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Broadcom Aims for
Qualcomm Stronghold
TECHNOLOGY: Set to debut
chips for 4G in Samsung phone

   �Broadcom 12

Broadcom Corp.’s long-
awaited push into the developing
LTE smartphone market is under
way.
The Irvine-based company last

week announced
that it began
shipping two
chips to power
the latest stan-

dard of wireless communication,
commonly referred to as 4G con-
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Kiani’s Patient Safety Bid
Gains Look of Movement
HEALTHCARE: More companies,
hospitals join Masimo-led initiative

   �Central OC 78

There’s a new set of owners overseeing four of
the most prominent office buildings on the skyline
of Orange and Anaheim following a series of sales
that reached about $250 million combined.
The four buildings—City Tower, 500 Orange

Tower, Stadium Towers Plaza and 3800 Chap-
man—were snapped up by a trio of out-of-town in-
stitutional investors who appear confident about the

Friedman’s New Gooaaalll!!!

   �Football 86

Robert Friedman didn’t sink
much into football.com—a 1994 bar-
gain at $70.
That doesn’t mean he’s discount-

ing the domain name’s poten-
tial now, though.
“It’s a pretty valuable

piece of Internet real es-
tate,” said Friedman,

Auction.com Co-Owner Fires Up Football.com

Preferred Outcome
Marketing Programs Behind Growth of 
Service Provider for Independent Hotels

Preferred Hotel Group’s 1,600-point
hotel inspection is intense. 
It counts how many times a phone rings

before it’s answered and tracks whether an
article of clothing left behind by customers
get sent back to them via snail mail or    �Preferred 84

Friedman: paid $70 for domain name in 1994

By CHRIS CASACCHIA

By VITA REED

PHILANTHROPY

A Powerful Donation
page 17

overnight.
Hotels need to score at least 80% to make

the grade and join the company’s growing
roster of upscale independent hotels in the
U.S. and around the world. Preferred now
has relationships with 650 properties, rang-
ing from boutiques to resorts, that specialize

$250M Worth of Deals
Bring New Life to
Central OC ‘Zombies’
REAL ESTATE: Starwood, CIM,
Torchlight buy into office recovery

By MARK MUELLER

   �Masimo 86

More companies and hospitals
are being drawn to the patient
safety movement spearheaded by
the chief executive of Irvine-
based patient monitor maker
Masimo Corp.
Some 30 device makers are

now part of the effort to stop the
estimated 200,000 American hos-
pital patient deaths each year
from infections and other compli-
cations that start with hospital

Lindsey and Casey Ueberroth at Newport Center: she took on chief executive duties last
week, he’s senior vice president of marketing Kamdar: “we

will become the
only alternative”
to San Diego-
based rival

Microsemi’s
New Line
Page 3

Kiani: cam-
paign to share
data “should
transcend 
competition”

founder of Three Point Productions
LLC in Irvine, the business entity
behind the website. “My small goal
is to help America win the World
Cup, my large goal is to become a
hub of (the) football universe for

the planet.”
Friedman knows

something about the
value of the right do-

By MEDIHA DIMARTINO

Website: lays claim to American, international versions of game

By KARI HAMANAKA
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Preferred
in unique experiences for travel lovers and
road warriors alike.
The Business Journal estimates Preferred—

with executive offices in Newport Beach,
where it has about 40 workers—gets about
$70 million in annual revenue by providing
marketing, sales and operational support to
member hotels. It doesn’t directly manage any
of them and instead offers itself as an um-
brella brand that helps boutiques retain and
add customers. Additional support comes
from the company’s largest office in Chicago,
with about 65 people, along with others
around the globe. 

Uniqueness
Being unique is key, as Preferred—under

newly appointed Chief Executive and Presi-
dent Lindsey Ueberroth—and the rest of the
hotel industry scramble to keep up with shifts
in how people want to travel. 
The trend is toward customizable experi-

ences that go well beyond sitting in tour buses
and sleeping at chain hotels.
“If you just look at 10 years ago, the way

that people shopped for travel was very dif-
ferent, with all these review sites and ways for
a consumer to really look at how good is a
hotel,” said Lindsey, who was named to the
top spot last week. “Before, it was, ‘I’m going
to stay at a chain because I know it’s going to
be the same regardless. Now, there’s this wave
of consumers that have a lot of confidence in
the independent hotel world, and that’s what
they’re craving.”
It’s akin to using Yelp to find an authentic

Indian food restaurant when in London, added
Lindsey’s brother and Senior Vice President
of Marketing Casey Ueberroth.
“Mediums like ours allow consumers to do

that in the same way an iTunes or Yelp is
doing, to tell people where to stay that’s au-
thentic and real,” he said.
Preferred’s 2013 numbers show the move-

ment away from mainstream travel agendas
gaining traction.
The company added 126 hotels to its roster

last year, and its executives believe the port-
folio could swell to 1,000. Eleven of the ad-
ditions last year were properties converted
from chain affiliations to independent status.
The shifts spanned the U.S. and world—the
Hyatt Regency Irvine became Hotel Irvine
Jamboree Center under its owner, Newport

