
Keeping America Going 
Few Industries Offer A More Dynamic Or Rewarding Experience Than Those Found In 
Hospitality 
 
By Nick DiUlio 
 
Hospitality. What a pleasant word. Not only does it roll off the tongue like an invitation 
to relax, but it also conjures up images of warm blankets, cozy beds, and bellies full of 
delicious food. As humans, we need hospitality. We need to receive it and, to some 
extent, we need to show it to others. It’s an important part of what makes us feel alive and 
welcomed in this vast and busy world. 
 
As an industry, hospitality is part of what keeps America going. What would so many 
frantic businessmen and women do if they didn’t have a quiet place to rest while on their 
travels? How would the vacationing family ever fully relax if it were at a loss for 
lodging? And how would the hungry traveler find the energy to keep moving on if not for 
the promise of a hearty meal? 
 
As an opportunity for Hispanic career seekers, few industries offer a more dynamic or 
rewarding experience than those found in hospitality. Where else do so many diverse 
individuals converge on a daily basis? Where else is such a wide range of backgrounds 
and personal histories considered such an advantage? Here in hospitality the need for 
these assets is always growing, offering the potential for many exciting career 
opportunities. 
 
 
Maria Seiler, 
Carlson Hotels Worldwide 
 
For Maria Seiler, diversity in the hospitality industry is personal. As vice president of 
diversity for Carlson Hotels Worldwide—which includes 995 locations in 74 countries, 
with specific brands like Regent Hotels & Resorts, Country Inns & Suites, and Radisson 
Hotels & Resorts—Seiler believes her role in the company is more than just economical. 
It’s spiritual. 
 
“I came to this country from Mexico when I was four years old. I had nothing but my 
mother and the clothes on my back. My mother worked four jobs to keep me going and to 
make sure I succeeded in life,” recalls Seiler. “So when I think about how I was the first 
in my family to graduate college and become this successful, I feel like God has put me 
in this role to help other people who will come after me. It’s only because of people like 
my grandmother—who cleaned hotel rooms and houses—that my generation was able to 
move forward. So I have an obligation to pull as many people across the finish line as I 
can. If I cross that finish line by myself, I’ve failed.” 
 
In practical terms, Carlson has been expanding its reach in the realm of diversity 



employment for several years. Last year, for example, Carlson announced its membership 
on the corporate advisory board for the Hispanic Hotel Owners Association (HHOA), a 
non-profit organization focused on the advancement of Hispanics within the lodging 
industry, including opportunities to own, develop and operate hotels. 
 
Additionally, Seiler says Carlson continues to be active with several other minority and 
multi-cultural organizations, including board positions with the Asian American Hotel 
Owners Association and an annual scholarship for $50,000, and the National Association 
of Black Hotel Owners, Operators & Developers. 
 
“I think our industry is one of the richest industries for people of color. Hospitality has 
long been an industry that has provided many successful careers for various minorities,” 
says Seiler. “And I think diversity in hospitality in particular is critical. We are in a global 
economy and we have customers coming from all over the world. It’s more important 
than ever that we have multiple languages spoken at our hotels. That we have multiple 
communities represented. That we embrace the changing world because you can’t 
possibly succeed if you don’t. It’s a matter of survival to be diverse and to reflect the 
customer, the supplier, the employee you are trying to attract.” 
 
Seiler says she is particularly excited about Achieve!Minneapolis' STEP-UP program, a 
summer employment program for diverse, skilled and motivated youth. Through this 
initiative, Carlson hired 10 students of color for paid internships at hotels and the 
company's corporate office.  
 
Carlson also made a substantial donation in 2007 to La Escuelita, a Minneapolis-based 
non-profit program focused on academic enrichment and leadership development for 
Latino immigrant and non-immigrant youth currently enrolled in grades 6-12 in area 
schools. Its mission is to empower Latino youth and their families to achieve educational 
equity through academic support and advocacy. 
 
“I think diversity employment is still going to change dramatically. I also think our 
customers will continue to change significantly,” says Seiler. “In the year 2050, blacks, 
Latinos and Asians will be the majority of U.S. residents, which means most of your 
employees, your customers, will also be persons of color or women. We have to be 
prepared and hiring these folks and creating those relationships now. They are your future 
hotel managers. Your future hotel owners. Your future CEOs.” 
 
Finally, Seiler says she cannot separate her commitment to Carlson and diversity from the 
greater purpose of her life. “This is why I am here. It’s why I was born. It’s my job to 
help other women, other people of color, other immigrants. I know what it’s like to be 
called names and to be a Latina in America,” she says. “I want everyone to know that 
they too can achieve whatever they want.” 
 
 
Maruiel Perkins-Chavis, 
Marriott International, Inc. 



 
Marriott is still basking in the afterglow of some pretty sweet accolades. Last September, 
Business Week magazine cited the international lodging giant as one of its “Best Places 
To Launch a Career,” and in the same month LatinaStyle magazine recognized Marriott 
for the 11th consecutive year as one of its “50 Best Companies for Latinas to Work for in 
the U.S.” Moreover, with more than 3,100 properties in 67 counties and more than 
150,000 employees, Marriott’s dedication to employment diversity is unyielding. 
 
“Marriott’s commitment to diversity and inclusion is rooted in our core philosophy ‘take 
care of your associates and they will take care of your customers’—a guiding principle 
woven throughout all Marriott’s business operations and practices since the founding of 
the company more than 80 years ago,” says Perkins-Chavis, Marriott’s Vice President of 
Workforce Diversity and Effectiveness. 
 
