozens, that the mill packs a particular style of sheet.  When shipping from the mill, a distributor can only ship in case pack quantities; if shipping from their own warehouse, a distributor can ship in smaller quantities (at a higher price to cover the extra handling), referred to as “broken case pack”.

· Generally, the smaller the product, the larger the case pack.  For a given product, the more institutional the item, the larger the case pack.  Typical case pack is 2 dozen for most sheets, and 6 dozen for pillowcases.

If a concept that applies to sheets has been clearly outlined in the towel section, it will not be discussed in detail again here.

QUALITY

There are two basic quality levels of sheets sold in the institutional market: first quality and second quality.  (Note that there is no R.O.M. quality in sheets.)

Unlike towels, almost all sheets are first quality – seconds are not available that often.  This is because on a sheet, a defect is very easy to see because sheeting is a simple flat weave with fine yarns, while terry is three dimensional with greater error hiding capabilities.  The eye will focus on any deviation from first quality.  Also, almost any defect on a sheet will affect its durability and performance.  It is for this reason that practically the entire institutional sheet market is first quality.

CONTENT

The majority of the sheets sold to the hospitality market are made from a blended yarn of 50% cotton and 50% polyester.  This is called a “no-iron” content, as the polyester fibers help give the sheet “memory” of what shape it is supposed to be in after enduring a commercial laundry – a flat, wrinkle free surface.  This “no-iron” feature mostly comes from a resin finish applied to the product.  When the care instructions are followed correctly, 50/50 sheets do hold up to their promise of a “no-iron” product.  Overall, the 50/50 sheet is the perfect combination of cotton for hand, breathability, and comfort, and polyester for strength, extended life, and reduced processing costs.

Some imported sheets often have higher cotton content than the domestic products.  55% cotton/45% polyester, and similar 60/40 and 70/30 contents are common on imported sheets.  This is because for most of the countries producing these sheets, they have to import polyester into their countries, which means for them, the polyester is a more expensive (and therefore less desirable) fiber than cotton.

The higher the cotton content beyond 50%, the more care (ironing, lower wash and dry temperatures.  Color selection, etc.) a sheet will require.  This is important to note as today, many boutique hotels are using 100% cotton products.  Also, 100% cotton sheets will shrink more than 50/50 sheets, which can become a problem given the thicker beds being used today.

Like the 86/14 towel, the 50/50 sheet is a product geared especially for the hospitality market.  It should be noted that many high-end retail sheets are 100% cotton, and even more exotic and expensive materials are used in the retail market.

THREAD COUNT

Thread count refers to the number of yarns or threads per square inch after the product is fully manufactured.  This number, usually expressed as a number following a capital “T” (for thread count), is one of the key determining factors in the quality and luxury (softness) of the sheet.  A T-180 is called a “percale” sheet, and this is the standard hospitality market sheet.  AT-128 or T-130 is called a “muslin” sheet, and this is the standard health care/institutional market item.

The higher the thread count, the finer (thinner) the yarns used and the closer together the yarns are woven.  It is for this reason that high-end retail sheets  (and sheets used by some boutique hotels) are often T-220, T-250, or even T-310.

There is some confusion in the market place with the terms muslin and percale.  To meet government specifications, a percale sheet must have at least 180 threads per square inch after it is manufactured.  This is important to note, as the sheet material will shrink during manufacturing, meaning there will be MORE thread per square inch after this shrinkage.  The government specification on muslin is 128 threads, however, after washing, almost all T-128 and T-130 should be considered the same quality.

Some imported sheets will be labeled “T-172 PERCALE” or some other label that does not make sense.  These ARE not to be considered the same quality as domestic T-180 percale sheets, and if you are comparing domestic with imports, be sure to also consider the fiber content, hem quality, and dimensional stability of the import.

SIZE

The “as sold size” of a sheet and the actual size are usually not the same.  For Flat sheets, the standard in the industry is that they are sold by the “CUT SIZE”, the size of the sheet before it is hemmed.

