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How breakfast service operations influence perceived service quality and guest satisfaction in a Budget Hotel: A Case Study of Ibis Hotel London Stratford
Abstract
This dissertation examines customer satisfaction with breakfast service delivery in a UK budget-hotel context, using Ibis Hotel London Stratford as a single case study informed by work placement experience and publicly available online guest feedback. The objective is to identify common issues with the service provided during breakfast, interpret them using existing service quality and satisfaction theories, and finally transform them into operational improvements that can be easily implemented by a high-volume budget hotel.
The research findings suggest that guests' dissatisfaction with the hotel service during breakfast is mainly related to the execution of the service concept rather than the concept itself. The main complaints of the guests are related to the temperature of the hot foods, the non-replenishment of breakfast items during peak hours, the congestion of the breakfast room, and the cleanliness of the breakfast room. The positive feedback of the guests is mainly related to the price-value match of the hotel, the location of the hotel with respect to the breakfast venue, and the inclusion of breakfast as a feature of the hotel. However, this is affected by the lack of management of the breakfast room during busy hours.
The recommendations include improving the flow of the breakfast buffet to improve the speed of service and hence reduce congestion, implementing a replenishment system with clear role allocation, temperature monitoring of hot foods with temperature logs, and positioning of staff to improve responsiveness. Other recommendations include the implementation of a pre-service routine, a hygiene checklist for quick table reset, and waste management controls that match the hotel's forecasting of breakfast demand. This will help improve the reliability of the breakfast service, protect the hotel's online reputation, and improve perceived value by the guests where breakfast is a key driver of overall satisfaction and intention to return.


1. Introduction
1.1 Background and problem statement
Breakfast is a disproportionately important touchpoint in the budget hotel experience because it is time-bound, high-volume, and strongly linked to guests’ daily plans. In practical terms, breakfast is one of the few services that most guests consume at the same time, in the same physical space, under similar constraints. This creates a high risk of operational failure becoming highly visible. Research suggests that breakfast is an integral component of hotel selection, satisfaction, and intention to return, especially when it is perceived as an integral component of the overall hotel value proposition rather than an added feature of the hotel stay (Leite-Pereira, Brandão, and Costa, 2022).
This dissertation is specifically concerned with the case of Ibis London Stratford, a budget hotel that caters to a variety of different customers, including the leisure market, events, and business customers requiring shorter stays. The hotel's location provides an advantage for customers looking for a budget hotel with easy accessibility to Stratford's transportation hub and other retail and events facilities in the East London region. For the budget hotel market, customers' needs are often defined in relation to the concept of functional value, speed, and reliability. While these needs are reasonable, they are not low. Customers are willing to accept a simplified service design if the execution is consistent and clean, and if the experience feels well-organised.
The specific issue being researched in this dissertation is the gap between customers' needs for a basic but reliably executed breakfast offering and the repeated evidence of execution failure in the delivery of the breakfast service to customers at the hotel. Online reviews from customers for the Ibis London Stratford hotel reveal repeated themes of customer dissatisfaction with the hotel's breakfast service, including the serving of hot food that is only lukewarm, running out of food items in the breakfast offering, congestion in the breakfast area, and the state of the dining areas where customers eat their breakfast. While customers' positive reviews highlight the value for money and convenience factors, the negative reviews for the hotel's breakfast service could potentially damage the hotel's reputation via the phenomenon of electronic word-of-mouth.
The issue is framed as an operational service delivery problem that appears at peak load, when staffing, replenishment, hygiene turnaround, and buffet layout interact. This failure in the delivery of the breakfast service is particularly pertinent to the budget hotel industry, where the cost of labour is tightly managed and the breakfast offering relies on disciplined processes rather than people-centric recovery mechanisms. The context in which the work placement was conducted provides further relevance to the specific issue being researched in the dissertation.
1.2 Aim and objectives
The aim of this study is to evaluate customer satisfaction with breakfast service delivery at Ibis London Stratford using secondary online review data, then interpret the findings through service quality and satisfaction frameworks to produce practical operational recommendations.
Objectives are:
1. To identify recurring breakfast-related satisfiers and dissatisfiers reported in publicly available online reviews for Ibis London Stratford.
2. To categorise these issues thematically and link them to service delivery factors such as food temperature control, replenishment reliability, hygiene practices, and staff visibility.
3. To apply the themes to relevant service quality and customer satisfaction theories, with special reference to SERVQUAL-type dimensions and attribute-based customer satisfaction theory including Kano model categorisations, in addition to food quality and labour pressures considerations.
4. To provide appropriate and cost-effective recommendations that can be easily implemented in relation to the breakfast service in a budget hotel setting.
1.3 Research question
How do guests perceive the breakfast service at the Ibis London Stratford? What are the essential themes that can create satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the breakfast service? What can the hotel improve upon to provide a better service during the morning?
1.4 Structure of the dissertation
Chapter 2 reviews the theoretical and empirical literature on service quality measurement, satisfaction formation, breakfast as a hotel selection factor, and the role of online reviews in hospitality quality management. Chapter 3 explains the methodological approach, using a case study strategy and secondary thematic analysis of online review data. Chapter 4 presents findings by theme. Chapter 5 discusses implications using service quality and satisfaction frameworks and situates results within labour and operational constraints typical of the UK hotel sector. Chapters 6 and 7 provide practical recommendations and an evidence-led conclusion.
2. Literature review
2.1 Customer satisfaction and customer experience in hospitality
Breakfast occupies a dual role in hotels. It is a product (food and beverage) and a process (flow, replenishment, hygiene, staffing). It is also strongly expectation-driven. Leite-Pereira, Brandão and Costa (2022) show that breakfast ranks among key hotel selection criteria for European guests, and that the quality of online breakfast information shapes decision-making and return intention. For budget hotels, this matters because breakfast is frequently presented as an inclusive value element. When guests interpret breakfast inclusion as a marker of generosity or quality, the service becomes more psychologically salient, even if the cost-controlled reality is a limited buffet.
