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U A E  F O C U S

hristophe Schnyder is a happy man. And 
with good reason. The General Manager of 

the newly opened flagship property Sofitel The 
Palm Dubai, says occupancy rates and overseas 
demand are already exceeding expectations, 
an outstanding feat considering the resort only 

C opened three months ago. 
There are always key elements which help 

sculpt an establishment’s success. For Schnyder 
it is about going beyond the commonly accepted 
boundaries, extending the limits of performance 
to innovate and challenge others in the field. 

Challenging 
the norm

For Schnyder, 
being a hotelier 
and a General 

Manager is about 
commitment and 
inspiring people. 

The main pool at 
Sofitel The Palm 
Dubai.

Arab during its pre-opening phase, and promoted 
to Hotel Manager in 2002, Schnyder’s move to 
Dubai was a classic case of… ‘and the rest was 
history’. 

“Times were very different back then. There 
was much less competition and much less 
offering which meant you pretty much had the 
guarantee that you were going to be one of the 
market leaders immediately after opening. Also in 
terms of restaurant selection, Dubai residents had 
less choice, so again you were almost guaranteed 
of having a full restaurant,” he says. 

However, in the end, as Schnyder states, this 
lack of market selection and competition does 
not do anyone any favours. “The industry can 
become stale and thus patrons become bored,” 
he reiterates. 

DEMANDING FEAT
Schnyder agrees that nowadays it is a very 

different ballgame. “With such a smorgasbord 
of choice, it’s crucial to be very careful in the 
selection of your positioning and your overall 
offering. You cannot just ride on the success of 
being another newly opened hotel. Rather, now 

Growing up in an hotelier family in Lausanne, 
Switzerland, Schnyder had a deep-seated passion 
for hospitality from an early age. “I was always 
the child running around the hotel hallways, up 
to all sorts of mischief,” he laughs. 

Never forced to go into the line of hospitality, 
Schnyder obtained his college degree, completed 
several internships in deluxe hotels in Gstaad 
(Switzerland), London (UK), and Geneva 
(Switzerland) and then upon graduating from the 
Lausanne Hotel School, entered the professional 
arena with a one-year management training 
focusing on food and beverage at the legendary 
Waldorf Astoria in New York City in the US.

Notable positions followed, but landscapes 
took a dramatic change when in Switzerland, 
in 1999, he saw an advertisement recruiting 
executives for the opening of the iconic Burj Al 
Arab in Dubai, UAE. 

“Before this time, being very honest I had heard 
very little about Dubai. I needed to do research 
on the destination, I spoke to a few friends who 
all endorsed it would be a fantastic opportunity, 
and so without too much procrastination, I was 
convinced,” he says.

Appointed the Resident Manager of the Burj Al 
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Schnyder reiterates the importance of team 
selection and commitment to their development. 

BUSINESS BOOMS
Unabashed by his love of Dubai, Schnyder 

comments: “We are very fortunate to be at a point 
in our industry where business is booming, with 
occupancy levels showing Dubai as a market 
leader. Ambitions of Dubai winning the Expo 
2020 have really helped boost the economy, 
hence the desire of many professionals moving 
to the region.”

Recognising the benefits of this positive 
environment, Schnyder also recognises the flip 
side to this growth. “As a result of the buzz, 
Dubai is becoming very competitive, in which 
case one of the biggest challenges hoteliers 
face is the availability of obtaining and retaining 
quality staff.” 

“You have a lot of professionals in the market, 
but to fill the positions is becoming increasingly 
difficult. A recent opening of a big hotel or an 
airline, can really affect the overall availability of 

The Studio du Chef  
French restaurant 

is one of 14 food 
and beverage 
outlets at the 

property.

skilled professionals. Thus you need to be very 
careful about the timing of your recruitment.” 

The solution? “For me, getting a good team 
together takes time, commitment and a greater 
understanding of the region and the market’s 
needs,” Schnyder confirms.

“I was looking for three key requirements 
when selecting my Executive Committee. Five-
star experience, international intelligence and 
pre-opening familiarity.”

It was also essential they possessed 
multicultural experience, he further explains. 
“You can have all the technical experience in the 
world but if you haven’t worked with various 
cultures then this can pose as a difficulty.”

Boasting 46 nationalities within the resort, 
Schnyder highlights that one needs to know 
how to adapt one’s leadership style. “Having 
this multicultural experience equips you with the 
edge to do this.”

Believing that ‘obtaining’ staff is only half 
the equation, Schnyder further elaborates on 
‘retaining’ quality staff, of which he contributes 
to continual development, commitment and 
dedication to growth. 

“It is a very nice reward to see people grow 
within your organisation, furthermore developing 
themselves through their careers,” he muses. 

