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Abstract
Organizational structure is important in the hospitality industry because hotels, restaurants, resorts and travel businesses depend on employees working together to provide a high level of customer service. The purpose of this report is to examine different organizational structures used in hospitality businesses and analyse how these structures affect decision-making, operational efficiency, employee behaviour, communication, corporate culture and guest experience. The report mainly considers hierarchical, flat and matrix structures. It also discusses the difference between mechanistic and organic approaches to management.
The report uses secondary research from academic journal articles, management literature and official company reports. Marriott International, Hilton and Airbnb are used as real-world examples. The findings show that each organizational structure has both advantages and disadvantages. Hierarchical structures can provide clear authority, consistency and control, which are important for large hotel companies. However, too many management levels can slow down decisions. Flatter structures can increase employee involvement and allow faster responses to guests, but they may create unclear responsibilities if they are poorly managed. Matrix structures encourage cooperation between different departments and areas of expertise but can create confusion when employees report to more than one manager.
Overall, the report argues that there is no single structure that is suitable for every hospitality organisation. A combination of clear management control, strong communication and employee empowerment is likely to be more effective. Hospitality companies also need to adapt their structures as customer expectations, technology, competition and business size change.
1. Introduction
The hospitality industry includes hotels, restaurants, resorts, accommodation platforms and many other businesses that provide services to customers. The success of these organisations depends not only on their products and facilities but also on how employees and managers work together. For example, when a hotel guest arrives, several departments may contribute to the guest's experience. These can include reception, housekeeping, food and beverage, maintenance, security, finance and management. If these departments do not communicate properly, the quality of service may decrease.
Organizational structure explains how activities, responsibilities and authority are arranged within a business. Bright and Cortes (2019) explain that organizational structure connects the different activities within an organisation and helps employees understand their responsibilities and relationships with other employees. Structure can therefore influence who makes decisions, how quickly information moves through a business and how different departments cooperate.
This is particularly important in hospitality because employees regularly deal directly with customers. A delayed decision can have an immediate effect on a guest. For example, if a receptionist cannot resolve a complaint without asking several managers for approval, the customer may become frustrated. However, giving employees complete freedom without clear policies can also create problems because customers may receive different standards of service.
Hospitality businesses can use several types of organizational structure. A traditional hotel may have a hierarchical structure with a general manager at the top followed by department managers, supervisors and frontline employees. Smaller hotels and hospitality businesses may use flatter structures with fewer levels of management. Large international organisations may also use elements of functional, geographical or matrix structures to manage different brands, countries, departments and projects.
This report examines how hierarchical, flat and matrix structures influence hospitality businesses. Particular attention is given to decision-making, operational efficiency, guest experience, communication, employee behaviour and organisational culture. Marriott International, Hilton and Airbnb are used as real-world examples because they show different ways of operating in the modern hospitality market.
The main argument of this report is that no single organizational structure is always the best. Hospitality organisations require both control and flexibility. Clear standards are important for safety, quality and brand consistency, while employee empowerment and communication are required to respond quickly to individual guest needs.
2. Literature Review
2.1 Meaning of Organizational Structure
Organizational structure is the formal system that shows how work, responsibilities and authority are divided within an organisation. It explains reporting relationships between employees and managers and can show how departments are connected. According to Bright and Cortes (2019), organizational design involves creating a structure that meets the needs and objectives of a business.
Important parts of organizational structure include specialisation, chain of command, span of control, centralisation and formalisation. Specialisation means dividing work between employees who have different knowledge or skills. For example, a large hotel normally has specialist departments such as housekeeping, human resources, marketing, finance and food and beverage.
The chain of command shows who reports to whom. Span of control refers to the number of employees supervised by one manager. Centralisation concerns where decision-making power is located. In a highly centralised organisation, important decisions are mainly made by senior managers. In a decentralised organisation, more authority is given to managers and employees lower in the organisation. Formalisation refers to the use of rules, procedures and clearly defined responsibilities (Bright & Cortes, 2019).
These ideas are important in hospitality because businesses need to balance consistency with personal service. Clear procedures are important for areas such as food safety, security, financial control and guest privacy. However, employees also need enough flexibility to solve customer problems.