Industry guidance provides a practical interpretation of how expectations form. Breakfast is often described as a moment of truth where visible variety and freshness cues operate as signals of overall hotel competence (Barten, 2022). This practical framing aligns with empirical evidence from review-based studies. Wąsowicz-Zaborek (2023) shows that breakfast is one of the most frequently discussed service topics in online reviews, alongside staff, cleanliness, and room attributes. The implication is that breakfast consistently attracts attention in guest narratives. Since breakfast is visible and shareable, operational execution becomes reputationally consequential.
Breakfast format shapes operational risk. Continental breakfast is commonly positioned as time-efficient and cost-controlled, but guest expectations vary by travel purpose, cultural background, and the implied promise of the brand (Cox, 2024). Budget hotels typically balance a limited hot offer with cold self-service items. This configuration creates predictable failure points: hot items require timely cooking and safe holding, cold items require continuous replenishment and clear labelling, and seating capacity can become a bottleneck. If staffing is limited, these tasks compete with guest interaction, rapid cleaning, and response to unexpected demand spikes.
A budget hotel’s breakfast also sits within a wider value for money frame. Research on budget accommodation in Scotland suggests that guests emphasise core functional performance and interpret breakdowns in basics as strong negative signals, even when price is low (Nash, Thyne and Davies, 2006). In London, where budget competition is intense, operators also use breakfast to communicate brand consistency. Whitbread positions Premier Inn’s breakfast offer as part of its customer proposition and discusses product development and guest metrics in its annual reporting (Whitbread PLC, 2025).
2.2 Service quality, customer experience, satisfaction, reputation
Contemporary hospitality research increasingly treats satisfaction as embedded within customer experience, digital reputation, and behavioural intention. Sampaio and Régio (2024) argue that electronic word-of-mouth has overtaken traditional word-of-mouth as a dominant influence channel. Service experiences are not only consumed, they are translated into narratives that influence others. They identify physical settings and employee experience as key drivers shaping customer experience and satisfaction in hospitality (Sampaio and Régio, 2024). Breakfast is particularly exposed to this dynamic because it combines physical cues (cleanliness, presentation, crowding) and employee behaviours (responsiveness, replenishment discipline, conflict handling) in a single, observable service window.
The service quality–reputation link is also tied to performance. Asgeirsson, Gudlaugsson and Jóhannesson (2024) identify relationships between service quality, reputation, and performance in hospitality. For budget hotels this supports a practical proposition: modest improvements in breakfast flow and consistency can have amplified effects if they shift review sentiment and overall reputation scores. Similarly, Anagnostopoulou et al. (2020) offer supplementary research to measure the relationships between the themes found in positive reviews and hotel profitability. If breakfast repeatedly appears as a positive theme, it becomes a strategic lever. If it appears as a negative theme, it becomes a cost centre with reputational drag.
2.3 Attribute-based satisfaction and Kano logic
A useful design lens for breakfast is the asymmetry between dissatisfiers and satisfiers. Review-based modelling using an improved Kano approach suggests that some service attributes act as basic expectations. Their absence drives disproportionate dissatisfaction, while their presence generates limited extra satisfaction because they are taken for granted (Zhao et al., 2021). Applied to breakfast, basic expectations plausibly include cleanliness, the availability of core items, predictable replenishment, and reasonable queueing conditions. The differentiators may include specialty coffee, clear allergen information, consideration for dietary needs, or the warmth of the staff. In the case of a budget hotel, the key consideration is prioritization. It is not rational to invest in delighters if the dissatisfiers are unstable, as the latter will dominate the storylines found in the reviews and negatively impact the rating.
Digitalisation introduces a further tension. Technologies can support efficiency, yet research cautions that smart service should not become humanless. Chen, Chuah and Balasubramanian (2025) argue for service improvements that harness technology while retaining the human dimension of hospitality. In breakfast contexts, this points to supportive tools such as demand forecasting, simplified inventory tracking, and low-friction feedback capture. The objective is to protect service consistency and reduce avoidable stress for staff, not to remove human contact. The conceptual relevance for this project is that operational improvements should be evaluated for their impact on both efficiency and guest-perceived care.
2.4 The UK operational constraint set: labour scheduling and productivity pressure
Breakfast quality is produced under constraints. UK hotels are widely characterised by demand volatility and managerial emphasis on controlling labour cost. Piso’s qualitative study of the UK hotel sector suggests that customer demand patterns combined with cost-minimisation strategies reduce employees’ ability to control schedules, weaken employee voice, and can undermine breaks and work-life balance (Piso, 2022). This matters for breakfast because short service windows intensify pressure. When the number of staff is limited, a small problem can snowball into a significant one. A sudden increase in the number of customers may deplete the buffet, create a queue, and force the staff to switch from a proactive to a reactive role. In these conditions, the probability of visible failure increases.
Sector reports frame a parallel picture. UKHospitality positions hospitality as a major employer that creates routes into work and progression, but it also implies that service standards depend on stable pipelines, training, and sustainable operating conditions (UKHospitality, 2024). The Social Productivity Index similarly argues that hospitality’s value includes accessibility and mobility, not only traditional productivity metrics (UKHospitality, 2025). For a breakfast operation, these framings underline that staff stability, skills development, and feasible workloads are part of quality management. Service quality improvement cannot rely solely on persuasion or some kind of service culture. It requires process design that respects realistic staffing conditions.
The latest micro-efficiency guidelines for hotel productivity include streamlining processes, optimizing the routines used for preparing dishes, and using data to optimize the number of staff according to the patterns of customer flow (Czajka, 2025). Another body of research that is consistent with the above is the lean management movement, which suggests that there is redundant waste in the processes used in the hotel industry (Verdecia, Sacristán-Díaz and Garrido-Vega, 2022). However, implementation is a long-term task that requires the attention of the management and the staff. One area to consider is the breakfast service. Here, the routines used for preparing the dishes may be streamlined to reduce variation without adding to the labor hours. However, the work on hotel productivity must also consider the potential for a brittle system to fail if there is a small variation. The challenge is to build robustness into the breakfast process so that guest-visible quality is protected even under demand shocks.
