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CELEBRATING THE 
POWER OF WOMEN IN 

HOSPITALITY
BY: SAKSHI

WOMEN POWER SONICA MALHOTRA

Being the heiress to one of India’s largest publishing 
groups, MBD, Sonica Malhotra has always looked upon her 
father (Ashok Kumar Malhotra) ever since she was a child. 
Soon after completing her education, Malhotra joined her 
father in his printing-press business, helping to diversify into 
the hospitality business. The father-daughter duo expanded 
to hospitality (they own the Radisson Blu MBD hotels in Noida 

WITH WOMEN taking up active roles across most of the 
verticals in varied industries, tourism and hospitality was not 
left just to remain male-dominated. Over the past decade be it 
the serene cruise liners or top-notch luxury hotels, women have 
been joining the ranks of the industry with increased vigour. 
With such positive changes, the future of women in hospitality 
industry looks positive, but there is still a long way to go. 

Women across levels are now shaping up the hospitality 
industry with their proessional instincts. The lady bosses in this 
sector have created a more encouraging environment for other 
women and helped build a work-life balance. As per industry 
reports, their caring instinct and higher emotional quotient has 
led to greater motivation and better results within the team.

LEADING FROM  
THE FRONT
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and Ludhiana), paper mills, manufacturing, two luxury malls, 
and are now setting up luxury apartments in Bengaluru. It has 
been 15 years, since running the Radisson Blu Noida hotel 
successfully, which has made the group a serious player in 
the hospitality sector. “We have made our entry into top three 
revpar producers in the entire Delhi NCR region. Also, we 
launched our first five-star hotel in Ludhiana 5-6 years back 
which is leading the market by double of its margin,” Malhotra 
started with.

The Group with its current portfolio of hospitality and 
mixed-use developments projects in Noida (Delhi NCR), 
Ludhiana & Jalandhar (Punjab), and Bangalore (Karnataka) 
have similar plans in Mumbai, Delhi, Chennai, Hyderabad, 
Greater Noida and Goa.

Being a finance major, the Harvard Alumnus takes 
the math of the company very earnestly. Bringing financial 
discipline to the company, she looks after the group’s legal and 
financial affairs, and keeps an eye on branding and positioning 
it well. “People usually thought that being a girl, would she be 
able to understand finance? But I love the idea of surprising 
people. Once they meet me for the first time, they understand 
the fact of me doing serious business here,” she comments.

For Malhotra, her father was a leader and nothing could 
have been more fruitful than being trained under his guidance. 
“I really never wanted to do something outside of his regime,” 

BEING A FINANCE  

MAJOR, THE HARVARD 

ALUMNUS TAKES THE 

MATH OF THE COMPANY 

VERY EARNESTLY
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she adds. She recalls and feels blessed for attaining liberty and 
flexibility from her father to implement or experiment anything 
new in the company.  

Spearheading the job role from the front like her father 
has been a secret success mantra for Malhotra. “I think though 
I had led the entire operations of hospitality, retail commercial 
and real estate from the front, I have been blessed with a great 
and a strong team who have put in a lot of efforts to actually 
take my vision and strategy ahead. I think at the end of the 
day, there is never a one person’s job, rather it is the entire 
hard work of the team working towards a direction. You have 
to nurture your team as your family. I think team building and 
understanding is extremely crucial, because then only people 
will go out of their way to make things happen,” she says.

Because of the pristine operations, the education-to-
hospitality company have entered into a JV with German hotel 
company Steigenberger two years ago. The MBD Group holds 
the management control for India region. Focusing on Whitefield 
Bengaluru, the group is coming up with a mixed development 
space, ‘Zephyr’ in terms of luxury hotels, luxury residences 

I THINK TEAM BUILDING 
AND UNDERSTANDING 

IS EXTREMELY CRUCIAL, 
BECAUSE THEN ONLY 
PEOPLE WILL GO OUT 

OF THEIR WAY TO MAKE 
THINGS HAPPEN
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WE NEED TO  

GET OUT OF THAT SOFT 

ZONE AND JUST COMPETE 

HARD IN THAT TOUGH 

WORLD

and luxury commercial office place. The construction of phase 
one is slated to start from March 19’. This upcoming Bengaluru 
project will be the first iconic Steigenberger in India. A new 
allure based on a timeless concept of unparalleled beauty & 
perfection, this new venture is a dream project of the Group 
interpreting luxury in the true sense of the word.

“We have also launched the MBD express which is into 
bread and breakfast of the hospitality. We are also taking our 
chocolate box and lounge on to the retail format focusing on 
mall retail areas. We are also working very hard to expand the 

group internationally, hoping to announce a project very soon 
in the UK. We are also planning to take our restaurant brand, 
Made in India, either to London or New York,” Malhotra briefed 
us about the company’s future plan.

Learning is a constant process for Malhotra. “You need 
to analyse and re-analyse yourselves and the company all the 
time. Learning and unlearning is the continuous process which 
means that there are certain practices which may have done 
well for you earlier but now with the passage of time you need 
to engage in a better level or improve them,” she further stats.

There is no difference between men or women in 
business says the accomplished Kathak dancer. Women in 
business are fighting equally for the same pie, and one has 
to prove worthy for it. Business being very tough these days, 
people expects the same amount of deliverables, irrespective 
of gender. Malhotra strongly believes in never overshadowing 
the personal issues in the professional front. “I know whaven 
has far greater responsibilities but I don’t think we need to 
discuss it with anybody at work. Even men have their own 
complexities but they don’t keep on talking about it. I think we 
need to get out of that soft zone and just compete hard in that 
tough world,” the strong headed daughter replied.

