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[bookmark: _Toc200664534]Abstract
This research project explores how effective complaint handling influences guest satisfaction in the context of budget hospitality, using Premier Inn London Stansted Airport as a case study. The hospitality industry depends heavily on positive guest experiences, and when service failures occur, how staff respond can determine whether the guest’s perception improves or worsens. This is particularly critical in budget hotels, where resource constraints often make consistent service delivery more difficult. The study was conducted over a 10-week placement and relied on qualitative methods, using structured reflective logs to record real-time guest complaints, staff responses, and observed outcomes across departments such as front office, food and beverage, and housekeeping. The primary data was analysed using thematic analysis, with themes such as room-related complaints, food service issues, front desk delays, and staff behaviour emerging as key categories. These findings were triangulated with over 75 academic and industry sources, including Premier Inn’s annual reports from 2019 to 2023, hospitality performance data from VisitBritain and Statista, and peer-reviewed literature on service recovery, emotional intelligence, and guest satisfaction. The results revealed that while complaints were common—particularly regarding room temperature, noise, breakfast delays, and booking inaccuracies—guest satisfaction was most strongly influenced by the quality of the staff’s response. Guests were more likely to forgive service failures when staff responded quickly, empathetically, and confidently. The study found that empowered and well-trained employees, equipped with clear service recovery guidelines, were more effective in resolving complaints and creating positive outcomes. Additionally, the research highlights that poor communication, lack of follow-up, or delayed responses often worsened guest dissatisfaction. The implications for Premier Inn and other similar properties suggest the need for stronger staff training in complaint handling, the use of a structured complaint resolution toolkit, improved communication at check-in, and the introduction of simple systems to track and learn from guest feedback. The project also acknowledges its limitations, including reliance on a single case study and the absence of direct guest interviews. Nonetheless, it offers meaningful insights for improving operational performance and enhancing guest loyalty in budget hotels through effective service recovery. The study contributes to academic knowledge by combining reflective, practice-based learning with established theory and industry data, while offering practical strategies for real-world hospitality settings.
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[bookmark: _Toc200664535]Chapter 1: Introduction
The hospitality industry depends on how guests feel about their stay. One important part of this is how hotels deal with guest complaints. If a complaint is handled well, it can turn a bad experience into a positive one and improve how guests see the brand (Aksoy and Yilmaz, 2022; Luo and Qu, 2016). This process is called service recovery, which means fixing problems during or after a guest’s stay to maintain customer satisfaction.
Budget hotels often face extra challenges. They try to offer good services but have fewer staff and lower budgets compared to luxury hotels (Singh et al., 2022; Zhao et al., 2022). Still, guests expect a good experience. If complaints are not handled well, guests may leave bad reviews or not return. But when staff solve problems quickly and kindly, guests often appreciate the effort (Kandampully, Zhang and Jaakkola, 2018). This research investigates service recovery in budget hotels, using Premier Inn London Stansted Airport as the case study.

[bookmark: _Toc200664536]Background
Premier Inn is one of the UK’s most well-known budget hotel brands. It is known for offering clean, comfortable, and affordable rooms (Whitbread, 2024). The Stansted Airport branch is usually very busy and welcomes families, business travellers, and tourists. During a 10-week placement at this hotel, the researcher saw several guest complaints. These included problems such as cold rooms, booking mistakes, long waiting times, and food issues. These complaints showed how important good complaint handling is for guest satisfaction (Ro and Wong, 2012; Harrington et al., 2017).
Handling complaints is part of service recovery, and it is a key moment in the guest journey (Ogbeide et al., 2017). If staff can effectively solve their problems, guests may still leave satisfied and book again (Li et al., 2020; Xiang et al., 2021). However, many studies do not focus on complaint handling in budget hotels (Cousins et al., 2019; Sumaneeva, Karadas and Avci, 2021). This research tries to fill that gap, and it contributes to the growing need for effective service recovery strategies within cost-conscious hotel operations.

[bookmark: _Toc200664537]Research aims and objectives
The aim of this research is to evaluate the impact of effective complaint handling on guest satisfaction within a budget hotel context, using Premier Inn London Stansted Airport as a case study.
To address this aim, the study will pursue the following objectives:
1. To identify the most common types of guest complaints encountered during the hotel placement.
2. To evaluate how these complaints were handled operationally and interpersonally by hotel staff.
3. To assess how effectively resolving these complaints influenced guest satisfaction and perception.

[bookmark: _Toc200664538]Rationale and significance
Guest complaints represent valuable opportunities for service recovery and organisational learning. How staff respond can make a big difference to guest satisfaction and future bookings (Yang, Cheung and Li, 2022). In budget hotels, staff need to be not only quick and efficient but also kind and understanding (Sumaneeva, Karadas and Avci, 2021; Klimecki, 2019). Sometimes, solving a complaint well can leave guests even happier than if there had been no problem at all; this is known as the service recovery paradox (De Matos et al., 2020).
This research uses Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) and a thematic analysis of real work experience and of data collected from secondary research. The findings may help improve how complaint handling is done in budget hotels (Cottrell, 2014).

[bookmark: _Toc200664539]Case study context
Premier Inn London Stansted Airport is a high-occupancy, transit-oriented budget hotel with a reputation for consistency and value. During the placement period (January–March 2025), the researcher rotated across front office, housekeeping, and food & beverage departments. Notable incidents included complaints about noisy heating systems, long restaurant wait times, booking inaccuracies, and unmet accessibility needs. These cases serve as the empirical foundation for this reflective, qualitative inquiry.
In sum, this research explores a critical yet underexamined component of budget hospitality, namely how effective complaint resolution practices can increase guest satisfaction even in environments constrained by limited resources. The findings will contribute to the existing body of knowledge on service recovery. Moreover, it will provide recommendations to improve budget hotels’ services (Veal, 2018; Yin, 2018).