2.5 Sustainability and food systems in breakfast operations
Breakfast is also a sustainability issue. Food sourcing, waste, and kitchen operations contribute to hotel emissions and cost. A sector report proposes a pathway to reduce aggregate greenhouse gas emissions from hotel food by 30% by 2030, with major reductions coming from changes in sourcing and waste reduction, supported by training and improved procurement practices (World Sustainable Hospitality Alliance, 2024). Buffet breakfast can be waste-intensive because demand is uncertain and presentation norms encourage abundance. Waste reduction interventions are therefore both environmental and economic strategies. They also intersect with quality: better forecasting and controlled replenishment can reduce out of stock incidents near the end of service while preventing overproduction.
Operational sustainability is framed as a near-term lever in the decarbonisation of existing hotels, particularly where deeper building retrofits require time and capital (Arup Group, 2021). For a budget property, breakfast offers an accessible point of intervention. Procurement discipline, portion control, and waste handling can be improved without major structural renovation. These actions can also support service quality, because better forecasting reduces late-service empty tray incidents, while stable supply reduces staff stress and reactive behaviour. The sustainability literature therefore strengthens the case for breakfast process analysis, not only as a guest satisfaction issue but as part of responsible operational management.
2.6 Online reviews as secondary data for breakfast service analysis
Reviews can be considered relevant data since they influence purchasing decisions and create expectations. Industry discussion suggests that hotel reputation should be managed and that hoteliers should not simply react to online reputation (Cobanoglu, 2023). Academic evidence supports review analysis as a quality management tool. Wąsowicz-Zaborek (2023) demonstrates that large-scale content analysis can identify recurring topics that correspond to perceived quality, and that themes such as breakfast and staff behaviours emerge strongly in review narratives. This supports using review text as a diagnostic dataset for breakfast service, particularly when the project relies on secondary data only.
Review analytics also support prioritisation and time sensitivity. Hybrid methods for dynamically mining consumer demand from online reviews indicate that preferences and concerns shift over time, implying that breakfast issues should be tracked as a changing set of themes rather than a fixed checklist (Yu et al., 2024). Recommendation research based on review text similarly argues that textual narratives encode implicit preferences and attribute importance, enabling more meaningful translation of reviews into action (Soe and Punyachalard, 2025). Together, this literature provides the methodological justification for a review-centred approach. Review text can reveal what guests notice, what they value, and what they frame as unacceptable.
2.7 Operational constraints in the hotel sector: labour pressure and service delivery reliability
The UK hospitality sector sits within a visitor economy that policy bodies frame as capable of delivering comparatively rapid economic returns and distributing benefits across nations and regions. The British Tourist Authority emphasises the scale of the visitor economy and the predominance of small and medium-sized enterprises, while also warning that the UK risks losing market share to European competitors that invest heavily in tourism promotion (British Tourist Authority, 2025). In London this macro environment translates into intense competition, high guest expectations, and a constant need to protect ratings and repeat demand. In practical terms, guest-visible service moments become strategically significant because they shape both immediate satisfaction and publicly observable reputational signals.
Breakfast is strategically important despite being a short service period. Evidence suggests that guests treat breakfast as a decision attribute rather than a minor add-on. A large-scale survey of guests and hotel managers across Europe revealed that breakfast is one of the top three criteria when selecting a hotel. It was also revealed that the online information regarding breakfast influences the relative importance guests place on breakfast and their intention to return to the hotel (Leite-Pereira, Brandão, and Costa, 2022). Breakfast can be seen as a compensator in budget hotels, where customers may be willing to compromise on some aspects in return for an acceptable standard of breakfast. Similarly, poor breakfast can be seen as a negative attribute in value-for-money offerings if the hotel promises functional competence rather than luxury.
UKHospitality suggests that the hospitality industry is both socially and economically vital to society. The industry's success is based on factors that ensure employees enjoy favorable profit margins (UKHospitality, 2024). Big changes in structure are also causing changes in the way competition occurs. A report by a parliamentary group explains that short-term lets can alter the supply of available accommodation and cause regulatory and community woes for the visitor economy (APPG for Hospitality and Tourism, 2023). Although these factors do not directly determine breakfast times or service, they determine the playing field for budget hotels: more competition, smaller budgets, and a need to maintain high ratings and loyalty by providing consistently visible customer experiences.
3. Methodology for the subsequent stages of the project
3.1 Research design and data sources
The project adopts a qualitative desk-research approach within a single case study design. The case is breakfast service operations at Ibis London Stratford. The empirical material will be secondary only. The data sources that will be included are: (1) academic and professional literature on breakfast service quality, satisfaction, and operational efficiency; (2) publicly available brand and property data that is relevant to breakfast service and operational standards; and (3) openly available online guest reviews that mention breakfast.
The corpus of reviews that will be included is from major online platforms that allow users to share textual reviews of hotels. The criteria that will be applied include that the reviews are written in English and that they mention breakfast. Additionally, the reviews should be from a recent period of time to reflect the expectations of hotel guests currently. Exclusion criteria will remove reviews that contain identifying information beyond what is publicly available, and reviews that are clearly irrelevant to breakfast service. The output will be a dataset suitable for thematic classification at the level of service topics and recurring operational issues.
A case study strategy is suitable for this dissertation because the research question is context-dependent and operationally specific: it asks how service outcomes are produced within a particular breakfast system under real constraints. Case studies are considered appropriate when the aim is to generate a deep understanding of processes, interactions, and causal mechanisms within a particular setting. As Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill (2023) discuss with regard to research conducted within the field of business and management studies, case studies are useful for developing an explanatory research design that provides depth of understanding, particularly where the research topic cannot be separated from its context and where multiple sources of data can be utilized. As the breakfast service is affected by design elements such as the design of the buffet and the holding of equipment, as well as by human elements such as staffing and responsiveness during high load periods, the use of secondary online reviews is considered to be an appropriate form of naturally occurring qualitative data that reflects repeated perceptions of the same system by multiple customers over a period of time. As such, an interpretive thematic research design is considered appropriate with reference to the use of case studies as discussed by Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill (2023).