Therefore, for the three most popular hospitality size beds, FLAT sheet sizes are as follows:

MATTRESS SIZE/NAME




FLAT SHEET SIZE (cut size)
54X80, Double XL






81X108

61X80, Queen







90X110

78X80, King







108X110

PLEASE NOTE that a sheet sold as an 81X110 will actually measure 81X105 if it has the standard 2 inch top and bottom hems (2 inches for the hems and a ½ inch working loss for each hem).  Also, the sizes above are just the most popular mattress/sheet combinations used.  Double sheets are also available as 81X104 (actually measuring 81X99), 81X115 (actually measuring 81X110), etc.

When ordering sheets, be sure you know the property’s actual bed size.  Be careful when working with twin beds – 39X72, 39X75, 39X80, and other sizes are common. 

FITTED sheets are sold by “MATTRESS SIZE”.  DO NOT ORDER FITTED SHEETS WITHOUT FIRST GETTING AN ACTUAL BED SIZE.  When ordering fitted sheets (or mattress pads), especially watch out for California King beds, which measure 72X84.  However, I have also seen one property that had what the manager called a California King bed that was actually an 80X84 size bed the owner had custom made.  After determining exactly that bed size the property had (which was a surprise to the manager), the correct size fitted sheet was delivered.  Another popular king bed size used today is a 72X80, which is typically used in most Marriotts.

In summary, for flat sheets, they are sold by the “CUT” size, and measure the “FINISHED” size; fitted sheets are sold by and measure the “MATTRESS” size.

TIME SAVING SHEETS

Any time that the housekeeper can save in making up the room is considered money found for the property.  Therefore, when ordering institutional sheets, make sure the sheet has the same size hem at the top and bottom; the industry standard is 2-inch.  Most retail sheets have a 3-inch top hem (for eye appeal) and a 1inch (or less) bottom hem.

The reason for the same size hem top and bottom is that the housekeeper can take the sheet off the shelf and put it on the bed either way, saving the time that would be expended if the sheets had a definite top and bottom.

It is this same reason that we recommend the use of flat sheets only for hospitality use.  Fitted sheets, while nice at home, will cause the housekeeper to determine which is the top sheet and which is the bottom.  Also, fitted sheets will increase the number of stock keeping units (SKU’s) that the laundry and housekeeper monitor, wash, and order.

In summary, the 50/50, T-180 percale, 2-inch top/bottom hem, flat sheet is the best overall product for most of the hospitality market.

III.  BLANKETS

After looking at towels and sheets, an executive housekeeper’s next priority, in terms of guest comfort, cleanliness, and appearance is usually a guestroom’s blankets.

There are many different types of blankets available in the hospitality industry, and the following “blanket review of blankets” is an outline of their features and benefits.

TERMS

· Size: refers to the overall length and width of the blanket.  Blanket sizes are quoted in inches, width X length.  Note that almost every hospitality blanket is 90-inches long.  This is because most blankets are manufactured on a 90-inch wide machine, in a continuous roll, and then cut to the correct width (72 inch for a double, 90 inch for a queen, 108 inch for a king).  The blanket is then “railroaded”, or rotated 90 degrees, so that what was the width of the blanket during manufacturing becomes the length (the constant 90 inches) and the cut length becomes the blanket’s width.

· Weight: refers to the weight of one blanket.  Please note that in towels, weight refers to a dozen towels.  Heavier blankets are not necessarily warmer, as many modern, synthetic materials offer great warmth without weight.  Per industry standard, the size use to compare weights (when no specific size is given) is the 72”X90”.

· Type: refers to the content of the major “ingredient” in the blanket.  Popular types include wool, nylon, acrylic, cotton, polyester, and blends of various natural and synthetic materials.

For budget, durability, and appearance reasons, most hospitality blankets are made from synthetic materials.

