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Executive Summary 
This report is an organisational audit of Hilton Worldwide, examining its structure, culture and goals, recent change initiatives and strategic performance using only freely accessible public sources published in 2026.
Hilton’s hybrid structure centralises technology, loyalty programs and brand standards but decentralises day‑to‑day operations to business units and franchise partners, in a manner aligned to the brand. Organisational culture is driven by six core values and the Travel with Purpose sustainability framework, with measurable progress toward 2030 environmental and social targets. The recent strategic changes, including the creation of a dedicated Chief Technology Officer role, enterprise-wide artificial intelligence integration, and accelerated sustainability reporting, are structural and operational transformation. se-wide artificial intelligence integration, and accelerated sustainability reporting.  The audit finds that change programs have been well-designed and clearly communicated from executive leadership, but adoption remains uneven across franchised operations where there is limited direct authority over third party-managed properties. The audit applies Lewin’s Three-Step Change Model and Kotter’s Eight-Step Change Framework.
Strategically, Hilton pursues asset-light global expansion, technology leadership and loyalty-driven pricing power, delivering: Adjusted EBITDA guidance of $4.04 – $4.08 billion (2026) Net unit growth of 6% – 7% Development pipeline of 527,000 rooms (record) Loyalty membership of 250+ million Hilton Honours members Key challenges include softness in RevPAR in selected regional markets, franchisee capital cost barriers to technology and sustainability adoption and balancing rapid global growth with consistent service standards. Recommendations include greater franchisee involvement in the design of the change program, clearer lines of accountability following the new C-suite structure and targeted implementation support to close performance gaps across the managed and franchised business units.
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1. Introduction
Purpose and Scope:
This report presents a full organisational audit of Hilton Worldwide Holdings Inc. The audit covers measures of structure, culture, change management and strategic performance thru August 2026. The audit identifies organisational strengths, gaps and actionable recommendations, using established management frameworks such as the McKinsey 7S Model, Lewin’s Three-Step Change Model, Kotter’s Eight-Step Change Framework and comparative industry analysis. The report is based exclusively on sources that are publicly available and were published in 2026 and adheres to UWTSD academic guidelines.
Company Overview:
Hilton Worldwide is a global hospitality company with headquarters in McLean, Virginia, United States. Hilton operates 22 brands across the luxury, premium, upper midscale, midscale, lifestyle and extended stay categories, with approximately 9,200 properties and 1.35 million rooms in 143 countries and territories as of mid-2026 (Hilton, 2026a). Hilton has an asset-light, fee-based business model, with less than 5% of hotels owned directly and most revenue coming from franchise and management fees, designed to achieve high returns at a low capital cost (Hilton, 2026b). Its stated mission is “to be the most hospitable company in the world”, guided by the corporate vision “to fill the earth with the light and warmth of hospitality” (Hilton, 2026c). 
Hilton is one of the three largest global hotel operators by number of rooms and fees, and mainly competes with Marriott International and InterContinental Hotels Group. Hilton has been recognised widely as a leader in sustainability, workplace culture and digital innovation in the industry during 2025-2026 (Business Wire, 2026; Hilton, 2026d).
Report Structure:
Section 2, after the introduction, analyses the organisational structure, the corporate culture and the strategic goals, with a comparative analysis with one of the main competitors. Section 3 reviews recent change initiatives and assesses the management of these using well known change management theory. Section 4 examines the current strategic direction and evaluates business performance based on publicly reported financial and operational metrics. Conclusions and actionable recommendations are presented followed by a comprehensive Harvard-style reference list.

