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Concierge services are now less about delivering “impossible” requests and
more about the ultimate lifestyle edit. Sophy Roberts profiles the fixer firms that
claim to make their clients’ lives perfectly simple. llustration by Max Ellis.
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thud. They range from World of

:;; Interiors to American Vogie, and

Lo they all get a cursary glance before
R ' 7 l‘.ir;*]'tt_!; stacked wp in a cormer of my
P:, o office. | lookat them with occasional
S pangs of guilt, refusing to give up my
t:T %_’_ EIIbﬁL’ﬂFFDHFI\?hi]E increasingly
e s fa aware that 1 don't have the time to
v J--__.f-_;‘#ﬂ_h?% :IH‘.IL'I:IIJ.II.I]' them any more, much less

SSNEN eat, drink or sleepin all the places]

readaboliwiinever | do get 2 ved TRREENGT 00
alone "We call i stuliocation]” says Jamies Wallman,
editer of L5:N Clobal, the lifestyle news network from
trends consultancy The Foture Laboratary.

WIare dhd more of U5 Couldd be dESETIBeEEE =50 b e
mterested as much in what's going on i the Horn of
Africa a5 we are in the latest po-(c restonrant w
Manhattan, Weare a gencratign drovning in
information of a global type, the overload somehow also
disconnecting us from what'’s relevant to our largely
locally-orientared day-to-day lives, 1t is a disconnect |
am reminded of every week when | get on the train to
London on a Monday moming and pick up the free local
rag. The Marshuwood Vale Magazine is entirely true to its
gecy  covering a 50-mile-ar-so radins on the
borders of West Darset where 1 live. There is no glossy
fashion in there, nor 10,000-word, award-winning essays
on the Tafiban. Nor do I have 1o e navigate 50 free ads to
get to the plumber's number [ seek. T give it my time
because nol anly is it well put together, it's where | find
all the significant contacts that make a busy household
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[ETCY e 1|I-'!'.nl | years, making

5 what 50
dhelivering with effi
their clients’ hves casior by |||.|S-ci.-:u__-i the world a smaller
place, “Every person on the planet is trying to squeeze 36
tours into a 24-hour day,” says Katharine C Glovanni,
founder of The International Concierge and Lifestyle
Management Association (JCLMA), representing
companies in more than 45 countries worldwide: “lts
why the concierge sector has seen show and steady
growth despite the crises lu the world cconomy”

The numbers support Giovanni's claim. Wallman
e recent research by brand strategy consuliant
Siegel+Gale; The Global Brand Simplicity Index states
that between 10 and 23 per cent of consumers are now
ready to spend extra for an uncomplicated experience,

Take Cintessentially. Established in 2000, the global
cuncierge company now operates 61 offices worldwide,
fraim News York to Nairobi, Buenos Aires to Banghok.
And Ten Lifestyle Concierge, the first such business
when launched in London in 1998, now services more

- than 800,000 private individuals on behalf of more than

70 organisations in Europe, Asia and America, The
company manages an average of 35,000 member
requests a month, with new offices opening in 530
Paulo, Shanghiai and Singapore by this time next year.
Yet it's not these giant statistics that are driving the
more interesting trend. In 2011, the call-centre fiver is
no longer enough for the small coterie at the tip of the
pyramid ~ people who want 1o speak to human beings
they truly know and trust, who have the authority to act
aquickly, and better still, second-guess their needs.
They want an iher-filter - a person to cut through
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time, from the rmundane (voicemails, hills, direct dihit
mandates, insurance claim I8 4 ||l |_||:|_ |||| I || {il
which are threatening to hill the free hour | don't have
on the day I write this story} 1o some of the bigpest
decisions we make: house purchases, relocation choices
staff, investars, our children’s schools,

This month, Quintessentially launches a new arm

to its business: Quintessentially People, headed up
by Sarmuel Martin, previously executive assistant to
a high-profile US-Swiss couple. The idea responds
to precisely this deepening focus required by the
company’s top clients: they don't just want bookings
made - hotels, restaurants, planes ~ or connections
with other like-minded members, which is the social
matrix Cuintessentially bas always supplicd, The
tuzury goods benefits that come with Quintessentially’s
different tiers of membership are all very well, but the
growing need is for greater human contact in solving
members’ day-to-tay challenges: teams of bodyguasds,
estate managers, housekeepers, PAs, Quintessentially
can't do it all, so instead it is helping the iber-rich
hire more staff - vetting every ot of them before a
recommendation is made, This new resource is an
outgrowt h, says Cuintessentially co-founder Ben Elliot,
from the top strand of the business: the £10,000-2-year
Elite service, where members are assigned a specific
fixer in the city in which they live, the concienge usually
meeting with the client for regular face-to-face catch-
ups: "Post the 2008 crises, we've seen the very rich
seck much more rigorous results,” says Elliot. “There
is demand for specificity over and above the
mass afftuent, which means 2 simphe phone-basad
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relationship isn't enough.” The prices Quintessentially
charges reflect this evolution. "When we first launched,
we € a £250 annual membership and were a
London-based service,” says Elliot. “Yet even while we
have increased our geographic spread, we have had wo
become more spl:-::iﬁc. with some clients now paying
over £24,000 a year for named, dedicated fixers in the
multiple cities in which they live. The client and the
assigned Quintessentially account manager must have a
genuine connection - 3o there is not just a professional
but an emotional understanding, Because in the current
market we need to know our top-paying members in
unbelievable depth. We sit down and work out what
these people are trying to achieve and then go about
trying to help them get it nght. We make business
connections on their behalk. Or, on a more personal
level. I currently have a client from Switzerland whe is a