· Case pack: refers to the quantity, in eaches, that the mill will pack a particular style of blanket.  When shipping from the mill, a distributor can only ship in case pack quantities; if shipping from their own warehouse, a distributor can ship in smaller quantities, (at a higher price to cover the extra handling), referred to as “broken case pack”.

Typically, blankets are packed four each per carton (same style, color, and size), and sometimes the larger sized blankets are packed two each per carton.

· Stitched/Bound: Most blankets are available with either stitched or bound edges.  Often, the exact blanket is offered by the manufacturer in both styles; sometimes they are the same price; if not, the bound blanket is usually slightly more costly.

A stitched blanket is whipstitched along the edges, with a tight, high stitch count.  A bound blanket is bound on the edges with a nylon binding; usually a 6-inch or 8-inch binding folded over leaving a 3 inch or 4 inch strip.

While the nylon binding, sometimes referred to as a “satin band,” gives the blanket a nice, residential look, it is better suited to the retail market.  Nylon binding has a tendency to stain and show dirt.  Most importantly, with the blanket being removed from the bed almost everyday, the binding often will catch and start to unravel.  For most hospitality applications, we recommend a stitched blanket.

BLANKET TYPES

WOOL

Wool blankets are still used in the hospitality industry, but usually only at the finest, most expensive properties.  As in synthetic blankets, there are many different types, grades, and weights of wool blankets.  The quality level varies greatly.  There are also many wool blankets blended with other natural (usually cotton) and synthetic fibers to increase durability or add color and pattern.

NYLON (over an insulating base)

This describes the Martex Vellux.  While it is not the lowest priced blanket, most properties find it has the lowest cost per use.  The Vellux is manufactured using a polyurethane foam insulating base, providing outstanding warmth without weight.  Then a reinforcing scrim, or webbing layer, is bonded in between two layers of the polyurethane foam.  A colored adhesive is then added, which provides the blanket with a base color.  Adhering to this adhesive are millions of tiny nylon fibers, which pass through an electrostatic field, making them stand on end and drives them vertically into the blanket.  Because the fibers are very small in diameter, the blanket is very soft and pliable.

The biggest benefit of the Vellux is it is extremely long life.  Due to the construction method, it can be machine washed over and over without pilling, shrinking, or melting – common problems with acrylic blankets.  Additionally, the Vellux is hypo-allergenic due to its non-pilling nature.  The Vellux features a 1 inch two needle self hem, so it does not offer a stitched or bound option.

ACRYLIC

Considering purchase price, availability from many manufacturers, and variety of styles, acrylic blankets are the most popular blanket type in hospitality use today.

In a broad sense, there are two different types of acrylic blankets: loom woven and needle punch.  While every manufacturer uses slightly different manufacturing techniques for each type, generally, a loom woven blanket is, as the name implies, woven using acrylic yarns on a loom.

The process is very similar to the manufacturing of a cotton towel.  The mill buys acrylic in large bales, and like cotton, the acrylic is cleaned, combed, and dyed, then spun to make a commercially manufacturable acrylic yarn.  The yarn is then put onto a warper, and the blanket is woven on the loom, using an air-jet shuttle to move the weft, or filling yarn across (horizontally) the length-wise warp threads.  The blanket is then sent through a “napper” machine, which uses metal hooks that pull out a nap, to make the blanket soft and warm.

As compared to a fiber-woven blanket, a loom woven blanket is usually softer, more dimensionally stable, and pills less.  An additional benefit of loom woven blankets is that they drape over the body better (closer), than a fiber woven blanket, which tends to “tent,” and not be as warm.

On a “fiber-woven” or needle punch blanket, the acrylic fiber is loaded onto big conveyer belts and held together by normal static attraction.  The acrylic passes through a comber, which makes sure the fibers are all laying in the same direction.  The acrylic is then bonded to a nylon scrim, and it is then sent through opposing banks of needles, (from both the top and bottom), which bonds the loosely formed materials together.

