[image: University of Wales Trinity Saint David - Wikipedia]
Master of Business Administration
Module: Business Development Proposal (LCMB7037)
Business Development Proposal Outline
Conversion-Led Growth in the UK: Evaluating Hilton's Spark by Hilton Expansion (Path B: Business Plan for an Existing Company)
Student name: Rozar Robert bhai macwan
Student ID: 2509179
Supervisor: Bentil Oduro


Table of Contents
1. Introduction and Company Description	3
1.1 Company overview	3
1.2 Problem statement and rationale	3
1.3 Scope	4
2. Aim, Objectives and Research Questions	4
3. Methodology	5
3.1 Conceptual framework	5
3.2 Research design	6
3.3 Data collection	6
3.4 Data analysis	6
3.5 Ethics, AI use and limitations	7
4. Market Research and Validation	7
4.1 Market context	7
4.2 Evidence of demand and Hilton's position	8
4.3 Preliminary environmental and strategic scan	9
4.4 Validation approach	9
5. Risks	10
6. Timeline	10
References	12




[bookmark: _Toc240833193]1. Introduction and Company Description
[bookmark: _Toc240833194]1.1 Company overview
Hilton Worldwide Holdings Inc. (Hilton) is an US-based hospitality corporation that has 28 brands, over 9,400 properties and almost 1.4 million rooms in 144 countries and territories (Hilton, 2026b). It pursues an asset-light strategy and, instead of having most hotels in its possession, gains management and franchise fees, which is a logistics choice that lodging research considers is an industry-specific dynamic capability (Seo et al., 2021). System-wide similar revenue per available room (RevPAR) increased 3.9% and development pipeline was at record 541,300 rooms and net unit growth was 6.1 in the second quarter of 2026 (Hilton, 2026b). Full-year 2025 net unit growth was 6.7% (Hilton, 2026a). The management and franchise fees increased by 6.4 percent within the same quarter and Hilton forecasts an increase of 6.0 percent to 7.0 percent in 2026 and further (Hilton, 2026b).
Introduced in 2023, Spark by Hilton is a value-based, conversion-based brand, which enables the repurposing of existing hotels under the Hilton commercial platform and the Hilton Honors loyalty programme. It has now over 275 operational hotels around the world and more than 200 under construction (Hilton, 2026c).
[bookmark: _Toc240833195]1.2 Problem statement and rationale
This proposal is based on Path B: analysis of an existing company in order to determine a growth opportunity and a feasible solution to it. Hilton signed ten Spark by Hilton hotels with AG Hotels Group in September 2026, to add 672 rooms in Cardiff, Coventry, Derby, Doncaster, Hull, Peterborough, Runcorn, Sunderland, Wakefield and Washington, opening between end of 2026 and 2028 (Hilton, 2026c). It has also signed the first Spark in Scotland, a hotel with 53 rooms in Dunfermline (Hilton, 2026c).
The opportunity is evident, but the operating environment is challenging. In the UK, regional RevPAR increased by 1.9 to a high of 79.0 in 2025 although growth is set to be checked in 2026 as business rates are hiked, and employment costs and new regulatory requirements are expected to escape (Knight Frank, 2026). Since Hilton receives fees as the owners invest in refurbishment and make up costs, the growth of franchisors relies on the returns of owners. The research thus questions the role of conversion-led Spark expansion in regional UK markets in providing sustainable growth to Hilton and reasonable returns to owners without jeopardizing brand standards.
It is a timely topic since its signings have only been announced in the recent days, and academic, in that it is an asset-light theory test, made within a cost-constrained market. It can also be done, as there is enough data published by Hilton, industry bodies and researchers to perform rigorous analysis, which does not involve primary data gathering.
[bookmark: _Toc240833196]1.3 Scope
The research is concerned with Spark by Hilton in the UK where the performance in the whole world is taken as a context and the Hiltons as a comparator with other value brands in the UK. It does not include luxury and lifestyle brands unless they inform Ansoff options, and the timeframe of planning is between 2026 and 2029. The results are going to be generalised with care outside the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc240833197]2. Aim, Objectives and Research Questions