Beach-based developer Irvine Company.
The Waldorf-Astoria in Naples, Fla., con-
verted to Edgewater Beach Hotel.
And a Crowne Plaza in Beijing went in-

dependent as the V-Continent Beijing
Parkview Wuzhou Hotel.
Preferred has a hard sell to prospective

members: The company said it helped drive
members’ revenue up 14% in 2013 compared
with the year prior, to $834 million. Bookings
for member hotels grew 17% last year, while
average daily rates rose 6%.
The $122.46 billion U.S. hotel industry

grew 6.2% last year, according to Henderson-
ville, Tenn.-based industry researcher STR
Global. The average daily rate in the U.S.
rose 3.9% to $110.35.
Lindsey and Casey’s parents, Gail and

John—brother of former baseball commis-
sioner and one-time travel industry executive
Peter Ueberroth, who’s a partner in Pebble
Beach Resorts—acquired Preferred 10 years
ago. It had about 350 member hotels at the time.
John recently stepped down as chief exec-

utive to make way for Lindsey, and he con-
tinues to serve as chairman. Gail is chief
marketing officer and vice chair.
Lindsey joined the company in 2004 as ex-

ecutive vice president and was named presi-
dent in 2010, succeeding her mother.
Casey got his start at the company in 2005

as area managing director for the Western
United States. 
All four are owners in the company. 

The younger Ueberroths believe growth is
in the cards if Preferred continues to focus on
an aspect of the business it has been hitting
particularly hard over the past couple of
years: elevating its brand through more mar-
keting plays.

iPrefer
The big one was the iPrefer loyalty points

program launched about six months ago.
Travelers earn points from participating

Preferred hotels—up to 465 hotels now—and
can exchange them for reward certificates
that can be used as currency at member prop-
erties.
There are two sides to why the program

makes sense, said Lindsey, who recalled her
days at Andersen Consulting—now Accen-
ture—when she filled out every frequent
flyer and hotel loyalty program application
she came across.
Employers promote those programs to em-

ployees as an added benefit to offset the grind
of business travel. IPrefer caters to those road
warriors, Lindsey said, but it’s also attractive
to the other end of the spectrum: guests inter-
ested in the VIP treatment. 
The point of distinction for Preferred’s loy-

alty program from the chains, Lindsey said,
is that its membership offers “more interest-
ing hotels to stay at than maybe the average
chain.” 
China Ready, rolled out in December, is

another marketing program that set guide-

Hotel Irvine Jamboree Center: went from Hyatt brand to independent, joined Preferred’s roster
of 650 hotels and resorts throughout U.S., world

lines for participants on how to accommodate
guests from China. 
There also was the rollout of Preferred Fan-

tasy Golf Challenge, an interactive game
where people play for a chance to win weekly
trips to golf resorts around the world. 
Preferred also added sales and marketing

executives in its various offices around the
world to accommodate growth in places such
as China, Brazil and the Middle East.  
Casey called the raft of initiatives the “per-

fect storm” for the company and its brand as
it looks to elevate itself in the marketplace and
get more people to understand Preferred and
what it does.  
“I think we’re only getting better and better

about sharing that story,” he said. “We’ve
been doing this 10 years as a family, and it’s
like we’re just finding a really pure gallop
right now.” 
It’s a nice feeling for a hotel company

run by avid travelers, with Casey and Lind-sey
having “grown up on airplanes,” he
said.  
That love for travel drives a companywide

desire to be at the forefront when it comes to
consumer travel trends. 
“One thing that we continue to really pay

close attention to is what’s happening in the
world of technology and online,” Lindsey
said. “What are the things that consumers are
gravitating towards to make it easier for them
to book and create that transparency and then
experiences? How do you get into food and
wine or the arts or these other affinities that
the traveler now wants?”
Part of that includes changes to the com-

pany’s website that shift how Preferred
“talks” to consumers. Industry jargon such as
“destination” has been removed from the
website and replaced with “hotels & resorts.”
Search results are easier to view with a new
tiled layout. Websites in German and Japan-
ese recently launched. And more changes are
in the works to make it faster and easier for
consumers to access information. 
“Travel’s about passion—we’re in the busi-

ness of passion,” Casey said. “We have cor-
porate travelers, but most people celebrate
travel. And one of our commitments this year
is, how do we use all of our mediums to really
just inspire people to get into travel?
“Right now, there’s a lot of, ‘OK, I go to

Expedia, and I click and it’s 50 bucks less;’
but that’s not travel. And I think we’re having
a lot of fun making [the website] do more than
that. It’s about, how do you make [travel]
come to life again?” �
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The nuts and bolts of going independent 
February 14, 2014 

When converting from a brand to an independent, owners and operators face a long list of logistical items. 

 

 
Owners of the Pier 2620 Hotel in San Francisco launched a major  

renovation as part of the hotel’s conversion from a Hilton.  (Photo: Pier 2620) 

 

 

By Ed Watkins 

Editor-at-Large 

ewatkins@hotelnewsnow.com 

 

REPORT FROM THE U.S.—The decision by an owner to switch a 

branded hotel to an independent is a weighty one. Shedding the 

presumed marketing and image advantages of a national brand in 

favor of starting fresh with no brand, or with a soft brand, entails a 

long list of logistical steps necessary to ensure the conversion is as 

seamless and successful as possible, sources said. 

