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“This is for the operators. 
The ones running it, fixing it, holding it together. 

When you know, you know”. 

 
Keith Cowarn has spent over 40 years working in and travelling across the global 
travel industry. 

He is the founder of Short-Term Rentals Asia (STRA), created to bring together the 
operators building and running this sector across the region. 

His focus sits where things connect operations, technology, and distribution and how 
short-term rental businesses scale in real environments. 

Alongside STRA, he advises travel and hospitality businesses through Popup Travel, 
working across growth, systems, and M&A.  
 
How can you help 
The work I do through Short Term Rentals Asia (STRA) is unpaid and not-for-profit. It exists 
to help bring greater clarity, alignment, and shared learning to the short-term rental sector 
across Asia. The goal is not to reinvent the wheel, but to help the region avoid some of the 
challenges now facing more mature markets elsewhere in the world. STR in Asia is still 
taking shape, and there is an opportunity to build a sector grounded in professionalism, trust, 
hospitality standards, and sustainable growth. If you would like to support this work, the 
simplest way is by attending Gather · Connect · Grow as a paid delegate, or by becoming a 
partner helping ensure this research, dialogue, and industry coordination can continue 
across the region. 



  
 

www.shorttermrentalsasia.com  email: info@shorttermrentalsasia.com 
Art of STR Podcast | Art of Data | Knowledge Hub | STR Asia Brief |Gather Connect Grow 
 

Page | 2

 
Introduction  

Most operators know the feeling. 

It’s rarely the big thing. It’s the small things that don’t quite connect. A key not where 
it should be. Wi-Fi dropping out. A clean running late on a tight turn. 

On their own, nothing. Over time, everything. 

This is for the ones already in it. 

You have grown. Added properties. Built teams. And somewhere along the way, 
things didn’t get easier. 

They got heavier. 

The industry tried to fix it with technology. One system to do everything. Or the 
opposite, layer after layer trying to make it work. 

Neither really holds. What starts to work is simpler than that. 

 Knowing where your data sits 
 Keeping your stack tight. 
 Understanding what matters on the ground. 

Because most of it doesn’t break in the system, it breaks at the property, and that’s 
where this goes not into theory, but into what holds, and what doesn’t. 

And once you seen it, it’s hard to unsee. 
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Chapter One: The Architecture of Truth 

The “end-to-end” solution is the industry’s most successful marketing lie and its most 
expensive operational failure. 

It’s a compelling promise. A single pane of glass. One system to manage everything. 
It sells well to private equity and exhausted operators alike. But in practice, that 
single pane of glass quickly becomes a single point of failure. 

Because short-term rentals are not clean, digital workflows. They are messy, 
physical, human operations. Homes, guests, owners, teams. The moment software 
tries to flatten that complexity into one system; it starts to break. 

The problem begins with the “jack of all trades” fallacy. The idea that one platform 
can deliver best-in-class capability across pricing, trust accounting, guest 
communication, IoT, and logistics. It can’t. What you get is compromised outcomes 
across every layer. A pricing tool that is good enough. A messaging system that 
feels generic. A maintenance workflow that never quite fits reality. You don’t buy a 
solution you inherit limitations that are locked into the core. 

Then comes the integration paradox. If a platform were truly end-to-end, it wouldn’t 
need hundreds of “partners” to function. Those integrations are not enhancements—
they are workarounds. Each one introduces latency, dependency, and risk. When 
something breaks—and it always does—the system doesn’t resolve it. It deflects it. 
Meanwhile, the guest is at the door, the cleaner is waiting, and your team is jumping 
between dashboards trying to find where the “seamless” experience failed. 

Over time, this leads to vendor lock-in. Not by design for the operator, but by design 
for the vendor. Once your portfolio sits inside a single system, the cost of moving 
becomes too high. So you stay. Even as performance slips. Even as workarounds 
multiply. From the outside, it may look like proprietary infrastructure. But to a serious 
buyer or auditor, it looks different: dependency, not control. 

And then there is the last mile. 
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This is where most systems quietly fail. Because this is not a software business, it’s 
a logistics and hospitality business. Software can signal a problem. It cannot solve it. 
A guest issue, a maintenance fault, a late clean, these are physical realities. If your 
stack doesn’t support the people on the ground, it becomes overhead, not leverage. 

Real scale doesn’t come from a single system. It comes from orchestration. 

A clear core. A controlled data layer. A small number of best-in-class tools that do 
one thing properly. Connected, but not dependent. 