2. Organisational Structure, Culture and Goals:
Organisational Structure: Corporate and Business Unit Design:
The organization structure of Hilton Worldwide is a hybrid, best described as brand-led with regional operational oversight. At the corporate level, the Chief Executive Officer and the Executive Committee determine global strategy, financial policy, standards for brand quality, investment in technology infrastructure and major capital allocation decisions. Key functions such as information technology, procurement, revenue management systems and the Hilton Honours loyalty ecosystem are centralised to achieve economies of scale and consistent guest experience standards across the portfolio (Hilton, 2026a).
Hilton operates its business units below the corporate centre mainly by brand tier and secondarily by geographic region rather than by standalone regional presidents with full profit-and-loss authority. Each of the major brands or segments – Luxury, Premium, Upper Midscale, Midscale – has dedicated leadership and is supported by regional operational teams that are responsible for day-to-day implementation, owner relations and adapting to the market. Important to keep in mind that operational oversight is different depending on the property type; directly managed hotels report thru corporate led brand and operational lines, whereas franchised properties are legally and operationally the responsibility of independent owners, who are bound by Hilton brand standards agreement (Hilton, 2026c).
In May 2026, Hilton underwent a substantial organizational change, establishing two new senior positions: a Chief Brand Officer and a Chief Technology Officer. The latter role was filled by an external hire, a first for the company. Prior to this, brand strategy, technology, sales, and marketing were managed together by one executive. This division highlights brand management and technology leadership as separate, equally important strategic areas, acknowledging the increasing influence of AI, cloud computing, and digital platforms in the hospitality industry.
Structural advantages include defined brand responsibility, adaptable governance supporting swift international growth, and integrated technology and loyalty systems that establish significant competitive barriers for smaller rivals. Structural disadvantages involve the potential for diffused operational accountability due to various reporting channels, inconsistent policy execution across the network stemming from franchise-corporate influence discrepancies, and past integration issues between brand strategy and technology leadership that resulted in decision-making delays, which are now being rectified.
Corporate Culture and Alignment with Strategic Goals:
Hilton's company culture is based on six important values: Hospitality, Integrity, Leadership, Teamwork, Ownership, and Now. These values are more than just ideas—they are put into action through Travel with Purpose, Hilton’s ESG framework that covers four main areas: Our People, Our Guests, Our Communities, and Our Planet. They have clear goals for 2030 that can be measured, including reducing emissions, using less water, cutting waste, improving workforce diversity, supporting education, and making a positive impact on communities (Hilton, 2026d).
Measurable cultural and environmental performance reported in 2026 includes:
1. Carbon intensity has gone down in managed hotels by 50.9% and in franchised hotels by 36%, compared to the 2008 baseline (Hilton, 2026d).

2. Water usage went down by 37.1% in all the hotels that were managed (Hilton, 2026d).

3. Landfill waste has decreased by 64.7%, which is more than the goal set for 2030, and this was achieved four years earlier than planned (Hilton, 2026d; Wayfarer, 2026).

4. In 2025 alone, nearly 700,000 learning and career opportunities were created, and since 2022, more than 3 million have been provided (Hilton, 2026d).
Using the McKinsey 7S Framework, Hilton shows clear connection between its shared values, strategy, systems, and management approach. However, the Structure dimension causes predictable friction: corporate strategy and shared values don't spread equally to franchised business units, where operational decisions, staffing levels, and local culture are partly influenced by the independent owners rather than Hilton's corporate headquarters (Hotels-Strategy.com, 2026).
	Dimension
	Hilton Worldwide
	Marriott International

	Primary Structure
	Brand‑led; CBO + CTO separation (2026); limited full‑P&L regional authority
	Region‑led; strong regional presidents with broad P&L authority; highly segmented brand subgroups

	Decision Making
	Centralised on brand, technology, loyalty; moderate operational decentralisation
	Balanced: regional presidents exercise broader strategic discretion

	Cultural Framework
	Six unified values + single Travel with Purpose ESG message; one global narrative
	Founding family heritage foundation; service + owner‑relationship focus; culture varies more across 36 brands

	Portfolio Logic
	Clear tiering: Luxury → Premium → Upper Midscale → Midscale; 22 distinct brands
	Finely segmented; 36 brands; broader coverage but greater internal complexity

	Key Implication
	Stronger unified tech/loyalty/ESG messaging; potentially slower local market adaptation
	Faster regional strategic response; risk of fragmentation across systems and standards


