
EDITORS’ NOTE Alexandra Byrne 
is the General Manager of the Sofi tel 
Washington D.C. Lafayette Square, 
part of the Sofi tel Luxury Hotels and 
Resorts network. Prior to this, she was 
Director of Sales and Marketing. She 
held the same position at The Fairfax 
at Embassy Row, and has been the 
General Manager of both The 
Churchill Hotel in Washington D.C. 
and Courtyard by Marriott. Byrne 
has also worked in several other 
leadership roles in the hospitality in-
dustry in Washington, D.C.

PROPERTY BRIEF Sofitel Washington D.C. 
Lafayette Square (sofi telwashingtondc.com) of-
fers exclusive luxury accommodations in the na-
tion’s capital. This elegant hotel is marked by 
distinctive style, superb cuisine, and incompa-
rable service. Situated at the corner of Lafayette 
Square bordering the White House, guests can sa-
vor a contemporary twist on traditional French 
cuisine at iCi Urban Bistro or relax in the chic 
lounge, Le Bar. There is an extensive selection of 
237 rooms on 12 fl oors including 16 suites and 
one presidential suite, all featuring Sofi tel’s luxu-
rious feather-top and duvet sleep system, SoBed.

What has made the Sofitel Washington D.C. 
Lafayette Square work so well and how do 
you see the property’s strengths?

It’s about differentiation in the market-
place. It’s that French DNA, which we have 
throughout the property that we combine with 
local culture. 

We have a fantastic location and a beautiful 
story that is linked to Lafayette Square and the 
surrounding neighborhood. Taking advantage 
of this prime location, just a block from the 
White House has been a tremendous asset for 
the hotel.

You mentioned that French flair with 
regard to Sofitel. Are there certain charac-
teristics that let you know you’re in a Sofitel 
or is the design specific to each location?

Oui. It is a combination of the two. It starts 
with the French greetings of “Bonjour” and 
“Bonsoir” to our guests, and continues through-
out the hotel in our decor, customs, and food 
and beverage offerings. There is a sense of step-
ping into a different country because of that 
European feel. There are certain details that one 
will recognize in every Sofi tel hotel worldwide, 

but our properties also bring in ac-
cents of the local culture and city infl u-
ences that makes us stand out. 

Are you happy with where 
the product is today and are there 
changes guests can expect?

We renovated the hotel last year 
and our product is ahead of the other 
hotels in the market. Our product is 
also more timeless. Our designer in-
tegrated the strong history between 
France and the U.S., and introduced 
color accents throughout the prop-
erty. That makes us unique from the 

common monochromatic atmosphere so of-
ten felt in other hotels. It’s still timeless and 
elegant, just more modern. 

Has the Washington, D.C. market been 
strong and is it growing?

The market is very positive. We are expect-
ing several large conventions in the city. This is 
also an election year so we will have a lot of 
excitement at the beginning of the year, and it 
will wind down just in time to pick up again 
for the election in November. There are some 
new hotels entering the marketplace this year as 
well, so with our renovations complete, we are 
confi dent with our position.

How important is it to have a strong 
suite component within the mix and 
will you provide a broad overview of that 
product?

The suite component is extraordinarily im-
portant to us. When we have a delegation, for 
instance, the highest-level guest often requires 
a larger room on a higher fl oor. With our selec-
tion of suites, we can accommodate such needs, 
while also taking care of the requests of the 
rest of the group. Having 16 suites, all with dif-
ferent characteristics, expands our versatility, 
allowing us to accommodate many types of 
groups and reservations.

On the luxury side of the business, do 
you need to have a true spa offering?

I think it is most important to have 
it as an option. We offer in-room spa ser-
vices through our partnership with Relax & 
Rejuvenate. Our clients like the flexibility of 
having a spa come to them, especially with 
their busy schedules.

Are you focused on everything from 
high-level events to intimate gatherings?