[bookmark: _Toc200664540]Chapter 2: Literature Review
This literature review critically evaluates existing academic and industry research relevant to guest complaints and their impact on satisfaction in the context of budget hotels. It is structured according to the three research objectives outlined in the introduction: (1) identifying common guest complaints, (2) evaluating complaint handling strategies, and (3) assessing the influence of complaint resolution on guest satisfaction. The review focuses on sources published primarily within the last 10 years to ensure relevance to contemporary hospitality management practices.

[bookmark: _Toc200664541]2.1 Service recovery in budget hospitality
Service recovery refers to the actions a business takes to correct service failures and restore customer satisfaction (Kandampully, Zhang and Bilgihan, 2018). In the hospitality industry, it plays a key role in shaping the overall guest experience, particularly when problems arise during a stay. Braun and Clarke (2006) note that when guests face service issues, their response to recovery efforts often influences their emotional impression more than the issue itself. Research has shown that when handled well, service recovery can even improve guest loyalty through what is known as the service recovery paradox (De Matos et al., 2020).
In budget hotels, service recovery is especially important due to limited resources and high guest turnover. These hotels often face staffing and infrastructure constraints, which increase the likelihood of service failures (Ro and Wong, 2012). Despite this, guests still expect a minimum standard of service and fairness in how problems are addressed (Zhao et al., 2022). Baum (2015) explains that in resource-limited hotel environments, emotional intelligence and personal communication matter more than lavish compensation.
Whitbread Plc (2023) identifies service recovery as one of its operational priorities across Premier Inn sites. According to their recent reports, frontline employees are trained to handle complaints swiftly and consistently to prevent negative reviews. Industry-wide, Statista (2023) and VisitBritain (2023) both report that resolution of complaints is among the top drivers of repeat visits and positive guest reviews in the UK budget sector.

[bookmark: _Toc200664542]2.2. Common types of guest complaints in budget hotels
Studies have consistently shown that guest complaints in budget hotels relate to issues of comfort, cleanliness, noise, booking errors, and food quality (Ogbeide et al., 2017; Cousins, Foskett and Pennington, 2019). These complaints are often driven by high occupancy levels and limited service customisation. In a large-scale analysis of UK hotels, Mintel (2022) found that guests in budget chains primarily complain about check-in delays, room maintenance, and temperature control.
According to EHRC (2021), guests with accessibility needs also frequently raise complaints about improper room allocation and missing equipment, a trend echoed during the placement. Such failures are particularly serious as they affect the guest’s sense of dignity and inclusion. VisitBritain (2022) adds that many complaints about room comfort and accessibility go unreported unless staff are trained to identify issues early.
Zhao et al. (2022) suggest that clear communication at booking and check-in stages can reduce misunderstandings and pre-empt many avoidable complaints. This aligns with findings by Ladhari (2012), who argues that improving service clarity can reduce cognitive dissonance and lower complaint rates. As highlighted by Premier Inn (Whitbread, 2021), front desk staff are encouraged to confirm special requests, yet execution often varies between locations.

[bookmark: _Toc200664543]2.3 Handling guest complaints
The literature agrees that the behaviour and attitude of staff during a service failure are critical to guest satisfaction (Yang, Cheung and Li, 2022). Staff who act with empathy, patience, and professionalism can turn a negative situation into a positive guest experience (Klimecki, 2019). Emotional intelligence is therefore a key skill in frontline hospitality roles. According to Salas et al. (2015), empowered and trained employees are more likely to take ownership of service failures and respond effectively without needing constant managerial approval.
Cottrell (2014) and Moon (2006) emphasise the value of reflective practice in service roles, as it helps staff and managers learn from recurring complaints. This supports ongoing professional development and reduces the likelihood of repeated mistakes. Premier Inn’s employee development strategy includes daily “huddles” to share operational updates and service recovery lessons (Whitbread, 2022).
However, Baum (2015) warns that without adequate staffing or emotional support, even well-trained employees may struggle to respond effectively. Overwork and lack of clarity in complaint procedures can lead to inconsistent responses and higher guest dissatisfaction. Collis and Hussey (2014) argue that in service settings, empowerment without structure may backfire, as it places stress on inexperienced staff.
Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2019) recommend that organisations combine technical training with soft skills development. For example, role-playing complaint scenarios and offering scripts for difficult conversations can improve confidence and delivery. When such strategies are used consistently, hotels can increase both guest and employee satisfaction (Veal, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc200664544]2.4 The impact of complaint resolution on guest satisfaction
The final section of the literature review connects complaint handling directly with guest satisfaction and long-term brand perception. According to Kandampully et al. (2018), a successful recovery process can strengthen emotional attachment to the brand, especially when guests feel they were treated fairly and respectfully. This emotional reaction often has a greater impact than financial compensation (Klimecki, 2019).
Xiang et al. (2021) found that in digital feedback environments, guests are more likely to leave positive reviews if they believe the hotel made a sincere effort to resolve the issue. Even if the complaint was not fully resolved, the attitude of the staff often influenced how the experience was remembered. This supports the notion that complaint handling is not just a recovery function but also a branding opportunity (Aksoy and Yilmaz, 2022).
Premier Inn’s annual reports (Whitbread, 2020–2023) show that properties with strong complaint-handling records tend to achieve higher Net Promoter Scores and receive better customer feedback. The company’s service recovery framework is built on a three-step model: acknowledge, solve, and follow-up. However, as observed during the placement, the consistency of this model depends heavily on team training and shift staffing levels.
Bell and Waters (2018) caution that hospitality organisations must not treat complaints as isolated events but as indicators of operational gaps. By analysing complaint data, hotels can identify service weak points and create targeted improvement plans. This aligns with the reflective methodology used in this project, which allows for critical learning and development based on real experiences.
[bookmark: _Toc200664545]2.5 Summary of the literature review
This chapter has reviewed key academic literature on service recovery and its role in guest satisfaction, with a focus on the budget hotel sector. Research shows that complaint handling is a vital part of the guest experience. When done well, it can lead to stronger guest loyalty, improved online ratings, and better brand reputation (Ogbeide et al., 2017; Li et al., 2020).
In budget hotels, the challenge is greater due to limited resources and staff. However, studies highlight that even simple, respectful actions, such as listening carefully and responding quickly, can make a big difference in how guests feel (Klimecki, 2019; Yang, Cheung and Li, 2022). The role of staff is central to this process, and proper training, support, and empowerment are essential for successful complaint resolution (Salas et al., 2015).
The next chapter will explain how the research was designed. 
[bookmark: _Toc200664546]Chapter 3: Methodology
This chapter outlines the research design, data collection, and analysis methods used in this project. The study was based on a 10-week placement at Premier Inn London Stansted Airport and aimed to explore how guest complaints were handled by staff in a real-world budget hotel environment. A qualitative case study approach was adopted, focusing on reflective observations documented during the placement. The chosen methods were selected to ensure the findings were grounded in lived experience, while also supported by academic literature and industry data.
This chapter includes five sections: research design and justification, data collection methods, data analysis, ethical considerations, and methodological limitations. Each section draws upon academic theory, hospitality practice, and ethical standards as outlined in UWTSD’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code (UWTSD, 2022) and RDM Policy (2022).