3.2 Analytical approach and quality assurance
The core analytical technique will be qualitative thematic analysis of review narratives, supported by a transparent coding framework. The initial codes will be informed by review-content research that maps recurring topics to service quality dimensions, with breakfast treated as a multi-component topic (Wąsowicz-Zaborek, 2023). Then the codes will be refined to include breakfast-specific categories such as food quality with reference to freshness, temperature, and taste; variety and availability of foods; service flow with reference to queues and seating constraints; cleanliness and hygiene cues; staff responsiveness; and perceived value.
Credibility will be strengthened through triangulation. Themes emerging from reviews will be compared with expectations identified in breakfast selection research (Leite-Pereira, Brandão and Costa, 2022) and with UK operational context evidence on labour scheduling and productivity pressures (Piso, 2022; Czajka, 2025). Triangulation reduces review tunnel vision, where operational constraints are ignored and negative themes are treated as isolated failures. I will address transferability by linking findings to the budget hotel context evidenced in the literature, enabling cautious generalisation to similar properties where breakfast is delivered under comparable staffing and space constraints.


3.3 Ethical considerations and limitations
Ethical risk is low because the study relies on public secondary data. Online reviews will be analysed at an aggregated thematic level. Usernames and profile details will not be recorded. Verbatim quotations will be avoided where they could enable identification through searchability. The analysis will focus on operational features of breakfast service and guest-observable outcomes, not on personal characteristics of guests or staff. Limitations include self-selection bias in review writing, platform-specific norms that shape language, and the inability to validate review claims against internal hotel metrics. These limitations are acceptable for the project purpose, which is diagnosis and improvement opportunity identification rather than population-level measurement of satisfaction.
4. Findings
4.1 Evidence base and thematic logic
This study uses secondary, publicly available online reviews of Ibis London Stratford to identify recurring guest-perceived breakfast issues and positive cues. The review platforms that have been utilized as sources of data are Tripadvisor, Google Reviews, Booking.com, and Hotels.com (Tripadvisor, 2026; Google Reviews, 2026; Booking.com, 2026; Hotels.com, 2026). These are popular sites that are utilized by tourists, and they function as electronic word-of-mouth tools that affect expectations before check-in and later affect purchase decisions through reviews after check-out (Sampaio and Régio, 2024; Cobanoglu, 2023).
The thematic method would be appropriate because, according to Wong, Rasoolimanesh, and Pahlevan Sharif (2020), and according to Yu et al. (2024) narratives on reviews usually revolve around experience attributes that are noticeable, memorable, and acceptable/unacceptable to customers. Moreover, studies on reviews have identified that some themes, such as breakfast, staff presence, cleanliness, and price, are common, making it an appropriate method for identifying operational issues (Wąsowicz-Zaborek, 2023; Prasadja et al., 2025; Singgalen et al., 2025).
The themes that have been identified are presented below, and they are not presented as numbers because of the nature of secondary data, as well as cautions on utilizing reviews as a method of research (Lauterwasser and Nedzhvetskaya, 2023). The goal here is to identify service failure issues that are visible to customers, particularly in a breakfast setting of a budget hotel, where expectations are sensitive to timing (Leite-Pereira, Brandão, and Costa, 2022; Piso, 2022).
4.2 Theme overview
Across platforms, breakfast-related comments repeatedly organise into seven linked theme families:
1. Food temperature and freshness cues (hot items, perceived coldness, holding quality).
2. Availability and replenishment discipline (empty trays, slow replenishment, end-of-service scarcity).
3. Congestion and queueing (crowded room, queue build-up, queueing at buffet areas).
4. Table hygiene and cleanliness (dirty tables, uncleared dishes, wiping frequency).
5. Staff visibility and responsiveness (difficulty in locating staff, slow response, inconsistent levels of helpfulness).
6. Value for money (value for breakfast, lack of value, inconsistent value).
7. Consistency in operations across days (variation in service on weekdays, weekends, events, staff).
These issues are in line with patterns observed in hotel review literature, which also points to breakfast as a high salience factor given its visibility, repetition, and ease of comparison with underlying expectations (Wąsowicz-Zaborek, 2023; Wąsowicz-Zaborek, 2024). These issues are also in line with the asymmetry in satisfaction modelling, which suggests that underlying breakfast expectations are dissatisfiers when not met, but rarely contribute to satisfaction when met (Zhao et al., 2021; Tager et al., 2021).
4.3 Food temperature, freshness, product credibility
Another dominant issue in terms of negative reviews is related to food temperature, with a number of reviews suggesting that food is served cold, while others suggest a lack of freshness cues (Tripadvisor, 2026; Google Reviews, 2026). In a buffet context, food temperature is used as a proxy measure of hotel operations, confidence in food hygiene, and hotel staff's attention to detail (Restaurantware, 2025; Sangpikul, 2023).
In terms of review narratives, food temperature issues are framed as more than a simple taste issue, but rather a lack of hotel operations, particularly in budget hotels, which are expected to have lower levels of food variety but still have core breakfast items that are safe, warm, and replenished (Permatasari, Maghrifani, and Wibowo, 2025; Ponteras, 2025). In terms of breakfast operations, food freshness and temperature are framed as important cues in terms of hotel credibility, given their visibility and immediate testability (Barten, 2022; Cox, 2024).
Positive comments about the quality of food also appear, but in the context of sufficient variety, adequate staples, and a breakfast that meets the value equation (Booking.com, 2026; Hotels.com, 2026). This dichotomy implies that the execution of the food quality was variable rather than uniformly poor. However, in the competitive budget hotel space in London, variability in food quality can be damaging to reputation as customers can switch between brands quickly and share their differences in their experience stories (PwC, 2024; Knight Frank, 2025; British Tourist Authority, 2025).