  

“The things (an owner) doesn’t need to think about is a much shorter 

list than the list of what he needs to consider,” said Robert Van Ness, 

executive VP of the Americas for Preferred Hotel Group. “In other 

words, (the owner) needs to contemplate just about everything. After 

all, there aren’t too many industries where owners decide to change 

the name and focus of their business. It’s a formidable challenge.” 

  

 

Highlights 

 In some cases, the 

existing brand no 

longer fits the tastes 

and sensibilities of 

the hotel’s customer 

base. 
 

 The brand company 

often retains 

ownership of guest 

history files when a 

hotel deflags. 
 

 To be successful, the 

GM of an 

independent property 

needs to be creative, 

entrepreneurial and 

sales-minded. 
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The steps involved in making a brand-to-independent conversion range from the conceptual to the 

mundane. In some cases, the flag no longer fits the hotel’s customers and their tastes and 

sensibilities. 

  

“We had a brand that wasn’t relevant in our marketplace anymore, and we needed a fresh new 

approach to doing business,” said Tom Conran, principal of Greenwood Hospitality Group. In 2010, 

the company converted a former Ritz-Carlton Hotel in Dearborn, Michigan, to The Henry, a 308-

room independent that’s part of Marriott International’s Autograph Collection soft brand. 

  

“Many travelers today are looking more for an experiential event than just checking in and out of a 

hotel,” Conran said. “We knew we had to change the dynamics of the hotel with more relevant 

color palettes and create a lot more excitement in the hotel and create more congregational spaces 

rather than segregated spaces.” 

  

Part of the change was the addition of extensive artwork throughout the hotel, with each floor 

devoted to works from one artist. A full-time art curator on staff manages the art program. 

  

“This makes guests’ stays much more than just hotel stays,” Conran said. “The public is looking for 

these differentiators, those things that are just a little different.” 

  

Timing is critical 

B. Thomas Goodwin, senior VP of Fillmore Hospitality, said timing is the most critical element in a 

brand-to-independent conversion. The Columbus, Ohio-based company has done “12 to 15” of 

these conversions, Goodwin said. The latest conversion took place in November, when the 

company converted the former Hilton San Francisco Fisherman’s Wharf to the Pier 2620 Hotel. The 

233-room hotel is part of Preferred Hotels’ Sterling Hotels soft brand. 

  

“By far, the most challenging part of the conversion was planning and managing the connectivity 

with all the various technology systems and distribution points,” Goodwin said. “It entailed 

everything from replacing the (property management system) and its connectivity to the (global 

distribution systems) to dealing with (online travel agencies) and TripAdvisor. 

  

“These transitions took a lot longer than we expected. It’s a lot more complex than just flipping a 

switch or plugging in a cable. The testing of the two-way communications, for example, takes 

weeks, not hours or even days,” he said. 

  

Van Ness said Preferred, which has seven soft brands in its portfolio, has developed a checklist of 

items operators need to address when shedding a hard brand in favor of independent status. He 

said the list covers sales, marketing, public relations, social media, e-commerce, purchasing and 

more. 

  

A hotel’s data, especially its guest history files, sometimes pose problems for operators when they 

choose to convert to an independent. 

  

“It’s likely that control of the data is part of the contract with the chain, and the question is often 

whether the owner retains access to the (hotel’s) guest history,” Van Ness said. “If (the data) 
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belongs to the chain, then the owner has to deal with the fact that they were operating as a chain 

property for 10 or 20 years but no longer have access to that data.” 

  

Goodwin said his company wasn’t able to retain the hotel’s guest history data from its years as a 

Hilton, but to compensate management beefed up the hotel’s sales staff and increased marketing 

expenditures. 

  

“As we ramp up the hotel we need to be sure we get people coming to our website and checking 

us out online. To do so, we’re doing significantly more advertising, principally online, than we did 

before,” Goodwin said, who added that the effort will go for a year or so, “depending on how 

quickly the hotel re-stabilizes.” 

  

Retaining staff, particularly managers and members of the hotel’s executive committee, is another 

challenge. 

  

“A hotel with a hard brand often has managers who have spent time growing their careers within 

that chain, so it’s a question of whether they’ll stay with the hotel or go to another property in that 

chain,” Van Ness said. “These are critical positions—whether it’s the GM, or sales people or revenue 

managers—so it’s important to stabilize the situation.” 

  

Goodwin said staff retention hasn’t been an issue at Pier 2620 because “we concentrated a lot on 

communicating internally to our staff on who we are, what we stand for, what this new brand 

stands for. We took time to create some elements that would breathe life into this new brand in the 

eyes of our staff so they feel they’re part of something important.” 

  

He also said it’s crucial to tie a significant property renovation to the de-branding process. Pier 

2620 is in the middle of a two-step renovation.  The first phase focused on the public areas, 

including lobby, entryway, food-and-beverage outlets and meeting space, as well as new bedding, 

TVs and technology in the guestrooms. The hotel also plans a new fitness facility and club lounge 

and later in the year a broader-scale renovation of the guestrooms. 

  

“It’s important to do these conversions from a position of strength because the last thing you want 

is for customers to think you lost your flag,” Goodwin said. “The renovation helped to get the staff 

excited about the investment we put into the property and its new direction.” 

  

A special leader required 

Not all GMs, particularly those who have only worked in branded properties, have the skills and 

mindset to operate independent hotels, sources said. 

