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Q Melinda Bush: With 27 properties operating in a
very competitive four-star market, how does Son-

esta stay ahead of the game?

A Stephanie Sonnabend: When you're a smaller
player, you need to work smarter and with more cre-

ativity and efficiencies.  The positioning of Sonesta Hotels
is key to our strategy, in that we have unique properties in
great locations that reflect the environment in which they
are located.  We also provide a great deal of local auton-
omy to our managers that lets them run the show in their
respective markets, which is why so many of our employ-
ees and managers have been with Sonesta for such a long
time.

Q Bush: How does that fit in with setting standards for
the Sonesta brand and the all-important focus on

training that is so much in the news these days? 

A Sonnabend: What’s most important to us is to instill
a level of professionalism among our staff and then

keep them motivated with ongoing training, educational
opportunities and customer feedback that comes through
customer research and focus groups, as well as our own
personal visits to the hotels.

We have training programs of all types geared to the
specific type of hotel and its market.  Our wholly-owned
subsidiary, Training By Design, conducts a wide variety of
programs, from line staff and service training to manage-
ment development seminars.  Several of our corporate
managers also hold periodic training in crisis communica-
tions, revenue management and website administration.

52  LODGING HOSPITALITY SEPTEMBER 15, 2004

Q Bush: The brand and the number of hotels operated
have remained fairly stable these past years. Are

there plans for expansion?  What’s on the horizon? And
why the Sonesta brand over some other one?

A Sonnabend: I mentioned earlier that as a smaller
hotel company, we need to work smarter and more

creatively.  We take a long-term view of our capabilities,
our staff and, of course, the needs of our customers, which
include hotel owners, travel agents, meeting planners and
consumers.   As we develop and expand, we need to make
sure their needs are satisfied in the process.  

So our plans are to grow slowly from our current num-
ber of 27 hotels and resorts to approximately 40 hotels in
the next 10 years.  Our primary focus is in major U.S. mar-
kets, such as New York, Atlanta, Chicago, Washington
DC/Baltimore, Philadelphia, Phoenix and Scottsdale.

Our preference is to partner with a developer/owner on
an existing property that could be re-flagged or to work
hand-in-hand with the developer on new build, such as we
did with the very successful Trump International Sonesta
Beach Resort in Sunny Isles Beach, just north of Miami
Beach.

Our message to developers and owners is that they will
get a great deal of personal attention from highly profes-
sional senior executives with a focused approach to their
individual property needs, especially as they relate to the
marketplace. 

Q Bush: Let’s talk about the marketing side of Sonesta.
What do you think is working best for you these days and

It's all in the family, and then some, for this lodging veteran
B y  M e l i n d a  B u s h ,  C . H . A .

A Conversation with Sonesta’s

The Executive Suite

Stephanie Sonnabend

Sonesta Hotels & Resorts is a third-generation hotel company operating in the U.S. as well as markets
around the world.  Its chief executive officer and president is Stephanie Sonnabend, one of the few women
CEOs in the industry.

With 27 properties, Sonesta's holdings consist of U.S. hotels in New Orleans (2), Miami (3) and Boston; and
international hotels in St. Maarten; Sao Paulo, Brazil; seven posadas (city inns and country lodges) throughout
Peru; four properties in Tuscany, Italy; and eight in Egypt, including three Nile cruise ships.  

Stephanie and I had a chance to catch up at the NYU Investment Conference in June to discuss the
challenges of heading a family-run, yet publicly held company, as well as Sonesta's outlook for the future. 
—Melinda Bush



where do you see new opportunities?

A Sonnabend: Unlike other hotel companies, we have
never given up on traditional channels to the cus-

tomers, which include travel agents, wholesalers and
meeting planners.  Back in 1987, we established customer
advisory boards that allow us to meet regularly with travel
agents and meeting planners in an effort to use their feed-
back on industry trends to help us formulate our own mar-
keting strategies.

We believe the agent and the planner are still valuable
resources to the ultimate customer and they have helped
us stay very competitive and ahead of other brands over
the years.

We also conduct ongoing research with our customers
as well as consumers that fit our customer profile.  I’m not
talking about in-room comment cards here, but solid, well-
defined research that specifically meets our needs.  The
information gleaned from this research is then used to
both strengthen the guest services we provide as well as
our brand positioning in the marketplace.

Q Bush: Where do you see new marketing opportunities
on the horizon?

A Sonnabend: Internet marketing has to be a major
focus for every hotel company, and it’s a major one

for us.  Our website is easy to navigate and remains cur-
rent with news and information.  But we also broadcast to
our targeted audiences of customers, whether they be
agents, meeting planners or key customer groups, be-
cause you cannot expect them to keep top-of-mind aware-
ness on your property versus others in the market without
working at it.

In addition to broadcasting out, we also find ways to en-
gage and interact with our clients, so we can determine
the effectiveness of our marketing efforts.  After hearing
from customers, we fine-tune our programs to more
specifically address their needs and requests.  We view
this "push/pull" technology of messages and responses, di-
rectly aimed at targeted customer groups, as one of our
most important strategies and the way to stay ahead of the
competition.

Q Bush: Given Sonesta’s history, which dates back to the
1940s and A.M. Sonnabend and the early Hotel Corpora-

tion of America, you appear to be continuing the family tradi-
tion by adding new generations to the Sonesta family.  What
does the family scorecard look like today and how does that af-
fect other areas of the company?

A Sonnabend: Well, I know that it is unusual for a fam-
ily to transcend three generations in one business

and one brand, but we remain loyal to our beginnings,
which were not to be real estate moguls but hotel opera-
tors with a hands-on approach to running a publicly held,
but closely held company operating in the service sector.

We have a company-wide commitment to manage up-
scale hotels and resorts that deliver uncompromising per-

sonal service and reflect the history and the culture of
their locations.  Whether they are family members or part
of our successful, long-standing management team, we
continue to attract and retain the best and the brightest
managers and staff and to keep them an average of 15-plus
years.  And that is the real scorecard that we are most
proud of.   LH

Melinda Bush, C.H.A., is president and chief executive officer of Hospi-
tality Resources Worldwide, management and market development ad-
visors to hotels and resorts. She serves on the board of
several private and publicly held companies and was
named Outstanding Woman of the Year by the Travel In-
dustry Association of America. She can be reached at
mail@melindabush.com
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Stephanie
Sonnabend, CEO
& president,
Sonesta Hotels &
Resorts

T H E  B I G  I D E A S
The  Sonesta Family Scorecard

T
wenty-seven hotels and resorts operating in six
countries: United States, St. Maarten, Peru, Brazil, Italy and
Egypt.  
Founders: A.M. and Esther Sonnabend in 1945
Second Generation: 1950s-2004

Roger Sonnabend, Executive Chairman
Paul Sonnabend, Chairman Executive Committee 
& Executive Vice President
Steve Sonnabend, Senior Vice President

Third Generation: 1976-2004
Stephanie Sonnabend, CEO and President
Peter J. Sonnabend, Vice Chairman
Jacqueline Sonnabend, Executive Vice President
Kathy Sonnabend Rowe, Senior Vice President, 
Food & Beverage
Tom Sonnabend, Regional Sales Director, New England
Patti Sonnabend Wagner, Director of Corporate Accounting
Alan Sonnabend, Vice President/General Manager, 
Trump International Sonesta Beach Resort, 
Sunny Isles Beach, Florida
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