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HoW a CultuRe of eMPoWeRMent 
leads to an extRaoRdInaRy Guest 
(and eMPloyee) exPeRIenCe
Kimpton Hotels & Restaurants is the largest collection of boutique hotels and restaurants in the 
U.S., and is widely recognized in the industry for its commitment to guest service. With annual 
revenues of over $1B, Kimpton owns and operates more than 60 boutique hotels and 70 chef-
driven restaurants, bars and lounges across the country, under several unique brands. Over 
8,000 employees occupy roles from bellman to line cook to general manager, so creating an 
enterprise that delivers a consistently exceptional guest experience is no small feat. And yet, the 
outstanding service that has become Kimpton’s trademark is so well integrated across locations, 
it has been described as “bizarrely magical.”
 
A closer look reveals that the magic of Kimpton actually stems from well-crafted practices that 
empower their outstanding employees to tap into their own creativity and genuine desire to 
please the guest. The result is not only in a phenomenal guest experience, but a workplace that 
employees experience as empowering, enjoyable, and, well…magical.
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“My stay at your hotel was the best time I have ever 
had in my life. The staff is over the top amazing... 
every single person working at your location was 
jaw-dropping wonderful, kind, and empathetic 
to my every need, question, and request. Thank 
you for making my 50th birthday one of the best 
I have ever had.”– sir francis drake Hotel, san 
francisco, Ca

“Alex the bartender quickly attended to us as 
if we were the only guests he had. He made us 
feel right at home and was very engaging and 
knowledgeable about the town of Vero Beach. 
He was so personable that if he were running for 
Mayor of Vero Beach he would have our vote!” – 
Vero Beach Hotel and spa, Vero Beach, fl

“Gillian sweetly offered to loan me her belt for 
my important meeting when I realized that I had 
lost mine at airport security. She saved the day 
for me! That was excellent customer service and 
she definitely when above and beyond the call of 
duty!”– tuscan Inn, san francisco, Ca

“I owe Mike thanks for helping me make it to my first 
Celtics tip-off, and I was able to enjoy the game in 
the warmth as opposed to a heinous walk in the 
snow and cold. What more can you ask for in an 
employee? A stand-up guy and yet another example 
of Kimpton really taking care of its guests. Ryan 
saved my night!” – the onyx Hotel, Boston, Ma

“Rick was absolutely wonderful in giving my wife 
and I guidance about restaurants in the area. He 
listened carefully to what we were looking for 
and made several suggestions, each of which 
were terrific. I am deeply impressed when I see 
fine leadership, and that is clearly the case with 
Kimpton.” – Hotel Palomar, d.C.

these quotes represent feedback from guests 
of Kimpton Hotels & Restaurants across the 
nation, describing employees in various roles, 
different cities, and even within entirely different 
brands of the enterprise. they were pulled from 
scores of pages of guest feedback that Kimpton 
has on file documenting the amazing service 
guests have reported.

In 2013, J.d. Power recognized Kimpton Hotels & 
Restaurants as the highest ranking hotel brand in 
its market segment for guest satisfaction in north 

america. the roster of industry accolades that 
various Kimpton properties have received this year 
alone also includes: U.S. News & World Report’s 
Best Hotels in the USA (19 different Kimpton 
properties have been named to this list), Travel 
+ Leisure’s 500 Best Hotels in the World, Travel 
+ Leisure’s World’s Best Large City Hotels in the 
Continental U.S., Conde Nast Traveler’s Gold List 
of World’s Best Places to Stay, and more. 

for organizations where success depends upon 
stellar customer service, this type of glowing 
feedback and the corresponding industry 
accolades are akin to having arrived at the mecca. 
for onlookers, the natural question is: How does 
such a dispersed organization achieve this level 
of guest satisfaction, to this level of consistency? 
at Kimpton, the answer lies in a single word: 
empowerment.

Kimpton Hotels & Restaurants was founded in 1981 
by Bill Kimpton, whose primary goal was to inspire 
employees to serve guests from the heart. Kimpton 
Hotels & Restaurants was born as a company that 
valued emotional connections, and today that 
remains the core of who they are.  over the years, 
Kimpton has grown to a $1B enterprise with more 
than 60 hotels, 70 restaurants, bars and lounges 
and 8,000 employees across the u.s. 

In 2009, Kimpton was named to the foRtune 100 
Best Companies to Work for® List for the first time 
and has secured a spot on the list for four of the 
past five years. One of its key differentiators as a 
great workplace is the sense of empowerment 
that employees at all levels of the organization 

How does such a dispersed 
organization achieve this 
level of guest satisfaction, 
to this level of consistency? 
The answer lies in a single 
word: Empowerment.
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feel. through a servant leadership philosophy that 
is bolstered by well-crafted communications and 
reinforcement systems, employees in all locations 
are equipped to make on-the-ground decisions 
that are in line with the company’s overall goal of 
creating an incredible guest experience. It is this 
sense of freedom and empowerment that enables 
employees to not only provide a stellar guest 
experience across properties, but also creates a 
great place to work for employees in roles from 
room attendant to general manager.

the freedom Kimpton employees have to make 
decisions that serve the guest are difficult for most 
to fathom, as can be seen in this example shared 
by leslie lerude, Vice President of People and 
Culture. upon his arrival to a Portland property, a 
guest was surprised and upset by the $20 per night 
parking fee. He’d planned to stay at the hotel for 
10 nights, and the valet could see that the guest 
was extremely distraught regarding what would be 
an unanticipated $200 parking bill. In response, 
the valet made an immediate decision to waive 
the fee in full. upon learning about this decision, 
hotel leaders threw the valet a surprise party to 
celebrate his above-and-beyond guest service and 
empowered decision making.