  

“When you come from a chain environment, you often rely on the brand to set the course,” Conran 

said. “An operator of an independent hotel must be able to significantly differentiate the guest 

experience. They need to be more than a little entrepreneurial and not risk-adverse. They need to 

say, ‘We’re a little bit different today, and how can we be a little different tomorrow and the next 

day.’” 
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Goodwin believes it’s sales and marketing expertise that separates successful GMs at independent 

hotels from their counterparts at branded properties. 

  

“Many GMs have never had to concentrate so thoroughly on the top line as do GMs at 

independent hotels,” he said. “It requires a very strong sense of sales and marketing and an 

entrepreneurial approach to the business. It can’t be someone who just implements a plan; they 

must be the drivers of the business.” 
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Center Stage with a “dialogue.”  
“What won’t change” about PhoCus-

Wright, he said, “is the pace, the banter, the 
theater, the setting or the spontaneity.”

True to that pledge, what followed was the 
event’s traditional mix: the provocative, the 
philosophical and the bullish.

Mark Mahaney, managing director of In-
ternet research for RBC Capital Markets, said 
that Expedia and Priceline are still seeing up 
to 30% growth rates in mature markets such 
as North America and Europe, “so, global 
players with exposure should be able to sus-
tain real premium growth.” 

Mahaney also cited the growth of mobile 
and of same-day and last-minute bookings, 
as well as the entrance of alternative accom-
modation and transportation models such as 
Airbnb and car-sharing as evidence of “great 
growth factors” for the industry.

Sam Lessin, Facebook’s director of prod-
uct management, took a “Back to the Future” 
approach, saying that until relatively recently 

By Kate Rice

HOLLYWOOD, Fla. — The Pho-
CusWright Conference, which each 
year stands at the intersection of 
travel and technology, last week 
opened for the first time without its 
founder and perennial frontman, 
Philip C. Wolf, on Center Stage.

Wolf, who sold PhoCusWright to North-
star Travel Media (publisher of Travel Week-
ly) in June 2011, retired from the company 
earlier this year.

But the show went on, with its trademark 
razzle-dazzle staging, an unmatched roster of 
speakers and its biggest-ever crowd — more 
than 1,644 attendees, an increase of about 
180 over last year.

The event had traditionally kicked off 
with Wolf ’s monologue, but new Managing 
Director Tony D’Astolfo made his debut on 

[ ILLUSTRIOUS SPEAKER ROSTER DRAWS RECORD ATTENDANCE ]

Wielding technology star power, 
PhoCusWright dazzles, informs

By Harvey Chipkin

  Despite their lack of branding power, inde-
pendent hotels are very much in the game 
these days thanks to technology and social 
media services that level the playing field.

Recent data from STR, the hospitality in-
dustry statisticians, reveals that in the up-
per-upscale category — brands just below 
luxury, on par with Marriott, Hilton and 
Westin — independent hotels command a 
significant premium when it comes to aver-
age daily rate (ADR). 

Over the past few years, independents have 
enjoyed an ADR premium ranging from 
$9 a night in the depths of the recession to 
about $13 in recent months. When it came to 
group bookings, independents commanded 
an ADR premium of about $8.

In terms of occupancy, independents did 

Thanks to tech and online review sites, 
indie hotels can keep pace with brands

lag brands in the upper-upscale category by 
6 to 7 percentage points, but as STR Senior 
Vice President Jan Freitag pointed out, “Any 
hotelier would prefer to see that rate pre-
mium, because it is ADR that makes hotels 
more profitable. There are expenses associ-
ated with higher occupancy as far as labor 
and other factors.” 

Interestingly, the STR research also re-
vealed that independents’ rates had recov-
ered fully to prerecession levels, while brands’ 
rates had not.

Analysts agree that there is strength in the 
independent segment. 

“With search optimization in the hands 
of every property (and many consulting 
firms who serve independents), the Web 
is, more than ever, the great leveler,” said 
Donna Quadri-Felitti, associate professor at 
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New York University’s Tisch Center for 
Hospitality, Tourism and Sports Manage-
ment. “Reservations systems have been 
the powerhouse engine of brand conver-
sions in the past, but today there are so 
many more options for the independent 
operator. Brands have done a great job of 
teaching the owner about the complexities 
of distribution and marketing in the travel 
business.”

At a conference conducted by the Hospi-
tality Sales & Marketing Association Inter-
national (HSMAI) earlier this year, Andrew 
Mantis, group head for merchant infor-
mation services for MasterCard Advisors, 
said, “The interest in independent hotels is 
rising, particularly among younger travel-
ers. … Independents are doing very well 
against brands. There is a back-and-forth 
cycle as far as whether brands or indepen-
dents are doing better, but the strength of 
independents is surprising.”

Mantis’ insight derived from data that 
MasterCard Advisors collects for mer-
chants.

One sign of the emergence of indepen-
dents is that the first Independent Lodg-
ing Congress is being held this month in 
Philadelphia. According to a statement 
on the group’s website, “Independent and 
boutique hotels are gaining prominence in 
American cities, yet their unique advan-
tages and operation often go undiscussed 
in today’s brand-dominated hospitality 
industry.” 

A big plus for independents, say opera-
tors in that category, is that franchise, mar-
keting and other fees make it too expensive 

in many cases to take on a brand affiliation. 
If an independent hotel can drive financial 
results similar to those of a brand hotel, 
they find themselves ahead of the game. 

