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 As living luxuriously becomes more desirable to most of the population, eating at 

restaurants is a more popular choice than cooking a meal from scratch.  With all the restaurants 

on the market, guests have the option to let any bad experience be enough to deter them from 

ever giving the restaurant a second chance.  It is important to know what guests are looking for 

in an atmosphere when they dine so that restaurants are set in a way to accommodate them.  

Providing guests are comfortable, they will become loyal to that restaurant and probably promote 

it to their friends and family. 

 On top of this, there are more students who are working their way through school due to 

financial aid difficulties.  Guest satisfaction plays a huge role on what they think of the restaurant 

and how they will tip their server.  Generally, a server’s tip is a reflection of the guest’s overall 

reaction to the experience, so it is a good predictor as to how they feel about the restaurant.  If 

servers can learn the atmosphere that will put their guests into a pleasant mood, they will be able 

to make more money to support themselves.   

 Research has been conducted on guest satisfaction due to the elements of the restaurant.  

This includes the perception of crowding, lighting, ambiance, table settings, service, and music.  

Some studies have also taken into account how these perceptions will increase guest loyalty and 

word-of-mouth recommendations.  Likewise, there are studies to see what the motivation is to 

tipping—whether it is psychological or to ensure good service in the future.   

Additionally, some studies have been conducted to see how touch impacts tips.  Other 

studies have shown that server interaction and extraversion will increase tips.  Among all these 

studies of perceptions of atmosphere, though, there are no studies to see how these perceptions 

affect the tip that the server receives. 
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 The point of this study is to find conclusive evidence as to if and how the perceptions of 

the restaurant atmosphere will affect the tips the servers receive.  By looking at things previously 

studied, such as lighting, ambiance, music, and crowding, and comparing it to tip as opposed to 

just guest satisfaction, restaurants will be able to provide their customers with a more appropriate 

setting.  Since tips are normally a good indication of guest satisfaction, higher tips mean that the 

guests will be more likely to be loyal to that restaurant and continue to dine there. 

Conducive Atmosphere 

Normally, when people choose to go to a restaurant, it is because of the food.  However, 

there are many other aspects that people look at when deciding if they will continue to dine at a 

restaurant in future endeavors.  Depending on the time of day that one would go to a restaurant, 

he/she may experience a wait.  If the waiting area is not conducive to guests’ expectations, they 

will lower how they feel about a restaurant overall (Sulek & Hensley, 2004).  Also, if the seating 

order is not fair, guests will make negative judgments toward the restaurant.  Before guests get to 

their tables they are making observations that will get them into a mindset as to how the dinner 

should go. 

 Once they get to a table, the comfort of the table must be favorable to the guest.  Most 

dinners are expected to take 45 minutes from being seated to paying the check.  If a table is 

uncomfortable, 45 minutes could be too long for someone to want to sit.  It is important that 

comfort is monitored throughout a guest’s duration of dinner.  Comfort is also dependent on 

temperature, noise level, odor, and cleanliness.  First time guests are more likely to let 

atmosphere and seating order determine if they are satisfied.  Repeat customers are more 

interested in food quality to keep them coming back (Sulek & Hensley, 2004). 
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 Hui and Bateson (1991) looked at the effect of crowding on service experience.  

Although this was not directly correlated to tips or loyalty, the results are applicable because of 

perceived choice.  People are able to choose which restaurant to dine, so crowdedness may be 

considered a reason to not go to one place.  The results did find that if people were choosing to 

be in a location, they were more willing to make positive correlations with the encounter in a 

high level of crowdedness.  Crowding has a negative impact on an experience, but if guests have 

the perceived control of the situation, it will normally outweigh the negative perceptions. 

 In addition to seating order and perceived crowding, people who are meeting in small 

groups or dyads like to have a private area (Williams & Hughes, 2005).  Feeling too exposed to 

other people in a restaurant can make people feel anxious, thus leading to negative feelings.  

People normally want to sit facing the middle of the restaurant or the outside.  This gives people 

a perceived feeling of control.  If they are somewhat secluded and able to see where everyone 

else is, they feel more positively about their dining experience. 