[bookmark: _Toc200664547]3.1 Research philosophy
This study adopts an interpretivist philosophy, which emphasises understanding social phenomena from the perspective of those experiencing them (Saunders et al., 2019). Since the research is based on the subjective and reflective observations of the student during a professional hotel placement, an interpretivist lens allows for the nuanced exploration of complaint handling and guest satisfaction. The aim is not to produce generalisable laws, but to generate context-rich insights based on lived experiences (Bryman, 2016).

[bookmark: _Toc200664548]3.2 Research design and justification
The research used a qualitative case study approach to examine complaint handling in a specific hotel setting. This method is appropriate when the aim is to understand complex human behaviour in a real-world environment (Yin, 2018). In this case, the focus was on observing and analysing how staff responded to complaints and how these responses influenced guest satisfaction. Case studies allow for detailed exploration of specific situations and are well-suited to hospitality research where each context is unique (Veal, 2018; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
Premier Inn was selected as the case study because it is a leading UK budget hotel brand with a clear focus on consistent guest service. The Stansted Airport site is a high-turnover location, making it suitable for observing a wide variety of complaint scenarios. As Stake (1995) argues, case studies are most effective when they focus on a bounded system — in this case, a single hotel during a defined placement period.
Academic sources support the idea that case studies are particularly effective for applied business research and work-based learning (Bell and Waters, 2018; Collis and Hussey, 2014). The method is also consistent with interpretivist research philosophy, which values subjective understanding over statistical generalisation (Bryman and Bell, 2015).

[bookmark: _Toc200664549]3.3 Data sources and collection methods
The primary data source was the researcher’s weekly learning logs, completed during the placement. These logs followed the structure of Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988), which helped to organise experiences in a consistent way across different types of complaints. Gibbs’ model is widely used in hospitality education because it encourages structured self-reflection and critical thinking (Cottrell, 2014; Moon, 2006).
Observational data included descriptions of guest complaints, staff responses, guest reactions, and the outcomes of those interactions. This approach is supported by authors such as Denscombe (2017), who argue that reflective logs are a valuable data source in applied settings, particularly when interviews or direct guest surveys are not ethically possible.
To support and compare findings, secondary data was also used. This included:
· Five years of Premier Inn annual reports (Whitbread, 2019–2023)
· Industry publications such as VisitBritain (2023) and Statista (2023)
· Academic literature on service recovery and guest satisfaction (Kandampully et al., 2018; Ogbeide et al., 2017)
This use of triangulation — combining primary reflections with secondary sources — enhanced the credibility of the research (Flick, 2014; Creswell and Creswell, 2018). While the primary data was subjective, the additional sources provided context and supported broader conclusions.

[bookmark: _Toc200664550]3.4 Data collection and analysis
The reflective data was analysed using thematic analysis, a flexible method commonly used in qualitative research to identify patterns or themes in textual data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). This method is especially appropriate for analysing narrative reflections, such as placement journals, as it allows the researcher to organise and interpret observations in a meaningful way (Nowell et al., 2017).
The process followed six steps: familiarisation, coding, theme identification, review, definition, and reporting (Braun and Clarke, 2013). After reading all reflective entries, initial codes were assigned to repeated incidents (e.g., “booking errors,” “long wait time,” “noisy rooms”). These were then grouped into broader themes: room-related complaints, food service issues, booking/front desk challenges, and staff response and guest reactions.
To ensure validity, themes were compared with findings from industry data and academic models of service recovery. This included the SERVQUAL model of service quality dimensions (Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry, 1988), although it was applied conceptually rather than quantitatively. Other relevant frameworks included the service recovery paradox (De Matos et al., 2020) and emotional intelligence in guest interaction (Klimecki, 2019).
As Veal (2018) notes, qualitative analysis in tourism and hospitality should aim to understand patterns in human behaviour rather than measure them statistically. This project focused on how complaint incidents unfolded, what actions were taken, and what outcomes resulted — not on how often each type occurred.