James Simkins, COO of Personal Luxury 
Resorts & Hotels said, “What typically hap-
pens with a well-managed independent is 
that the hotel will start a little slower than a 
big brand, because they don’t have that res-
ervation faucet to turn on. But within three 
years, they will be running ahead of the big 
brands.”

One network of independent hotels has 
also published research recently demon-
strating the staying power of that segment. 
Preferred Hotels Group commissioned 
industry consultants HVS to measure and 
compare the performance of more than 
200 Preferred hotels in North America to 
their competitive sets between 2009 and 
2012.

Analyzing STR data, HVS found that the 
Preferred members enjoyed an ADR almost 
12% higher than their branded competitive 
set. This reflected hotels in multiple price 
categories — upscale, upper upscale and 
luxury — all of which are affiliated with 
the Preferred network.

The HVS research also covered the cost 
of being a member of an independent net-
work like Preferred against being a brand 
affiliate. In aggregate, the total fees payable 
under a Preferred affiliation were less than 
half the average for first-class brands.

Tech is the game changer
Interviews with independent operators 

suggested three key reasons for the strength 
of the independents.

First was that they have the opportu-
nity to affiliate with groups like Preferred. 

Second was the fact that Internet review 
sites have gained such power among trav-
eling consumers. And, third, it’s because 
hotels are displayed on online travel agen-
cies (OTA) in “agnostic” fashion, enabling 
consumers to compare branded and non-
branded hotels on the same page.

Bob van Ness, Preferred’s executive vice 
president for the Americas, said, “We’re be-
yond arguing that TripAdvisor or Expedia 
aren’t major factors in hotel distribution. It 
comes down to what the costs are for those 
channels.”

Thomas Goodwin, senior vice presi-
dent for Fillmore Hospitality, a portfolio 
containing multiple branded and inde-

pendent hotels, said, 
“The big challenge 
for independents has 
been building cred-
ibility and consumer 
confidence. As ho-
tel reviews have be-
come transparent, 
that whole world has 
changed. The democ-
ratization of reviews 
is the best thing that 
has ever happened to 

great hotel operators.”
And it has changed the very nature of 

hospitality marketing, he said.
“It’s so much easier to show up through 

search engines and through hotel reviews, 
and you can really communicate what your 
value proposition is and give people the 
confidence to pay for that,” said Goodwin. 
“It changes the way you operate a hotel. We 
have realized that the most effective mar-
keting expenditures come not necessarily 
from advertising but 
from giving a great 
experience. Reviews 
drive a lot of  de-
mand.”

Even so, the deci-
sion to be brand-
affiliated or indepen-
dent is complex.

“It’s up to an indi-
vidual hotel operator 
to figure out what 
makes sense, because 
you can’t say if one is better than the other,” 
Freitag said. “On the surface, a central res-
ervation system and a loyalty program will 
certainly drive reservations.”

What’s more, despite the strengths of 
the independents, Goodwin admitted, “It’s 
possible we would convert an independent 
back to a brand.”

INDEPENDENTS
 Continued from Page 1 

 N E W S 

Bob van Ness
Executive V.P., 

Americas
Preferred Hotels

Thomas Goodwin
Sr. Vice President

Fillmore Hospitality

The lobby of the 
Joule Dallas, part of 
the Preferred Hotels 
Group network.

The Eau Palm Beach Resort & Spa recently 
dropped its Ritz-Carlton branding.
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Control counts
In large part, hotels become independent 

or remain so because it gives them more 
control over their product. 

“Entrepreneurship is key,” van Ness said. 
“Someone who wants to have more control 
of how they operate their own hotel will re-
main independent.”

Besides, as Simkins pointed out, “The 
prime brand is always the hotel itself, and 
so the hotel needs to assume the character 
of a destination and assume a meaningful 
role within that destination. That does not 
lend itself to brand standards, and we do 
not even use the word ‘standards’ because 
they imply a cookie-cutter approach.

“Brands are making progress, with prod-
ucts like Andaz and Indigo moving in this 
direction, but there are still restraints be-
cause brands control between 80% or 90% 
of a hotel’s spend, and the marketing, fees 
and advertising are not always in the best 
interest of the property.”

Those arguments strike home with John 
Bradway, director of marketing for the Eau 
Palm Beach, which recently dropped its 
Ritz-Carlton branding.

Independence, Bradway said, “gives us 
the freedom to be more creative, to cre-
ate customized guest experiences. It’s been 
only a couple of months, but we immedi-
ately changed some things, like introduc-
ing a weekly general manager’s reception 
and greeting guests at check-in with herb-
infused cold towels and Champagne. It’s 
about having fun and being whimsical, and 
we can do that better as an independent.”

Driven by demographics
There are several demographic factors 

behind independents holding their own. 
 “All the studies you see today show that 

travelers are looking for a different kind of 
experience,” van Ness said. “Chains were 
created around the idea of safety and con-
sistency, and that can now be observed by 
checking out review sites or looking at a 
hotel online. The No. 1 thing people are 
seeking now is something different. Young-
er travelers, in particular, are looking for 
the contemporary and unique, which they 
are more likely to find with independent 
properties.”