“I now meet people who I used to work with 
back in 1999 at the Burj Al Arab. People who are 
now department heads who may have initially 
started as butlers, receptionists, concierge. It’s 
very rewarding to see.”

For Schnyder, being a hotelier and a General 
Manager is about commitment and inspiring 
people. But, like all things, there needs to be 
passion. “Without passion, you cannot commit,” 
he says.

On reflection of his career and keys to pre-
opening success, Schnyder jokingly confirms, 
“despite being in the hospitality industry for over 
25 years, I’m still happily married!”

“I met my wife in hotel school, and subsequently 
she worked for many years in hotels as well. She 
very much enjoys seeing new concepts. In fact 
she is very critical, but I have to say, she knows 
what she is talking about!” Schnyder admits with 
a grin.

“So anything you hear from me, comes from 
my wife,” he laughs. As they say, behind every 
successful man, there stands a woman. 

As General Manager and boasting years of 
pre-opening experience, Schnyder is particularly 
suited to nurturing the growth and positioning of 
the new Sofitel The Palm Dubai. 

“Any new hotel, any new resort is an addition 
to the current portfolio. It brings new ideas and 
new concepts which continually challenge the 
more established hotels,” he says.

Couple this with a great team, and an expertly 
critical wife and you have the recipe for success!  

and experience quality, thus when fitting out the 
resort a lot of emphasis was placed on selecting 
the right materials and products.”

Sofitel The Palm Dubai’s storytelling elements 
are also proving to be a dominant feature which 
challenges the existing. Whether it is through 
the food, the name of the rooms, the chefs – an 
interesting origin relates to everything they do.

“Of particular interest is our Green Wall which 
many guests have photographed and shared 
stories of through social media. Boasting 900 m 
of stunning organic architecture and lush vertical 
gardens created by the renowned botanist Patrick 
Blanc, this key feature has been integrated to 
visually represent the interconnecting alleyways 
so typical of Polynesian villages,” he adds.

In addition to challenging the existing, as a 
veteran hotelier having already opened two other 
hotels within the region, Schnyder recognises 
other elements which contribute to the overall 
pre-opening success and longevity of a hotel 
and/or resort. 

When asked what these other elements are, 

it’s a case of continually challenging the existing.”
When asked whether this was his mandate 

for his most recent hotel opening. “My vision for 
Sofitel The Palm Dubai was to establish it as the 
largest resort opening in 2013, further challenging 
the status quo.” 

Certainly a demanding feat to achieve, one 
visit to the eastern shores of The Palm Jumeirah, 
and you recognise this senior industry leader 
has undoubtedly contributed his expertise to the 
overall plan. 

Nestled within the tranquil groves, Sofitel 
The Palm Dubai is a one-of-a-kind five-star 
luxurious Polynesian-themed resort, boasting 361 
sophisticated island chic-inspired guest rooms and 
suites, as well as 182 fully serviced residences. 

“The style of architecture is something which 
is truly unique to this region. This is not only 
me saying this, rather our guests are commenting 
that we are very different from other offerings in 
Dubai,” Schnyder says.

Exuding French Polynesian charm, the 
resort is encapsulated by a private 500-m 
stretch of pearlescent beach, indulging guests in 
breathtaking sea views. 

“When guests arrive, they really have 
that impression they are somewhere else.” A 
fact he attributes to Sofitel The Palm Dubai’s 
differentiating edge. 

Embraced by rich and iconic elements of 
Polynesian culture and civilisation, the 100,000-sq-
m resort is infused with a combination of vibrant 
colours, rich natural woods and a sophisticated 
touch of island chic. Boasting 543 keys, the mixed-
use development has an elaborate selection of 14 
food and beverage outlets and a state-of-the-art 
28-treatment room spa, ‘So Spa’.

Already making a marked impression across 
international markets including the UK and GCC, 
the alluring Sofitel The Palm Dubai is well on its 
way to being stamped a roaring success. 

“During Eid in August we received a big 
demand from the GCC markets: Saudi Arabia, 
Bahrain, Qatar and Kuwait. These guests are 
accustomed to larger accommodations in which 
case we have the facilities to cater to this. Special 
menus, private areas, it was all part of our strategy 
to accommodate this market,” he says. 

POLYNESIAN STYLED
But what is it that makes Sofitel The Palm 

Dubai so unique? 
Dubai’s hotel landscape is very typical of 

modern buildings or traditional Arabic style 
properties, reflecting the local heritage. Sofitel 
The Palm Dubai is very different in that it portrays 
a French Polynesian style evident in every aspect 
of the resort. 

“Without making it sound too ‘clichéd’, it is 
very subdued and very well integrated into the 
design,” he explains. “People can really touch 