This process allows the manufacturer to produce a large quantity of material in a short time, lowering manufacturing costs.

POLYESTER

Polyester blankets are generally slightly more costly than acrylic blankets, but they offer advantages in terms of durability and warmth.  Because of their ability to better withstand a high number of washings, they are very popular in the healthcare industry, where blankets are washed far more often than in hospitality.

Most polyester blankets are manufactured by bonding many thin layers (16 above and 16 below) to a central scrim layer.

Many polyester fiber woven blankets are woven so tightly that they look and perform like a loom woven product.  However, one drawback of this very dense construction is that polyester blankets often lack the “hand” or feel (softness) of an acrylic blanket, and therefore, many operators feel they do not offer as much guest comfort as an acrylic or nylon (Vellux) blanket.

In summary, as in most textiles, whether it is carpet or towels, there is a continuum of blanket quality versus price, and luxury versus durability.

By working with your property in determining their needs – low initial purchase price for a property that has a high theft rate to high end wool blankets for an upscale property’s executive floor, the industry has a blanket to fit your particular needs.

IV.  PILLOWS

Guests often find a property’s pillows too soft or too firm; some, luckily, find them just right.

Of all the items purchased by a property’s linen buyer, pillows are one of the keys to guest comfort.  After all, whether your property is a strict budget motel or a five-star vacation resort, the most fundamental item you are selling is a good night’s sleep.  Next to the mattress and box spring, a good, clean, comfortable pillow is essential.

TERMS

· Size: refers to the overall dimensions of the pillow, specified in inches, width X length.  Note that the pillows are bought and sold by the finished size, but they are manufactured by the cut size, which is the size of the pillow shell before it is filled.  A standard pillow is 20X26 finished, 21X27 cut.  A queen pillow is 20X30 finished, 21X31 cut and a king pillow is 20X36 finished, 21X37 cut.

· Weight: refers to the weight of the contents of the pillow, specified in ounces.

· Fill: refers to the content or material inside the pillow.

· Tick: refers to the cover or outside of the pillow.  A tick specification will include both its content (50/50 poly/cotton) and its thread count, specified in warp (vertical yarns) and weft (horizontal yarns), such as 76/56, which is the number of threads in a square inch.

· Edging: refers to the type of stitch used to close the pillow and join the seam together.  Most institutional pillows have a surged overlock stitched edge, which is designed to withstand commercial use.

· Case Pack: refers to the quantity, in “eaches,” that the mill will pack a particular size of pillow.  Pillows are usually not sold in broken case packs, even at a distributor’s warehouse.  Packs vary by manufacturer, but the industry standards size case packs are: 12 each for a standard 20x26, 10 each for a queen 20X30, and 8 each for a king 20X36.

SIZE

Your first decision in selecting a pillow is to determine what size; standard, queen, or king, to order.  Today, many properties are using standard pillows throughout their property: one on a twin, two on a full and queen, and three or four on a king.

The reason for using only standard size pillows is that it simplifies the pillow and pillow case inventory, eliminating additional stock keeping units. Additionally, some guests feel that even on a king bed, they prefer a standard pillow, as a king pillow will have a tendency for the sides to come up too close to the head when you lay in the middle of it.  Obviously, this is purely a personal preference issue, and for every guest who prefers a standard pillow on king bed, there is probably one who wonders why they are not getting a king pillow.

Queen pillows are rarely purchased; they are less than 1% of hospitality pillow sales.  Properties almost always use standard pillows on a queen bed.

FILL

After size, the next consideration is the type of fill in the pillow.  This can be quite confusing, as there are over 25 different fills actively marketed in the hospitality business, and they each come in a few versions.

To simplify the market, let us look at two broad categories: natural fiber and synthetic fiber.  Natural fills include feather and down.  Synthetic fiber is usually some form of polyester, urethane, or foam rubber.  

