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Marriott Data Breach Case Study

The Marriott International data breach stands as one of the most significant
cybersecurity events in the hospitality industry, affecting millions of
customers and raising serious concerns regarding data security protocols. In
this case study, we will explore the timeline of the breach, the impact on
customers and the company, the response from Marriott, and the lessons
learned from this incident.

Background of the Breach

Marriott International, a leading global hotel chain, was founded in 1927 and
has grown to operate thousands of properties worldwide. With the acquisition
of Starwood Hotels & Resorts in 2016, Marriott expanded its reach
significantly, acquiring brands such as Sheraton, Westin, and W Hotels.
However, this acquisition also led to the introduction of vulnerabilities in
its data systems, which ultimately contributed to the breach.



Timeline of the Breach

The Marriott data breach was discovered in September 2018, although the
unauthorized access had begun as early as 2014. Here is a brief timeline of
significant events:

1. 2014: Hackers initially gain access to Starwood’s guest reservation
database before Marriott’s acquisition.

2. September 2018: Marriott receives an alert from an internal security tool
indicating unauthorized access to its Starwood guest database.

3. November 30, 2018: Marriott publicly announces the data breach, revealing
that approximately 500 million guest records were compromised.

4. December 2018: The company begins notifying affected customers and offers
free identity theft protection services.

5. 2020: Marriott faces investigations and lawsuits as a result of the
breach, with regulatory bodies assessing the company’s compliance with data
protection laws.

Scope of the Breach

The breach affected a staggering number of records:

- Approximately 500 million guest records were compromised.

- About 327 million of these records contained personal information such as
names, mailing addresses, phone numbers, email addresses, passport numbers,
and dates of birth.

- Roughly 100 million guests had credit card information exposed, although
the card numbers were encrypted.

The breach highlighted the extensive amount of sensitive information held by
hospitality companies, making them attractive targets for cybercriminals.

Impact on Customers and Marriott

Customer Impact

The ramifications of the breach for customers were severe:

- Identity Theft Risks: With personal information exposed, many customers
faced increased risks of identity theft and fraud.

- Loss of Trust: Many guests lost confidence in Marriott’s ability to protect
their data, which could lead to a decline in customer loyalty.

- Potential Financial Losses: Customers may have incurred costs related to
monitoring their credit or dealing with the fallout from identity theft.



Impact on Marriott

The ramifications for Marriott were equally significant:

- Financial Consequences: The company faced substantial costs associated with
legal fees, regulatory fines, and customer notifications. Estimates suggest
total costs could exceed $500 million.

- Reputational Damage: The breach tarnished Marriott's reputation as a secure
and trustworthy hotel chain, impacting its brand image.

- Regulatory Scrutiny: Following the breach, Marriott was subject to
investigations by regulatory bodies, including the UK Information
Commissioner’s Office (ICO), which proposed a significant fine for GDPR
violations.

Marriott’s Response to the Breach

In the wake of the breach, Marriott took several steps to address the
situation:

Immediate Actions

1. Notification: Marriott promptly notified affected customers and provided
information on how to protect themselves.

2. Identity Theft Protection: The company offered complimentary identity
theft monitoring services to affected guests for one year.

3. Internal Investigation: Marriott launched an internal investigation to
understand the breach’s scope and identify vulnerabilities in their systems.

Long-term Measures

To mitigate future risks, Marriott implemented a series of long-term
measures:

- Strengthened Security Protocols: The company invested in improved security
technologies, including encryption and multi-factor authentication.

- Employee Training: Marriott introduced comprehensive training programs for
employees on data privacy and cybersecurity best practices.

- Regular Security Audits: The company committed to conducting regular audits
and assessments of its security infrastructure to identify and address
vulnerabilities.



Legal and Regulatory Consequences

The Marriott data breach triggered numerous legal and regulatory
consequences:

- Lawsuits: Marriott faced class-action lawsuits from affected customers,
claiming negligence in protecting their data.