Many portfolios for management and 
development companies alike include both 
branded and independent hotels, with the 
chosen model often depending on the in-
dividual market. 

Typical is Goodwin’s company, whose 
collection includes Hilton, Starwood and 
Marriott properties. However, the company 
recently deflagged a branded hotel in San 
Francisco and renamed it Pier 2620.

 “We saw an opportunity to create a 
unique experience that’s appropriate to 
the local environment and highly relevant 
to the destination,” Goodwin said. “When 
visitors come to San Francisco, they are not 
coming to eat in a hotel restaurant, and by 
doing this, we were able to invest elsewhere 
than in our [food and beverage] infrastruc-
ture. We opened a craft cocktail bar, and it 
doubled the previous revenues on the first 
night.”

What the agent needs to know
Independent hotels do offer agents one 

more option to consider when qualifying 
clients. 

Goodwin said: “If somebody is going 

to an agent, they are really invested in the 
trip, and the agent has the ability to pro-
vide more value to the client if they can of-
fer up a unique experience. There is almost 
no risk to an agent who books a big brand 
— they do a great job, and you know what 
you will get — but you can exceed client 
expectations if you can book them into 
something they wouldn’t have found on 
their own.”

The long debate about brands vs. inde-
pendents is becoming murkier with the 

In the spirit of 

Thanks

Special thanks to our friends at Plimoth Plantation

N E W S

The Pier 2620 Hotel at Fisherman’s Wharf in San 
Francisco.

emergence of “soft brands” like Marriott’s 
Autograph Collection and Choice’s Ascend, 
both of which allow independent hotels to 
retain their names and avoid branding fees, 
while placing them on major reservation-
distribution networks. 

Alluding to such hybrids during a panel 
at a recent conference of the International 
Society of Hotel Consultants, Bruce Baltin, 
senior vice president for PKF Consulting, 
observed, “I’m not sure what a brand is vs. 
an independent at this point.”
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ndependen
minded

As the hospitality landscape shifts, 
owners — and, yes, brands — see a more 
prominent place for non-branded hotels.

contributed by HarvEy CHipkin

Welcome to the Hybrid Hotel. 
The dark line separating 
branded hotels and  

independents has lightened considerably in recent years as 
technological advances and demographic shifts have  
reinforced the resiliency of independents. At the same 
time, branded hotels have recognized that resiliency and 
have created soft brands of their own.
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Insurgent independents 
The traditional attractions of being independent remain: lower costs than those  
associated with a franchise; the ability to be flexible on capex and marketing  
expenditures; and the inherent excitement in running a hotel creatively.

“Being independent allows autonomy, and the decision-making process is 
direct and swift,” explains Hans Bruland, general manager of The Hay-Adams in 
Washington, D.C. 

That attitude is not North America-centric. In fact, Europe has a stronger history 
of independent hospitality. Sören Huber, director of business development for the 
Hotel Bayerischer Hof in Munich, Germany, says, “As an independent hotel, we do 
not depend on a headquarters’ opinion on strategy, interior design, brand develop-
ment or marketing approach.”

Today, because of technology and demographic shifts, the dream of remaining 
independent seems more viable than ever. Lindsey Ueberroth, CEO of Preferred 
Hotel Group, Chicago, says the landscape has changed dramatically over the last 

ArE wE ALL 
Millennials?

While there has been exten-
sive buzz about how Millennials 
want to stay in hip boutiques, 
many observers believe there 
has been a cross-generation-
al shift in consumer tastes. 
Bjorn Hanson, divisional dean 
of New York University’s Tisch 
Center for tourism hospitality 
and sports management, says, 
“Each trip has a different mis-
sion profile and a different lodg-
ing solution. What independents 
can do is appeal to some of those 
mission profiles, especially 
where the experience of the trip 
is a priority.”

It also appears social media 
sites such as Facebook, where 
Baby Boomers have the fastest-
growing presence, are playing 
a critical role for independents. 
“Many independent operators 
or developers are more social 
media-savvy than many of the 
brands,” Hanson says.

Provenance Hotels, Portland, 
Oregon, spends all its marketing 
dollars on electronic channels 
and social media. In fact, it ran 
a promotion during a heat wave 
last summer promising a rate of 
whatever the temperature was 
at 10 a.m. that morning. The  
result: more than 300 bookings it 
would not have otherwise  
had — and at decent rates,  
according to company President 
Bashar Wali.
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three years as the chains leapt into the inde-
pendent scene with their collections. “It 
heats up the competition,” she says, “but 
reinforces what our company has stood 
for — the idea that an experiential hotel is 
what the consumer is moving toward.”

“There will always be many places 
where brands work better — like air-
ports,” says David McCaslin, presi-
dent of New York City’s Northwood 
Hospitality, which operates hotels such 
as The New York Palace for its sibling 
owning company. “But if you’re in a 

highly desirable location like a down-
town or an Aspen, Colorado, there will 
be so many people going there no matter 
what. Nobody is going to these places 
because they want to stay with a brand; 
they are going for the destination.”

Another plus: a non-branded hotel 
can be easier to sell as a real-estate asset. 
“Our independents can be purchased 
by a strategic buyer who would have 
more options than if they were branded 
or under a management contract,” 
McCaslin adds. 