If you can’t remove and replace part of your stack without everything breaking, you 
don’t have a platform. 

You have a constraint. 
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Chapter Two: The Keep it Simple Rule 

If Chapter 1 is about breaking the illusion, this chapter is about building something 
that holds. 

Scaling STR operations across regions doesn’t fail because of demand. It fails 
because the system underneath can’t carry the weight. The answer isn’t more tools. 
It’s a different way of thinking about the core. 

In most portfolios, the PMS becomes a cluttered attic. Everything gets pushed into it, 
messages, pricing logic, operational notes until nothing is clean, nothing is reliable, 
and nothing moves fast. Data exists, but it doesn’t flow. 

In a working model, the PMS is not the brain. It’s the hub. 

A lean, API-first system that holds the core record and distributes it cleanly to 
specialists. Nothing more. Nothing less. 

That shift changes everything. 

The first principle is simple: more is not better. 

The 300-plugin stack isn’t sophistication. It’s noise. 

You don’t need endless integrations. You need a tight, high-performing group of 
systems that each do one job properly. In practice, that number rarely exceeds ten. 

A strong stack usually settles into five essential layers: 

 A PMS that acts as the core data layer  
 A Revenue Management system that understands local demand  
 A Guest Experience layer that handles communication with context  
 A Task and Logistics system that runs the physical operation  
 A Finance and Trust layer that keeps the business accountable  
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Everything else is optional. Most of it is distraction. 
 
When each layer is best-in-class, you remove redundancy and focus on what drives 
margin: pricing accuracy, response quality, operational execution. 

What makes this model viable now is the emergence of AI as the operating layer 
between systems. 

Not automation for its own sake. Not templated messages that guests ignore. 

Intelligence. 

AI doesn’t just move data between tools. It interprets it. It sees a delay in operations 
and adjusts communication. It identifies gaps in occupancy and informs pricing. It 
connects context across systems that were never designed to speak to each other. 

This is not about replacing systems. It’s about making them work together in a way 
they couldn’t before. 

The outcome of this approach is data liquidity. 

In most scaled portfolios, data is trapped. Locked in legacy systems, exported into 
spreadsheets, reconstructed manually. You never quite have a real-time view of the 
business. 

A lean, orchestrated stack changes that.Data moves. Cleanly. Continuously. 

You can see performance, unit economics, and operational risk without delay. And 
more importantly, so can anyone seeks to evaluate the business. 

This is what “audit-ready” looks like: not reports, but clarity. 
 
At this point, the tech stack stops being a cost centre. 
It becomes the structure that holds the business together.  
If your operation depends on a single vendor’s roadmap, you don’t control it.  
 
You are renting it. 
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If your systems are modular, connected, and replaceable, you own it. 

That’s the difference. 

Scaling isn’t about how many properties you add. 
It’s about how much complexity your system can absorb without breaking. 

The Keep it Simple Rule is what keeps it from breaking. 
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Chapter Three:  
AI as the "Intelligent Middleware" 

The failure of the industrial travel model in short-term rentals comes down to a 
simple misunderstanding of what is being delivered. 

In aviation, a seat is a seat. In hotels, a room is designed to be repeatable. Scale 
comes from standardisation. Remove variation, optimise the system, reduce the 
human layer. 

That logic works until it hits the front door of a short-term rental. 

Because this is not a uniform product. It never was. Every home carries its own 
quirks, every guest arrives with different expectations, and every stay unfolds slightly 
differently. The moment you try to force that into an industrial model; the system 
doesn’t adapt. It starts to fracture. 

You see it most clearly at what I think of as the front door moment. Everything looks 
clean on a dashboard. The messages have been sent, the schedules are aligned, 
the system shows green across the board. Then the guest arrives. The key doesn’t 
work. The cleaner is running late. Something small, something human, something 
that was never going to sit neatly inside a workflow. 

That’s where the gap shows. 

Because the system isn’t intelligent. It’s just automated. 

And this is where most operators get AI wrong. They treat it as a way to accelerate 
the same industrial thinking—faster replies, templated communication, tighter scripts. 
It looks efficient on paper, but it feels hollow the moment a guest interacts with it. 
Hospitality isn’t just speed. It’s judgement. It’s timing. It’s knowing when something 
needs a different response. 

AI, used properly, sits in a very different place. Not as a feature. Not as a layer on 
top. But in between. 
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It connects systems that were never designed to work together. It reads across 
fragmented data and starts to form context. It sees a delay in operations and adjusts 
communication before it becomes a complaint. It identifies patterns across properties 
that a human team would only notice after the fact. It doesn’t just move information. 
It interprets it. 