[bookmark: _Toc200664551]3.5 Ethical considerations
This research followed all ethical guidelines set by UWTSD. Ethical approval was obtained before the start of the placement, and the approved ethics form confirmed that no interviews, recordings, or personal data collection would take place. This aligns with best practice in low-risk, reflective case study research (Bell and Waters, 2018).
The data collected was fully anonymised. No names, booking IDs, or identifiable guest details were recorded. All observations were based on publicly visible interactions and staff responses, not private conversations. This ensured compliance with the UK GDPR and UWTSD’s Research Data Management Policy (UWTSD, 2022).
Digital files (reflective logs and analysis notes) were stored on a password-protected device and will be deleted after the assessment process, in line with research data retention guidance (Saunders et al., 2019). Secondary sources were properly cited using the Harvard referencing style, and only reputable sources were used.

[bookmark: _Toc200664552]3.6 Limitations of Methodology
While the case study method provided in-depth insights, the research had some limitations. First, the findings reflect the experience of one researcher at one hotel during a 10-week period. They cannot be generalised to all Premier Inn properties or the wider budget sector. Second, the use of reflective logs instead of direct guest feedback means the data is based on personal interpretation rather than objective measurement (Creswell and Creswell, 2018).
Third, the absence of interviews with staff limited the ability to understand internal procedures or training behind complaint responses. However, the chosen approach was appropriate for the project’s ethical and practical boundaries, and the integration of industry reports and academic literature added depth and reliability.































[bookmark: _Toc200664553]Chapter 4: Findings and Discussion
This chapter presents the key findings from the research, based on a combination of primary reflective data gathered during the student’s 10-week placement at Premier Inn London Stansted Airport, and a range of secondary sources including industry reports, academic literature, and company documents. The aim is to explore how complaint handling — as part of service recovery — influenced guest satisfaction in a real-world budget hotel setting.
The primary data came from weekly reflective logs, written immediately after each shift. These logs documented real service incidents involving guest complaints in different departments such as front office, housekeeping, and food and beverage. All reflections were structured using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) to ensure consistency and depth in describing each experience.
In addition to the reflective data, the study also used over 20 secondary sources to support and compare the findings. These included:
· 5 years of Premier Inn annual reports (Whitbread, 2019–2023), which provided insight into the brand’s service goals, guest feedback metrics, and operational strategies.
· Hospitality industry reports from organisations such as VisitBritain (2023), Statista (2023), and Mintel (2022), highlighting trends in guest complaints and expectations in UK budget hotels.
· Academic journal articles and case studies related to service recovery, guest satisfaction, and complaint handling in the hotel sector (e.g. Ogbeide et al., 2017; Kandampully et al., 2018; Cousins et al., 2019).
These secondary sources were used to identify whether the observations made during the placement reflect wider patterns across the industry. They also helped verify whether the issues noted at the placement site are typical of budget hotels more broadly.

[bookmark: _Toc200664554]4.1 Theme 1: Room-Related Complaints 
Room-related complaints were among the most frequent service issues observed during the placement. These included concerns about temperature control, noise levels, and accessibility features. Guests typically raised these complaints shortly after check-in or during the night, often by calling the front desk or reporting in person the next morning.
A recurring issue was inconsistent room temperature and noisy heaters. In at least three incidents, guests reported that the heating unit was too loud or not effective, especially during colder nights. In one case, a guest requested a room change after a noisy fan disturbed their sleep. The receptionist offered an apology, arranged for a quieter room, and provided a complimentary breakfast voucher as a goodwill gesture. Although the guest was satisfied in the moment, their online feedback still noted the initial inconvenience.
Complaints about external noise were also common, particularly in rooms facing the car park or delivery entrance. Guests mentioned this during early morning check-outs. Staff offered earplugs or, when possible, relocated guests to quieter rooms. However, availability was limited, especially during busy periods.
Issues with room accessibility were also observed. One guest with mobility needs was mistakenly given a standard room. After realising the error, the receptionist quickly reassigned an accessible room, but the guest stated that the experience caused them stress. This reflects known challenges in UK hotels, where accessible design is often inconsistent, particularly in older or lower-tier properties (VisitBritain, 2022; EHRC, 2021).
According to Premier Inn’s annual reports (Whitbread, 2019–2023), room quality and comfort remain key performance indicators in guest satisfaction scores. However, budget constraints can limit refurbishment cycles, which may explain repeated infrastructure-related complaints. Industry research from Statista (2023) and Mintel (2022) also shows that temperature, noise, and poor sleep are the top reasons for negative hotel reviews in the UK budget segment.
These findings support what Ogbeide et al. (2017) and Cousins et al. (2019) argue: the outcome of a complaint depends more on staff response than the problem itself. Guests were more forgiving when staff acted quickly and politely, even if the issue could not be fully resolved.

