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Niesa Silzer, Carlos Pelham, Katie Brenckle, 
Paul Griffin, Monica Grinage Cooper, Liz King, 
Gathan Borden, Nathan Tollett, Tamela Blalock, 
Stephanie Molina, Lindsey Rosenthal, Chris Finelli, 
Brett Sterenson, Cat Carter, Shawn Seipler, 
George Kong, Ailene Sorice, Yigit Pura…
…and 22 other young professionals made Connect magazine’s first 40 under 40 list. Meet 
the planners, hoteliers, chefs, destination managers, marketers, speakers, entrepreneurs 
and students who are the up-and-comers and future leaders in the meetings industry.

Finding the 40: Coming up with the top 40 young industry leaders wasn’t easy. We asked planners, hoteliers and destination partners 
for their recommendations. We wanted to hear from people working in the industry every day. A number of suggestions didn’t make 
the final cut, but that’s why we plan to make “40 Under 40” an annual story. If you know someone you think should be considered for 
next year’s list, please send the name and a brief summary of the person’s achievements to editor@collinsonmedia.com.
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| Social EnginEEr |

Portia Kee
Events Manager,  
Harvey B. Gantt Center for African-
American Arts and Culture
Charlotte, North Carolina
Age: 34

At the busy $18 million Gantt Cen-
ter at the Levine Center for the Arts 
in Charlotte, N.C., special events are 
common, with additional facility rentals 
for fundraisers, business meetings and 
small receptions. Spearheading it all is 
Portia Kee, the events manager at the 
46,500-sq.-ft. facility and a member of 
ISES. Kee got her start producing fash-
ion shows in Miami, then segued into 
owning Kee Connections, a personal 
concierge service where she hosted and 
entertained clients visiting the South 
Beach area. She moved into a position 
as social events manager for the annual 
American Black Film Festival (she’ll tell 
you she’s a movie junkie), and was then 
recruited to work at the Gantt where 
she helps coordinate all events. Wanting 
to attract more of the under-40 crowd 
to the center, Kee recently created 
“Social Supremacy,” a weekly happy 
hour for Charlotte socialites held on 
the facility’s indoor/outdoor rooftop 
terrace. She has a variety of responsibili-
ties at the center, but Kee says the most 
challenging aspect of her job is “staying 
away from all the good food and sweets 
that surround me during events.” 
—E. Caslavka

| FrESh FacE |

Ashley Akright
Executive Meetings Manager, 
Gaylord National Resort and 
Convention Center
Washington, D.C.
Age: 24

Ashley Akright knew she belonged in 
hospitality from a very young age. By the 
time she arrived at Pennsylvania State 
University in State College as a fresh-
man, she already had begun her path to 
meetings and events. Majoring in hotel, 
restaurant and institutional management, 
Akright became heavily involved with 
PCMA in college, helping to found the 
association’s Penn State student chapter 
and serving as its president, secretary 
and vice president, sitting on the PCMA 
Student Task Force and winning as many 
conference scholarships as possible. 
Akright landed an internship at the 
Gaylord Palms Resort and Convention 
Center in Orlando, and after graduating 
in 2009, she began working at Gaylord’s 
D.C. property as a conference coordina-
tor. Two years later, Akright is already in 
a leadership role as executive meetings 
manager. —L. Plummer

| Straight ShootEr |

Stephanie Arone
President, General Manager and Director of Sales, 
Activity Planners Inc.
Las Vegas, Nevada
Age: 39
 
How did a no-nonsense, native New Yorker like Stephanie Arone 
end up as a major event player in “anything goes” Las Vegas? 
“Accidentally. I didn’t even know that destination management 
was an industry,” she says. After graduating from New York’s Pace 
University in 1994, Arone, DCMP, left her future as a Wall Street 
commuter behind for the glitz and glamour of a keno runner job 
at Vegas’ Fiesta Casino Hotel—“perhaps the lowest rung on the 
Vegas employee ladder,” she admits. That foot in the hospitality 
industry door, though, quickly led to a human relations position 
managing Fiesta’s training and orientation. In 1997, when veteran 
Vegas DMC Karen Gordon was looking for another creative mind, 
Arone won the job over some stiff competition. She took over Ac-
tivity Planners after Gordon’s retirement last year, and she’s already 
built a repeat client rate of 60 to 65 percent in ultra-competitive 
Vegas with her hands-on, straight-shooting approach. In her rare 
spare time, Arone gives back to both her profession (through MPI, 
PCMA, the ADME and the Las Vegas Hospitality Association) and 
her community as a board member with the Patrick Kelly Youth 
Foundation, which provides scholarships for underprivileged 
youths. —M. Boisclair
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