That’s the shift. From automation to understanding. 

What this creates is not a system that replaces people, but one that finally supports 
them. Because the reality hasn’t changed. The last mile is still physical. A boiler still 
breaks. A guest still arrives tired after a long journey. A property still needs someone 
on the ground who understands how it works. 

No amount of centralised control changes that. 

The mistake the industrial model makes is trying to remove that human layer in the 
name of efficiency. But in this business, that layer is the product. Strip it out, and 
everything else becomes fragile. You can see it in the way large roll-ups operate. 
Local knowledge gets replaced by regional oversight. Communication becomes 
standardised. The experience starts to feel managed from a distance. 

It holds for a while. Then it doesn’t. 

Because operations don’t break in the data. They break. And if your system has no 
way of sensing that reality, you are always reacting too late. 

This is why the hub-and-spoke model works. Not as a theory, but as a practical 
necessity. The centre handles what can scale data, distribution, finance. The edges 
handle what cannot homes, guests, moments that don’t repeat. 

AI strengthens that connection. It gives the centre better visibility and the edge better 
context. It reduces the friction between what is planned and what happens. 

But it doesn’t remove the person at the front door. 

It makes them more effective. 
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And that distinction matters, especially for the property owner. Because the owner 
doesn’t experience your system. They experience the outcome. The responsiveness. 
The clarity. The sense that their asset is being properly looked after. The moment 
that communication becomes robotic, trust starts to erode. Not because the system 
failed, but because it no longer feels human. 

That’s the quiet risk in all of this. 

You can scale systems. You can scale data. You can scale distribution. 

But you can’t scale care. 

And AI was never meant to. 

Its role is to make sure that care doesn’t get lost as everything else grows around it. 
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Chapter Four: The Last Mile Problem 

Every system looks strong until it meets the ground. 

On paper, most STR operations are well built. The dashboards are clean. The 
workflows are mapped. The reporting gives a sense of control. From a central office, 
it can feel like everything is running exactly as designed. 

Then something small happens. 

A cleaner is delayed. Linen hasn’t been turned properly. A lock battery dies an hour 
before check-in. A guest arrives early and the property isn’t ready. 

None of these are complex problems. But they don’t live in the system. They live in 
the last mile. 

And that’s where most operations break. 

The instinct at scale is to centralise. Pull everything into one place. Standardise 
processes. Create visibility from the top. It feels efficient, especially when portfolios 
start to grow across cities and markets. 

But centralised control has a blind spot. 

It cannot see what it doesn’t touch. 

A dashboard can show a job is complete. It cannot tell you if the standard was 
actually met. A workflow can assign a task. It cannot tell you if the person on the 
ground understood the urgency. A system can confirm a check-in. It cannot feel the 
guest standing at the door. 

The further you move from the property, the more you rely on signals instead of 
reality.That gap is where problems compound. 

This is why the last mile resists industrialisation. 
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Because it isn’t digital. It’s physical. It’s human. It’s inconsistent by nature. 

You can’t standardise how a home feels when a guest walks in. You can’t automate 
the judgement call of whether something is “good enough” or needs to be redone. 
You can’t manage a network of homes across regions from a spreadsheet and 
expect the experience to hold. 

And yet, this is exactly where most scaling strategies fail. 

They optimise the system but disconnect from the ground. 

The answer isn’t to abandon systems. It’s to rebalance them. 

This is where the hub-and-spoke model becomes practical, not theoretical. 

The hub holds the structure. Data, distribution, finance, visibility. It gives consistency 
to the business and allows it to scale without losing direction. 

But the spoke holds the standard. 

Local teams. Local accountability. People who understand the property, the guest, 
the context of the stay. People who can act without waiting for instruction. 

The mistake is thinking one can replace the other. They don’t. They rely on each 
other. 

Technology plays a role here, but not in the way most expect. 

 It doesn’t solve the last mile. It exposes it. 
It provides proof. Time-stamped images. Task completion with context. Real-
time signals that show not just that something was done, but how it was done. 
It creates a feedback loop between the ground and the system. 

Not to control people, but to support them. 
Because once you can see the last mile clearly, you can manage it properly. 
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This is where the physical layer comes into focus. 

Linen. Locks. Maintenance. Cleaning. The small, repetitive, operational details that 
rarely make it into strategy discussions but define the guest experience every single 
day. 