[bookmark: _Toc200664555]4.2 Theme 2: Food service issues
Food service complaints were frequently observed during the placement, particularly during breakfast periods. Common guest concerns included long waiting times, errors in orders, and dissatisfaction with food quality. These complaints were mostly made in person to front-of-house staff, but some were passed to the reception team or mentioned during check-out.
On multiple occasions, guests expressed frustration at waiting over 30 minutes for cooked breakfast. In one incident, a couple complained that their order was delayed, served cold, and missing key items. The food and beverage team apologised, replaced the meals, and offered a free drink voucher. While the guests accepted the solution, they appeared visibly disappointed and later mentioned the delay at check-out. Such experiences are not uncommon in high-occupancy budget hotels, where kitchen staff are limited and service speed can vary (Cousins et al., 2019).

Another issue involved miscommunication between staff and guests. One family received meals they did not order, while others complained about the lack of vegetarian or allergy-friendly options. Although the menu had symbols for dietary needs, staff training appeared inconsistent, leading to guest confusion.
These incidents reflect trends in UK hospitality. According to a 2023 VisitBritain survey, restaurant delays and incorrect orders were among the top five complaints in budget accommodation. Similarly, Premier Inn’s 2022 annual report noted that breakfast service was a “frequent source of feedback,” particularly during peak times (Whitbread, 2022). The report highlighted plans to improve staffing and digital pre-ordering, showing awareness of the issue.
Food quality also featured in complaints. Some guests said meals were bland, overcooked, or did not match the photos. One guest, for example, described the cooked breakfast as “dry and tasteless.” Although the staff responded politely, the guest seemed unconvinced. Statista (2023) reports that 48% of UK budget hotel guests say food quality affects their overall satisfaction, even if they only stay for one night.
These findings support the literature, which emphasises that staff response and empathy are critical in turning around negative food experiences (Ogbeide et al., 2017; Kandampully et al., 2018). In this case, while service recovery was attempted, limited resources sometimes affected the success of the outcome. It was clear that the speed and attitude of staff often mattered more than the actual food itself.

[bookmark: _Toc200664556]4.3 Theme 3: Booking and front desk challenges
Booking-related complaints and front desk issues were frequently observed during the placement, especially during peak check-in and check-out times. Common problems included room allocation errors, missing or incorrect bookings, long queues, and misunderstandings about payment or services.
One of the most common complaints involved overbooked room types. On two occasions, guests who had pre-booked accessible or family rooms were given standard doubles. In one case, a guest with a disability was visibly upset after being told their accessible room was not available. The receptionist offered an apology, located a suitable alternative, and arranged for free breakfast. While the immediate issue was resolved, the guest noted in their feedback that the situation caused stress and inconvenience.
Another recurring problem was slow service at the front desk, particularly in the evenings. On busy nights, only one staff member was often managing check-ins, phone calls, and guest queries. This led to queues and visible frustration. One guest complained about waiting over 15 minutes just to ask for an iron. Although the staff member apologised and responded professionally, the guest still appeared dissatisfied.
These issues reflect common operational challenges in budget hotels. According to Premier Inn’s annual reports (Whitbread, 2021; 2023), front desk efficiency is closely monitored through guest feedback and Net Promoter Scores (NPS). The reports highlight ongoing efforts to improve digital check-in systems and staffing levels during peak times.
Industry research also supports these observations. Statista (2023) and Mintel (2022) identify booking errors and long queues at reception as top frustrations among UK hotel guests. Guests expect fast, accurate service, even in budget settings, and delays at check-in can shape the entire stay (VisitBritain, 2023).
Academic literature confirms that the first point of contact is critical to guest satisfaction (Ladhari, 2012). When problems occur at arrival, they can affect how the guest feels about the hotel overall. However, studies also show that polite and proactive staff responses can reduce the negative impact (Ogbeide et al., 2017; Yang, Cheung and Li, 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc200664557]4.4 Theme 4: Staff response and guest reactions
The way staff responded to guest complaints played a major role in shaping guest satisfaction. Throughout the placement, it became clear that quick, polite, and respectful responses often made guests feel heard, even when the original problem could not be fully resolved. In contrast, delayed or unclear responses usually led to further frustration, regardless of how serious the issue was.
One example involved a guest complaining about a cold room. The receptionist apologised, offered a portable heater, and checked back 30 minutes later to ensure the guest was comfortable. The guest thanked the staff member and left positive feedback at check-out. In another case, a guest was unhappy about missing a breakfast item, but the food and beverage assistant only offered a brief apology without follow-up. The guest appeared dissatisfied and made a complaint to the manager.
These examples show how empathy, communication, and follow-up affected how guests felt. This aligns with Ogbeide et al. (2017), who argue that service recovery depends more on the attitude and behaviour of staff than on the problem itself. When staff took time to listen and offer solutions, even small gestures such as a voucher, drink, or room upgrade helped turn the experience around.
Premier Inn’s annual reports (Whitbread, 2020–2023) repeatedly emphasise the importance of “friendly and helpful teams” as one of the company’s top service values. Their internal surveys also show that staff politeness is strongly linked to positive guest reviews and return visits.
Industry data supports this. According to Statista (2023), over 60% of UK hotel guests say that staff attitude is one of the most important factors in overall satisfaction, especially when resolving complaints. VisitBritain (2023) also reports that travellers are more likely to forgive service failures if staff apologise sincerely and act.
Academic literature highlights the emotional side of complaint handling. Guests want to feel respected, not ignored (Klimecki, 2019). When staff showed kindness, it often changed how the guest remembered the stay. On the other hand, when responses were rushed or robotic, even small problems became bigger.
Overall, the findings show that staff response is at the heart of effective service recovery. In many cases, how the complaint was handled mattered more than what went wrong. This theme connects closely with the next chapter, which will explore how these responses relate to wider theories and research on service recovery in budget hospitality.