“One area that we are proud of is Marriott's work with educational programs that 
develops marketable skills. We’ve partnered with various organizations such as the 
National Council of La Raza, Hispanic College Fund, DECA, National Academy 
Foundation and the National Urban League to name a few,” Perkins-Chavis says. “We 
provide financial support to help sustain their efforts, but more importantly we focus on 
career development programs, job shadowing, youth symposiums, scholarship programs, 
mentoring, internships, property tours, curriculum development and advisory board 
memberships.” 
 
While diversity is important in every industry, Perkins-Chavis stresses that hospitality 
requires a particular emphasis on heterogeneity. It’s an industry that serves people in the 
purest sense, and since the people it serves are always going to be varied and nuanced, it 
makes sense that those responsible for their comfort and satisfaction would also be just as 
assorted. 
 
Moreover, the face of hospitality employment in the United States has changed 
significantly in the last 20 years. More employees are emerging from diverse ethnic 
backgrounds, and Marriott has been stressing the importance of understanding this 
change. This includes the implementation of a new generation of language development, 
self-paced programs to help improve English language proficiency for those who took on 
English as a second language. All of this helps boost morale in invaluable ways. 
 
“We have also provided similar resources for our mangers and supervisors who are 
interested in learning the language of our associates and customers,” says Perkins-Chavis. 
“We have had tremendous feedback and success from employees and managers, 
including increased confidence, enhanced manager and employee relationships, and 
additional pride in work, outcomes that we are excited and proud to report.” 
 
Looking ahead, Perkins-Chavis says Marriott understands that today’s Latino youth are 
going to continue making up a large part of the company’s family of employees. That’s 
why the lodging titan works with groups like the Hispanic College Fund and supports the 
HCF Youth Symposiums, which focuses on the development of at risk youth. These 



programs are held at college and university campuses across the country and bring 
together hundreds of Latino youth. 
 
“Students are introduced to Hispanic role models, successful adults and motivational 
speakers all focused on delivering messages on the importance of lifelong learning, 
networking, image, character and self esteem,” says Perkins-Chavis. “As we continue to 
partner with community-based organizations, colleges and universities, and professional 
associations, we are planting the seeds of growth for our company. Marriott has proven 
that developing a more inclusive workplace results in a more profitable organization.  
This will encourage more growth and opportunities for anyone seeking an exciting and 
challenging career path.” 
 
 
Rasarao Navarro, 
HEI Hotels and Resorts 
 
Since its inception in 2002, HEI has acquired 31 properties nationwide, including brands 
like Westin, Hilton, Embassy Suites, and Crowne Plaza. The company currently employs 
more than 5,500 individuals, with 27 percent of its overall staff identified as Hispanic or 
Latino. And officials within the company claim much of HEI’s success can be traced to a 
commitment to workplace diversity and recruitment. 
 
“Obviously, a large portion of the hospitality industry population is Hispanic or Latino, 
and as a company we’re dedicated to our associates, who are very diverse,” says Jess 
Petitt, HEI’s director of communications. “Both our employee population and our guest 
population come from a wide range of backgrounds and experiences.” 
 
Consider, for example, the story of Rosarao Navarro, task force human resources 
manager for HEI. 
 
Navarro was born in Peru and moved to the United States in 1999. She has been part of 
the hospitality industry for most of her adult life, and it all began in 1989, when she got a 
job as a room attendant. 
 
“Eventually I started moving up through the ranks,” recalls Navarro, 39. “It was when 
HEI acquired the hotel I was working for in 2003 that I was given the opportunity to 
become a human resources manager. Today I travel everywhere, to many different 
properties to train other human resource directors. Because of my background I feel that I 
can really establish relationships and give others the sense that HEI is a company that is 
approachable, a company that cares about its clients.” 
 
Holly Lindvall, corporate director of talent and development, says that as HEI continues 
to grow, the company is actively involved in recruiting strategies for new management, 
including ones that involve visits to college campuses and work with the National Society 
of Minorities in Hospitality. Throughout these recruitment efforts is a pervasive sense of 
the importance the Hispanic and Latino community will continue to play in the 



company’s expansion. 
 
“Hospitality is one the world’s oldest businesses, and our commitment to diversity is a 
reflection of our values,” says Lindvall. “We actively recruit people who speak Spanish 
as a first language, college grads who speak Spanish as a first language, to come and join 
our workforce. We believe that helps the guests and it helps us better manage out hotels.” 
 
“There has been a growth in Latino owned hotels and on the management side there are 
great examples of our company’s growing diversity,” adds Petitt. “We are constantly 
focused on programs—manager in training programs, for example—that encourage 
development and get people ready to take the next step. Lots of people in this business 
learn from on the job experience, and we want to continue encouraging that learning 
environment.” 
 
It is that internal growth to which Navarro says she owes much of her success. “People 
need to have the right attitude,” she says. “They have to think they can do it. I know that 
sometimes they will feel afraid or shy because they don’t speak the language or they have 
an accent, and that because of these things they think they won’t be given the 
opportunities they need to succeed. But that’s what wrong. A company like HEI wants 
people who know another language, who come from a different background. People who 
are positive and have a can-do attitude will learn, and that will take them to the next 
level.” 