Hilton (2026a, 2026e); Marriott International (2026)
Marriott's structure, which is led by different regions, allows for quicker decisions in local markets, but it also needs more coordination because it has a bigger and more complex collection of brands. Hilton's structure, which is led by its brand, helps keep the brand image consistent, makes it easier to connect different systems, and sends a clear, unified message about the company's culture. However, this approach might slow down how quickly the brand can adapt to different regions and could make franchise owners upset if they want to make faster, more local decisions (MerlinTrader, 2026).
Critical Evaluation:
Hilton's structure and culture fit well with its strategy of growing through fees rather than owning a lot of assets: centralized systems help keep the brand strong and operate efficiently; decentralized operations allow for expansion around the world without needing a lot of money upfront; a culture based on strong values helps attract good employees, keeps owners satisfied, and builds trust with guests. In May 2026, new positions for Chief Brand Officer and Chief Technology Officer were created to fix a major issue with the company's structure. Before that, the combined role had become a problem because as the need for technology investments increased, it slowed things down. The main structural issue left is the conflict between the company's rules and the freedom that franchise owners have. This can lead to less uniform operations, weaker shared values, and poorer environmental and social performance throughout the whole network (Hilton, 2026e; Sahm Capital, 2026).

3. Recent Change Initiatives: Impact and Management:
Key Change Initiatives (2024-2026):
Executive and Structural Restructuring:
In May 2026, Hilton shared news about new leadership changes that would take effect later that year. Laura Fuentes was named Chief Brand Officer, which means she will be in charge of both brand strategy and making sure guests have a great experience. Hilton also started looking for someone from outside the company to be the new Chief Technology Officer, a new top job. Additionally, Chris Wilroy, who is already the Chief Commercial Officer, was added to the Executive Committee (Hilton, 2026e). These changes come after Christopher Silcock, who is the President of Global Brands & Commercial Services, plans to retire in the first quarter of 2027.During his time in this role, he brought together brand, technology, sales, and marketing into one single portfolio.
The reason for the change is that investments in technology, using artificial intelligence, building cloud infrastructure, and ensuring data security have become large enough and important enough in strategy that they need expert knowledge at the executive level, just as important as brand strategy. The old, combined structure wasn't suitable anymore (Hilton, 2026e; Sahm Capital, 2026).
Digital and Artificial Intelligence Transformation:
Hilton has made itself known as a company that uses a lot of technology in the hospitality industry, and it's speeding up its investments in digital tools and artificial intelligence during the years 2025 and 2026:
1. AI roadmap involves using machine learning in areas like pricing, predicting customer demand, managing revenue, and improving customer service processes. The plan also includes working with companies like Google, OpenAI, and Anthropic to create AI tools that help both guests and hotel operators (InfotechLead, 2026).
2. Direct distribution push: special computer connections, called APIs, link straight to businesses looking to book stays, which cuts down on using costly online travel agencies; the Hilton for Business platform now has over 400,000 companies signed up (Skift, 2026).
3. Hilton Honors has over 250 million members. This loyalty program helps Hilton get more direct bookings, which lowers the cost of commissions and builds stronger connections with guests (Hilton, 2026a).
Sustainability Acceleration: Travel with Purpose:
Environmental efforts have shifted from just talking about policies to requiring action in everyday operations:
1. Carbon intensity has gone down in managed hotels by 50.9% and in franchised hotels by 36%, compared to the carbon levels from the year 2008.
2. Waste reduction has dropped by 64.7%, and the goal for waste by 2030 was met four years ahead of schedule.
3. Water reduction: –37.1% intensity across managed operations
Unified tracking means all metrics are measured from one central place using LightStay, which is Hilton's own sustainability management system. This system is used in more than 9,100 properties around the world (Hilton, 2026d; Wayfarer, 2026).
Business Model and Portfolio Expansion:
1. Conversion strategy: about 40% of new hotel openings are existing hotels that have been rebranded, which reduces the need for a lot of money and helps get the hotel into the market faster.
2. New brand launches: Apartment Collection by Hilton (January 2026, for extended-stay travellers) and Undergraduate by Hilton (June 2026, for student housing, aiming to have 400 to 500 properties in the long run) (AD HOC NEWS, 2026).
3. The Unlocking Doors program gave US$119 million in funding to various hotel owners, helping to expand the franchise network, including Hilton, as mentioned in Hilton's 2026d report.
Change Management Evaluation Using Theory:
Lewin’s Three Step Change Model:
1. Unfreeze: Hilton clearly explained why change is needed — increasing costs from online travel agencies, higher labour and utility expenses, risks from climate regulations, and pressure on owners' profits all create a common sense of urgency. Executive messages keep saying that using AI and following sustainability rules are important for staying competitive, not just nice-to-have options (Hilton, 2026b; Hilton, 2026e).
2. Changes include the introduction of new executive positions, the start of deploying an AI tool, the establishment of unified green standards, and the reorganization of the B2B platform, all of which are currently being implemented. However, not all franchisees are adopting the new system at the same pace: hotels run by the company are moving quickly to implement it, while smaller, independently owned hotels struggle with costs, technical skills, and limited resources, leading to a two-tier system inside the Hilton network (Hilton, 2026d; Hotels-Strategy.com, 2026).
3. Refreeze: Sustainability reporting is required, financial incentives are in place, loyalty program benefits are updated, and new brand standards are in effect, all of which are integrated into everyday business practices. Hilton corporate can't consistently encourage new behaviours or punish non-compliance because they don't have full control over about 95% of the network (Hilton, 2026a).
Kotter's Eight Step Change Framework:
	1. Create Urgency 
	Strong
	Cost, competition, climate, and tech convergence clearly communicated