4.4 Availability, replenishment, end-of-service experience
A second very visible phenomenon relates to trays being empty, which sometimes occurs in conjunction with the perception that the buffet is not being closely managed during peak hours (Tripadvisor, 2026; Hotels.com, 2026). Review-based research has consistently found that these phenomena are significant dissatisfying factors, which disrupt the expectation of a buffet experience by forcing the guest to wait or make difficult choices (Zhao et al., 2021; Wąsowicz-Zaborek, 2023).
The experience of trays being empty can be seen through the lens of fairness by the guest. When some customers access items while others arrive to emptiness, dissatisfaction intensifies because it feels avoidable and unmanaged (Yu et al., 2024; Soe and Punyachalard, 2025). In budget properties, this links directly to the value frame. A limited offer can still be evaluated positively if items are consistently available, presented well, and replenished predictably (Permatasari, Maghrifani and Wibowo, 2025; Ponteras, 2025).
The replenishment theme connects with operational capacity. Breakfast is produced in a narrow time window where staff must balance cooking, holding, replenishing, cleaning, and guest interaction. Under UK scheduling pressure, a small short-staffed team can shift rapidly from proactive monitoring to reactive firefighting, increasing the likelihood of empty trays becoming visible to guests (Piso, 2022; UKHospitality, 2024; Staffing Issues Still Holding Back UK Hospitality - Opus, 2024). Lean operations research indicates that stable micro-routines can reduce variation, but only when designed for realistic staffing levels and peak volatility (Verdecia, Sacristán-Díaz and Garrido-Vega, 2022; Czajka, 2025).
4.5 Congestion, queueing, and buffet flow bottlenecks
Again, across review-based data sources, there are recurring complaints by guests regarding queues and a crowded breakfast room, particularly during the most common peak hours (Google Reviews, 2026; Booking.com, 2026). Queueing is generally not necessarily a negative experience, though it can become so when it occurs in conjunction with other factors. Queueing can become a significant negative experience when it occurs in conjunction with other factors. In these contexts, it changes from being a normal busy hotel experience to being an experience of disorganization (Tripadvisor, 2026; Hotels.com, 2026).
This aligns with the breakfast-as-process concept, which argues that the experience of breakfast is a service system, which combines product and flow. As a result, physical constraints play an important role in experience outcomes (Leite-Pereira, Brandão, Costa, 2022; Chen, Chuah, Balasubramanian, 2025). When there are queues near hot food, coffee, or bread/toaster areas, the experience cost increases.
Review analytics literature suggests that guests convert this effort into negative sentiment because it is experienced as wasted time at a moment when schedules matter (Yu et al., 2024; Wong, Rasoolimanesh and Pahlevan Sharif, 2020).
London demand patterns add further pressure. The location of Stratford also means that the hotel is in a prime location for increased peak surges, which in turn makes the issue of congestion and seating capacity more visible (British Tourist Authority, 2025; Knight Frank, 2025). As such, the issue of flow design and employee placement becomes an operational control that protects the guest experience without the need to improve the variety within the buffet (Czajka, 2025; Go Technology, 2024).
4.6 Cleanliness signals: tables, trays, and perceived hygiene control
One of the biggest areas of dissatisfaction for guests is the issue of dirty tables, slow clearing, and the perception that the breakfast area is not being maintained fast enough (Tripadvisor, 2026; Google Reviews, 2026). This is an important issue because the perception of hygiene is based on the visible signs and symbols that guests observe (Restaurantware, 2025; Sangpikul, 2023).
In the post-pandemic world, it has been identified that guests remain vigilant in the areas of perceived risk in relation to the issue of hygiene, particularly in the context of the buffet (Sangpikul, 2023).
Sustainability framing can intersect here: waste reduction and efficient replenishment must not look like under-cleaning or under-staffing. If environmental actions are interpreted as cost-cutting, reputational effects can be negative (World Sustainable Hospitality Alliance, 2024; Hotrec - Hospitality Europe, 2023).
The cleanliness theme also links to labour allocation and role clarity. If the employees are being pulled in different directions to maintain the tables and the food, the tables become the first point of failure in the eyes of the customer in a congested environment (Piso, 2022; UKHospitality, 2024). Employee wellness studies also indicate that the stress and pressure that employees face can also be seen in the attentiveness and recovery time to clean the tables, which in turn becomes visible to the customer (Saito, Brozović and Baum, 2024; Rosemberg et al., 2025).
4.7 Staff visibility, responsiveness, service recovery
Many reviews mention no staff in sight, difficulty in getting assistance, or slow response when issues are raised (Booking.com, 2026; Tripadvisor, 2026). This does not mean the staff were absent, but rather the perception of a decreased presence in the front-of-house area during peak times. This is because the visibility of the staff matters, as it increases the feeling of security in a service context, especially in the context of a queue, trays, and cleanliness (Asgeirsson, Gudlaugsson and Jóhannesson, 2024; Wąsowicz-Zaborek, 2023).
There also appear to be positive stories about the staff, but generally in the context of helpfulness, politeness, and someone going out of their way to solve a local problem. From an operational perspective, these are service recovery incidents. Service recovery can work in reducing customer dissatisfaction, provided that staff have the time, ability, and workflow to implement these actions (Ghosh, 2022; Shum, Ghosh and Gatling, 2019). Operational challenges in terms of labor can also impact service recovery because the same staff are expected to handle all aspects of the business simultaneously (Piso, 2022; Staffing Issues Still Holding Back UK Hospitality - Opus, 2024).
The impact of generational expectation changes could also be an influencer in this theme. The studies demonstrate that new age cohorts rate service experience in terms of speed, transparency, and fairness. Promptly afterwards, they express their discontent through online channels (Seyfi, Vo-Thanh and Zaman, 2024; Sampaio and Régio, 2024). Subsequently, staff visibility could manifest itself in negative customer narratives. The above is irrespective of whether or not staff visibility is in itself problematic.


