
Global Impact

EDITORS’ NOTE Reto Wittwer began 
his career at The Westin Palace Hotel 
in Madrid. He has lived and worked 
in Paris, Tehran, Singapore, Hong 
Kong, Montreal, Acapulco, Indonesia, 
and Korea, and has worked for 
InterContinental, Mandarin Oriental, 
Peninsula, Le Méridien, and Hyatt. 
He has been the CEO of three ho-
tel companies – Swissôtel, CIGA, and 
Kempinski – and assumed his current 
posts in 1995. Wittwer was educated 
at Switzerland’s Hotel Culinary School 
and Ecole hôtelière de Lausanne.

COMPANY BRIEF Founded in 1897, Kempinski 
Hotels (www.kempinski.com) is Europe’s oldest and 
most established luxury hotel collection with more 
than 60 deluxe properties in major cities and vaca-
tion spots throughout Europe, the Middle East, Africa, 
and Asia. Each hotel or resort is a distinctive property 
that celebrates the cultural traditions of its location.

How has the global economic crisis affected 
the hospitality industry?

luxury products and services were affected 
by the economic crisis in a very different way 
from other industries and in a very different 
time frame. you have to distinguish between the 
luxury experience and the acquisition of a lux-
ury good – the luxury experience is still in great 
demand. nevertheless, the global economic 
downturn has caused many to reconsider their 
spending habits, especially business travelers.

because of our diversifi ed portfolio and a 
position of market leadership in several loca-
tions, we haven’t been as affected by the crisis 
as had been expected – our hotels in china, 
for instance, haven’t been affected at all. over 
the past few months, we have also seen strong 
signs of recovery at our european hotels.

How was Kempinski positioned during 
the downturn and what is your outlook for 
growth for the brand?

in general, Kempinski is able to resist 
downturns in different economies because the 
company is not dependent on just one market.

the Kempinski portfolio is divided into city 
hotels and resorts, so the risk is managed. many 
of our hotels are market leaders in their loca-
tions and drive rates. in particular, our business 
model of managing hotels rather than extending 
ourselves into real estate ownership means we 
were again able to limit our exposure.

Kempinski currently has 64 hotels 
under operation, and an impressive 
pipeline of approximately 60 properties 
under various stages of development.

Are there key markets that of-
fer opportunities for expansion?

Kempinski’s ambitions are global, 
but we are focusing on the destinations 
where our guests expect us to be.

Kempinski is concentrating on 
prestigious properties in key interna-
tional destinations and gateway cities, 
and consolidating its european portfo-
lio with an emphasis on key european 

cities. after all, Kempinski’s individuality and 
european-ness is what sets it apart from the 
competition.

Furthermore we will continue to target 
growth in key markets in destinations like africa, 
where we were pioneers.

How does Kempinski approach its food 
and beverage business and what is the ap-
proach to your restaurant offerings?

Food and beverage is one of the most im-
portant and challenging topics in the hospitality 
business due to the heavy competition of stand-
alone restaurants, especially in key cities. when a 
hotel restaurant and bar becomes a success, it is 
clear that the local community has accepted us in 
the destination and that makes a huge difference.

as we are operating properties all over the 
world, our guests will always have two things 
on offer: on the one hand, local fl air and spe-
cialties of the respective country where we are 
present, and on the other hand, we ensure de-
livery of our european service standard.

Luxury properties today are expected 
to offer a true spa experience. How much of 
a focus has this been for Kempinski?

to improve Kempinski’s operating value 
proposition, the company has entered a collabo-
ration with leading spa consultancy raison d’etre, 
and created resense spa, which operates two spa 
concepts: resense and Kempinski the spa. it is a 
great combination, as it brings together Kempinski’s 
hotel management expertise with raison d’etre’s 
background in creating bespoke spas.

the resense concept brings to life the an-
cient european bathing traditions – it is the re-
naissance of the classical european spa with 
a fusion of modern and traditional design, art, 
music, therapies, and bathing. resense will be 
available to Kempinski hotels, other hotel 
management companies, or as stand-alone spas.

Kempinski the spa is a luxurious yet 
simple concept that can be incorporated eas-
ily across all Kempinski hotels and adapted to 
their geographical location without compro-
mising the hotel’s aura of fi ve-star exclusivity. 
Kempinski the spa will only be available to 
Kempinski hotels. the grand hotel Kempinski 
high tatras celebrated the opening of the fi rst 
Kempinski the spa, followed shortly by the 
hotel vier Jahreszeiten Kempinski munich and 
the siam Kempinski hotel bangkok.

How much of an impact has technol-
ogy had on the business?

optimizing our efficiency and enhanc-
ing our infrastructure are important topics. to 
ensure that best practices, policies, and proce-
dures are in place and being followed through-
out the company, the implementation of various 
company-wide systems has been introduced, 
such as e-collaboration tools, which allow us 
to not only share our knowledge and keep it 
within our staff, but also to follow interdisciplin-
ary projects step by step, often involving several 
departments.

nevertheless, these are mostly internal tools 
that don’t influence guest contact directly. 
For example, in spite of having a state-of-the-
art booking engine on our web site, most loyal 
guests prefer to pick up the phone and make a 
reservation directly. that human interaction will 
never be replaced by a system or a computer.

the most important topic for us is people, 
and that is also what i am personally passionate 
about. making a real difference in the hospitality 
industry only works if you have the right people 
doing the right thing at the right time. so we fol-
low a very unique corporate culture of identifying 
talent internally, and at the same time, providing 
the correct training to newcomers, ensuring the 
future of the company is in the right hands.

What are your key priorities for 2011?
in the years to come, the war for talent is 

going to be the most challenging in the history 
of the hospitality business. the search for tal-
ent is extremely important for Kempinski. based 
on our projected portfolio growth, the company 
will need to double its workforce over the next 
fi ve years. we will need about 60 new general 
managers to support new openings alone. my 
key priority is to ensure that we have the right 
people on board for our worldwide expansion.•
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