 Restaurant experience is largely impacted by the atmosphere.  Ryu and Han (2011) found 

guests’ perceptions of lighting, aesthetics, table settings, and ambiance were all factors that 

positively enforced perceived disconfirmation, or the fact that the restaurant was better than 

expected.  Disconfirmation, in turn, positively influenced customer satisfaction and loyalty.  As 

discussed, customer satisfaction is normally a direct correlation to tips.  As guest satisfaction 

increases, the tips are projected to increase as well.  

 Background music has an impact on the atmosphere of the restaurant and how much 

money people are willing to spend in the establishment (Wilson, 2003).  Also found were 

interactive effects between music, the number of people dining, the number of times patrons 

have been to a restaurant, the amount of alcohol consumed, and the perception of service and 
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food quality.  Finally, the appropriateness of music for the establishment also affects the 

perceived satisfaction.   

 The aforementioned study found that if no music is played, people found the restaurant to 

be boring and not upbeat.  Classical music made the establishment seem more upscale and 

classy, which made patrons more willing to spend more money.  Pop/current music made 

restaurants feel the most upbeat.  This made guests get more psychologically aroused in a 

positive way.  When there was no music and people felt bored, they were less willing to spend 

money, but jazz increased willingness to spend money.  Jazz and easy listening music provided 

an atmosphere that people were more likely to have three or more drinks than the other music 

groups.  Jazz, also, made people feel more satisfied with the service. 

Characteristics of Service Staff 

Among the other aspects that people use to make conclusions about a restaurant, they 

look for situational cues from the staff, as well (Jung & Yoon, 2011).  The employees’ kinesics 

and proxemics have a significant effect on customers’ positive evaluations.  Paralanguage was 

found to be most influential on customers’ negative emotions.  According to Expectancy 

Violation Theory, and a study done by Jung and Yoon (2011), guests’ have certain expectations 

as to how servers should act.  When servers violate those expectations, guests’ emotions change 

based on the valence of the violation.  This means that servers should either conform to 

expectations or violate expectations in a positive demeanor to give their guests a positive 

emotion. 

 Along with these expectations, people decide to go to restaurants based on expectations 

of luxury.  People who are materialistic generally go to more luxurious restaurants.  Hedonist 

and unique people were also found to frequent restaurants of luxury.  These motivations for 
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going to these restaurants have been found to make a positive impact on how people feel about 

the service in restaurants (Lee & Hwang, 2011).  People who rated high in perfectionism were 

found to be less content with their service at any restaurant, though they were less likely to 

frequent luxury restaurants than the other characteristics. 

What Makes People Tip  

The motivation behind why people tip should also be known.  Knowing why people tip 

can help servers alter their service in a way to get the patrons to think that situation is happening.  

Azar (2010) looked at if the reason people tip was because of psychological or strategic 

motivations.  Psychological motivations include satisfaction, the mood the patron is in, and 

feeling the psychological need to thank for service.  Strategic motivation would be in order to 

ensure good future service.  Whether the patron thinks he/she will encounter the same server 

again or if when they go to the restaurant, the past server will pass on to the current server that 

he/she is a good tipper.  Server friendliness and speed were found to be most influential in 

increasing tips (Azar, 2010).  Tips were then compared to service and frequency and it was found 

that people do not tip for strategic reasons.  This means that to increase tips, servers should focus 

on putting their guests into a good psychological mood.  Being friendly, prompt, and sincere are 

good ways to do this. 

 Likewise, Chi, Grandey, Diamond, and Krimmel (2011) looked at the ways that deep and 

surface acting would influence tips.  Deep acting is when the server alters the way they feel 

about the situation to get the purest form of acting.  Surface acting differs in that servers would 

only change their exterior regulators, but nothing internally.  Servers who deep act are seen as 

more sincere and have a more positive self-presentation and had a greater overall financial gain.  
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When guests interacted with servers who were deep acting, their expectations were positively 

exceeded, which led to bigger tips for the servers.   

 Overall, servers wouldn’t make any tips if there were no guests.  In order to assure that 

they get guests, they need to impress people with the physical atmosphere and their service.  