4.8 Value-for-money narratives and reputational leverage
Value framing appears strongly. Some guests describe breakfast as good value and aligned with a budget-hotel proposition. Others describe it as poor value when queues, empty trays, and cold food coincide (Hotels.com, 2026; Google Reviews, 2026). This suggests that perceived value is not only price-based. It is experience-based, with reliability and basic standards acting as value multipliers (Permatasari, Maghrifani and Wibowo, 2025; Ponteras, 2025).
Reputation research supports the business relevance of these narratives. Review sentiment has ties to performance and can impact profitability through demand and pricing power (Anagnostopoulou et al., 2020; Asgeirsson, Gudlaugsson and Jóhannesson, 2024). In the London market, with budget hotels competing on standardization, review sentiment of the breakfast offering is likely to have significant weight as it is an offering that is repeated over multiple nights and is easily comparable between different hotel brands (Whitbread PLC, 2025; IHG Hotels andamp; Resorts, 2024; IBIS, 2025).
This further supports the argument that the breakfast offering is an important aspect of the budget hotel business and not an afterthought. It also supports the argument that review analytics is an operational tool and not just an exercise to diagnose the business at a single point in time (Cobanoglu, 2023; Soe and Punyachalard, 2025; Yu et al., 2024).
4.9 Cross-theme synthesis: the clustering of the themes in the narrative of the guests
The review themes rarely appear in isolation. Negative reviews tend to cluster together: crowded room and queueing, followed by the presence of empty trays, followed by the food being cold, followed by the inability to find staff, and then concluding with the value for money aspect of the hotel being poor (Tripadvisor, 2026; Booking.com, 2026). This clustering of the review themes is further evidence of the quality management interpretation of review data, as guests narrate the service as an unfolding sequence of events and not as individual aspects of the hotel (Wąsowicz-Zaborek, 2023; Prasadja et al., 2025; Singgalen et al., 2025).
From the perspective of service quality, the clusters can be related to the most operationally critical aspects of reliability and responsiveness, supported by tangible indicators such as cleanliness and presentation (Wąsowicz-Zaborek, 2023; Asgeirsson, Gudlaugsson and Jóhannesson, 2024). The Kano method also supports the notion that the most operationally critical aspects dominate in the case of dissatisfaction with their performance, as indicated by the tendency of guests to focus on the lack of items, queues, and hygiene rather than variety and novelty (Zhao et al., 2021; Tager et al., 2021).
The UK’s operational environment is also a plausible context for the recurring nature of the clusters. The tendency to manage the workforce and the pressure to maintain productivity might reduce the buffer capacity of the system in the case of increased demand, resulting in the visibility of failures (Piso, 2022; UKHospitality, 2024; PwC, 2024). The lean and productivity literature also supports the notion that the standardisation of operations and the definition of roles and micro-routines can reduce the number of the mentioned failures without requiring major investments (Verdecia, Sacristán-Díaz and Garrido-Vega, 2022; Czajka, 2025; Go Technology, 2023).
The sustainability objectives also seem to be related to the mentioned pattern. The tendency to reduce waste and increase batching can result in better control of the freshness of items if implemented properly. However, it might also result in increased emptiness at the end of the service if the forecasting and communication of the strategy are inadequate (World Sustainable Hospitality Alliance, 2024; Arup Group, 2021; Hotrec - Hospitality Europe, 2023). The reading of the narratives suggests that the primary objective of the operation of the Ibis London Stratford is the consistency of the operation, followed by the optimisation of sustainability objectives in the context of increased freshness, lower rates of out-of-stock items, and higher levels of cleanliness.
4.10 Indications based on review evidence
The secondary evidence indicates that breakfast satisfaction at Ibis London Stratford is shaped less by the breadth of the offer and more by execution under peak pressure. The major negative triggers are cold hot items, empty trays, crowded conditions, hygiene signals at tables, and poor visibility of staff. Positive narratives are present and often include acceptable variety and value. This indicates that the service can work well but does not do so throughout peak times (Tripadvisor, 2026; Google Reviews, 2026; Booking.com, 2026; Hotels.com, 2026).
These findings are consistent with current research regarding review-driven reputation, basic expectation asymmetry, and operation fragility due to labor and demand constraints (Sampaio and Régio, 2024; Anagnostopoulou et al., 2020; Zhao et al., 2021; Piso, 2022). This research provides a clear basis for the next chapter, where these themes are discussed. This discussion is supported by SERVQUAL dimensions, Kano principles, principles of food quality control, and constraints due to labor pressure (Wąsowicz-Zaborek, 2023; Restaurantware, 2025; Czajka, 2025; UKHospitality, 2024).
5. Discussion
This chapter interprets the findings through service quality and satisfaction frameworks, with attention to the operational realities of a UK budget hotel breakfast. The purpose is to explain why the identified issues generate strong dissatisfaction, what mechanisms link operational execution to customer perception, and how these dynamics affect reputation.
5.1 Interpreting themes through service quality dimensions
Service quality models are useful here because guest dissatisfaction is concentrated in execution and delivery rather than in conceptual product design. In hospitality contexts, SERVQUAL-type thinking has historically been applied to identify gaps between expectation and perceived delivery, including gaps linked to management perception and operational performance (Saleh and Ryan, 1991). The findings map clearly onto dimensions that guests judge rapidly in a breakfast environment.
Tangibles are central. Guests evaluate the buffet, room layout, cleanliness, and table reset as visible proof of organisational control. The messy breakfast area and dirty tables indicate a failure that immediately impacts quality and trust (Hotels.com, 2025; Google Travel, 2025). In a buffet setting, tangibles do not merely influence comfort. They influence hygiene confidence, which can dominate satisfaction even when food variety exists.
Reliability is the second dominant dimension. Replenishment gaps and empty-buffet moments are interpreted as unreliable delivery of a promised service. The core expectation in a budget breakfast is not premium differentiation. It is that staple items are available throughout the service window. When pastries are depleted too soon or buffet items are not replenished quickly, this indicates poor management of the service (Tripadvisor, 2026; Tripadvisor, 2015). This failure of reliability impacts trust and quality at breakfast because there is limited time to recover. Guests cannot wait long, and they cannot return later if they have check-out or travel plans.