- Fines and Penalties: The ICO proposed a fine of £99 million (approximately
$124 million) for GDPR violations, although the final amount was reduced to
£18.4 million following negotiations.

Lessons Learned

The Marriott data breach serves as a cautionary tale for organizations across
various sectors. Several key lessons can be derived from this incident:

Importance of Cybersecurity

- Invest in Security Infrastructure: Organizations must prioritize
cybersecurity investments and adopt advanced technologies to protect
sensitive data.

- Regular Security Assessments: Conducting routine security audits can help
identify vulnerabilities before they are exploited.

Data Minimization and Protection

- Limit Data Collection: Companies should evaluate their data collection
practices and minimize the amount of personal information collected and
stored.

- Implement Strong Encryption: Encrypting sensitive data can reduce the risk
of exposure in the event of a breach.

Preparedness and Response Plans

- Develop an Incident Response Plan: Organizations should have a robust
incident response plan in place to quickly address breaches and mitigate
their impact.

- Train Employees: Regular training on data protection policies and practices
is crucial for all employees, as human error is often a significant factor in
data breaches.



Conclusion

The Marriott data breach case study underscores the critical importance of
cybersecurity in today's digital landscape. With the increasing frequency and
sophistication of cyber threats, organizations must remain vigilant and
proactive in their efforts to protect sensitive customer data. By learning
from incidents like the Marriott breach, companies can better prepare
themselves to face the evolving cybersecurity challenges ahead, ensuring that
they maintain customer trust and safeguard their reputations in the process.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary cause of the Marriott data
breach in 201872

The primary cause was a vulnerability in the Starwood guest reservation
database, which Marriott had acquired in 2016. The breach allowed
unauthorized access to the personal data of millions of guests.

How many customer records were affected by the
Marriott data breach?

Approximately 500 million customer records were compromised, with about 327
million of those including personal information such as names, email
addresses, phone numbers, and passport numbers.

What steps did Marriott take immediately after
discovering the data breach?

Marriott took immediate steps to investigate the breach, notified law
enforcement, and began working with cybersecurity experts to understand the
scope and impact of the incident.

What types of personal information were compromised
in the Marriott data breach?

The breached data included names, mailing addresses, phone numbers, email
addresses, passport numbers, date of birth, and encrypted credit card
information.

What legal consequences did Marriott face as a
result of the data breach?

Marriott faced several lawsuits and regulatory investigations, resulting in
significant fines and settlements, including a $124 million fine proposed by
the UK's Information Commissioner's Office.



How did the Marriott data breach impact customer
trust?

The breach significantly impacted customer trust, leading to concerns over
data privacy and security, which prompted many customers to reconsider their
loyalty to the Marriott brand.

What measures has Marriott implemented to enhance
data security post-breach?

Post-breach, Marriott implemented enhanced security measures, including
improved encryption, regular security audits, and increased staff training on
data protection.

How did the Marriott data breach affect the
hospitality industry as a whole?

The breach raised awareness about cybersecurity risks in the hospitality
industry, prompting many hotels and chains to reevaluate and strengthen their
data protection policies and practices.

What lessons can other companies learn from the
Marriott data breach case?

Other companies can learn the importance of thorough cybersecurity
assessments, regular audits of acquired systems, swift incident response
plans, and the necessity of training employees on data security.
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Downtown Hotel on Yonge Street | Courtyard Toronto Downtown - Marriott
Marriott Bonvoy members receive complimentary in-room Internet access when they book direct.
Sign up for Marriott Bonvoy for free as you complete your Courtyard Toronto Downtown booking.

Marriott International Completes Acquisition of citizenM Brand
6 days ago - Follow the latest updates and discover new information about the hotel industry at
Marriott News Center.

All-Inclusive Vacations by Marriott Bonvoy I All-Inclusive Resorts

Immerse yourself on a vacation like no other. From the pristine beaches of Barbados and Jamaica to
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Explore the Marriott data breach case study to understand its impact on cybersecurity and customer
trust. Learn more about key lessons and preventative measures.
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