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Kempinski: A European 
Luxury Hotel Brand
Kempinski, the oldest luxury hotel brand, was founded in Germany in 1897. In the past 117 years, Kempinski 
hotels have spread across Europe, Middle East, Africa, South America and Asia. Different from other hotels 
which advocate standardization, Kempinski believes in uniqueness and difference and has been committed to 
building a European luxury hotel brand. Whether it is an old luxury hotel, an award winning hotel, or a prestigious 
resort,Kempinski has been sticking to the principle of uniqueness and attention to detail and made itself a synonym 
of quality. Recently, World Tourism City magazine had an interview with Michael Henssler, President of 
Kempinski China, on how to build luxury hotel brands.

Q & A 

Q = World Tourism City

A = Michael Henssler, 
President of Kempinski China

Q: What are Kempinski’s unique characteristics?

A: The various Kempinski hotels are all luxury but 
different. Other brands say we offer a homeway from home, 
but we want to offer experience. We don’t think customers 
want to have the same experience as somebody who stays at 
home. If they want something like home, why don’t they just 
stay at home and stop traveling? 

It’s a luxury experience rather than a commodity Kempinski 
offers. Every time you go into a Kempinski, it’s different. 
For example, if you look at Abu Dhabi Palace, Kempinski 
at Beijing Lufthansa Center or Sunrise at Yanqi Lake, they 
are all fundamentally different. Other hotels believe more 
in standardization, but we believe more in uniqueness and 
difference. Kempinski in each city is either the market leader 
or the most unique hotel. Kempinski at Beijing Lufthansa 
Center was the first very high end hotel in Beijing and it 
is still a landmark of the city today. Being different, not 
standardized and unique, and that is Kempinski all about.

Q: How did Kempinski adapted itself to the Chinese market 
after it entered into China in 1980s? 

A: To tell the truth, the success of Kempinski is because it is 
true to itself. Take Kempinski at Beijing Lufthansa Center for 
example, our success here is because we are a joint venture. 
We are fifty-fifty, not fifty one and forty nine, therefore, we 

are equal. It’s like in a wedding. We both have married for 
almost 25 years and after 25 years we still look fresh, love 
each other and share a great vision. I’m very proud of that 
and I think that is the base of our success. 

The beauty of us as a joint venture is that as a Chinese 
government organization, Beijing Tourism Group has the 
depth, the access to project and credibility, while as a privately-
owned very fast-growing company, Kempinski has the agility, 
the speed and the luxury experience. We had adapted to each 
other 25 years ago, so when we started making hotels, we were 
making true luxury European hotels.
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Did we adapt to the Chinese market? No, we didn’t. Because 
if we adapt too much we go away from what makes 
ourselves and what is our DNA and then we are not true 
to ourselves. I think in luxury business we need to be true 
to ourselves. It is the market that looks for something. 
Kempinski values Chinese culture and custom and respects 
Chinese laws and regulations, but it sticks to its European 
tradition.

Recently, Kempinski and BTG created NUO, a high end 
luxury made-in-China brand which is owned by BTG and 
well adapts the Chinese market. Why did we develop this 
new brand together? First, we want to have another growth 
platform. Second, we want to protect Kempinski. Otherwise, 
we will have to have too many Kempinski hotels or adapt 
too much to the Chinese market. That’s not what we want to 
do and we believe luxury should be limited and we want to 
be small and selective. The initial markets are very inclusive 
rather than competing. That’s exactly the interesting part of 
our developing strategy with NUO. Nobody will come only 
to Kempinski or NUO and customers choose one or the other 
on different occasions as each has its own characteristics. 
Thus they are complementary instead of competitive with 
each other. 

Q: Kempinski has been known for its excellent service. For 
example, Sunrise Kempinski Hotel catered for this year’s 
APEC Summit. How can Kempinski ensure its high quality 
service? 

A: In the upper end, all hotels strive for excellent and 
unique service. I think that’s what we have in common. The 
difference is made by people, so the question is really about 
how we employ people, how we engage with them, train 
them and how early we start to work with schools. One of 
our best cooperating partners is Beijing Hospitality Institute. 
We have been there as speakers, teachers and we have 
taken the biggest number of trainees and worked in close 
cooperation with the institute for a long time. That means 
we start very early with the future talents. Kempinski has 
no HR department and we call it People Service Department. 
We carefully select our employees, make sure we engage 
with them from heart, train them properly, keep them on 
board and always give them the choice for the future. At 
Kempinski, even a dishwasher is interviewed by the general 
manager.