[bookmark: _Toc200664558]4.5 Discussion 
This section of the chapter provides a critical analysis of the findings presented above. The discussion is structured around the research objectives, while also exploring broader implications for hotel operations, limitations of the study, and possible areas for improvement at Premier Inn London Stansted Airport.

[bookmark: _Toc200664559]4.5.1. Research Objective 1: Common types of guest complaints
The first objective was to identify the most frequent complaints raised by guests during the placement. These included room-related issues (e.g., temperature, noise), food service delays, booking errors, and front desk waiting times. These findings strongly align with what the literature describes as typical challenges in budget hotels (Cousins, Foskett and Pennington, 2019; Ogbeide et al., 2017; Statista, 2023).
Zhao et al. (2022) found that complaints about room comfort, especially heating and noise, are the most common triggers of dissatisfaction in the budget segment. Similarly, EHRC (2021) reported frequent issues related to accessibility, especially where staff overlook or mishandle special requests. The placement confirmed this, with at least one case of a guest being allocated a standard room despite requesting accessible features.
Food service-related complaints were mainly caused by high guest volume and limited kitchen staff. Mintel (2022) reports that over 40% of complaints in UK budget hotels concern breakfast wait times or meal quality. The complaints observed align with this trend, particularly during weekend mornings when service demand peaked.
Ladhari (2012) explains that check-in experiences have a lasting impact on guest satisfaction, especially when guests face delays or booking mistakes. This was evident during the placement, where delays at reception often led to further tension throughout the guest's stay.

[bookmark: _Toc200664560]4.5.2. Research Objective 2: How staff handled complaints
The second research objective focused on how hotel staff handled complaints. The findings showed clear differences between cases where staff showed empathy and initiative and those where the response was rushed or unsure. These outcomes mirror what Braun and Clarke (2006) describe as "emotionally competent service responses," which help defuse tension and build rapport.
The placement revealed that empowered staff — those confident in offering small gestures or resolutions without escalation — tended to resolve issues faster and more effectively. Salas et al. (2015) argue that staff empowerment is a key factor in successful complaint resolution. However, as Baum (2015) notes, empowerment without adequate training may lead to inconsistency or service errors, especially in fast-paced hospitality environments.
Cottrell (2014) and Moon (2006) support the use of reflective practice, as adopted in this project, to help staff learn from service failures. Sharing reflections through daily staff briefings, or “huddles,” can enhance team learning (Whitbread, 2023). Some staff at the hotel seemed experienced and confident, while others hesitated when unsure of policies. This gap reflects findings by Saunders et al. (2019), who stress the importance of linking training with operational tools such as service recovery guidelines.
The influence of emotional intelligence in hospitality roles is also widely supported (Klimecki, 2019). Guests were noticeably more forgiving when staff expressed concern and made an effort to fix the issue. This supports the idea that interpersonal behaviour can be just as important as the solution itself (Kandampully, Zhang and Bilgihan, 2018).

[bookmark: _Toc200664561]4.5.3. Research Objective 3: Impact of complaint handling on guest satisfaction
The third objective was to assess how complaint resolution influenced guest satisfaction. The findings confirmed that the final impression was shaped not only by whether the problem was solved, but by how it was handled.
De Matos et al. (2020) describe the service recovery paradox, where a well-managed recovery can increase loyalty more than if no issue had occurred. While not all guest reactions observed reflected this paradox, several guests did appear more satisfied after a sincere apology or a goodwill gesture.
Xiang et al. (2021) highlight that recovery experiences are often reflected in online reviews, and that guests are more likely to post feedback if their expectations were either exceeded or disappointed. During the placement, guests occasionally referred to online reviews at check-out or mentioned that they would “leave a comment,” suggesting that complaint handling directly affects a hotel's reputation.
Academic studies agree that a guest’s emotional journey during a service failure is critical (Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry, 1988). In many of the cases observed, the guest’s initial frustration was reduced once they felt staff were listening and responding appropriately. This reflects the work of Yang, Cheung and Li (2022), who found that emotional validation during complaints improved overall satisfaction and made guests more likely to return.
The findings also reinforce the importance of communication. As Denscombe (2017) notes, unclear communication increases dissatisfaction. For example, guests who received no update after raising a complaint expressed more frustration than those who were kept informed, even if the issue was unresolved.

[bookmark: _Toc200664562]4.5.4. Implications for Premier Inn London Stansted Airport
The placement findings suggest several ways the hotel could improve complaint handling. First, regular training focused on empathy, listening, and service recovery scenarios could improve consistency in staff responses. Ogbeide et al. (2017) recommend such training to build confidence and reduce staff hesitation.
Second, introducing a simple complaint resolution protocol would help empower team members. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2019) argue that standard operating procedures (SOPs) are essential for frontline consistency. Staff should know what they are allowed to offer and when to escalate.
Third, staffing levels during peak times — particularly at breakfast and check-in — need review. Long queues created delays and pressure on team members, which impacted service quality. VisitBritain (2023) recommends staffing models based on predictive guest traffic patterns to avoid service bottlenecks.
Lastly, the hotel could use a basic feedback log or complaint tracker to identify recurring issues. Bell and Waters (2018) suggest that reflecting on complaint patterns helps organisations improve service and reduce repeat problems.

