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ollowing in her family’s footsteps, Yvonne Lembi-Detert opened her first
hotel while still in college and, over the past 30 years, has grown San
Francisco-based Personality Hotels into a forward-thinking collection of
design-oriented boutique hotels. Hotel Business Design recently caught up
with the industry executive to discuss her experience running boutique hotels

and her relationship with designers.
—Stefani C. O’Connor

You grew up in the boutique hotel business. How has it changed in that
time? | opened San Francisco’s original boutique hotel, Hotel Union Square,
while finishing college at San Francisco State. At the time (early 1980s), it was
difficult promoting and selling the idea of a boutique hotel to guests. It took a
lot of creative marketing and wooing to get them to come and experience a dif-
ferent kind of hotel stay. Today, the client base has changed dramatically. The
competition has gotten fierce with the larger, cookie-cutter-style hotels creat-
ing boutique hotels within their collections. Guests also have become more de-
manding in what they expect during their stay because they have experienced
so many new boutique hotels and, therefore, their expectations are higher—as
they should be.

What do you feel has made the segment special? In 1985, | remember our
collection being labeled in the San Francisco Sunday Examiner as the signa-
ture B+ collection of hotels in San Francisco (a term they coined for boutique
hotels). | felt this did make the segment of boutique hotels special. It called
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us out as something different. | pride myself, my company and my team as being
something extraordinary.

Design is certainly a key part of how your hotels look. How do you create such
individuality yet get the Personality Hotels message across? First, | look at the
location of the hotel, the bones of her frame and the community surrounding the ho-
tel. My thoughts and vision thereafter help me select the proper architect/designer
to dress the beautifully framed lady. There are always many elegant and graceful
details and elements of her frame that can be accented or recycled into the design.
| especially look for these features to stand out. The point is that every hotel has its
own personality, and it’s up to me and my team to find it and make it shine. This per-
sonality can come in any shape and size, especially in a place like San Francisco,
which is known for its diversity.

Do you consider your hotels cutting-edge when it comes to taking design risks?
That is what Personality Hotels is known for, and guests don’t want to settle for less.
Honestly, the Millennial guests keep the hospitality engines running full steam ahead
and keep us on our toes. Guests always want something new and improved to touch
and experience; however, a good night’s sleep is an important factor that should
always be part of the guest experience. And our guests love, love, love our beds.

Is there anything you see boutique hoteliers doing today that makes you shake
your head? Compromising good space for oversized furniture and trying too hard.
Forgetting the true meaning of hospitality. Spending money on silly items to be
cool. Poor housekeeping. Forgetting about the sense of arrival, and making sure
guests feels important from the moment they walk through the doors.

You’re very involved in the look of your hotels. How do you work with de-
signers? During the interview process, | let the designers know how important the
afterwards is to our team and me. Since we also drive the marketing behind the ho-
tels, | need them to be mindful of our visionary and function needs. Trying to make
their vision a reality while staying within our budget is always a challenge. Presently,
I am working with Jonathan Rachman in San Francisco, and our relationship is
built on listening to one another, meshing our visions, positive communications and
friendship. It all about the give-and-take, as well as maintaining a mutual respect—
similar to what a couple strives toward in the beginning of a long-term marriage.

Working with energetic and inspiring people always helps the project run smooth-
ly. But it can also be tricky, because you have a grand vision of what you want
something to look like in your head, but have to trust that someone else will accu-
rately replicate something they cannot necessarily see. So, it’s so important to pick
and choose wisely when it comes to which designer you work with.

What does every great boutique hotel need to have? Ample square footage in
rooms, a good location, an attentive staff, functional furniture, good lighting, art that
makes a statement, and a purpose to create something so the guest has the desire
to return again. A desire to re-create their first experience because it was so special.

How important is service? Does it make or break the experience? It makes
it; otherwise you are just staying in a vending machine. All great design can be
washed away by poor service and no extra steps taken by the staff. Service and
your team is everything in a hotel. It’s the little things that count!

With major hotel chains adding lifestyle properties, do you feel the boutique
segment is being diluted? Yes and no because, as long as it is done right, it am-
plifies boutique hotels and makes them seem that much more special. Lifestyle
properties give the guests a reminder that they may want to check out a true bou-
tique hotel during their next city visit. | say: You have to try on many different pairs
of shoes to make the outfit work, and make your wardrobe big and varied so you
can have many different shoe experiences. And if the shoe fits, walk into the experi-
ences with expectations of service and details.

Are there differences between what’s considered boutique and what is life-
style? How do you define it? Boutique is when someone walks up you and slaps
a smile across your face. Instant happiness and wishful thinking take over your
mind. A way to treat yourself with endless possibilities. Lifestyle is a way to live life
in terms of longevity. Boutique is all about exciting temporary moments so this is
the opposite, although Personality Hotels’ success has been making long-lasting
memories—and we do everything but dream for you.
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