A natural fiber pillow has a connotation of high-end luxury, and it is still the choice of many four and five star resorts, whose goal is to duplicate the experience that these high-end guests have at home.  These pillows require a down proof tick, which has an extremely high thread count, to prevent a feather from poking out and touching a guest.  Down comes in many different grades and qualities, and, the very best pillows may cost over $100.00 each wholesale.

Therefore, to keep costs reasonable for a hospitality property, manufacturers use a mix of down and feathers, and the content of down is extremely small.  A popular natural fiver pillow is the 95/5 crushed feather/down. Which is 95% crushed feather and 5% down.  Cost for this type of pillow is well under $10.00 each.

A potential problem with natural fiber pillows, and a reason that every property featuring natural fiber pillows on its bed must have synthetic fiber pillows available, is that natural fiber pillows may aggravate an individual’s allergies.

Synthetic fiber pillows are hypo-allergenic, meaning that it will not cause any problems with a person who is allergic to natural fiber.

WEIGHT

The weight of a pillow, always specified in ounces, varies by the level of firmness desired, and of course, by the pillow size.  For the same type of pillow, a king size usually weighs about 10 to 12 ounces more than a standard size pillow.  For this discussion, all weights will refer to a standard size pillow.

For economy and middle market properties, synthetic fiber pillows usually come with a 20-ounce fill and a firmer version of the same pillow is available with a 22-ounce fill.

DuPont, one of the largest manufacturers of pillow fibers, has minimum weight requirements for its pillows, and because of their popularity, the industry has come to equate their Hollofil II “Green Label” (20 oz) and “Gold Label” (22 oz) pillows as popular industry standards.

Please note that there are also pillows using 24 ounces of fill, and that one cannot simply assume the more fill, the better.  You can certainly have a pillow to firm, especially for people who sleep on their backs.  However, in a hospitality installation, a 22 or 24-ounce fill pillow will provide more support over a longer period of time.  Also, the bed will look far more inviting with a plump pillow on it.

When in doubt, choose the extra fill pillow.  Just think, when was the last time you stayed at a property whose pillows were too plump?

TICK

For most hospitality properties, the pillow tick is not a large issue.  On a synthetic fiber pillow, it is usually a blend of cotton and polyester, very plain in appearance (often solid white), and constructed in a reasonable thread count to withstand commercial use.  However, a natural fiber pillow requires a more costly, tighter woven tick to prevent the fill material from poking through the cover.

Many special ticks are available for special applications.  These include fire retardant ticks (and, for that matter, fills) for prisons, hospitals, and other institutions, and special waterproof ticks for healthcare installations.  Colorful or damask (tone on tone) ticks are more popular in retail markets, where often people base their purchase decision on the cover of the pillow…which they will cover up with a pillow case as soon as they get home.

Generally, a tick’s job is to not call attention to itself, be durable, and keep the insides of a pillow where it belongs…inside the pillow.

PILLOW PROTECTORS

Pillow protectors are a protective cover, usually made from material similar to a tick, which goes on the pillow before the pillowcase.  It will help protect the pillow from soiling and stains.  Also, pillow protectors are a great way to add an extra layer of sanitation and protection for your guest, and they will also extend the life of the pillow.

WASHING PILLOWS

While almost all synthetic fiber pillows are “washable,” by industry standards terms, most do not withstand repeated washings very well.  The problem is that just a slight excess amount of heat in the washing process can bond the fibers together, which results in a flat, lumpy pillow.  Also, with every washing, some of the silicone coating used to prevent the fibers from bunching up is washed away.

When a pillow is washed in a commercial washer, it is spun at a high rate of speed.  The fiber is pushed to the ends of the pillow by centrifugal force.  Then, in this state, the pillow is put in a commercial dryer, which can “cook” the pillow into two lumps in each side.  If you must wash a pillow, it should be done on the gentlest cycle available, and drying should be complete for 60 – 120 minutes using a very low heat setting.

Wash pillow protectors, not the pillow, to enjoy the full life of the pillow you purchase.
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