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Modular construction in hotels 
 
Aki Tserpelis, associate director at Currie & Brown, discusses the future of modular 

construction in the hospitality sector. 

Modular construction, although still in its relative infancy in the hotel sector, is not a new 

concept. From its inception over 150 years ago, to the modern-day roots of pre-fabricated 

buildings to solve the housing crisis after the Second World War, modular construction is still 

the teenager of the modern construction industry. It is still finding its place among the well-

established traditional methods of construction and is striving to be taken seriously as a main 

contender in this adults’ world.   

This is also true in the hotel sector, although here it finds its place in a world that has 

embraced its benefits and advantages more quickly than most. A key driver in adopting 

modular or volumetric construction in the hospitality industry is programme – time to market 

is critical, and reductions in construction time lead to benefits such as earlier income stream 

and earlier return on investment.  There is also a considerable reduction in risk. The typical 

major risks on projects are the weather, labour and the steady supply of materials to site on 

sites that are becoming increasingly logistically constrained. Developers increasingly 

maximise the site area for the development and maximise the workface by fitting out multiple 

areas concurrently, so there is less space on site for accommodation, welfare and storage. 

These challenges are greatly reduced and, in some instances, overcome if the building parts 

(pods) are constructed in a controlled environment and delivered to site ‘just-in-time’ to be 

installed without the need for storage, wet trades or the traditionally large workforce required 

on site.   

The pods can take various forms depending on how far the developer takes the concept. We 

have seen the earliest forms of these as small bathroom pods installed within guestrooms, as 

well as entire guestrooms being a pre-fabricated module. This concept extends to volumetric 

construction where as many parts of the building as possible are pre-fabricated. This could 

be an entire guestroom with a bathroom pod inside, part of the corridor and even the external 

finishes with part of the unitised façade forming the module.  

The modules are assembled with all internal finishes, lighting and electrical distribution and 

equipment having been pre-commissioned, tested and certified. Developers can take this 

even further and apply the methodology to core areas of the building such as service risers 

or distribution runs. This is achieved through pre-manufacturing in vertical and horizontal 

planes, including all the pipework, cabling, and fittings which can then be assembled on site.  

As these are also pre-commissioned and tested, site assembly time is greatly reduced and 

the risk of working in awkward, narrow risers or confined spaces is designed out of the 

process.   

So, does this mean that modular construction costs less than traditional construction? Not 

necessarily in terms of the cost of construction. The set-up costs of the manufacturing facility 

for high volumes of modular fabrication, as well as the process itself (materials and labour), 

are expensive. Many of the labour costs such as the assembly, commissioning and testing 

merely transfer from the site to the manufacturing plant, so construction itself can be more 

expensive. The savings, however, are realised in the reduction in total programme time and 

site preliminaries, which typically run higher for a ‘temporary’ construction site compared to a 

permanently established manufacturing facility.   

The main savings are realised when the developer can redeploy their capital more quickly. 

The increased pace at which capital is deployed and the project built and financed, means 
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the developer can take their capital back and deploy it on the next project in a much quicker 

turnaround.   

The risks of this method of constructing are the long lead-in times for designing and placing 

the orders for the pre-fabricated modules. This needs to be locked down during the early 

design phases, because by the time construction starts on site the orders will already have to 

be in place.  The modules need to be delivered by the time the foundations and the building 

frame are completed. This leads to other challenges in the procurement stage.  

Inevitably, the single easiest risk mitigation is to appoint a contractor as early as possible to 

engage in the design process, so that the developer then has a contractual vehicle for 

placing the orders. Much of the work is then pushed upstream to the supply chain. Many 

suppliers will demand deposits at much earlier stages than is the norm, and developers or 

their funders are uncomfortable taking on this additional risk. Conversely, this does lend itself 

to opportunities for long-term collaboration and partnering agreements between designers, 

developers, contractors and suppliers and, most crucially, the lenders.   

The challenges with modular construction range from the lower impact and easily mitigated 

design challenges – the building frame must be designed and constructed to much tighter 

tolerances – to the higher-impact challenges such as the small number of suppliers and the 

relatively high demand, which means that lead times are increasing. Logistical challenges 

are also at the top of the list as the modules (some of which are large) must be transported 

very long distances from the manufacturing facility (often in central and eastern Europe) to 

project sites around the world. Consideration must also be given to the width of roads 

required to transport the modules. A staging site will also usually need to be identified and 

secured close to the construction site, so the modules can be set down to be finally delivered 

to site when crane time is available.   

So what factors determine whether a modular or traditional approach should be taken? The 

biggest advantages of modular construction are programme reduction and reduced time on 

site, quicker return on investment and redeployment of investment capital. The logistical 

constraints mentioned above may outweigh the advantages.  

 

 