2.2 Hierarchical Structure
A hierarchical structure has several levels of authority. Senior managers are positioned at the top, followed by middle managers, supervisors and employees. Instructions normally move from higher levels to lower levels, while information and reports can move upwards.
One major advantage of hierarchy is clarity. Employees can understand who they report to and who is responsible for making particular decisions. This can be useful in large hotels where hundreds of employees work across many departments. Clear authority can also help maintain operating procedures and service standards.
A hierarchy can therefore support consistency. This is important for international hotel brands because customers may expect a similar standard when using the same brand in different locations.
However, hierarchical structures also have weaknesses. When there are many levels of approval, decision-making may become slow. Frontline employees may have to contact a supervisor, who then contacts a department manager, before a customer problem can be solved.
Another problem is that communication can become mainly vertical. Departments may concentrate on their own targets rather than the overall guest experience. Bright and Cortes (2019) note that bureaucratic structures can sometimes separate employees and departments if communication between different parts of the organisation is weak.
Therefore, hierarchy provides control, but excessive hierarchy can reduce speed and flexibility.
2.3 Flat Structure
A flat structure has fewer levels of management and usually gives employees more responsibility. Decision-making is more decentralised, and communication can take place more directly between employees and managers.
Flat structures can be useful in small hotels, independent restaurants and other smaller hospitality organisations. An employee may have direct access to the owner or general manager, meaning that problems can be discussed and resolved quickly.
Bright and Cortes (2019) describe organic structures as more flexible and decentralised than mechanistic structures. They usually have fewer management levels and allow employees to take greater responsibility for decisions.
This approach can benefit hospitality organisations because frontline staff interact directly with customers. Research by He, Murrmann and Perdue (2010) found that employee empowerment had positive effects on perceived service quality and employee job satisfaction in a hospitality organisation.
For example, if a guest reports that a room is not clean, an empowered employee may be able to arrange a new room or another solution immediately rather than waiting for several levels of approval.
However, a flat structure also has disadvantages. Employees may become uncertain about authority and responsibility when roles are not clearly defined. Managers may also have a very wide span of control, which means supervising many employees. This can increase pressure on managers and reduce the amount of support given to each employee.
Flat structures are therefore most effective when employees are well trained and understand the organisation's goals and service standards.
2.4 Matrix Structure
A matrix structure combines different ways of organising employees. An employee may report to more than one manager. For example, an employee could report to both a functional manager and a regional or project manager.
Bright and Cortes (2019) explain that matrix structures have multiple reporting relationships. The benefit is that employees can consider the needs of different parts of the business at the same time. The disadvantage is that conflicts may occur when different managers give different instructions.
Matrix structures can be useful for large international hospitality companies because they operate across different countries, brands and specialist departments. For example, the development of a new hotel may require cooperation between finance, operations, marketing, technology, human resources and regional management.
Ford and Randolph (1992) explain that cross-functional and matrix arrangements can help organisations coordinate employees from different specialist areas. However, these systems can also create challenges because authority and responsibility are shared.
The main advantage of a matrix structure is therefore collaboration. The main disadvantage is complexity. Employees need clear communication to understand priorities when they receive instructions from different managers.
2.5 Mechanistic and Organic Structures
Another useful way of understanding organisational design is the difference between mechanistic and organic structures.
A mechanistic structure is more formal, centralised and hierarchical. Jobs are specialised, rules are clear and decision-making is usually controlled by senior management. An organic structure is more flexible, less centralised and based more strongly on cooperation and employee involvement (Bright & Cortes, 2019).
Neither approach is automatically better. Mechanistic structures can be useful when consistency, control and safety are important. Organic structures can be more effective when businesses operate in changing environments and need innovation and fast responses.
Research in hospitality supports the need for balance. Øgaard, Marnburg and Larsen (2008) examined 54 hotel units and 734 managers and employees. Their study found relationships between organisational structure and factors such as commitment, job satisfaction and perceived performance. Importantly, the research suggested that organic features can be valuable when they are supported by an effective structured system.
This means that hospitality businesses do not necessarily have to choose between complete control and complete flexibility. They can combine both approaches.
