LEADERSHIP INSIGHTS

THE NEW
GOLD STANDARD

Leadership Lessons from The Ritz-Carlton Hotel Company

DEFINE & REFINE EMPOWER SERVE OTHERS DELIVER WOW LEAVE A FOOTPRINT

~

THE NEW
GOLD STANDARD

5 Leadership Principles for Creating
a Legendary Customer Experience Courtesy of

The Ritz-Carlton Hotel Company

JOSEPH A. MICHELLI

bestselling author of 7he Starbucks Experience

- J

JOSEPH A. MICHELLI, PH.D.

New York Times #1 Bestselling Author « Customer Experience Thought Leader



A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

What separates
legendary from
merely good?

When | set out to write The New Gold Standard, | spent
hundreds of hours working alongside leaders at The
Ritz-Carlton Hotel Company, elevating experiences
based on five principles that enabled a single brand to
become the global synonym for luxury service. Those
principles are not magic. They are foundational and are
applied with a relentless, daily commitment to define
excellence and live it at every level of the organization.

The five insights in this eBook are a window into that
story — drawn from the Ladies and Gentlemen of
Ritz-Carlton, their leaders, and the universal principles
that apply to any organization willing to do the hard work
of building something genuinely extraordinary.

“Ladies and Gentlemen serving Ladies and Gentlemen'is not a
standard. It is a way of being."

— Joseph Michelli
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WHY RITZ-CARLTON MATTERS

The gold standard, not just hospitality

A luxury hotel brand built on the radical A global icon operating in more than 30 Customers still want to feel genuinely
belief that every guest deserved to countries, with two Malcolm Baldrige cared for, recognized as individuals,
have their expressed and unexpressed National Quality Awards and the and surprised by the quality of what
wishes fulfilled — every time. highest employee engagement in the they receive. That never changes.

hospitality industry.

The Ritz-Carlton Hotel Company did not reach legendary status by accident. It reached it through five disciplined
principles that transformed how an entire organization defined quality, selected people, served guests, and measured
its own performance. These principles do not belong only to hospitality. They belong to every leader who has ever
asked: what would it actually look like to be extraordinary at what we do?

“Luxury is a choice. And it starts with the people you choose to serve others.” — Joseph Michelli
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THE RITZ-CARLTON
CREDO

‘The Ritz-Carlton Hotel Company
is a place where the genuine care:
and comfort of our guests is our
highest mission. We pledge to
provide the finest personal senice
and faciltes for our guests who
warm and

PRINCIPLE ONE

Define
and Refine

Gold Standards are not plagues on a wall — they are daily practice



PRINCIPLE ONE: DEFINE AND REFINE

Define and Refine

REFLECTION
Every great organization has values. Very few have found a

way to make those values genuinely operational. At 1
Ritz-Carlton, the Gold Standards — the Credo, the Motto,
the Three Steps of Service, and the Service Values — are

not aspirational documents. They are the daily operating 2.

language of the company, reinforced every morning in a

lineup meeting in every hotel, in every country, at every 3

level.

The Credo Card — a laminated pocket guide every Lady
and Gentleman carries — is part of the uniform. Not as a
compliance measure, but as a cultural anchor. As former
president Horst Schulze explained, the Motto 'Ladies and
Gentlemen serving Ladies and Gentlemen' was born from
his belief as a fourteen-year-old busboy that those who
serve with excellence are as dignified as those they serve.

Defining your culture is the easy part. The discipline to
refine it — to evolve without losing what made you great —
is the leadership challenge that separates the legendary
from the merely good.

. What are your organization's core standards, and can every

frontline team member articulate them without prompting?

How do you bring your culture into the daily lives of your
people — not just through training, but through ritual?

. Where is your culture at risk of becoming a poster on the

wall rather than a practice in the hallway?

90-DAY ACTION:

“Defining excellence is the beginning. Refusing to let it erode is the real leadership act.”

— Joseph Michelli
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PRINCIPLE TWO

Empower
through Trust

You cannot hire your way to a culture — you must select for it



PRINCIPLE TWO: EMPOWER THROUGH TRUST

Empower through Trust

REFLECTION

1. What is the difference between your hiring process and your

In an industry where turnover averages 60 percent,
Ritz-Carlton's is 20 percent. That gap is not a matter of pay.

It is a matter of selection. Ritz-Carlton does not hire people selection process — and which one are you actually

and hope they fit the culture. It selects people who already running?

possess the service instinct — and then invests deeply in

developing it. 2. What trust have you extended to your frontline team to
resolve problems and create delight without waiting for

As president Simon Cooper noted, Ritz-Carlton's Ladies and approval?

Gentlemen come from the same labor pool as every other
hotel. What differs is the patience and rigor of the selection
process. General managers go through fourteen interviews.
Frontline employees go through multiple rounds that include 90-DAY ACTION:
interviews with other frontline staff. Every new hire receives

a two-day orientation that begins not with job tasks but with

the history, mission, and values of the company.

3. What does your orientation process signal about what you
actually value as a leader?

And then there is the $2,000 rule: every Lady and
Gentleman is authorized to spend up to $2,000 per guest,
per incident, without manager approval — to resolve a
problem or create an unexpected moment of delight. That is
not a policy. That is trust made operational.

“Hiring fills a position. Selection builds a culture. The distinction is everything.”

— Joseph Michelli
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PRINCIPLE THREE

It's Not
About You

The finest service anticipates needs before they are expressed



PRINCIPLE THREE: IT'S NOT ABOUT YOU

It's Not About You

The third principle of The New Gold Standard is the one
most organizations claim to practice and fewest actually do.
Genuine customer focus requires more than a good attitude:
it requires a systematic organizational commitment to
placing the guest's experience above every other
operational priority.