Aim: to evaluate the strategic and financial viability of Hilton's conversion-led Spark by Hilton expansion in regional UK markets and recommend a phased strategy that sustains fee growth, owner returns and brand quality over three years.
Objectives:
1. To critically review literature on asset-light hotel models, franchising, brand affiliation and dynamic capabilities.
1. To map Hilton's UK Spark business model using the Business Model Canvas.
1. To assess the external environment and competition through PESTLE, Porter's Five Forces and competitor analysis, and internal capability through SWOT.
1. To evaluate growth options using the Ansoff Matrix.
1. To test financial feasibility using Hilton's latest cash flow statement and owner-level unit economics, by analysing fee revenue, operating cash flow and capital return, and modelling owner payback period, gross operating profit margin and refurbishment payback for a converted value hotel using published RevPAR and cost benchmarks and explicit assumptions, with sensitivity analysis on RevPAR, wage costs, business rates, refurbishment costs and fees to identify break-even conditions.
1. To recommend an implementation pathway and reflect critically on risks and limitations.
Together, these objectives address the module outcomes on research design, critical evaluation of methods, and articulating a defensible business case underpinned by academic theory.
Research questions: 
RQ1: What does the literature on asset-light hotel models, franchising, brand affiliation and dynamic capabilities suggest about conversion-led growth? 
RQ2: What is Hilton's current UK position and Spark business model? 
RQ3: Which external forces and internal capabilities most affect regional viability? 
RQ4: Which Ansoff option offers the best risk-adjusted return? 
RQ5: What RevPAR, cost and fee conditions make conversions viable for owners and Hilton?
RQ6: What phased implementation pathway should Hilton follow, and which risks and limitations must it manage?
Vision and Contribution: the completed Business Development Proposal will provide the decision-makers of Hilton with an evidence-based perspective on where, how quickly and on what conditions to expand Spark in the UK, and will demonstrate the applicability of asset-light theory to a currently ongoing conversion-led growth.
[bookmark: _Toc240833198]3. Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc240833199]3.1 Conceptual framework
The concept of business model innovation is discussed based on the Business Model Canvas (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010) and the argument presented by Teece (2018) that business models rely on dynamic capabilities. Seo et al. (2021) position asset-light operation as such an opportunity, but Blal and Bianchi (2019) caution that it does not always suit all companies, and Märklin and Bianchi (2022) suggest differentiation. Kim, Noh and Lee (2019) associate asset-light strategies with a real estate risk that directs the capital exposure toward the owners. Aroul et al. (2023) conclude that brand affiliation does not produce significant impact on the value of hotel transactions in UK after endogeneity has been eliminated, meaning that returns of the owners are subject to operating performance. According to Jacobides, Cennamo and Gawer (2018), the value is created by complementarities of the ecosystem involved in this case between franchisor, owners and loyalty members. These strands are justifications of the nature of the tools of analysis adopted and framing propositions to be tested later.
[bookmark: _Toc240833200]3.2 Research design
