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New Restaurant Industry Study Examines Effect of Management Response to Complaints on Customer Attitudes and
Behavior 

If a restaurant’s food or service is not right, you might expect guests to complain immediately to the server or to a manager.
That’s not always the way it goes, however, according to a new report from Cornell’s Center for Hospitality Research. The
restaurant research report, ’Complaint Communication: How Complaint Severity and Service Recovery Influence Restaurant
Guests’ Actions and Attitudes,’ (www.hotelschool.cornell.edu/research/chr/pubs/reports/2008.html) confirms that most
guests do, in fact, talk directly to a manager when something goes seriously wrong - but not necessarily face-to-face. 

The author of the newly released restaurant industry report, Alex Susskind, an associate professor at the Cornell University
School of Hotel Administration, says the difficulties arise when guests don’t follow the expected ’script’ for complaints.
’When I asked over 800 restaurant guests what method they used to complain when they had a serious complaint, I expected
them all to say that they talked directly with a manager,’ he explained. ’That was true of many serious complaints, but there
was also a large number who left the restaurant without speaking to anyone and then wrote a complaint letter to the manager.’ 

Restaurant Management Report Investigates the Resolution of Customer Complaints for Repeat Business 

Susskind’s restaurant management report found that those written complaints were just as serious as the ones that were raised
face-to-face. ’Managers need to address those written complaints as if they were made in person, even though it’s more
difficult to make an adjustment,’ he noted. ’One hopeful finding of this study is that the bulk of guests who have made a
complaint do not hold a grudge when their complaint is satisfied, and most are willing to return to the restaurant.’ 

When it comes to serious complaints, Susskind found that food problems led the way, especially when service mistakes
compounded the issue. Despite that finding, the study showed that complaints unrelated to food and service - such as noise or
atmosphere - were more likely to prevent repeat patronage, even though respondents classified those ’other’ problems as less
important. 

Meet and interact with Dr. Susskind, an active member of the executive education faculty at the School of Hotel
Administration, when he presents sessions in the Professional Development Program: 
www.hotelschool.cornell.edu/industry/executive/pdp/. 

Thanks to the support of the partners listed below, all Cornell Hospitality Reports and Tools are made available free of charge
from the center’s website, www.chr.cornell.edu. 

About the Center for Hospitality Research 

A unit of the Cornell School of Hotel Administration, The Center for Hospitality Research (CHR) sponsors research designed
to improve practices in the hospitality industry. Under the lead of the center’s 69 corporate affiliates, experienced scholars
work closely with business executives to discover new insights into strategic, managerial and operating practices. The center
also publishes the award-winning hospitality journal, the Cornell Hospitality Quarterly (formerly the Cornell Hotel and
Restaurant Administration Quarterly). To learn more about center and its projects, visit www.chr.cornell.edu. 

Center partners and sponsors: AIG Global Real Estate Investment, American Airlines Admirals Club, Davis & Gilbert LLP,
Deloitte & Touche USA LLP, Denihan Hospitality Group, Expedia, Inc., Four Seasons Hotels and Resorts, Fox Rothschild
LLP, HVS, InterContinental Hotels Group, JohnsonDiversey, Inc., Jumeirah Group, LRP Publications, Marriott International,
Inc., Marsh’s Hospitality Practice, Mobil Travel Guide, Nestlé, PricewaterhouseCoopers, Proskauer Rose LLP, Smith Travel
Research, Southern Wine and Spirits of America, Inc., SynXis (a Sabre Holdings Corporation), Taj Hotels Resorts and
Palaces, Thayer Lodging Group, TIG Global, Travelport, WATG, and WhiteSand Consulting. 

Center friends: 4Hoteliers.com American Tescor, LLC Argyle Executive Forum Caribbean Hotel and Restaurant Buyers
Guide Cody Kramer Imports Cruise Industry News DK Shifflet & Associates ehotelier.com EyeforTravel Fireman’s Fund
Insurance Company Gerencia de Hoteles & Restaurantes Global Hospitality Resources Hospitality Financial and Technology
Professionals (HFTP) hospitalityInside.com hospitalitynet.org Hotel Asia Pacific Hotel China HotelExecutive.com Hotel
Interactive Hotel Resource International CHRIE International Hotel and Restaurant Association International Hotel
Conference International Society of Hospitality Consultants (ISHC) iPerceptions KPMG Japan/Global Management
Directions Lodging Hospitality Lodging Magazine Milestone Internet Marketing MindFolio PKF Hospitality Research The
Resort Trades RealShare Hotel Investment & Finance Summit Resort+Recreation Magazine RestaurantEdge.com Shibata
Publishing Co. Synovate The Lodging Conference TravelCLICK UniFocus WageWatch, Inc. WIWIH.COM 
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