2.6 Organizational Structure and Hospitality
Hospitality is a service industry, which makes organisational design especially important. Hotel employees often produce and deliver the service while the customer is present. A problem therefore needs to be handled quickly.
Research by Ro and Chen (2011), based on 203 guest-contact employees, showed that employee empowerment works more effectively when organisations also provide training, rewards and clear communication about service standards.
This is important because simply giving employees more authority does not guarantee better service. Employees need information, skills and organisational support.
Research by Lin et al. (2021), using data from employees in 24 hotels, also found that empowering leadership and a strong service climate can support service-oriented employee behaviour. The study highlights the importance of cooperation between different hotel departments because frontline service often depends on the support of other departments.
For example, reception cannot provide an early check-in if housekeeping has not prepared the room. Similarly, a restaurant employee cannot completely solve a billing problem without communication with finance or management.
Organizational structure therefore affects both employees and customers. The strongest approach is likely to provide clear responsibilities while also supporting communication across departments.
3. Methodology
This report uses a qualitative secondary research method. Secondary research means analysing information that has already been published rather than collecting new information directly from employees or customers.
The sources used for this report include academic textbooks, peer-reviewed journal articles and official company reports. Academic literature was used to explain important theories about hierarchical, flat, matrix, mechanistic and organic structures. Hospitality-specific studies were included to examine relationships between organisational structure, empowerment, communication, employee behaviour and service quality.
Official annual reports and regulatory filings from Marriott International, Hilton Worldwide Holdings and Airbnb were used for the company examples. These sources were selected because they provide direct information about the companies' operations, business models and scale.
Using a combination of academic research and official company information improves the reliability of the report. Academic literature helps explain theory, while company reports show how the ideas can be connected to real organisations.
However, this methodology has limitations. The report does not include interviews or questionnaires with current hospitality employees. Public annual reports are also written mainly for investors and therefore do not explain every internal management relationship inside a company. For this reason, the report does not assume that a company uses one exact structure unless reliable evidence supports that conclusion. Instead, the companies are analysed based on the characteristics of their operating models.
4. Findings
4.1 Organizational Structure and Decision-Making
One of the strongest findings is that organizational structure affects the speed and quality of decisions.
In a centralised hierarchical structure, major decisions are made by senior managers. This can improve control because experienced managers make important decisions and employees follow standard procedures. It can be useful when a decision involves safety, finance, legal responsibility or brand reputation.
However, centralisation can cause delays in customer service. Guests normally expect problems to be resolved quickly. If frontline employees require approval for small decisions, customers may have to wait.
Decentralisation can solve part of this problem by giving employees more authority. Research on hospitality empowerment suggests that employees who have suitable authority can respond to individual customer needs more effectively (He et al., 2010).
Research on complaint management also indicates that empowering frontline hospitality employees can help them respond to guest complaints more effectively, particularly when speed and fair solutions are important (Ogbeide et al., 2017).
Therefore, the strongest system may involve different levels of authority. Senior managers can control strategic decisions, while trained frontline employees can be trusted with smaller customer-service decisions.
4.2 Organizational Structure and Operational Efficiency
Organizational structure also affects efficiency.
Functional and hierarchical structures allow employees to specialise. Housekeeping staff can concentrate on room cleanliness, finance employees can focus on financial control, and marketing employees can focus on customers and promotion. Specialisation can improve skills and productivity.
However, hospitality services require several departments to work together. Excessive departmental separation can create what are sometimes called organisational silos. A department may meet its own targets but still create difficulties for another department.
Consider a hotel in which housekeeping aims to reduce staff costs while reception aims to offer more early check-ins. If the two departments do not coordinate their decisions, reception may promise rooms that housekeeping cannot prepare on time.
Matrix and cross-functional working can help address this issue because people from different areas work together. However, matrix arrangements can create additional meetings and reporting responsibilities. Therefore, greater coordination may improve service but can also increase management complexity.
Operational efficiency should therefore not only mean reducing costs. In hospitality it should also include smooth coordination between departments and quick delivery of services to guests.
4.3 Organizational Structure and Guest Experience
Guest experience is directly connected to the way a hospitality organisation operates.