	2. Form Guiding Coalition
	Strong
	CEO‑led; new CBO/CTO roles create dedicated leadership

	3. Communicate the Vision
	Strong
	Unified through Travel with Purpose, investor days, owner conferences

	4. Remove Obstacles
	Partial
	Franchisee capital/resource barriers remain; support varies by property size

	5. Generate Short Term Wins
	Strong
	Direct‑booking savings, energy cost reductions, measurable RevPAR premiums

	6. Consolidate Improvements
	Strong
	Scaling AI and green standards across the development pipeline

	7. Anchor in Culture
	Partial
	Embedded in values and reporting — influence weaker outside managed hotels

	8. Institutionalise Change
	Ongoing
	New roles formalised; full network alignment remains work in progress


Kotter framework applied to Hilton (2026a, 2026d, 2026e)
Impact Assessment:
Financial impact: Revenue from fees increases with very low extra cost; energy efficiency programs help reduce utility costs; a price premium driven by loyalty is expected to provide about a 15% advantage in revenue per available room compared to competitors like Hilton (Hilton, 2026a).
Operational impact: AI tools help make predictions about customer demand more accurate; digital check-in and guest services help reduce the work needed at the front desk; green building standards increase initial costs but save money over time (Hilton, 2026d; InfotechLead, 2026).
Implementation risks include resistance from franchisees regarding the need for capital spending, lack of proper technical training for hotel staff, worries about guest data privacy when using AI for personalization, and delays in implementation at smaller, independently owned properties (Hilton, 2026e; Sahm Capital, 2026).
Conclusion on Change Management effectiveness: Hilton has effectively planned, organized, and explained change initiatives and gained support from top executives throughout the entire company. The main issue is that Hilton doesn't have direct control over most of its properties, which makes it hard to implement changes consistently and at the same time across all locations. Change is handled very well at the corporate level, but only some of that change reaches the rest of the business network (Hilton, 2026a; Hotels‑Strategy.com, 2026).

4. Strategic Direction and Current Business Performance
Strategic Direction:
Hilton's stated strategy is based on three pillars that support each other:
1. Grow mainly through franchising and management agreements to use less capital, focusing on areas where we're not as established, like the Asia Pacific, Middle East, and Latin America. As of March 2026, the development pipeline hit a new high with 527,000 rooms planned in key new markets like Pakistan, Tanzania, and the Caribbean countries. The company aims for an annual net unit growth of 6 to 7 percent, which is one of the highest continuous growth rates in the global hospitality industry, according to Hilton (2026a). About one in five hotel rooms being built around the world is part of the Hilton brand, but Hilton only makes up about 5.5% of all hotel rooms globally. This shows there's a lot of room for growth in the long term.(Hilton, 2026b)
2. Loyalty and technology as competitive advantages: Grow Hilton Honors membership to increase bookings that bring in more profit directly; use artificial intelligence and special tools to reduce the costs of getting rooms booked through different platforms and make each guest's stay more personalized; create a single, strong technology system that gives franchise owners better tools and more profit compared to the systems used by competitors. The new CTO position is specifically meant to speed up this area (Hilton, 2026a, 2026e).
3. Portfolio tiering and white-space capture: Fill in price-point and lifestyle gaps throughout the portfolio — growing the luxury presence, entering mid-scale markets through Spark by Hilton, and introducing extended-stay and specialty concepts — to meet the needs of any traveller for any occasion. Sustainability, or traveling with purpose, is not just a way to stand out as a brand but also helps run the business more efficiently by saving money and handling legal risks related to rules and regulations (Hilton, 2026d).
Business Performance Analysis:
	Metric
	2024 Actual
	2025 Actual
	2026 Guidance