large collector of contemporary art. She wants to extend
her knowledge so has asked us to put her in lromt of the
right experts in different parts of the world.”

This level of attention means that even the word
“concierge” is becoming problematic. “We are becoming
more like a family office service,” says Cosima Somerset,
co-founder of Concierge London, a company with some
200 members serviced by offices in New York and
London. This autumn, in fact, Concierge London will
change its name to Somerset White. “It's now much
more about managing the complex infrastructure of
people’s lives,” says Somerset. “They already have the tax
adviser and the financial people. What they don't have is
confidence with the lifestyle element. We become the
cipher so they can be totally confident in their choices.”

The attendant ch.:.ngr: in pricing underlines Somersets
point. In 2002, Concierge London membership cost
E500 a quarter in addition to an hourly rate of £24, Now
the company charges an annual membership premium of
E10,000 {London) and $20,000 (New York) while also
invoicing by the hour = £40 in the UK, $80 in the US -
on top of this. *If you equate what someone is going to
spend with us a year = usually upwards of £30,000 - it's
like having an inexpensive PA, except we are more than a
PA. rather a team of specialists the client can dip into

when they like, whether it's to help with relocation, a
holiday or planning a party overseas.”

This level of distinction is a long way on from the
apocryphal stories of old, even if we have all enjoyed
being regaled with those concierge tales of private
dinners on an iceberg, or sourcing 12 penguins for a
child's birthday party. Ten Lifestyle talks about shipping
ina pe player to Mallorca, while New York-based
travel fixer Bill Fischer claims to have had camels
shampooed for a birthday party in Marrakech. Sure,
there are a [ew small and very lucrative services that
answer the quirks and extremes of a celebrity clientele,
but, according 1o Somerset, it's not o much about
delivering on what seems an impossible t, but
rather getting the core demands absalutely I'IIEIIL

"If we organise a party.” says Somerset, "1 always make
sure two of our team are in the background for the
client all night = on hand to change the morning's

“There must be a genwine
connection with the client — so
there is not just a professional bul
an emotional understanding.”

“They already have lhe lax
adviser and the financial people.
What they don’t hawve is confidence
wilth the lifestyle element.”

itinerary. Because that's what nearly always happens. At
2am, the client realises they want to switch the tennis
lesson and instead hire a yacht. And 5o we are there,
changing itineraries at dawn.”

The villa holiday is another example that illustrates
the kind of attention such members expect. “We don't
just show them pictures, or reach out to other agencies
o get their recommendations on which house to hire in
5t Barths,” says Somerset. "We go and do recces
oursclves, We stay the night. We talk to the chef. We try
the mattress, because that's what the client will ask us
about every time, It's not uncommon for our clients 1o
spend a considerable sum on our travel before they have
even had a night in the villa themselves”

If mattress-testing is what it has now come to in the
finessing of an industry that is defined by its ability to
edit the world for its clients, then maybe the phrase
“family office™ is right.
Because that little book of
trusted local knowledge
really does count = and now
more than ever when Google
delivers scores of nationwide
plumbing companies with a
single search, or 600 private
islands, all of which are [or
hire with the usual
accoutrements of hooury - infinity pools, butlers,
200-thread-count bed linen - which the layman cannot
possibly be expected 1o decipher authoritatively for
themselves. Only the “family office™ knows what the
“family office” likes. Like the best PA in the world,
professional fixers have (o make themselves
indispensable to an inner circle that delivers focus, not
more choice. It is their job 1o
make sure that a fool is
never made of the client,
which is the worst possible
complaint that can be
levelled ar any concierge-
style service, however
basic the membership (1
remermber in MNew York
once being recommended
the "best Japanese restaurant in
town", and ended up at a second-rate, over-
address nobody cared about - least of all my guest).