The research falls under pragmatist philosophy, abductive design, and mixed (although it mainly qualitative) research design since the research is based on the research onion by Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2023). The strategy is a single embedded case study of the UK Spark expansion of Hilton (Yin, 2018) with the context of Hilton performance worldwide as background and comparison to other conversion friendly brands. Pragmatism is appropriate when faced with a business issue that involves interpretation of strategy and/or the testing of feasibility numerically. This justification is warranted as one case since the expansion is recent, well documented and is directly linked to a live decision. The unit of analysis is the Spark proposition in the broader system of franchise Hilton has.
[bookmark: _Toc240833201]3.3 Data collection
The secondary data will only be utilized. Hilton annual report (Form 10-K), quarterly earnings releases, investor presentations and UK press releases, and annual reports of competitors are the sources of company. VisitBritain, CoStar, Knight Frank, Savills and PwC hotel forecasts will be the sources of market data. To analyze articles, peer-reviewed articles, primarily published after 2020 and located through the Scopus, Web of Science and Google Scholar will be used, as well as reputable trade press (Hospitality Net and Hotel Online). All sources will be filtered on the basis of authority, currency, objectivity and relevance and a source log will be kept which will capture retrieval dates. Reporting will be done in original currencies, and conversion in sterling will be clearly indicated. This will be based on document analysis where the documents will be analysed in a systematic manner (Bowen, 2009).
[bookmark: _Toc240833202]3.4 Data analysis
Thematically against the above framework, qualitative documents will be coded. PESTLE, SWOT, competitor analysis, Porters Five Forces (Porter, 2008) and the Ansoff Matrix (Ansoff, 1957) will be evidence based, not presented in lists; each will have a specific question answered, the scoring criteria will be given beforehand. These will be assessed quantitatively analyzing fee revenue and operating cash flow and capital return of Hilton, then model a transparent owner-level, reporting payback period, gross operating profit margin and payback on refurbishment investment, using published RevPAR, cost benchmarks, and explicit assumptions, a converted value hotel. Sensitivity analysis will also change the RevPAR, wage costs, business rates, level of refurbishment costs and fees to determine break even conditions. The validity with referred to triangulation of company, market and academic sources will enhance validity, and it has documented assumptions to enhance reliability.
[bookmark: _Toc240833203]3.5 Ethics, AI use and limitations
There are no human subjects in the research, personal data or primary data gathering and therefore the risk associated with the research is minimal. The ethics form of the head of the university will be included with this outline and not a single piece of information will be collected prior to approval. All data will be saved in the OneDrive university account, according to the Research Data Management Policy, and will be distributed to the supervisor and programme manager. Generative AI technology could be used to aid the draft and framing, although each source will be cross-referenced with the original and AI application disclosed. Limitations are the lack of published Spark performance data available in the UK, hotels where the Spark has been signed, but not opened, and the dependence on the claims to be made by companies, which will be approached with skepticism.
[bookmark: _Toc240833204]4. Market Research and Validation
[bookmark: _Toc240833205]4.1 Market context
Recent indicators are summarised in Table 1. Local UK demand is healthy but rate-bound: growth in rates and occupancy are slow, whereas Knight Frank predicts regional revpare increase of 1.8% in 2026 (Hospitality Net, 2026). The second half of 2025 had regional occupancy at 79% (Knight Frank, 2026) meaning that there is demand but low pricing power. The global growth trend of Hilton has been stronger and its 2026 RevPAR guidance has remained consistent at 3.0 percent to 3.5 percent (Hilton, 2026b) as opposed to 1.0 percent to 2.0 percent in February (Hilton, 2026a).
Table 1: Selected market and company indicators
	Indicator
	Latest value
	Signal