Jenne neptune, General Manager at the alexis 
Hotel in seattle, shared another example of 
exceptional guest service from her property. the 
hotel’s concierge learned that a guest was going 
to arrive with “Bilbo Baggins”—a dog named after 
the Hobbit in J.R. tolkien’s Lord of the Rings series. 
to delight the guest, the concierge, who was also 
a Lord of the Rings fan, bought a doghouse, used 

papier-mâché to fashion it into a Hobbit Hole, and 
even created an elaborate welcome letter for the 
dog on a scroll of paper. not surprisingly, the guest 
was overjoyed. said neptune, “It was awesome 
to see how excited [the concierge] was about it. I 
never asked how much it cost. He just followed his 
passion.”

these types of above-and-beyond examples of 
guest service at Kimpton abound. from a care 
package including fruit kebabs fashioned into the 
American flag for a guest who was visiting the U.S. 
for the first time, to simply surprising a guest with 
their favorite candy, employees constantly strive 
to create an experience guests will never forget...
and they rarely disappoint. and as long as the end 
result is a beaming guest, employees do not need 
to ask for permission to execute their ideas. they 
do not even need to work within the parameters 
of a budget. In essence, there is nothing that lies 
between an employee’s idea for phenomenal guest 
service and its immediate execution.

the empowerment that fosters this level of guest 
service does not simply materialize with the wave 
of a wand. Rather, it is the result of well-crafted 
initiatives that are communicated and reinforced 
throughout the organization.

Consistent CommuniCation From 
the top: Kimpton road shows

one practice that leaders and employees throughout 
Kimpton cite as very important to building a sense 
of empowerment is the Kimpton Road show. Here, 
senior leaders make the significant investment of 
traveling to each Kimpton property annually to align 
employees with the company’s “Wildly Important 
Goal,” which currently is to lead their hospitality 
segment in guest satisfaction (incidentally, this 
goal was achieved in 2012).  leaders also use 
the Road shows to ensure Kimpton’s culture 
and commitment to guest service are clear to 
employees at every location.
 
according to leslie lerude, a key topic at the Road 
shows is employee empowerment. “you’re sitting 
with all of the hourly employees saying, ‘you can 
do whatever it takes to take care of the guest. you 
will not be in trouble,’” she says. “We make a pact 
in the moment.” 
 

Leaders have made a pact 
with employees: “You can 
do whatever it takes to take 
care of the guest. You will 
not get in trouble.”
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some of the more recent Kimpton Road shows 
have focused on the concept of “Ridiculously 
Personal experiences,” or “RPes.” this is a 
movement at Kimpton that gives license to 
employees and actually challenges them to create 
an “out-of-this-world” experience for guests that 
comes from the heart. leaders realize that the 
most personal and customized ideas for serving 
the guest will come from the hearts and minds of 
employees themselves, which furthers the need for 
empowerment and freedom. By communicating 
that going above and beyond is truly valued and 
condoned, leaders ensure employees understand 
that they can take the measures they need to, 
on their own accord, to create an extraordinary 
experience guests will remember and appreciate.

erin Jones, director of Conference services at the 
Hotel Monaco in Portland, oregon, said that the 
Kimpton Road shows demonstrate to employees 
that they are supported by the company’s Home 
Office to make the decisions necessary to best serve 
the guest. “the Road shows are part of what creates 
an environment where you feel truly empowered. 
you know you won’t face repercussions if you 
follow through on that empowerment,” she said. 
“[leaders] get everyone up and telling stories about 
their experiences, and we can see that leaders walk 
the talk.”

reCognize, reward and reinForCe: 
Celebrating “Kimpton moments”
In addition to the communication of an overarching 
direction and support for employees, Kimpton 
leaders are careful to recognize and reinforce 
actions employees take to serve the guests, at every 
turn. according to Jenne neptune, “We call people 
out for what they do. at our monthly luncheons, we 
talk about cool things we do for guests. We reward 
people who are mentioned by name. By doing this, 
we’re encouraging people to continue to make 
those personal connections with guests.”