A strong hierarchical system can improve consistency because employees follow common procedures. This is especially useful for large hotel brands. A customer booking an international brand expects minimum standards relating to cleanliness, safety and service.
However, hospitality customers also have different individual needs. Standard procedures cannot predict every service problem. This is why employee judgement is important.
Gazzoli, Hancer and Park (2010) found that employee empowerment and job satisfaction can influence customers' perceptions of service quality in the restaurant industry.
This demonstrates that the internal organisation of a hospitality company can become visible to the customer. Poor internal communication may appear to the guest as slow service or confusion. Strong internal communication may appear as fast and professional service.
The guest experience therefore depends on both formal service standards and employee flexibility.
4.4 Employee Behaviour and Communication
Organizational structure influences how employees communicate with each other and how they behave at work.
In a strong hierarchy, communication frequently follows the chain of command. This can make responsibilities clear, but employees may feel less confident about sharing ideas with senior managers.
Flatter structures can support direct communication. Employees may feel that managers are more approachable and that their ideas are valued. This can support learning and innovation.
However, informal communication alone is not enough. Hospitality companies require formal communication systems to share information about bookings, guest requests, food allergies, room maintenance, security issues and service problems.
Lin et al. (2021) found that service climate and empowering leadership are connected with service-oriented behaviour among frontline hotel employees. Their research also shows the importance of internal service between departments.
Therefore, good organisational design should support both vertical communication between managers and employees and horizontal communication between departments.
4.5 Organizational Structure and Corporate Culture
Structure and organisational culture are closely related.
Culture refers to the shared values and expected behaviours within an organisation. Structure determines how authority and communication are organised, while culture can influence how people behave within that structure.
A highly controlled organisational structure may produce a culture where employees depend strongly on management instructions. This can be useful for consistency but may discourage initiative.
A more participative structure may support a culture where employees feel trusted to suggest ideas and solve problems. However, freedom must be supported by common values and service standards.
This shows that changing an organisational chart alone may not change employee behaviour. Managers also need to provide training, leadership, communication and support.
4.6 Marriott International
Marriott International provides a useful example of the complexity involved in managing a large hospitality company.
According to Marriott's 2025 annual report, its system contained 9,805 properties and approximately 1.78 million rooms across 145 countries and territories at the end of 2025. The company also reported that it owns or leases fewer than one per cent of the properties in its system, reflecting its focus on franchising, management and licensing (Marriott International, 2026).
This business model creates an important organizational challenge. Marriott needs to maintain brand standards across a very large international system even though most properties are not directly owned by the company.
This requires elements of hierarchy and standardisation. Brand requirements, technology, reservation systems and operating expectations need to be controlled so customers can recognise the Marriott brand.
At the same time, individual properties operate in different countries and markets. Local hotel managers therefore need some flexibility to respond to local employees, customers, regulations and market conditions.
Marriott also reported managing the employment of approximately 414,000 associates at the end of 2025, including employees working in different types of Marriott-managed operations (Marriott International, 2026). The company states that its human capital strategy includes leadership development, investment in employees and creating opportunities.
Marriott therefore demonstrates why a large hospitality organisation cannot rely only on one simple structure. Central coordination supports brand consistency, while local management and employee involvement remain important for service delivery.
4.7 Hilton
Hilton provides another example of a global hospitality system that combines central brand management with operations carried out through different ownership and management arrangements.
At the end of 2025, Hilton reported 9,158 properties with approximately 1.35 million rooms in 143 countries and territories. Hilton also reported 243 million members in Hilton Honors (Hilton Worldwide Holdings Inc., 2026).
Hilton organises its business into management and franchise operations and an ownership segment. In franchised properties, third-party owners operate the hotels while using Hilton's brands and commercial systems. Hilton also manages properties for third-party owners (Hilton Worldwide Holdings Inc., 2026).
The franchise model provides opportunities for rapid expansion because Hilton does not need to own every property. However, decentralised ownership creates a challenge for organisational control.
If individual hotel owners and managers had complete freedom, service quality could differ greatly between properties. Hilton therefore uses brand standards and quality requirements to maintain consistency. At the same time, hotels need enough operational flexibility to respond to local conditions.