If these aren’t managed with precision, nothing else matters. 

You can have perfect pricing and strong demand, but if the home isn’t ready, the 
entire system fails at the point of delivery. 

Operations don’t break at scale because of complexity. 
They break because the basics aren’t consistently executed. 

The discipline required here is different. 

It’s not about adding more systems. It’s about tightening the connection between 
what the system says and what is actually happening on the ground. 

Clear ownership. Clear standards. Visible execution. 

And a structure that allows issues to be solved where they occur, not escalated 
endlessly through layers of management. 

Because the last mile is not a technical problem. 

It’s an operational one.  And the operators who get this right don’t try to eliminate it. 

They build around it. 
They accept that this is where the business is won or lost, and they design their 
systems, their teams, and their accountability to reflect that reality. 

At scale, you are not managing properties. You are managing moments. 

And those moments don’t happen in dashboards. 
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They happen at the front door, in the living room, in the small details that never make 
it into a report. 

If your operation can’t hold at the last mile, it doesn’t matter how strong everything 
else looks. 

Because this is where the guest decides if you did your job. 

Or not. 
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Chapter Five: Built to Exit 

If it can’t pass an audit, it won’t get acquired. 

Most operators talk about building value, but very few build something that can be 
transferred. Growth hides a lot of structural weakness. If properties are being added 
and revenue is moving in the right direction, the underlying system rarely gets 
questioned. It works well enough. The team knows how to navigate it. The gaps are 
managed quietly in the background. For a period, that is enough. 

It stops being enough the moment a buyer looks under the hood. 

Because an acquisition is not a validation of what has been built. It is an assessment 
of how it holds without you. The conversation shifts away from growth and into 
something far less forgiving. What is controlled, what is consistent, and what 
survives when the person who understands it best is no longer in the room. 

This is where most businesses start to feel fragile. 

On the surface, the portfolio can look strong. Good supply, multiple markets, solid 
distribution. But the deeper you go, the more you start to see the inconsistencies. 
Data that sits across different systems with no single view of truth. Contracts that 
vary depending on when or how a property was onboarded. Processes that rely on 
individuals who “just know” how things are done. None of this prevents the business 
from operating. In fact, it often grows despite it. But it creates friction the moment you 
try to move it. 

And that friction is what defines the outcome of a deal. 

A serious buyer is not just acquiring your properties. They are asking whether your 
operation can become part of theirs without breaking both sides in the process. That 
is where integration becomes the real test, and in this sector, it is almost always the 
hardest part. 
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In short-term rentals, and particularly across Asia, integration is rarely 
straightforward. Markets behave differently. Standards are inconsistent. Local 
operating models evolve independently, often shaped by necessity rather than 
design. Systems are layered over time rather than built with a unified structure in 
mind. What looks like growth from the outside can feel like complexity from the 
inside. 

From one perspective, that fragmentation is what makes the region so compelling. It 
offers scale, diversity, and opportunity. From another, it introduces a level of 
operational inconsistency that makes many buyers hesitate. The same business can 
be seen as either too difficult to absorb or uniquely valuable, depending entirely on 
how it has been structured. 

That distinction does not sit in the story. It sits in the detail. 

Tier-one buyers are not looking for perfection, but they are looking for clarity. They 
want to understand how data flows across the business without needing a forensic 
exercise. They want to see contracts that are consistent enough to rely on, not 
negotiated exceptions that need to be reinterpreted. They want systems that connect 
cleanly, not a web of dependencies that slow everything down. Most of all, they want 
confidence that what they are acquiring will continue to function once it is placed 
inside a larger operation. 

This is where the relationship between contracts, systems, and control becomes 
real. 

Contracts give you access to the asset, but on their own they do not guarantee 
stability. Systems give you a way to manage the asset, but only if the data within 
them can be trusted. Control is what binds the two together. It is what allows a buyer 
to step in and understand not just what exists, but how it behaves. 

Without that control, integration becomes an exercise in reconstruction rather than 
expansion. 

The challenge is that many operators build for growth without ever building for 
transfer. They optimise for acquiring new properties, not for making those properties 
consistent within a wider structure. They rely on experience to smooth out 
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inconsistencies rather than designing systems that remove them. Over time, the 
business becomes highly functional but increasingly difficult to absorb. 

This is why integration is so often the point where value is either realised or lost. 