Responsiveness emerges as the third dimension, closely linked to staff visibility. In a buffet operation, responsiveness is not only reactive service recovery. These reviews indicate that proactive triggers such as staff positioning and immediate micro-actions such as wiping surfaces, removing plates, and replenishing items are lacking. This indicates that responsiveness is not perceived even though staff are visible elsewhere (Tripadvisor, 2015). This matters because perceived responsiveness reduces frustration when things go wrong. Its absence makes small failures feel intentional or neglectful.
5.2 Kano-style logic: why these failures create disproportionate dissatisfaction
Attribute-based satisfaction logic helps explain why the same failures repeatedly dominate overall evaluation. Breakfast attributes can be interpreted using Kano-type categorisation. Some attributes function as basic requirements. If they are present, they do not create delight. If they are absent, they create disproportionate dissatisfaction. In this case, hot foods that are served at a safe and satisfactory temperature, cleanliness of tables, and continuous availability of basic items are basic. As such, the research findings illustrate that deficiencies in such aspects are key to the overall breakfast experience (Tripadvisor, 2026; Hotels.com, 2025; Google Travel, 2025).
Other attributes act as performance factors, meaning better delivery increases satisfaction gradually. Examples include perceived variety, speed of turnover, and value alignment. Reviews indicate that guests sometimes accept the offer as good enough, but this acceptance is fragile. Once basic attributes fail, performance attributes cannot compensate. A guest may appreciate value for money and still leave a negative judgement if breakfast feels cold, depleted, and messy (Tripadvisor, 2026; Hotels.com, 2025).
This explains why operational discipline is more important than menu expansion. Adding items increases complexity and replenishment burden. In contrast, stabilising basic attributes produces larger satisfaction gains in budget contexts.


5.3 Food quality theory in practice: temperature, freshness cues, and perceived safety
Food quality in hotels is evaluated through sensory cues and perceived safety. Temperature is a strong cue because it is immediately measurable by the guest. Lukewarm hot items reduce palatability, signal weak process control, and can trigger concern about holding time. In terms of actual safety vs. perceived safety, even when the actual temperature of the foods is appropriate, perceptions matter. As such, the research finding that the breakfast was perceived to be cold illustrates that there was a gap between expectations and actuality (Tripadvisor, 2026). In buffet systems, temperature control depends on equipment capability, batch sizing, replenishment rhythm, and monitoring. When any one element fails, guests experience the output as low quality.
The freshness of foods is also linked to the replenishment of foods. As such, empty trays suggest that the operation is either underprepared or understaffed. Guests interpret this as a lack of professionalism. This interpretation is visible in the older but highly detailed account of buffet depletion combined with poor table clearing and weak staff engagement (Tripadvisor, 2015). While one review does not establish causality, the pattern across sources aligns with known buffet vulnerabilities under peak load: holding time management and replenishment rhythm decide whether food appears fresh and controlled.
5.4 Labour pressure and operational constraints in UK hotels
A key question is why these execution gaps persist in budget hotels. One plausible explanation is labour pressure and tight staffing models. UK hotel work schedules can also be influenced by demand variability and the focus on minimizing labor costs, which limits employee control and results in work intensification and reduced breaks (Piso, 2022). Breakfast services have condensed demand over a short period, requiring the team to complete multiple high-frequency tasks at the same time. When the team is minimal, compromises arise as replenishment and clearing, cleaning and customer engagement, and monitoring and back-of-the-house preparation overlap.
This does not excuse the failure but highlights the reasons behind the common failure patterns. Hygiene and replenishment activities demand constant micro-actions. When a system relies on a person performing multiple micro-actions, any disruption causes a ripple effect. A tray of food runs out, customers get annoyed, and then there are issues with cleaning and a messy appearance. The Tripadvisor account of a small restaurant coping with group demand reinforces that breakfast-room size and occupancy mix shape the probability of congestion (Tripadvisor, 2024).
The prosocial rule-breaking concept offers an alternative understanding of the issue. The staff might aim to assist customers by breaking the standard routine under pressure. Overload might undermine the prosocial behavior and lead to depletion (Ghosh, 2020). This implies that the staff might resort to ad hoc behaviors instead of standard routines, which customers perceive as unmanaged services.
5.5 Online reviews as an amplifier: reputation risk from repeatable failures
Online reviews transform breakfast failures into reputational risk because breakfast issues are easy to describe and easy for readers to imagine. In budget hotels, future guests often use reviews to decide whether the property offers acceptable value. When reviews repeatedly mention cold food, depletion, and hygiene concerns, the brand promise of functional reliability is weakened.
Importantly, the findings show that positive value narratives exist, but they are conditional. Guests who accept value still report breakfast issues, which means dissatisfaction can spread even among otherwise satisfied customers (Hotels.com, 2025). From a quality management perspective, the key is to remove repeatable failure points that generate consistent negative narratives. Temperature control, replenishment rhythm, and visible hygiene control are operational levers with strong reputational pay-off.
5.6 What the discussion implies for management priorities
The combined framework interpretation produces a clear priority order:
1. Stabilise basic attributes first: hot holding, hygiene, continuous availability.
2. Relieve congestion by pacing the space and managing traffic flow, instead of diversifying the menu.
3. Make staff more visually present to signal quick responsiveness, reducing guest frustration.
4. Maintaining a sense of value by presenting a controlled, predictable operation.
These priorities align with budget-hotel realities. They do not require high capital expenditure. They require disciplined routines, simple controls, and clearer role allocation during the breakfast window.
6. Recommendations
The following recommendations are tailored to a breakfast operation in a budget hotel where staffing is a critical factor and the peak demand is predictable. Each recommendation targets a failure theme identified in the findings.
6.1 Buffet flow redesign
· Restructure the buffet, if feasible, into a one-way flow: plates and utensils first, followed by cold foods, then hot foods, then beverages.
· Divide the popular dishes to avoid congestion. Place bread, pastries, and toaster away from the hot line to prevent a single bottleneck.