	Adjusted Earnings Before Interest, Taxes, Depreciation, and Amortisation
	$3,429 million
	$3,700 million (+9%)
	$4,040–$4,080 million

	Net Income
	$1,539 million
	~$1,980 million
	$1,883–$1,911 million

	System-wide RevPAR Growth
	+3.6%
	+0.4%
	+3.0–3.5%

	Net Unit Growth
	~6.5%
	~6.7%
	+6.0–7.0%

	Hilton Honors Members
	~210 million
	~243 million
	~250 million+

	Room Openings
	~85,000
	~97,000
	~100,000 projected

	Pipeline Rooms
	~499,000
	~520,000
	~527,000

	Planned Capital Return
	~$2.9 billion
	$3.3 billion
	~$3.5 billion


Sources: Hilton (2026a, 2026b, 2026f); Business Wire (2026)
Key Performance Observations:
1. Revenue stayed strong: The growth in revenue per available room (RevPAR) slowed in 2025 by 0.4% because of weaker performance in the U.S. market and challenges with currency values. However, it bounced back strongly, with a forecast of 3.0 to 3.5% growth for 2026.This recovery was driven by improved performance in international markets and a rebound in business and corporate travel (Hilton, 2026b, 2026f).

2. Profitability is growing faster than revenue: EBITDA keeps increasing more quickly than RevPAR — this shows how effective the asset-light model is, because when revenue goes up, profits rise a lot because of high margins. Also, better fee mix and careful cost control help increase earnings, even when overall revenue isn't growing very fast (Hilton, 2026a).

3. In the first quarter of 2026, management and franchise fees alone brought in $893 million, which is an 11% increase compared to the same period last year. The segment had nearly 100% profit margins, showing how growing scale leads to higher profits without the need for capital investment at the property level (Hilton, 2026a).

4. Hilton has a price advantage of about 15% compared to its competitors, which is because of its strong brand, high use of its loyalty program, and reliable service quality (Hilton, 2026a).
External Influences and Competitive Response:
1. Macroeconomic and geopolitical conditions: The ongoing conflict and uncertainty in the Middle East caused lower Q2 2026 RevPAR in that area; the full year guidance stayed the same, but it clearly mentioned that geopolitical risks could be a problem (Hilton, 2026b, 2026f).

2. Competitive pressure: Marriott International has also sped up its technology investments and grown its luxury offerings; Hilton's top leadership team changes — moving the CTO into a separate role from brand management — directly addresses the need for quicker technology decisions compared to competitors who have older, less flexible structures (Marriott International, 2026; MerlinTrader, 2026).

3. Hilton is ahead of the legal requirements for sustainability reporting. By achieving its 2030 waste reduction goals earlier, between 2025 and 2026, it gains a competitive edge in meeting regulations and stands out as a strong brand in the market (Hilton, 2026d; Wayfarer, 2026).

[bookmark: _Int_g2phGKgu]4. Demand is changing, with extended-stay and mid-scale hotel segments doing better than the overall industry. New hotel brands like Apartment Collection and Undergraduate by Hilton are being introduced, along with strategies that convert existing properties into these areas. These efforts focus on high-growth sectors without needing a lot of upfront capital (AD HOC NEWS, 2026; Travel And Tour World, 2026).