Hilton's example supports the argument that large hospitality organisations benefit from a hybrid structure. Central systems protect the brand, while operational responsibility is distributed across a large network.
4.8 Airbnb
Airbnb is different from Marriott and Hilton because it operates a digital marketplace rather than a traditional hotel system.
Airbnb reported that its marketplace connects guests with stays, experiences and services across more than 220 countries and regions. The platform provides tools for hosts while customers use Airbnb's website and mobile application to search and book accommodation and other services (Airbnb, 2026).
This represents a more network-based business model. Airbnb does not manage every property like a traditional hotel. Independent hosts provide accommodation through the platform.
Because of this model, Airbnb requires a different balance of organisational control. It provides the technology, rules, payment systems and platform, while thousands of individual providers make local operating decisions.
The advantage is flexibility and scale. Airbnb can increase the number and variety of available properties without building or directly managing hotels.
The disadvantage is control. Because service is provided by independent hosts, ensuring a consistent guest experience is more complex than in a traditional hotel where employees work under one management team.
Airbnb demonstrates how changes in technology can lead to different organisational forms within hospitality. Digital platforms can coordinate very large networks without relying on the same type of property-level hierarchy used in traditional hotels.
4.9 Responding to Market Change and Growth
Hospitality organisations operate in an environment influenced by customer preferences, technology, competition, international expansion and economic change.
As a business becomes larger, its original structure may no longer be suitable. A small hotel may operate successfully with a general manager and a small number of employees. If the company expands into many locations, it may need regional managers, specialist functions and more formal processes.
At the same time, adding too many management layers can make the company slower. Businesses therefore need to review whether decision-making authority is positioned at the correct level.
Recent hospitality research has also examined the relationship between digital transformation and decentralisation. Research published in the International Journal of Hospitality Management indicates that digital technology can support the decentralisation of decision-making within hospitality and tourism group firms because information can be shared more effectively between different parts of an organisation.
Customer expectations are also changing. Customers increasingly expect convenient digital booking, personalisation and fast responses. Hospitality companies may therefore need cross-functional cooperation between traditional hotel operations, marketing, data, technology and customer service teams.
This means organisational structure should not be treated as permanent. It should develop as the organisation's size, strategy and environment change.
5. Discussion
The findings show that organizational structure has a major effect on hospitality performance, but no individual structure solves every problem.
A hierarchical structure has strong benefits. Hospitality companies need accountability, safety procedures, financial controls and brand standards. International organisations such as Marriott and Hilton manage large networks of properties, meaning that some degree of formal control is necessary.
However, the weaknesses of excessive hierarchy are also clear. Hospitality services happen in real time. A guest who has received the wrong room, an incorrect restaurant order or poor service does not want to wait while an employee contacts several managers. Too much centralisation can therefore damage service even when the intention is to improve control.
Flat and organic features can help solve this issue by moving some decision-making closer to the customer. Employee empowerment allows trained staff to respond to service problems more quickly. Existing hospitality research provides support for connections between empowerment, job satisfaction and service quality (He et al., 2010; Gazzoli et al., 2010).
However, it would be incorrect to conclude that hospitality organisations should simply remove management levels. Employee empowerment requires support. Ro and Chen (2011) found that training, rewards and service-standard communication contribute to employees' perceptions of empowerment.
This creates an important distinction between empowerment and lack of control. Empowerment means that employees understand the company's standards and are trusted to make appropriate decisions within those standards. Lack of control means employees do not have clear guidance about what they should do. These are not the same.
The matrix structure provides another solution by encouraging cooperation across functions, brands, projects or locations. This can be useful when a company faces complex problems. For example, launching a new hotel may involve operations, finance, marketing, HR, technology and regional specialists. A cross-functional approach can bring these people together.
Nevertheless, matrix systems must be carefully managed. If an employee receives different priorities from two managers, confusion and conflict can occur. The structure therefore needs clear responsibilities and strong communication.
The evidence from Marriott, Hilton and Airbnb also demonstrates that company size and business model affect organisational design.
Marriott and Hilton operate very large global hotel systems. Their models require brand-level standards alongside property-level operations. Franchising and management agreements allow these organisations to expand without directly owning every hotel, but this also means they must coordinate independent owners, property managers and corporate systems.