At Ritz-Carlton, this commitment produced the Three Steps
of Service: a warm and sincere greeting using the guest's
name, anticipation and fulfillment of each guest's stated and
unstated needs, and a fond farewell using the guest's name.
The third step is not 'goodbye." It is a personalized send-off
that ensures the last memory of the experience is as strong
as the first.

Ritz-Carlton also won the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality
Award twice — the first service sector company to do so —in
large part because of its systematic approach to measuring
and acting on what matters most to guests. The company
didn't just listen to customers. It built organizational systems
to act on what it heard before the guest had to ask twice.

REFLECTION

1. What systems does your organization have for capturing the
unstated needs of your customers — not just complaints
and compliments?

2. How do your frontline team members close an interaction?
Is it a transaction or a genuine farewell?

3. Where in your organization does internal efficiency take
priority over external experience?

90-DAY ACTION:

“The test of genuine customer focus is not what happens when things go right. It is what happens when things go
wrong — and whether your team has the authority to make it right.”

— Joseph Michelli
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PRINCIPLE FOUR

Deliver
Wow

Mystique is the art of turning the expected into the unforgettable



PRINCIPLE FOUR: DELIVER WOW

Deliver Wow

REFLECTION

1. Does your organization have a practice of telling service

Ritz-Carlton does not aim for guest satisfaction. It aims for
what the company calls 'Wow' — a moment so unexpected

and personal that the guest cannot help but share the story. stories — and do those stories shape daily behavior or
These moments are not accidents. They are the product of simply inspire applause?
a deliberate culture of storytelling, observation, and

2. What is the most recent "Wow' your team delivered, and

anticipation.
how did it happen — by design or by accident?

Every morning lineup at every Ritz-Carlton hotel begins with
a 'Wow Story' — a real account from a guest or colleague
about a moment of extraordinary service. These stories are
not motivational filler. They are operational models, shared
daily to remind every Lady and Gentleman what the
standard actually looks like in practice.

3. Where does your service experience reliably delight, and
where does it still merely satisfy?

90-DAY ACTION:

The famous Wow stories are extraordinary — a staff
member driving hours to retrieve a forgotten laptop, a
housekeeper learning a guest's allergy to flowers and
quietly removing them before the guest arrived. But
leadership at Ritz-Carlton is equally insistent on the quiet
Wow: the small, well-timed gesture that shows a guest they
have been truly seen, remembered, and valued.

“Satisfaction keeps a customer. A Wow moment makes them a storyteller. And storytellers are your most powerful
marketing force.”

— Joseph Michelli
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PRINCIPLE FIVE

Leave a
Lasting Footprint

The organizations that endure are the ones that build for more than profit

£
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PRINCIPLE FIVE: LEAVE A LASTING FOOTPRINT

Leave a Lasting Footprint

The fifth and final principle of The New Gold Standard asks

leaders to think beyond the transaction and the experience. 1. What is your organization's Community Footprints

It asks: what is your organization’s obligation to the equivalent — and is it embedded in operations or bolted on
community, the environment, and the broader world in which as a PR exercise?

it operates? At Ritz-Carlton, the answer is formalized
through a program called Community Footprints — a
commitment to environmental stewardship, community

service, and youth enrichment that operates across every 3. What legacy do you want your organization to be known for
hotel in every country where the brand is present. in the communities where you operate?

2. How do you help your people feel the significance of their
work beyond the immediate transaction?

This is not philanthropy as a marketing strategy. It is an
expression of the same values that define how Ritz-Carlton
treats its guests and its Ladies and Gentlemen.
Significance, not just success. Purpose, not just
performance.

90-DAY ACTION:

Leaders who build for a lasting footprint attract people who
want to be part of something meaningful. They build
customer loyalty that outlasts any product feature or price
advantage. And they create organizations that matter — not
just to shareholders, but to the communities that have given
them permission to operate in the first place.

“The organizations that last are not those that extracted the most from their communities. They are the ones that
gave the most back.”

— Joseph Michelli
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These Five Are Just the Beginning

The New Gold Standard explores the full Ritz-Carlton story — its principles, its people, its practices, and its enduring
lesson for every leader in every industry. Available on Amazon and wherever business books are sold.

Work with Joseph

Keynote Speaking ¢ Leadership Development ¢ Retreat Facilitation

Books ¢ Podcast ¢ Training

Connect with Joseph

josephmichelli.com

LinkedIn: Joseph Michelli « X: @josephmichelli

joseph@josephmichelli.com




BOOKS BY JOSEPH MICHELLI, PH.D.

Continue the Journey

All books available on Amazon and wherever business books are sold.

The New Gold Standard
The Starbucks Experience
Leading the Starbucks Way
All Business Is Personal
Driven to Delight

The Airbnb Way

The Zappos Experience
Prescription for Excellence

Stronger Through Adversity
When Fish Fly | THE ZAPPOS EXPERIENCE

- H PRESCRIPTION FOR EXCELLENCE
Customer Magic PRESCRIPTI

The MindChamps Way

Ready to go deeper?

These insights are the starting point. Joseph's keynotes and training programs translate each
principle into practical tools, facilitated conversations, and implementation roadmaps your team
can act on immediately.

© 2026 Joseph Michelli, Ph.D. All rights reserved.

This leadership guide is designed for reflection, discussion, and practical application.
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