It’s a global rule for Kempinski: If we want to hire someone, 
the general manager has to meet him. We want to let each 
of our employees know we value his work and feel proud of 
his work. We once had a general manager who didn’t share 
the same values, and he had to leave even if the hotel was 
running perfectly like a machine under his management. 

The quality of our service and the low turn over rates speak 
for themselves. 

Take the catering for APEC summit for example, Kempinski 
has 21 hotels in China, and we built up a group of 400 of our 
best trained people from all over China including Yinchuan 
and Sanya and brought them to Beijing, which is a good 
opportunity for the staff to travel around, see things and 
improve themselves. That’s another advantage of us because 
we have good relations with our staff and owners. Not many 
other companies can do this.

Q: What does brand building mean for high-end hotels like 
Kempinski?  

A: One must be clear what makes his brand. For Kempinski, 
it’s about how we serve people, the quality of our service, 
and how people feel and talk about our service. By now 
brand building is really a very complicated process. In 
China, it is related with how many people talk about you 
on Weibo and what are in Wechat and how good you are 
in search engine. Today news goes out quickly through the 
internet, and you can easily see whether you are doing the 
right thing.

Brand building is to be true to yourself and stand for 
something, be it quality, price, or luxury. Unique European 
luxury and obsession to detail are what Kempinski stands 
for. Whatever your brand stands for, deliver it to the public. 
When you are the most desired partners for the guests, the 
employees and the investors, then your brand is built.

Q: What’s your opinion about the relationship between the 
rapid economic development of China and hotel industry? 
Does Kempinski have any development plan in China in the 
coming years?

A: The rapid economic growth is probably interesting 

for a short term and an opportunity to make a lot of 
money quickly, but that’s not sustainable. Some luxury 
and desirable hotels like Hilton and Ritz -Carlton scores 
of years ago are expanding massively and become very 
successful business models. Too many hotels are becoming 
standardized. Meanwhile, the Chinese market is also looking 
for uniqueness and individuality. 

Kempinski has been following a principle that we will never 
have more hotels than the years of our age. Now we are 117 
years old so we cannot have more than 117 hotels. We can 
still open new hotels in China. The point is how many hotels 
have come to the end of a contract and how many hotels we 
terminate. We have terminated quite a few hotels because 
they didn’t meet our standards any more. If we want to 
sign new ones, the weakest link has to go. We are selective 
and we want hotels with proper locations and we want to 
go to the right city and be the market leader of that city. We 
would rather have no hotel than the wrong hotel. It’s our 
strategy. Based on the strategy we work out the actual plan. 
For instance, you will see our plan we want to have a hotel 
in Paris but you will not see a date. It may take ten years but 
it has no problem since we have been in the business for 117 
years without a hotel in Paris.

Q: What are the challenges for Kempinski at present and 
how to meet these challenges? 

A: The market is permanently changing. With our portfolio 
and special strategy, we don’t share the same challenges 
like other hotels. This year and the last two to three years 
are profitable years for us. The biggest challenge for us 
is to work with people and to make sure we are the most 
attractive employer. 

The young Chinese talents have a lot of opportunities and 
choices like IT industry, research institutions and banks. 
Going into the service industry is not their first choice today. 
We don’t have the right image to attract the young people 
and they don’t see the opportunities of our industry like 
traveling to other places, and meeting interesting people. 
I think it is a specific big challenge in China to create the 
right image and desirability for the young talents to prepare 
ourselves for the future development. It is not only about 
bringing the coffee but to make it an experience. 

In areas where tourism is well developed like in Turkey, 
South Europe and North America, hosting and welcoming 
people is an honor. In fact, hotel industry has an enormous 
number of interesting jobs for both low-skilled people and an 
MBA. We have people with university degrees doing public 
relations and working in IT business etc. We are working to 
promote the industry as a very important economic factor 

where people meet and make peace 
and young people get careers and 
get educated. We have training 
programs, exchange programs and 
e-learning and offer permanent 
opportunities for our staff to 
develop themselves. It starts with 
the leadership courses, and when 
one becomes a general manager 
the company will put him or her 
through the MBA program and 
pay for it. If one wants to develop 
himself within Kempinski, the only 
thing he needs to do is to set up his 
own time and show his interest and 
he will get everything. We want to 
make sure we will attract the best 
people and offer the best service to 
polish and raise our image.
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