Yes. We work directly with the convention 
center and also welcome individual groups that 

come in to attend conventions. We book board 
meetings, high-end events taking place in the city, 
holiday gatherings, and intimate wedding parties 
alike. We have a large portion of the business in 
Washington and can adapt to most situations. 

How do you balance technology today 
and make sure Sofitel’s personal touch isn’t 
lost?

It is an important balance. We want to 
provide guests with the resources and con-
veniences that deliver a stress-free and com-
fortable stay, but we make a concerted effort 
to ensure that technology does not take over 
the human element of the service experience. 
We strive to understand where our guests are 
coming from and what it is they need so we 
can create that balance. Everything about our 
technology focus is for the enhancement of 
our guest experience.

As a general manager, how important is 
it to have experience in many areas within 
a hotel’s operations? Is the GM more of a gen-
eralist who needs to see all aspects or has the 
role become more fixated on the business 
side?

It is a terrifi c advantage to have experi-
ence throughout multiple departments in the 
hotel. It gives them a much clearer picture and 
greater competence with the overall operations, 
and therefore allows them to be more effective 
in their leadership role. As for the business side, 
it is very important, but if we focus on one thing 
more than the other, we will not be successful. 

Companies often refer to the tripod: em-
ployees, guests, and ownership. We have to 
make sure the employees are happy so that they 
make our guests happy, which creates loyal 
guests. This makes owners happy because they 
are accomplishing their goals.

What would you tell young women in-
terested in a career in hospitality?

Be tenacious and be ambitious. Don’t get 
discouraged and aim high. We are lucky to be 
in the hospitality world now, where the gender 
balance has made great strides, and the efforts 
continue. AccorHotels, for example, has its own 
internal network called WAAG (Women at Accor 
Generation) to support and promote the per-
sonal and professional development of women, 
and to encourage diversity at all levels. As the 
fi rst ever female General Manager of Sofi tel 
D.C., I would recommend fi nding a company 
that will support their career paths and empower 
them to be the best version of themselves.•
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EDITORS’ NOTE Kanvar Singh be-
gan his career with The Dream Hotel 
Group as a Front Desk Agent at The 
Time New York in 2002. He quickly 
rose to become one of the youngest GMs 
in the city at the Night Hotel in 2008. 
Under his leadership, The Night was 
voted “the sexiest hotel in America” by 
TripAdvisor and won service awards 
from Booking.com, TripAdvisor, and 
Agoda. He then returned to The Time 
as General Manager in 2010, man-
aging both The Time and Night prop-
erties for over a year. Currently, his 
focus has been on The Time New York, overseeing 
a multimillion-dollar renovation by the Rockwell 
Group, which was completed in December 2015. 
Singh is a graduate of Baruch College and of the 
General Managers Program from the Cornell 
School of Hotel Administration.

PROPERTY BRIEF The  T ime  New York 
(thetimeny.com) is a true urban sanctuary, sit-
uated just steps from Times Square, two blocks 
from Rockefeller Center, and within minutes 
of any Broadway show. The Time recently fi n-
ished a major renovation, spearheaded by the 
much-lauded Rockwell Group. It has repo-
sitioned itself as a luxury lifestyle offering and 
will be the fl agship property for the new Time 
brand from Dream Hotel Group.

Would you provide an overview of what 
the renovation at The Time New York 
encompasses?

We’ve changed the property entirely, from 
plumbing and fl ooring to furniture and fi xtures. 
Our lobby is brand new, as well as all of our 
food and beverage outlets. Serafi na remains our 
restaurant, but it has been completely reimag-
ined. It feels much sleeker and more modern. 
We have also opened a new lounge on the sec-
ond fl oor called LeGrande. David Rockwell de-
signed the entire property, which is a point of 
pride for us.

Would you talk about the investment 
in the penthouse and breakdown between 
suites and rooms?

We have 25 suites, which is a high number 
for a 193-room property. They were conceived 
by the Rockwell Group to be a serene respite 
from the bustle of Times Square.