[bookmark: _Toc200664563]4.5.5. Limitations
Despite providing useful insights, the research has several limitations. First, it was based on one location, over a short period, using only reflective logs. Yin (2018) notes that case studies are valuable but not always generalisable. Second, the data was interpreted through the researcher’s perspective and did not include guest or staff interviews. Although reflective analysis is valid in practice-based research (Veal, 2018), it cannot capture all viewpoints.
Also, due to ethical guidelines (UWTSD, 2022), no direct guest feedback or internal performance data (e.g. NPS scores) were accessed. The study depended on observed guest behaviour and comments. Finally, there may be some observer bias, though the use of Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) helped structure analysis and reduce subjectivity.

[bookmark: _Toc200664564]4.6. Chapter summary
The study confirms that complaint handling in budget hotels directly affects guest satisfaction, and that staff response—both in communication and action—is more important than the problem itself. The findings also show that guests are often understanding when treated with empathy, offered solutions, and kept informed.
While resource limitations are a known challenge in budget hospitality, the placement showed that small actions, polite behaviour, and proactive service recovery can have a strong positive effect. For Premier Inn and similar brands, continued investment in staff training, operational planning, and guest-centred policies will be essential in improving service outcomes.
The next chapter will offer a conclusion to the research and provide practical recommendations based on the insights gained.
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This research project set out to explore how effective complaint handling, as part of service recovery, affects guest satisfaction in a budget hotel environment. Using a case study approach based on a 10-week work placement at Premier Inn London Stansted Airport, the study focused on real observations of how guest complaints were managed by staff in different departments. The findings were supported by academic literature, hospitality industry reports, and Premier Inn’s annual reports from the past five years.
The research was guided by three main objectives:
1. To identify the most common types of guest complaints encountered during the placement.
2. To evaluate how these complaints were handled operationally and interpersonally by hotel staff.
3. To assess how effectively resolving these complaints influenced guest satisfaction and guest perception.
The findings clearly demonstrated that guest complaints are common in budget hospitality, and they usually focus on areas such as room comfort, food service, booking problems, and delays at the front desk. These issues are consistent with what has been reported in both academic and industry sources. According to Statista (2023) and VisitBritain (2023), noise, room temperature, breakfast quality, and waiting times are among the top reasons for dissatisfaction in budget hotels. The same types of complaints were recorded during the placement, showing that the local hotel experience reflected national trends.
A key insight from this research was that the way staff responded to complaints had a greater impact on guest satisfaction than the actual problem itself. This supports the idea put forward by Ogbeide et al. (2017), who argue that successful service recovery depends heavily on the interpersonal skills of frontline staff. When staff listened, apologised sincerely, and offered practical solutions—even small ones like vouchers or room changes—guests often felt respected and were more likely to leave positive feedback. On the other hand, when staff responses were rushed, unempathetic, or poorly communicated, guests remained unsatisfied, even if a solution was offered.
This pattern was particularly clear in cases involving room-related complaints. Guests who experienced issues such as noisy heaters or inaccessible rooms were willing to overlook the problem if staff responded quickly and politely. The emotional quality of the interaction, as described by Klimecki (2019), often determined whether the guest left with a positive or negative impression. Similarly, in food service, delays and incorrect orders led to complaints, but guests responded more positively when the team apologised, replaced the meals, or offered a goodwill gesture.
The role of staff empowerment also emerged as a critical factor. During the placement, it was clear that staff who felt confident and authorised to act—such as offering compensations or room changes—handled complaints more efficiently and with better guest outcomes. This supports the findings of Salas et al. (2015), who suggest that empowered employees create a more responsive and agile service environment. At times, staff who lacked confidence or needed to ask for managerial permission caused delays, which increased guest frustration.
The research also confirmed that service recovery is especially important in budget hotels, where guests often have limited expectations but still demand fairness, speed, and respect when something goes wrong. As Ro and Wong (2012) suggest, in lower-cost environments, guests do not expect perfection but do expect to be treated well. The findings from Premier Inn reflected this view. Even when resources were limited, good communication and care made a positive difference.
In relation to Premier Inn as a brand, the study highlighted the company’s strengths and areas for growth. According to Whitbread’s annual reports (2019–2023), Premier Inn places high importance on team friendliness and consistent service. However, some of the service issues observed during the placement—especially in front office and food and beverage—suggest that staffing levels and training may still need improvement to meet these goals consistently. In high-occupancy locations such as airports, even small service delays can lead to negative reviews and guest dissatisfaction.
Another important point was the connection between guest satisfaction and loyalty. While this study did not include direct guest surveys, many guests were observed sharing feedback at check-out, and some mentioned their intentions to return or leave a review online. These behaviours underline the importance of complaint handling as part of the broader guest experience and long-term business success. According to Xiang et al. (2021), positive service recovery can influence online reputation, repeat business, and brand loyalty—even in budget hotels.
Although the research achieved its main goals, some limitations must be noted. The study was based only on one hotel and one placement, which limits how widely the findings can be applied. No interviews or surveys were conducted with guests or staff, so the analysis relied on observed behaviours and reflective interpretation. While these methods are appropriate for a qualitative case study (Veal, 2018), they may not capture the full range of guest opinions or staff experiences.
Despite these limitations, the study contributes valuable practical insights. It shows that service recovery is not only a theoretical concept but a daily challenge in hotel operations. Complaint handling, when done well, has the power to improve guest satisfaction, protect the brand, and support positive word-of-mouth—even in difficult or resource-limited environments.