The cost is not just technical. It is operational. Aligning standards across teams, 
reconciling data, restructuring workflows, and managing the inevitable friction 
between different ways of working. It takes time, and time erodes momentum. In a 
sector where relationships matter, that erosion can lead to lost properties, declining 
service levels, and internal strain. 

And yet, for those who solve it early, the dynamic shifts completely. 

A business that is structured with integration in mind is not seen as complex. It is 
seen as ready. Data is clean and accessible. Systems are modular and can be 
connected or replaced without destabilising the whole. Contracts follow a clear logic. 
Operations are visible, not dependent on explanation. The business can be 
understood quickly and absorbed without needing to be rebuilt. 

At that point, the conversation changes. 

You are no longer selling a portfolio that needs to be figured out. You are offering a 
platform that can be extended. In a fragmented region, that carries weight. What was 
once seen as difficult becomes strategic, because the hardest part has already been 
done. 

This is what it means to be built to exit. 

Not built for sale in a superficial sense, but built in a way that allows the business to 
move. To be integrated, scaled, and operated beyond the founder without losing its 
shape. It requires discipline in how systems are chosen, how data is managed, and 
how operations are structured. It requires accepting that growth alone does not 
create value if the underlying business cannot hold together under scrutiny. 

Because in the end, a buyer is not paying for what you have built. 

They are paying for what they can do with it next. And that depends entirely on how 
well it fits. If it can’t pass an audit, it won’t get acquired. If it can’t be integrated, it 



  
 

www.shorttermrentalsasia.com  email: info@shorttermrentalsasia.com 
Art of STR Podcast | Art of Data | Knowledge Hub | STR Asia Brief |Gather Connect Grow 
 

Page | 19

won’t be valued properly. And if it still depends on you to explain how it works, then 
the work isn’t finished yet.  
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Closing 

I didn’t write this to define anything. It’s just what I’ve seen from being close to it, 
inside operations, around the conversations, watching how businesses grow and 
where they start to feel heavier than they should. Not in obvious ways. Just small 
things that don’t quite connect, systems that hold until they’re pushed a bit further, 
teams relying on people to fix what the structure hasn’t solved. 

That’s usually where the truth sits. Across Asia, everyone is building slightly 
differently. You can grow inside that. Many have. But growth has a way of covering 
things up. It doesn’t always force the harder questions early enough. 

At some point, those questions come anyway.  

 How it runs. 
Where the dependencies are.  

 What holds without you. 

Not the story of it, the reality of it.  
 
And that’s where the difference shows. Because you are either running something 
that works because you are in it…or you have built something that holds without you. 

When you know, you know. 

Keith Cowarn 
Founder 
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 Google Cloud — Architecture Framework 
https://cloud.google.com/architecture/framework  

Artificial Intelligence & Data 

 Ajay Agrawal et al. — Prediction Machines 
https://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/item.aspx?num=53402  

 McKinsey — State of AI 
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/quantumblack/our-insights/the-
state-of-ai  

 MIT Sloan + BCG — AI research 
https://mitsmr.com  

 OpenAI — Research & applied AI 
https://openai.com/research  

Private Equity, M&A & Integration 

 Rosenbaum & Pearl — Investment Banking 
https://www.wiley.com/en-
us/Investment+Banking%3A+Valuation%2C+Leveraged+Buyouts%2C+an
d+Mergers+%26+Acquisitions%2C+2nd+Edition-p-9781118656211  

 Bain & Company — Global Private Equity Report 
https://www.bain.com/insights/topics/global-private-equity-report/  

 McKinsey — M&A insights 
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/strategy-and-corporate-finance/our-
insights  
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 Harvard Business Review — M&A & integration 
https://hbr.org/topic/mergers-and-acquisitions  
 

Asia Market Context 

 World Bank — East Asia & Pacific updates 
https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/eap/publication/east-asia-pacific-
economic-update  

 Asian Development Bank — Outlook 
https://www.adb.org/publications/series/asian-development-outlook  

 PATA — Asia travel insights 
https://www.pata.org/research  

 Travel Daily Media 
https://www.traveldailymedia.com  

Primary Industry Practice  

 Short-Term Rentals Asia (STRA) 
https://www.shorttermrentalsasia.com  

 STRA Verified Property Manager Index (VPMI) 
(internal dataset / platform output)  

 Gather · Connect · Grow (GCG) Summit Series 

 

Methodology Note 

This document draws on published research, industry data, and direct operational 
experience across short-term rental markets in Asia. The perspectives presented 
reflect applied practice rather than theoretical modelling. 