5. Conclusion
[bookmark: _Int_DJomupDv]This organizational audit shows that Hilton Worldwide is changing its structure, has a clear strategy, and is able to keep running smoothly, even though there are some expected challenges because of its asset-light business model.
Hilton's structure, which is led by its brand, works well by keeping things the same around the world while still allowing each local area to have the freedom they need. In May 2026, new positions for Chief Brand Officer and Chief Technology Officer were created to fix a previous problem in the company's structure. This change officially acknowledges that managing the brand and leading in technology now need separate, equal top-level leadership roles. The company has a culture based on its values, which is clear and tracked using the Travel with Purpose framework. This shows real strength within the organisation. They have already met their environmental goals years earlier than planned, and they regularly receive positive recognition for their workplace environment. However, the way corporate oversight is separated from third-party franchise management leads to noticeable differences in performance: hotels managed by the company generally do better than franchised ones in almost every sustainability and operational measurement.
Regarding change management: The recent strategic changes, including structural reorganisation, enterprise AI transformation, and faster progress on sustainability, are thoughtfully planned, clearly explained, and fully backed by leadership at the top of the organisation. By using Lewin’s Three-Step Model and Kotter’s Eight-Step Framework, Hilton was able to create a sense of urgency, share a clear vision, and achieve real, short-term results that can be measured. The main issue is the ability to implement across the entire franchise network: Hilton can set standards and provide tools, but it can't evenly fund, enforce, or support the use of those tools everywhere. Change works best when it happens inside a company's day-to-day activities; the independently owned franchise system is what limits how much change can really take place.
Regarding strategic performance: The asset-light model keeps providing top industry growth in organic expansion, with 6 to 7 percent net unit growth, strong-margin recurring fees, and setting new records in profitability, with Adjusted EBITDA expected to be between $4.04 billion and $4.08 billion for 2026. A development plan with over 527,000 rooms and a loyalty program with more than 250 million members builds strong, growing advantages that help stay ahead of competitors. Hilton can't just depend on its size anymore because some markets are still doing poorly and competition is getting tougher. They need to focus more on technology and help their franchisees in a targeted way to improve performance.
6. Recommendations
 1: Establish a franchisee implementation support fund:
Hilton should set aside a small part of the money it gets from franchise fees to start a special support fund. This fund would help smaller and independently owned properties by covering the cost of new AI and sustainability tools. Lewin’s change model says that when people resist change, it’s usually because of things like lack of resources or high costs. By lowering the costs of putting a change into action, you can take away the biggest reason people resist changing. Right now, franchised hotels are falling behind managed hotels by about 15 to 20 percentage points when it comes to making progress on reducing carbon emissions. Closing this gap might boost the overall RevPAR by about 1 to 2 percent and help make the brand more consistent across the board.
2: Set up clear dual reporting lines within the new CBO–CTO structure:
Write a clear written document that explains which standards will stay with the Chief Brand Officer, and which digital and technology standards will now be handled by the new Chief Technology Officer. Make sure to include specific rules about how decisions will be made together. Theory: Structural reorganisation needs clear authority to prevent confusion and stop teams from working in isolation, which is part of Kotter's third step of communicating the vision clearly to everyone involved. Risk is reduced: separating brand and technology functions too early without working together could lower the quality of the consistent guest experience Hilton provides.
3: Include elected franchisee representatives in the change working groups:
Create a permanent group of elected hotel owners who will help design new tools, set standards, and decide on sustainability rules before they are officially launched. The idea is that when people are involved in designing something, they are less likely to resist when it's implemented. According to Kotter's fourth step, you need to take away the barriers that the people affected by the change are facing, not just for them. Benefit: more clearly written requirements, less resistance from owners, and quicker acceptance — all very important because Hilton doesn't have direct control over most of its properties.
4: Create a combined plan that covers both digital and sustainability goals:
Share one clear public plan that shows how AI tools, Hilton Honors rewards, and Travel with Purpose guidelines work together to help hotels make more money. The idea is that making change last (the Refreeze stage in Lewin's model) needs clear, steady, and matching rules and policies, not separate and unrelated efforts. Franchisees understand the business advantages of investing, not just the expenses, which encourages them to adopt the changes on their own without Hilton having to use strict rules.
All four recommendations can be carried out with the current budget and rules in place, don't need any new money, and directly solve the main issue found in the audit: Hilton has great strategies but needs to improve how it supports its franchise network from the bottom up to get the most value out of them.
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