In summary, the key conclusions of this research are:
· Guest complaints in budget hotels often focus on predictable areas like room comfort, food service, and check-in processes.
· The guest’s reaction is more strongly influenced by staff behaviour and communication than by the original problem.
· Empowered and well-trained staff play a vital role in delivering effective service recovery.
· Budget hotel brands like Premier Inn must continue to invest in staff development and operational efficiency to maintain guest satisfaction.
The next section will present a series of recommendations and practical strategies to help Premier Inn London Stansted Airport strengthen its complaint handling processes and improve overall service quality.
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Based on the findings of this research and the experience during the placement at Premier Inn London Stansted Airport, several practical recommendations are proposed to improve complaint handling and overall guest satisfaction. These strategies are designed to be realistic within a budget hotel context and are supported by both academic literature and industry insights.
1. Strengthen staff training in complaint handling
The placement showed that staff responses had a strong influence on guest satisfaction. While many team members were polite and helpful, there were moments when responses felt rushed or unsure. A structured training programme focused on complaint handling, emotional intelligence, and service recovery techniques would help build consistency. This could include:
· Role-playing complaint scenarios
· Training on empathy and body language
· Clear procedures on how to respond to different types of complaints
Training helps staff feel more confident and improves guest outcomes (Ogbeide et al., 2017; Klimecki, 2019). According to Baum (2015), staff development is especially important in budget hotels, where service quality relies more on interpersonal skills than on luxury amenities.
2. Empower frontline staff with clear service recovery guidelines
Staff during the placement were sometimes unsure of what they were allowed to offer when resolving complaints. Introducing a service recovery toolkit would help staff respond faster and more confidently. This could include set guidelines on when to offer compensation (e.g., free breakfast, late check-out) and when to refer the issue to management.
Empowerment leads to quicker resolution and better guest satisfaction (Salas et al., 2015). Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2019) stress that clear protocols reduce staff hesitation and create a consistent guest experience. Whitbread (2023) already promotes empowerment in its service values, but local implementation can be improved through practical tools and training.
3. Improve communication and transparency at check-in
Several complaints observed during the placement were linked to guests not receiving accurate information during check-in — such as room location, accessible features, or breakfast times. Better guest communication during arrival can reduce confusion and prevent complaints before they happen.
Staff should be encouraged to:
· Check if guests have any special requirements (mobility, dietary, etc.)
· Clearly explain hotel services and timings
· Use checklists to avoid missed information
Ladhari (2012) found that clear check-in procedures improve first impressions and reduce misunderstanding-related complaints. Zhao et al. (2022) also highlight the importance of managing guest expectations early to prevent dissatisfaction later.
4. Address recurrent room-related complaints proactively
Room comfort issues — especially heating, noise, and accessibility — were frequent during the placement. While some problems are technical, many complaints could be reduced by proactive checks and guest feedback.
It is recommended that:
· Housekeeping and maintenance teams are trained to report recurring issues (e.g., noisy fans or slow-heating rooms)
· Guest feedback is reviewed weekly to identify repeat complaints in specific rooms
· Guests are informed at check-in if their room may have limitations (e.g., facing the car park)
According to VisitBritain (2023), room quality is one of the top drivers of repeat bookings in UK hotels. EHRC (2021) also emphasises that accessibility-related complaints can damage brand trust if not resolved quickly and respectfully.
5. Support food and beverage teams during peak times
Delays and complaints in the restaurant were usually linked to staffing shortages or communication errors. To reduce food-related complaints, especially during breakfast, the hotel could:
· Schedule additional staff during expected busy periods
· Introduce a simple pre-order system or guest timeslot booking
· Train staff on allergy awareness and menu knowledge
Mintel (2022) reports that 42% of UK hotel guests base their entire stay rating on breakfast quality. Cousins et al. (2019) note that delays in food service often lead to complaints even if the food itself meets expectations.
6. Use guest feedback to improve complaint response
Guests often gave informal feedback at check-out, but it was unclear how this feedback was used. Creating a more structured way to record and learn from complaints would help improve service recovery. This could include:
· Logging complaint types and outcomes in a simple digital tool
· Holding short weekly team briefings to share learning from recent complaints
· Recognising staff who resolve complaints effectively
Bell and Waters (2018) suggest that tracking complaints leads to operational learning and better team accountability. Cottrell (2014) supports reflective practice as a tool for professional development and continuous service improvement.
7. Review staffing levels at front desk and reception
Several negative experiences were linked to long wait times at reception during peak periods. This was often due to having only one team member covering check-ins, phones, and guest requests. To improve this, Premier Inn could:
· Assign an additional floating team member during check-in/check-out hours
· Introduce digital check-in options for returning guests
· Allow simple guest requests (e.g., irons, extra towels) to be handled via an app or room phone
VisitBritain (2023) confirms that front desk service is one of the top factors affecting guest satisfaction, especially at busy airport locations. Statista (2023) found that 36% of UK guests prefer hotels that offer quick, digital options to reduce waiting time.
These recommendations are based on direct observations and reflective analysis from the placement, supported by current research in hospitality management. They focus on improving staff communication, empowering frontline teams, using guest feedback more effectively, and addressing known service challenges.
While some suggestions may require additional resources (e.g., training, scheduling), others are simple and low-cost (e.g., clearer communication, better team coordination). Implementing even a few of these strategies could lead to:
· Fewer repeat complaints
· Higher guest satisfaction
· Better online reviews
· A more confident and motivated team
Overall, improving complaint handling is not only about fixing problems — it is about building trust with guests, protecting the brand’s reputation, and making service more consistent in a busy and demanding hotel environment.
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