The rooms are done in minimalist fashion, 
but use high-design elements, like chairs from 

Moroso, Siberian white oak fl ooring, and 
Smart TVs hidden behind the bedroom 
mirror. We’re also using Frette linens, as 
well as Maison Margiela bath amenities 
and bathrobes in all of our rooms.

In our suites, we have a chic, yet 
comfortable living area, which has an 
ergonomically designed pull-out sofa 
bed for extra guests. Our Penthouse 
is an impressive triplex space with its 
own dining area, wraparound terraces, 
master bedroom with personal sauna, 
and truly stunning views of New York 
City. 

Would you talk about the service stan-
dards within the hotel and the quality of 
people you have brought in to uphold those 
standards?

I received great support and guidance from 
Jay Stein, our CEO, and Rabinder Singh, our 
CFO, giving me the freedom to recruit managers 
from high-end luxury properties with a set focus 
on service. At the beginning of the renovation, 
we hired a new Director of Front Offi ce who 
was tasked with raising the level of service at 
the hotel. She and I spent a lot of time fi nding 
the right people who fi t with our concept, and 
added value to the hospitality we were look-
ing to provide. We’ve created a Guest Relations 
Department whose sole job is to provide per-
sonalized hospitality to our guests. They reach 
out to our guests before their visit, greet them 
personally upon arrival, and continue to follow 
up with them throughout their stay and even 
after their departure. 

In addition, I recruited an experienced 
Digital Media Manager, which I believe is es-
sential. She works to make sure that we are 
robustly marketing ourselves in the digital 
realm and increasing the quality of our service 
throughout new media platforms. 

Our goal has always been to provide indi-
vidualized hospitality for all of our guests. After 
our renovations were completed in December, 
with the hires, the training, and the changes 
that were made, we have ranked the highest 
amongst our new comp set in service, as well 
as jettisoned our TripAdvisor score down 80 
rankings in two months. Our goal is to become 
one of the highest ranked New York hotels on 
TripAdvisor. With the foundation we have cre-
ated, the team and I are confi dent that we will.

How much of a focus has technology 
been for you?

Technology has been a huge focus for 
me – fi nding ways that we can enhance our 
guests’ stays through technology is paramount 
to staying competitive in the market. What I’ve 
found is that there are two types of guests – 
those that truly embrace new technology and 
those who would prefer communicating in a 
more traditional way. We provide options for 
both types of guest. Our guests don’t have to 
check-in on their phones, or order room service 
on their phones, but they certainly can.

All of our rooms and facilities have the 
most up-to-date technology – from our fi tness 
center, to our conference rooms to the Samsung 
smart TVs in each guest room. We want to give 
our more tech savvy guests the technology that 
they are accustomed to and maybe even sur-
prise them with something they’ve never seen 
before. For those guests that prefer more face-
to-face communication, we want to make sure 
that our team is always there to provide that 
extra personal touch. 

We’ve also moved to a paperless, mobile 
check-in process at the hotel. Our reception 
team uses IPads to check our guests in, swip-
ing their credit cards and making them room 
keys wherever is most convenient for that par-
ticular guest. All of our guests – no matter their 
technology preference – love that personalized 
service.

How did you get into the hospitality 
business?

Honestly, I got into hospitality because 
I really admire Mr. Chatwal, the owner of the 
Dream Hotel Group. While I was still in college, 
I started working in his hotels as a management 
trainee. Once one gets into hospitality, he or 
she either loves it or hates it. I have a lot of 
passion for it, and I love going to work. I could 
not be doing anything better than this. It’s such 
a part of me. Work doesn’t feel like work.

After the renovation, will you pause 
and enjoy what has been achieved?

We’ve had many moments of celebration 
with the guests and the staff, who appreciate 
how much has been done. But as an hotelier, I 
want everything to be 100 percent all the time. 
The work is never done. It’s our job now to 
share our vision of The Time with the rest of 
the world and make sure that the standards we 
have worked so hard to create are maintained. 

Whatever is possible and needs to be done, 
we will invest in it, to make sure every guest’s 
stay is 100 percent satisfactory.•

Kanvar Singh
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