	Regional UK RevPAR, 2025
	£79
	Up 1.9%

	England excluding London ADR, June 2026
	£111
	Up 2%

	England excluding London RevPAR, June 2026
	£91
	Up 1%

	Hilton system-wide RevPAR, Q2 2026
	+3.9%
	Currency neutral

	Hilton net unit growth, June 2026
	6.1%
	Guidance 6% to 7%


Source: adapted from Knight Frank (2026); VisitBritain (2026); Hilton (2026b).
Two implications follow. To start with, its growth cannot be based on market expansion but on share and efficiency whereby the most preferred brands will be those that have well-established distribution and cost-efficient models. Second, regional returns cannot be assured by the global strength and location screening is necessary. The benchmarks of expected performance will be established UK value chains.
[bookmark: _Toc240833206]4.2 Evidence of demand and Hilton's position
There is also owner interest evident: Hilton reports that sign-ups show high owner interest in the conversion-friendly model that Spark will offer (Hilton, 2026c). Nevertheless, there is no uniform performance in the region. VisitBritain (2026) on June 2026 occupancy declines of 2.7 percentage points or more in the regions, which have planned Hull, Derby and Peterborough sites, such as Yorkshire and the Humber, the East Midlands or the East of England, whereas the Northwest and West Midlands increased. Demand screening might help selective instead of uniform expansion, postulating that the improved areas have signings in Coventry and Runcorn. Since brand affiliation in itself does not positively affect UK hotel values (Aroul et al., 2023), owner returns have to be provided by the performance of the operations. Company releases are self-reported and will be rated by source type and cross-rated where feasible.
[bookmark: _Toc240833207]4.3 Preliminary environmental and strategic scan
Preliminary scan provides information regarding the form of analysis. Financially, margins are squashed by business rates, employment costs and the cost of financing (Knight Frank, 2026). The Digital Markets, Competition and Consumers Act 2024 (UK Parliament, 2024) enhances consumer protection, which includes pricing transparency, as required by law. Value-seeking domestic travellers prefer the low-cost brands in terms of social aspect. Direct booking both with Honors and without honors assists with distribution technologically. Energetically, the need of energy-efficiency in the process of refurbishing older hotels will be evaluated.
In terms of finances, Hilton reports 482 million of net income and 6.4 percent growth in fee revenue in the second quarter (Hilton, 2026b), meaning that fee income is healthy, which is in line with the evidence on real-estate risk (Kim, Noh and Lee, 2019).
The initial reading on Five Forces indicates that there is a stiff competition among the established value brands in the UK, the bargaining power of owners is high since they have the option of choosing a particular franchisor and entry barrier is moderate. In the case of Ansoff, market penetration is an increase in Spark conversions in already existing Hilton markets, market development is expansion in new regions in the UK and product development is the addition of other conversion brands like Tapestry Collection. Diversification, such as Apartment Collection by Hilton, that began in January 2026 (Hilton, 2026a), does not seem urgent.
[bookmark: _Toc240833208]4.4 Validation approach
Triangulation of validation will be carried out. Demand will be tested using VisitBritain and CoStar regional trends, Hilton disclosures and academic evidence. The competitive reaction will be checked by publication recording by different value hotels chains in the United Kingdom, and the owner economics by clear formulating of a model. Every suggestion shall be divided into two categories: validated, partly or unsupported with the evidence supporting it and any opposing results being summarised in a manner that it is clear and open to criticism by the supervisor. The scenarios will be recorded in such a way that they can be replicated.
[bookmark: _Toc240833209]5. Risks
Project and strategic risks are summarised in table 2. The likelihood (L) and impact (I) will be rated as medium (Med) or high (Hi) since items with a low rating are monitored without being tabulated. Mitigations are feasible and allocated to particular project areas.
Table 2: Risk register
	Risk
	L
	I
	Mitigation

	Owner returns squeezed by rates, wages and financing costs
	Hi
	Hi
	Model owner-level sensitivities; propose demand-screened site criteria.

	Signings concentrated with one owner
	Med
	Hi
	Assess partner capability; test staggered opening scenarios.

	Weak demand in some regions
	Med
	Hi
	Use VisitBritain and CoStar trends; screen markets.

	Brand dilution in conversions
	Med
	Med
	Benchmark standards against comparators and guest ratings.

	Limited public UK Spark performance data
	Hi
	Med
	Use transparent assumptions, benchmarks and sensitivity ranges.

	Company claims bias and rapid developments
	Med
	Med
	Triangulate sources; keep dated log and final update check.



[bookmark: _Toc240833210]6. Timeline
The 17-week plan on Figure 1 will start on 7 September 2026 and the final submission shall be on 4 January 2027. The supervision meetings (S) are held twice a month. The weeks 16 and 17 will be outside of the festive period and are specifically left as a contingency.
Figure 1: Gantt chart (weeks commencing from 7 September 2026)
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