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Hotel Upgrade Performance Issues 
 

About a year ago I received a call from a customer who had recently upgraded the access 
points in their hotel from 802.11n to 802.11ac Wave 2, and reported that performance was 
now worse than it was before. From the CWAP curriculum I learned that it’s very important to 
gather as much relevant information as you can when troubleshooting a Wi-Fi issue. I asked for 
details on the reported problems, and they said that signal strength overall was worse in most 
areas, and that throughput was lower. I asked for the old models and the new models, as well 
as a floor plan. 

The first thing I did was compare the access points using their datasheets. Immediately I 
noticed an issue: the customer had replaced a mid-range AP with an entry level AP, simply 
because they had the same number of spatial streams so they were assumed to be equivalent. 
However, the transmit (TX) power levels and the receive (RX) sensitivity levels were lower on 
the new APs. 

Not wanting to jump to conclusions based on datasheets, I then put the floorplan into 
Ekahau Site Survey and created a quick predictive site survey. According to the survey, it looked 
as though there were adequate APs in the environment even with the lower specifications of 
the new model. CWAP also taught me that a predictive survey is rarely accurate, and that RF is 
affected by many factors that may not be immediately obvious. Unwilling to simply recommend 
they replace their APs, I scheduled an onsite visit. 

To ensure that the reported issues weren’t client-related, I took my own laptop and 
mobile phone and walked through a few of the problematic areas and was able to validate that 
indeed the RSSI was low. I asked more questions about the building and its construction. As it 
turns out, they had discovered asbestos in the building a couple of years prior, and to 
remediate they sealed off the affected areas, and adding framing and drywall on top, effectively 
doubling the walls in most areas. This explained why signal strength was much lower than my 
predictive survey had shown. The other thing I had noticed was that none of the access points 
were visible. When I asked why, they mentioned that they had never gotten around to properly 
putting holes through the ceiling for the cabling and mounting them with the included mounts. 
I asked the customer to show me where the access points were located. To my surprise, they 
opened up a metal ceiling access panel, and the access point was sitting, loosely and upside-
down, in the lid of the panel. 

I explained to the customer how RF propagation works and elements that inhibit signal, as 
I had learned in the CWNA curriculum. To test the theory, we moved the access point out of the 
panel and outside of the ceiling, and tested signal strength in the neighboring rooms. Sure 



enough, signal strength improved dramatically. As a result of these findings, the customer 
committed to replacing the APs with the correct model, and mounting them properly on the 
outside of the ceiling. 

This situation was also a great learning exercise for me. In the future, I would ask for more 
detail on building construction, materials, and modifications upfront. In addition, for locations 
where an onsite visit is not convenient, having photos of the access point mounting locations 
and environment may have allowed me to identify the issues remotely. However, part of being 
a good network engineer is the service and professionalism provided, and this customer 
appreciated the onsite support, if only for the optics. 