Review sites like TripAdvisor also can 
give independents a leg up if they focus 
on that segment. “Consumers now really 
make their judgments based on reviews 
and social media,” McCaslin says. 

“Travelers today can have confidence 
in the hotel that they used to look to 
brands to provide,” says Geoff Andrew, 
chief operating officer for Worldhotels, 
Frankfurt, Germany, adding that the 
importance of loyalty programs “now 
lies more with the databases they create 
than with loyalty itself.“

AC Santo Mauro in Madrid 
is a member of Marriott’s 

Autograph Collection.

COLLECTiOn 
connection

When Marriott International approached 
Richard Kessler to become the original 
member of its Autograph Collection of 
independents, Kessler came up with 
three non-negotiable principles: retain-
ing his own website; no Marriott say on 
design; and no Marriott name in the prop-
erties — only small Autograph signs. 
Four years later, Kessler says he is quite 
satisfied with Autograph membership 
and if he wants to enter a market where 
an Autograph already exists he would be 
open to joining another collection.

Collections are “the middle ground of 
branding,” says Bjorn Hanson, divisional 
dean for NYU’s Tisch Center for hospi-
tality, tourism and sports management. 

“The challenge is that even within tra-
ditional brands, brand managers are 
getting more flexible,” Hanson adds. 
“So these collections have to offer even 
greater flexibility.”

 An example of how unclear the brand-
independent landscape has become 
is Hersha Hospitality Management, 
Philadelphia, a major owner that has tra-
ditionally focused on upscale branded 
hotels but now has collected a number of 
its own independents into a collection — 
the Independent Collection. 

“It’s all about Millennials and Gen 
Ys — people looking for unique experi-
ences,” says Foiz Ahmed, vice president 
for Hersha’s collection. “We will look at 

hotels for the collection in major urban 
and destination markets. That is where 
the people with dollars to spend are look-
ing for neighborhoods and communities.”

The collection concept has global  
acceptance, as well. VOI Hotels, owned 
by an Italian travel company, is compara-
ble to Autograph, according to CEO Arco 
Buijs. “We give individual hotels help on 
the commercial side without being hard-
branded at much lower costs than a 
 normal franchise,” Buijs says. 

And the collections are evolving. 
Kessler says technology will continue to 
make it easier for hotels to be indepen-
dent, resulting in collections having more 
pressure to deliver.
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Globally independent
The global stronghold for independents 
has been Europe because of the history 
and culture of the hospitality industry 
there. In Paris, Bruno Chiaruttini, general 
manager, L’Hotel du Collectionneur Arc 
de Triomphe (formerly a Hilton), points 
out, “All the luxury hotel chains like Four 
Seasons, Mandarin and Ritz-Carlton were 
born in North America and Asia, while the 
networks of independents like Worldhotels, 
Relais & Chateaux and Design Hotels 
emerged from Europe.”

While Europe may have a stronger 
tradition of independent hotels than Asia 
or North America, that may be chang-
ing. The V-Continent Beijing Parkview 
Wuzhou Hotel in China opened as and 
remained an InterContinental hotel for 10 
years before it went independent last year 
and became a member of Summit Hotels 
& Resorts, one of the Preferred networks. 
“We saw a huge trend among local hotels, 
which recognized it was time to start a 

new era of independent development and 
innovation,” says V-Continent General 
Manager Cui Fushui.

At a time when authenticity is a huge 
buzzword in the hotel business, inde-
pendents can frequently lay claim to 
that appeal. “Design Hotels properties 
are driven by owners, who understand 
they are selling something that goes far 
beyond their own four walls,” says CEO 
Claus Sendlinger. “They’re selling an 
emotional connection to a neighbor-
hood, to a destination — often to an 
entire city — since the traveler’s take on 
that city is focused through the prism 
of their hotel.”

Adds Adrian Bridge, CEO of The 
Yeatman Hotel in Porto, Portugal, 
Google Earth might be his most power-
ful tool as it shows his location among 
the famed wine lodges of Porto.

Marketing — nimbly
Diversity and diffusion define the 

Northwood Hospitality’s Revere in Boston, formerly a 
Radisson brand hotel, features a whimsical rooftop.

KEy  
points

•	 Mega-branders like Marriott 
International, Choice Hotels 
International and Carlson have cre-
ated “collections” of independents 
and emphasize design to compete 
with non-branded competitors.
•	 Independents have gone the  
brand route by creating more power-
ful loyalty programs and quality- 
assurance standards.
•	 Review sites like TripAdvisor 
now arguably play as much of a role 
in consumer decisions as a brand 
promise or loyalty program — one  
of the factors many see leveling  
the playing field between brands 
and independents.
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consumer landscape, and that means a seismic shift in market-
ing — to a point. “Arguably,” says Bjorn Hanson, divisional 
dean of NYU’s Tisch Center for tourism hospitality and sports 
management, “every traveler is now his or her own segment.”

For independents, it all leads to the word “differentia-
tion,” says Peter Shaindlin, COO of the Halekulani Corp., 
owner and operator of two luxury resorts in Honolulu. “A big 
brand is like a cruise ship that takes a while to turn; we are a 
luxury yacht that can change quickly,” Shaindlin explains. 
“We decided recently and very quickly to open a bar called 
L’Aperitif; if I had 50 Halekulani hotels I couldn’t do 50 
L’Aperitifs — it’s what differentiates us.“

At Timbers Resorts, Carbondale, Colorado, COO Greg 
Spencer says successful promotions during award ceremonies 
such as the Oscars and Emmys included certificates for stays 
placed in gift baskets. “We recently did one for a pre-Oscar 
event with nominees for best director, best actor and actress 
in attendance,” Spencer adds. “We soon had our first award 
nominee staying with us in Italy.”