Airbnb presents a different organisational challenge. Its platform connects a large network of independent hosts and guests. Therefore, the organisation depends heavily on technology, platform standards and distributed decision-making rather than traditional hotel property management.
These examples demonstrate that structure should follow the needs of the organisation rather than fashion. A structure that works for a single independent restaurant would not automatically work for Marriott. Similarly, a traditional hotel hierarchy cannot simply be copied to Airbnb's global platform model.
The findings also show a relationship between organizational structure and employee behaviour. Employees need to understand their responsibilities but also need opportunities to communicate and contribute ideas.
Øgaard et al. (2008) provide an especially useful conclusion because their study does not suggest that one organisational type is always better. Their findings indicate that structured and organic characteristics can work together.
This is highly relevant to hospitality. Hotels need formal procedures for important areas, while employees also need flexibility when dealing with individual customers. The most suitable organisational design may therefore be a hybrid approach.
For example, a hotel company could centralise decisions concerning brand identity, safety, cybersecurity, financial control and legal standards. At the same time, it could decentralise some guest-service decisions to trained hotel managers and frontline employees.
Communication should also move in more than one direction. Senior management needs to communicate strategy downwards. Employees need ways to provide feedback upwards. Departments also need horizontal communication with each other.
Technology can support this process by sharing information more quickly, but technology does not remove the need for effective management. Managers still need to decide who has authority, who is accountable and how departments cooperate.
Overall, the evidence suggests that effective organizational structure in hospitality depends on balance. Too much control can reduce flexibility, while too little control can reduce consistency. Successful hospitality businesses therefore need clear responsibilities, suitable levels of authority, communication across departments and the ability to adapt as market conditions change.
6. Conclusion
This report examined strategic organizational structures in hospitality businesses and analysed their effects on decision-making, operational efficiency, employee behaviour, communication, corporate culture and guest experience.
The analysis found that hierarchical structures can provide clear authority, specialisation, accountability and consistent standards. These features are particularly valuable for large hospitality organisations where brand quality and safety must be controlled across many locations. However, excessive hierarchy can create slow decision-making and communication barriers.
Flat structures can improve communication, employee involvement and responsiveness. They can be especially useful when frontline employees need to resolve guest problems quickly. However, flat structures can become ineffective if employees do not have clear responsibilities, training or support.
Matrix structures can improve cooperation between functions, locations and specialist teams. They can be valuable for complex international businesses and projects. However, multiple reporting relationships may create confusion and conflict unless authority is clearly explained.
The cases of Marriott, Hilton and Airbnb demonstrate that organisational design is strongly influenced by business size and business model. Marriott and Hilton combine large international brand systems with managed and franchised properties. Airbnb coordinates a large digital network of independent hosts and guests. Therefore, each organisation requires a different balance between central control and decentralised activity.
The report concludes that there is no single organizational structure that can be considered best for every hospitality organisation. Instead, the most effective approach is likely to combine formal systems with flexibility. Important strategic, legal, financial and brand decisions can remain controlled, while trained managers and frontline employees can receive enough authority to respond quickly to customers.
For hospitality managers, the key recommendation is to design structures around both operational needs and the guest experience. They should clearly define responsibilities, provide strong communication systems, encourage cooperation between departments and empower employees within appropriate limits.
Finally, organisational structure should be reviewed regularly. Customer expectations, digital technology, market competition and company growth continue to change the hospitality industry. Organisations that can maintain clear standards while adapting their structures are more likely to provide efficient operations, positive employee experiences and strong customer service.
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Appendices
Appendix A: Simple Comparison of Organizational Structures
Hierarchical structure:
Clear levels of management and authority. It provides strong control and clear responsibilities but may slow down decisions.
Flat structure:
Fewer management levels and greater employee responsibility. It can improve communication and speed but requires well-trained employees and clear expectations.
Matrix structure:
Employees work across more than one function, project or reporting relationship. It improves cooperation and access to specialist knowledge but can create confusion about authority.
Hybrid structure:
Combines features from different structures. It can allow a hospitality company to maintain central standards while also giving local managers and frontline employees enough flexibility to serve guests effectively.
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