· Add clear visual signage for the sequence to reduce guest hesitation and crowding at decision points.
· If space is limited, use duplicate stations for the most congested point, typically hot drinks or toaster access.
6.2 Replenishment Schedule and Accountabilities
· Designate a replenishment routine with set intervals, especially during peak periods, where replenishment occurs every 7-10 minutes on key items.
· Designate an individual to be accountable for replenishing hot line, another for cold and bakery, and another for resetting the dining area.
· Develop a simple checklist that defines minimum tray levels, replenishing before an item reaches low volume on a tray to avoid empty tray situations.
· Staging backup trays should be completed before peak periods in the kitchen, not during replenishment, to ensure replenishment involves swapping, not rebuilding.
6.3 Temperature logs and hot-holding controls
· Introduce temperature checks for key hot items at set times during service.
· Record in a simple log sheet kept at the pass.
· If items repeatedly fall below target, adjust batch size and replenishment frequency rather than holding longer.
· Prioritise fewer hot items delivered consistently hot over wider variety delivered inconsistently.
6.4 Staff positioning, visible responsiveness
· Position one staff member in a visible central point during peak, facing the buffet and dining area.
· Their job is not production; it is control – scanning for empty trays, spills, guest confusion, and quick fixes.
· This will create a perception of responsiveness even before a guest has asked for it, reducing frustration during peak periods.
6.5 Pre-Service Routine
· Develop a regular pre-service routine that takes about 30 to 45 minutes and may include setting up the equipment, trays, equipment checks, verification of the signage, and being prepared with cleaning supplies.
· Also keep a stock of the things that get used up the quickest: pastries, loaves of bread, cutlery, cups, milk, and juices.
· Confirm hot holding equipment is pre-heated before the first guest arrives.
6.6 Hygiene checklist and rapid reset cycle
· Use a rapid reset cycle: tables cleared and wiped immediately, floor spot-cleaned continuously, bin levels monitored.
· Add a simple hygiene checklist with time stamps at peak intervals.
· Ensure cleaning tools are accessible and that staff do not need to leave the room to reset tables, which creates visible gaps.


6.7 Waste reduction without harming availability
· Track depletion patterns for one week: identify the top wasted items and the top run-out items.
· Reduce waste through batch sizing and staged replenishment, not by understocking.
· Align production with expected occupancy and known group-booking peaks.
· Use end-of-service consolidation: reduce the number of active trays near closing while maintaining minimum availability.
6.8 Practical KPI set for monitoring
· Number of empty-tray observations per breakfast service window.
· Temperature compliance rate for hot items (log-based).
· Average time to restore a depleted staple item.
· Visible table reset time during peak.
· Review sentiment trend for breakfast-specific keywords across platforms.
7. Conclusion
This study examined breakfast-related customer satisfaction in a UK budget-hotel context using Ibis London Stratford as a case setting, drawing on secondary thematic analysis of publicly available online guest feedback alongside placement-informed operational understanding. The main conclusion is that breakfast carries disproportionate reputational significance in budget hotels because of its salience, time sensitivity, and ease of conversion to an online story that affects perceptions of quality and booking intent (Leite-Pereira, Brandão, and Costa, 2022; Sampaio and Régio, 2024; Cobanoglu, 2023). 
The results show a consistent set of execution failure perceptions that are common to the buffet service model under pressure: perceptions of hot foods not being warm enough, empty trays, delayed tray replenishment, queueing at pinch points, poor hygiene signals from table resets, and a lack of staff presence at the time of the service pressure. These are significant because they are perceived as basic requirements, not luxury add-ons. Asymmetrical research on attribute-based quality perceptions supports the idea that basic requirements are dissatisfiers: failure to satisfy these will generate high dissatisfaction, while satisfaction will rarely generate disproportionate satisfaction (Zhao et al., 2021; Tager et al., 2021). From a value-led perspective, these findings are consistent with research suggesting that guests will tolerate simple offers but will penalize instability in basic functional quality (Nash, Thyne, and Davies, 2006; Permatasari, Maghrifani, and Wibowo, 2025).
From a service quality perspective, the findings map onto SERVQUAL dimensions that are immediately visible to the guest at breakfast: tangibles are conveyed through the clean environment, the presentation of the buffet, and the order of the service. Reliability is conveyed through the constant presence of staff and the ability to maintain a consistent temperature. Responsiveness is conveyed through the speed of tray replenishment, the management of the crowd, and the presence of staff who visibly manage the service. These dimensions also connect to reputation and performance pathways supported in the hospitality literature, where recurring review themes are linked to performance outcomes and profitability (Anagnostopoulou et al., 2020; Asgeirsson, Gudlaugsson and Jóhannesson, 2024).
The UK operating context strengthens the interpretation. Demand variability and scheduling pressures on staff further reduce slack in operations. Therefore, breakfast is especially susceptible to cascading failures unless routines are established with realism and robustness (Piso, 2022; UKHospitality, 2024; Czajka, 2025). Technology can be leveraged to ensure consistency in service. It should be seen as an aid to reliability in service delivery rather than a substitute for hospitality (Chen, Chuah, and Balasubramanian, 2025; Go Technology, 2024). Sustainability targets also point in the same direction. Improved forecasting and replenishment can be used to minimize waste without inducing customer-perceived scarcity. Therefore, service quality can be aligned to sustainability (World Sustainable Hospitality Alliance, 2024; Arup Group, 2021).
The limitations of this dissertation include that it is based on secondary data. Therefore, internal operations data and staff interviews were not conducted. Therefore, quantification and causality could not be established. The dissertation suggests that future research should be conducted by establishing a fixed review frame and then conducting an intervention study. The interventions should be evaluated using before and after data (Lauterwasser and Nedzhvetskaya, 2023; Yu et al., 2024; Soe and Punyachalard, 2025). The implication is that the greatest leverage is in ensuring that operations deliver reliability in service delivery through buffet flow control, replenishment scheduling, temperature control, hygiene routines, and staff positioning.
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