Every city has its neighbourhoods = smaller enclaves
each with its own set of rules, significant schools,
restaurants and streets that carry a certain weight with
just a single numerical difference to the zip code. The
iber-filter matches the “blow-in” (as they call
newoomers to my part of the
world) 1o the right street,
house, colourist, gym,
MASSCUr, ner, domestic
help, garage, that bag, that
car, that caterer or even that
table. As Aaron Simpson,
Quintessentially’s other
co-founder, said to me when
the service was first
launched, “A bigwig in New York may not be a bigwig in
London. We get them the access they need.”

Not everyone likes to admit to their insecurities,
but shortcuts to the local social networks are also part
of the so-called “lifestyle management™ matrix. This is
emotionally-weighted, taste-specific stuff - decp filters
that underpin a trend not just confined to concierge
territory. Busy people want their information reliably
digesied, and digested again - just look at the success
of publications such as The Week - and their city guides
reduced to minimum choice. It is in response to such
trends that Globalista, a members-based travel service,
is currently developing its new G-spot Guides for
Christmas that deliver just five restaurants, three hotels,
six shops, all visitable in a weckend, Like this magazines
Smooth Guides, "It's about ruthless curation for people
who don't have the time to do it for themselves,” says
Globalista’s founder, John Gordon. And shallow this

phenomenon is not, but simply briel and to the poin,
Because it seems we even want our culture in bite-sized
chunks, to inform and entertain the time-poor with the
most effective hit possible. London-based 5x15 is a good
example - a brilliant concept of five 15-minute talks
delivered by signilicant voices (with an eccasional
musical interlude), from author Mark Haddon on
swimming to William Fiennes on the art of storytelling.
Then there are the professional house declutterers, from
Sophie March in London to Get It Together in New
York. In almost every aspect of our lives, we want 1o
claw back time by outsourcing 1o people who know
exactly what's what. "We take a blank sheet of paper and
dig and dig and dig until we get the itinerary so perfectly
tuned we remove all the little and annoying decisions

from the client.” says Philippe Brown, founder and
owner of travel outfitter Brown + Hudson, The

business, now three years old, currently creates
around 30 trips this year, at an average £50,000
price tag per person. “We are in effect the travel
extension of the family office,” he says.

George Morgan-Grenville, former group managing
director of global tour operator Abercrombie & Kent,
whao this month launches a new travel outfiner, Red
Savannah, is less grandiose: “This level of service is about
knowing the right people on the ground, then making
the right match,” he explains. "That said. it's not as easy
as it sounds. It takes years to build up the local contacts,
which is why everyone at Red Savannah has 2 minimum
10 years' experience.” When it comes 1o clients.
Morgan-Grenville says it takes just as long 10 know their
quirks = “especially when Red Savannak it trying to
deliver obvious gﬁll.‘tal:.'tpp-:tl luxury for every traveller,
lI:l'l.ll_ j-ullkll'ri:h_'.: I:'h..:'. & Ty 'r'u sre e L _r it i|l1.l'l as a

“We don't just shaw our clients
pictures of holiday rillas, e
stay there aurselves.
the chef. We try the mattress.”

He lall: to

three-star hotel outfitted to a client's basic standard of
acceptability in an extraordinary part of the world”

If that's the line every tour operator gives. with
Morgan-Grenville you can be sure he's only going
back into the travel game in order to edit the world as
ruthlessly as possible. “We don't want 1o be ubiquitous.
We regard ourselves as a travel company for people who
instinctively know, Our purposc is to make the world a
smaller, more interesting place for people far too well
travelled to have anyone waste their time”

A smaller world - it's a dictum we will likely hear
more of in the years 1o come as specialisation helps
bring us so-called “globizens™ back into line, with real
“fixing” no longer about those quick-hit relationships
with clients who just want a certain villa at Christmas at
Sandy Lane, or that table in a certain restaurant with
two hours” notice on a Friday night. Keep the numbers
limited and the likes of Elliot, Somerset, Brown and
Morgan-Grenville can keep a grip on the nuances of
their top payers - and encourage a deep relationship
that has the longevity and gravitas to command the
premium price tags. For my part. I'd pay any middleman
a fee just not to miss an issue of my little black book -
that small, free and ¢ nl.'m'.'ly purposeful Marshwood Vale
Magazine | really, truly, can’t live without. #
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Brown + Hodson, 020-31358 0 10 v brownandhdson.com
Concierge London, 020-77 36 2244; W DoNOerpeonoon..o
Get It Together, «1403-813 006 wiwnie gonil-10get her.oom
Globalista, (h0-7 243 Sdb: waaw ghobalst b ook,
Quintessentially, 0545 188 41759 ; wsow queriétess]

Red Savannah, www redsavannaniom, Sophie March,

RA7E M0 wwew sopheemarchuoom, Ten ummcmr
054500 S270: wweihenlifestyie.Lom, Sx18,
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