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Introduction

Starwood Hotels & Resorts holds a unique and influential place in the history of
American hospitality. Evolving from an ambitious real estate investment trust into a
global hotel powerhouse, the company’s journey parallels the transformation of the
industry itself over the past half-century. For travelers, hoteliers, and business
students alike, Starwood’s story is both a fascinating chronicle of brand building and
an instructive case study in adaptability, innovation, and strategic vision.

Founded in 1969, Starwood began as a REIT—far from the dazzling lights of the
hospitality industry’s limelight. Yet, within a few decades, through bold acquisitions
and daring innovations, it became synonymous with some of the world’s most iconic
hotel brands. Under the leadership of visionaries like Barry Sternlicht, Starwood not
only grew through high-profile purchases, such as Westin, Sheraton, and Le Méridien,
but also defined new categories in hospitality. The dynamic creation of W Hotels and
the renowned Starwood Preferred Guest (SPG) program helped elevate guest
expectations and transformed the way loyalty was cultivated in travel.

Corporate strategy at Starwood was characterized by continuous reinvention. Its shift
from hotel ownership to an asset-light model reflected a broader trend across the
industry—prioritizing global scale, powerful branding, and operational flexibility over
heavy capital investment. At the same time, innovations such as the Heavenly Bed
and a deep commitment to service culture ensured the brands under Starwood’s
umbrella remained competitive, memorable, and beloved across diverse markets. The
company'’s legacy includes not only its hotel brands, but a cohesive approach to
hospitality that prioritized guest wellness, emotional connection, and groundbreaking
brand differentiation.

Starwood’s impact, however, extended well beyond its individual brands or even the
company itself. The 2016 acquisition by Marriott International marked a turning point
for global hospitality, creating the world’s largest hotel company and demonstrating
the growing importance of scale, loyalty ecosystems, and worldwide reach. Yet, even
as Starwood’s distinctive identity was folded into the larger Marriott portfolio, the spirit
of innovation and service that defined it continued to influence the industry and
inspire new approaches to guest experience.

In a remarkable turn of events, the Starwood name saw a revival in the mid-2020s,
signaling the undiminished appeal of its founder’s vision. Re-emerging with luxury and
lifestyle brands like 1 Hotels, Baccarat Hotels, and Treehouse Hotels, the “new”
Starwood seeks to shape the future of travel through a renewed commitment to
design, sustainability, and authentic hospitality. As it charts its next chapter,
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Starwood’s principles of adaptability, strategic focus, and guest-centric culture remain
as relevant as ever.

This book tells the full story of Starwood Hotels & Resorts: from its humble beginnings,
through its meteoric growth and industry-shaping deals, to its modern renaissance
and forward-looking ambitions. Along the way, it examines the people, brands, and
ideas that brought Starwood to life, with a critical eye toward the company’s present
status and future prospects in a rapidly evolving global landscape.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Origins of Starwood: From REIT
to Hospitality Visionary

The year 1969 was a tumultuous one, marked by cultural shifts, monumental moon
landings, and a growing awareness of social change. In the quieter, yet equally
impactful, world of finance and real estate, a new entity was taking shape that would,
decades later, leave an indelible mark on the global hospitality landscape. This was
Starwood Lodging, initially conceived as a real estate investment trust, or REIT.

At its core, a REIT is a company that owns, operates, or finances income-producing
real estate. They are often likened to mutual funds for real estate, allowing individual
investors to earn a share of the income produced through commercial real estate
ownership, without having to buy, manage, or finance property themselves. The
appeal of a REIT lies in its unique tax structure: by distributing at least 90% of its
taxable income to shareholders annually, a REIT can avoid corporate income taxes.
This financial architecture was a key draw for investors and a strategic advantage for
Starwood Lodging in its nascent years.

In its earliest incarnation, Starwood Lodging was not the global hotel giant it would
become. Instead, it was a more modest player, primarily focused on the ownership of
a diverse collection of hotels scattered across North America. These properties
operated under various brand names, lacking the unified identity and strategic
direction that would later become a hallmark of the Starwood enterprise. It was a
portfolio of brick and mortar, a collection of assets designed to generate returns for its
investors, rather than a cohesive hospitality brand.

The landscape of the hospitality industry in 1969 was also undergoing its own
evolution. Chains like Hyatt, which had been founded in 1957, were beginning to
expand their international footprint, with their first international hotel opening in Hong
Kong in 1969. Sheraton, a brand with roots dating back to 1937, was already an
established name. The focus for many hotel companies was on expansion and offering
standardized accommodations. While innovation was present, the idea of highly
differentiated, lifestyle-oriented brands was still largely in its infancy.

Starwood Lodging, in its initial form, was a quiet participant in this evolving industry.
Its primary objective was to leverage the tax benefits inherent in its REIT structure,
acquiring properties and managing them to maximize real estate value. There was no
grand vision yet of creating a revolutionary guest experience or building a portfolio of
iconic brands. It was a financially driven entity, a vehicle for real estate investment,
rather than a hospitality innovator.
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The company continued in this vein for a number of years, gradually building its
portfolio and operating within the confines of its REIT structure. The hotels it owned
were simply assets, contributing to the financial health of the trust. There was no
overarching brand identity that connected these disparate properties, nor was there a
concerted effort to create a unified customer experience. Starwood Lodging was, in
essence, a landlord to numerous hotel operations.

This early period, though seemingly unremarkable in retrospect, laid crucial
groundwork. It provided Starwood Lodging with a foundation of real estate assets and
a rudimentary understanding of hotel operations. The experiences gained, both
positive and challenging, in managing a portfolio of varied properties would prove
invaluable when the company later pivoted towards becoming a true hospitality
leader. It was a learning phase, albeit one driven by financial considerations rather
than a passion for guest service.

The decade of the 1970s and early 1980s saw Starwood Lodging continue to operate
in this largely understated manner. The focus remained on prudent real estate
investment, managing existing properties, and seeking out new opportunities that
aligned with its REIT structure. The company was a quiet participant in the real estate
market, building a base of assets that would eventually become the springboard for a
much larger and more ambitious venture.

This initial era of Starwood Lodging highlights the often-unseen origins of major
corporations. Many begin not with a dazzling vision or a revolutionary product, but
with a clever financial structure or a shrewd real estate play. The transformation from
a real estate investment trust to a global hospitality powerhouse would require a
catalyst, a visionary leader who could see beyond the balance sheets and recognize
the immense potential within the often-staid world of hotel ownership.

While the early years were characterized by a focus on the tangible assets - the
buildings themselves - the stage was being set for a dramatic shift. The scattered
hotels, once merely components of a financial portfolio, would soon be viewed as
opportunities for brand creation, guest engagement, and a complete reimagining of
the hotel experience. The quiet REIT was about to awaken to its destiny as a major
player in the world of travel and tourism. This dormant potential, however, needed a
spark, a force that would reorganize and redefine its purpose.

That spark would arrive in 1995, in the form of Barry Sternlicht, a name that would
become synonymous with Starwood’s meteoric rise and its profound impact on the
hospitality industry. His arrival would mark the true beginning of Starwood Hotels &
Resorts as the innovative and influential company that captivated travelers and set
new standards for the industry. The unassuming REIT was about to embark on a
transformative journey, leaving its quiet origins behind to embrace a bolder, more
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dynamic future.
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