Malhotra has broken all the stereotype of being a 
daughter of a well-known businessman and not being serious 
in business. Throughout the time-span, she has proved 
her involvement in the company meticulously.  A dynamic 
businesswoman and a highly educated strategic thinker is 
taking MBD Group’s hospitality business to greater heights of 
success and achievements.

WOMEN POWER SONICA MALHOTRA
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Coming from a business family, Nirupa Shankar had 
the entrepreneurial bug biting every now and then, even when 
she was into the consulting job with Ernst & Young in US. 
A hotel management post-graduate from Cornell University, 
Shankar is successfully spearheading the Brigade Hospitality 
Services Limited for almost 10 years as a second generation 
entrepreneur. Being the Director, she oversees the company’s 
retail portfolio and manages the group’s hospitality ventures 
such as the Sheraton Grand Bangalore Hotel at Brigade 
Gateway, Four Point by Sheraton hotel in Kochi and Grand 
Mercure Bangalore. Over the last 10 years, Shankar has 
bagged in many achievements for Brigade. Not to forget about 
her Six Sigma Black Belt, Shankar can be described as a 

perfect epitome of a ‘new age woman’.
“Having always had a passion for hospitality, especially 

food and beverage, I grabbed the opportunity to conceptualise, 
create and operate HIGH Ultra Lounge in 2013, a roof top 
lounge bar and restaurant atop the World Trade Centre. It was 
located a few kilometres away from city centre and due to its 
ambitious size none of the large scale local operators wanted 
to run it. I decided that I and my team would take on the 
challenge and we soon turned it into a well-known restaurant 
that stands tall even today,” Shankar happily recalls.

Her next launch was the Brigade Real Estate Accelerator 
Program (REAP) in 2016. It is Asia’s first real estate focused 
accelerator. The objective of REAP is to mentor start-ups with 
deep technology solutions that have the ability to disrupt the 
Real Estate industry in any of its domains - Residential, Office, 
Retail or Hotels. Under her guidance and leadership, the REAP 
has accelerated more than 25 start-ups in two and a half years’ 
time. The spectrum of growth is enormously wide for Shankar 
which she never allows to narrow down.

BUSINESS COMES
 BEFORE GENDER

WOMEN POWER NIRUPA SHANKAR
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When facing challenges on a daily basis, Shankar 
prefers to use gender to her advantage. She focus on the job 
at hand and not really the gender when conducting a business. 
However, she feels fortunate to work in a professional setting 
with open minded and educated people who have always 
welcomed women at the helm. “With regards to business 
challenges, my goal is to find solutions to problems whatever 
they may be. I am fairly analytical in mind and like to adopt 
a data oriented approach to back my decision making. 
However, there is an important aspect of empathy while doing 
any business and dealing with people and I try to ensure that 
all staff working with Brigade are treated with integrity and 
respect,” the lady boss at The Brigade comments.

Shankar’s recent brainchild is the launch of the Art Café 
in 2018. The concept behind the café is to remove the snobbery 
around art by having events to educate people artwork by 
Indian talent, talks by the artists themselves, workshops for 
children, storytelling and movie nights underneath the stars. 
The Art Cafe sits within a 40 acre mixed use enclave inside the 
Brigade Gateway campus overlooking the beautiful greens and 
lakeside, with more than 50 food and beverages outlets within 

WOMEN ARE NOW PUTTING 

MORE IMPORTANCE ON 

FINANCIAL INDEPENDENCE 

AS THEY REALISE IT IS THE 

KEY TO BE ABLE TO CHART 

THEIR OWN DESTINY
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the campus but none based on art. The space had been lying 
empty for almost six years and was to act as a bridge between 
the commercial tower and hotel. This shows her persistence, 
thirst and vision to take the Group forward and leave no stone 
unturned.

The business baron, Shankar feels that hospitality 
industry which is considered to be male dominated, has started 
giving women enough chance to explore. “We ourselves have 
employed two women GM’s to run our large scale hotels. We 
are also creating an all-women restaurant for both

production and service at our recently launched Four 
Point by Sheraton hotel in Kochi. Most hospitality management 
companies are focused on improving their gender diversity 
ratio. Currently only 15-18 percent of hotel staff are female 
on average. There could be exceptions to this but there are 
efforts to increase the number of women working across all 
departments,” she adds.

WOMEN POWER NIRUPA SHANKAR
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Acquiring the art of business from her father M R 
Jaishankar, she has made herself a proud daughter by managing 
family and business both equally well. Despite of having a large 
family, only handful of members are involved in the business 
and have been given roles based on individual credentials and 
strength. Each one has a different responsibility to handle which 
allows to take decisions without stepping on each other’s toes. 
Speaking more about her family’s involvement, she says, “One 
also needs to have a thick skin and not allow business matters 
to affect personal relationships. Some amount of maturity 
is required to be able to handle personal and professional 
relationships as well. Honest and open communication is the 
key to success.”

Shankar feels that women of today, needs to be 
independent. “I think more women are joining the work force 
post college. However the number of women in the work force 
drops significantly post marriage and maternity. However, 

I think women in urban areas are more likely to create a 
second career for themselves post maternity by setting up an 
entrepreneurial venture. It gives them the flexibility to work 
from home or at hours that suit them. Women are now putting 
more importance on financial independence as they realise it 
is key to be able to chart their own destiny,” she adjourned.

For the current year plan, Shankar is forecasting to do 
a vibrant and high energy CoWorking brand for Brigade. We 
might be able to know more about it in a month or two.

AUTHOR BIO:  Sakshi is the Editorial  Lead with BW 
Hotelier
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