Digital strategies like social media are becoming the back-
bone of the marketing plan for Venice, Italy’s Bauers Hotel 
Group, says CEO Francesca Bortolotto Possati. For example, 
she says, many websites are now incorporating video content. 
“As people’s attention span consistently decreases and audi-
ences are to be captured in just a matter of seconds, imagery is 
becoming increasingly important,” she says. “Images must tell 
a story better and more effectively than words.”

Sales — still personal
Even with all the new technology available, most operators 
agree there is no substitute for old-fashioned, face-to-face rela-
tionships — especially at the top end of the market. “We’re out 
there beating the streets and establishing relationships,” says 
Foiz Ahmed, vice president of the Independent Collection, 
operated by Hersha Hospitality Management, Philadelphia.

McCaslin adds that a one-on-one sales call is both the  
most expensive way to market and the most effective way to 
communicate with a potential producer.

Andrea Kracht, proprietor of Baur au Lac in Zurich,  
says he travels three or four times a year specifically to meet 
with agents. “I want to have a personal relationship with 
them,” he says. “We believe agents are, and will remain, a key 
channel for us.”

A contrarian point of view comes from Possati, who says 
traditional means of reaching out to the trade are losing 
importance and effectiveness. “Not only are they getting to 
be too costly for hotels, but it seems both companies and the 
trade are shifting towards other means of communication,” 

Provenance Hotels’ 
Hotel Max does 

business in a thriving 
indie market, Seattle.

HOw LEvEL  
is the playing field?

Anybody can have a website and do social media, but does that 
mean any independent hotel can go it alone against the brands? 

“It still takes a lot of resources to compete,” says David 
McCaslin, president of Northwood Hospitality, New York City. 
“With no name recognition or points programs, you have to offer 
something of value, or you will get crushed.”

“There is less room for error when you’re independent,” says 
Antoine Chevanne, CEO of VOI Hotels in Italy. 

Sometimes it’s the ability to be flexible that can work against  
independents. “An independent might be able to divert capex  
dollars to marketing or another current priority,” says Bjorn 
Hanson. divisional dean of NYU’s Tisch Center for tourism,  
hospitality and sports management, “but this can work against  
independents because the industry for now is in relatively good 
physical condition. Things can’t be neglected.”

Others believe independents are not always as resilient in 
downturns. “The branded hotels will drop rates and start sell-
ing through other channels to stay competitive,” says Suzanne 
Mellen, managing director of HVS, San Francisco. “Independents 
were really hurt during the last two recessions.”

Plus, it remains tougher in most cases to finance an indepen-
dent hotel. “You can project all you want and you still end up get-
ting US$20 less a night than you expected,” Mellen says. “There 
is a huge execution risk, especially as brands have tried to get 
‘cooler.’ When the line between brands and independents be-
comes blurred, how do independents differentiate themselves?”

It’s not always easy being independent, but those within the 
category see problems with their counterparts. Bashar Wali, 
president of Provenance Hotels, Portland, Oregon, says many 
brands are now focusing more on “noise” rather than basics. 
“We are in the business of selling beds, showers and Wi-Fi,” 
he says. “If guests don’t get a good night’s sleep, they won’t 
come back.”
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Possati notes. “Many travel agents are working from home. So we 
need to reach them there where they live. “

Capex flexibility rules
Independents claim they spend as much money on capex as any 
branded hotel — but on their own terms. 

“We partnered to buy our Vail property at a bankruptcy in 2010,” 
Spencer says. “We talked with major brands. They said they would 
� ll us up with loyalty points. How will that monetize real estate? We 
put in US$9 million and made certain bets on what would work. We 
decided to get the energy up in the lobby and tried to get the pool 
right. The brand would have said ‘furniture package number 649.’ 
We ended up selling US$25 million in real estate at the property.”

At Hersha’s Independent Collection, according to Ahmed, the 
approach to a “� ve-year plan” is very different and local. “We’re 
installing bicycles at every member hotel, and they’re different 
colors in each market,” he says. “Our Brooklyn bikes have a basket 
with the Brooklyn Bridge on it.”

Independents also claim they can now � nd renovation � nancing 
far more easily. “We have � nanced with everything from life insur-
ance companies to CMBS to pension funds,” says Bashar Wali, 
president of Provenance Hotels, Portland, Oregon. “If we can show 
two to three years of trailing income, banks will be just as enthusi-
astic � nancing an independent. “

Indications are that the lines between brands and independents 
will continue to soften. One trend is networks of independents 
taking on more of the aspects of brands. At Destination Hotels 
& Resorts, which claims to be the world’s largest management 
company composed of independents, CEO Jamie Sabatier says the 
company de� nitely has a “Destination customer” and can bring in 
all the bene� ts of a larger company while at the same time allowing 
each property to have its own identity.

Bauers Palladio 
Hotel & Spa in 

Venice uses 
images of its 

locale to compete.