Craig thompson, General Manager at the Hotel 
Monaco in Portland, oregon, said, “We call it the 
‘three R’s’ – Recognize, Reward and Reinforce.” 
When positive guest feedback is received, the 
story is shared broadly via email and the employee 
is recognized and thanked. the feedback is also 
brought to department meetings to further reinforce 

the behavior. the employee is given a small bonus 
as a reward for their efforts, and there is even a 
yearly $10,000 prize awarded to the Kimpton 
employee who creates the most unbelievable guest 
experience.

another way reinforcement happens is through 
the well-communicated concept of “Kimpton 
Moments,” which are “indelible sparks – times 
when a guest thinks ‘I’m so glad I’m here and I can’t 
believe they thought to do that for me.’” during a 
new employee’s training, supervisors, peers, Home 
Office representatives, and others use storytelling 
to share how Kimpton Moments are created. 

as an added bonus, when an employee creates 
a Moment, he or she is typically rewarded with a 
Kimpton Moment chip, which can be accumulated 
and redeemed for prizes. Prizes include paid 
days off, gift certificates to restaurants, gas 
cards, flat-screen tVs and more. Monthly 
winners receive front page billing in employee 
newsletters so they can reap the admiration of 
their peers across the country. 

While prizes are certainly a motivator, according 
to Kimpton employees the true reward comes in 
the form of the positive reaction that comes from 
guests and management alike. this leads to a 
profound sense of ownership that builds within 
each employee. 

erin Johnson, director of Conference services 
at the Hotel Monaco in Portland, shared, “the 
empowerment culture creates ownership, and 
reinforces it. once people make decisions and 

There is nothing that lies 
between an employee’s 
idea for phenomenal guest 
service and its immediate 
execution.
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take actions they feel empowered to do, the 
positive reactions from the guest and management 
reinforces [the behavior]. It creates ownership. 
It feels like hosting someone in your own home, 
rather than Mr. Jones checking in for a few nights.”

Creating a great worKplaCe:
servant leadership

a rule of thumb at Kimpton is: “What’s good for 
the employee is good for the guest, and vice 
versa.” What this means is that while time and 
attention is lavished upon the guests, the same 
level of attention is given to employees at Kimpton 
as well, which naturally fosters the environment of 
a great workplace.

according to leslie lerude, the higher-level 
philosophy that leaders ascribe to is one of servant 
leadership. “It’s the real deal,” she said, because 
people in the Home Office come from the field. 
Having worked their way through the ranks and 
held many of the positions within the hotels and 
restaurants, Kimpton’s leaders understand the 
experience of those employees and how they need 
to be supported.  

“our employees’ happiness means everything to 
us,” said lerude. “If our employees are happy, our 
guests will be treated well. In hospitality, if employees 
aren’t happy, they won’t show up engaged and 
excited, which hurts the guest experience. servant 
leadership is one of our number one philosophies.”

according to lerude, everyone who works at 
Kimpton has a guest that they serve, even if they do 
not work on a Kimpton property. “Who your guest 
is might be different,” she said, “but you still have 
a guest.” as an example, in Human Resources, the 
guest is the employee, because the Home Office 
serves the field. 

“Whatever’s good for the guest is good for the 
employee,” she says. “the employees see that 
they’re treated the same way as the guests. this 
creates an environment where they are not simply 
serving – they are also being served.” 

one way that Kimpton enables mid-level managers 
and supervisors to better serve their staff is through 
the Journey leadership academy (Jla), which 

Kimpton developed in partnership with Great 
Place to Work®. through Jla, emerging leaders 
are guided through the Kimpton culture and are 
taught the power of “Giftwork®.” Giftwork refers 
to ways leaders can positively impact the quality 
of their day-to-day interactions with staff through 
exchanges that treat employees’ work as a gift 
rather than a transaction.

as a result, emerging leaders throughout Kimpton 
are equipped with the knowledge and skills to 
continuously improve their employees’ daily 
experience of the workplace through their regular 
interactions with them. Jla also provides a forum 

for managers to discuss challenges they are having, 
and brainstorm ideas for keeping the employee 
experience at a world-class level.

“You Can’t legislate a smile”
there is no question that the empowerment 
employees feel to do their jobs is the cornerstone 
of Kimpton’s success as a business and as a great 
workplace. However, not all organizations in the 
hospitality industry understand the intrinsic value of 
empowering employees to deliver excellent guest 
service, or have the level of trust in their employees 
that is needed to execute this type of strategy.

Jenne neptune, who started her career in hospitality 
as a front desk agent at Kimpton before working 
her way up to General Manager, described an 
eye-opening moment she had at her first industry 
conference as a GM. as she met General Managers 
from other enterprises, she quickly realized that 
what Kimpton was doing was very different. “When 
you talk to other GMs and share stories about how 

“The empowerment culture 
creates ownership…It 
feels like hosting someone 
having in your own home.”
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things are run, they’re kind of baffled by Kimpton. 
sometimes they are envious, but mostly they think, 
‘that wouldn’t work.’” she said that their biggest 
concern with the level of empowerment given to 
employees is the corresponding loss of control. 

However, to quote Bill Kimpton, “you can’t 
legislate a smile.” Happiness arises within the 

guest or employee as a result of something 
genuine that lies outside the realm of rules or 
guidelines. stirring that sense of joy at Kimpton 
is a direct result of empowerment, because the 
actions employees take to serve the guest are 
inspired from within. and this, ultimately, is the 
magic that is uniquely Kimpton.

About Great Place to Work®

Great Place to Work is the leading authority on high-trust, high-performance workplace cultures. 
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