Service that is trained exceptionally generates more positive electronic word-of-mouth 

advertising (Jeong & Jang, 2011).  In fact, service is the second most prominent factor following 

food quality.  Atmosphere is still a large predictor in deciding how people feel about a restaurant, 

but it was not one of the topics that people would bring up when giving positive feedback. 

Rationale 

 Servers have a lot to be aware of when trying to make a large financial gain.  They should 

be aware of their own nonverbal behaviors, such as kinesics and paralanguage.  Also, they are 

being watched as they interact with other employees and should beware of the nonverbal they 

use with them.  Using deep acting to maintain or create a positive mood for guests is also helpful.  

Sincerity, friendliness, and speed are three of the main factors guests are looking for when they 

decide to dine at the mercy of a server. 

 Beyond these things, restaurants need to be aware of the comfort.  Actual levels of 

lighting, volume of music, and temperature are not recorded, so trying to think of how the people 

you know would like the atmosphere to be is helpful when setting these items.  Being fair in 

seating order and location also will affect the mood that guests are in.  When the atmosphere is 

conducive to the guest, they are more satisfied with their entire dining experience.  Thus, it is 

hypothesized that as guest satisfaction with atmosphere increases, the tip percentage will 

increase as well. 
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Method 

Participants 

 Participants were 44 guests from Angus Steakhouse, a chain, dine-in restaurant.  

Participants were recruited by eating in the restaurant.  The age of the respondents ranged from 

19 to 65 years (M=40.95, SD=13.22).  Of the participants, 65.9% (29 people) were men and 

34.1% (15 people) were women.  Ethnic makeup of the sample was 97.7% Caucasian and 2.3% 

African American. 

Procedures and Instrumentation 

 A convenience sample was used to obtain participants.  Respondents were instructed to 

complete the survey based on their own beliefs and perspectives.  The questionnaire included 

one measure. 

 The DINESCAPE Scale (Kisang & Soocheong, 2008) is a 12-item instrument that asks 

participants to indicate their perception of the restaurant atmosphere.  This scale has one 

dimension.  Responses were solicited using 7-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree 

(1) to strongly agree (7).  Some items were: The restaurant makes me feel crowded; Attractive 

employees make me feel good; and Table decorations are appealing.  A reliability coefficient of 

.81 (M=64.9, SD=8.48) was achieved. 

Results 

 The hypothesis stated that as guest satisfaction to atmosphere increases, the tip 

percentage will increase as well.  By conducting an independent sample t-test, the hypothesis 

was not found to be significant.  To test the hypothesis, a Pearson’s correlation was conducted.  

The correlation indicated atmosphere perception was not significantly related to tip percentage  

(r = -.01, p = .47). 
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 A post hoc study of men and women’s differences in perception was tested in an 

independent sample t-test (t = 2.71, p = .01) and a significant difference was found men’s and 

women’s perception of the restaurant atmosphere.  Men were, on average, more satisfied with 

the atmosphere (M=5.59, SD=.63) and women were less satisfied (M=5.01, SD=.71). 

Discussion 

 The purpose of this study was to find a correlation between tip percentage and restaurant 

atmosphere perceptions.  The hypothesis stated that as guest satisfaction to atmosphere increases, 

the tip percentage will increase as well.  The hypothesis was not supported by the data.  There 

was not significant evidence of there being a correlation between tip percentage and satisfaction 

with the atmosphere. 

A possible reason for this hypothesis not being supported may be that tips are defined as 

“a gift of money, over and above payment due for service, as to a waiter or bellhop”.  Since this 

says that tips are for service, people may not tip based on any other factors besides the service 

they have received.  Some participants may recognize that servers do not have any control over 

the aesthetics of the restaurant, so they do not base their tip to the server on the atmosphere.  

Also, people who were at the restaurant with other people may not pay much attention to the 

atmosphere to have it included in the tip. 

Another possible reason that the hypothesis was not supported may be that there was a 

link made between guests’ desire to return to a restaurant and tips that may not exist.  Previous 

research stated that servers would not make tips without guests coming in so making sure that 

guests would keep coming back would increase tips.  However, the results were calculated using 

the percent of tips gained not the amount in dollars.  This is mostly because people usually tip on 
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percentage and not a flat rate.  Although more guests generally means more tips, there is not 

necessarily a percentage increase. 

In “Why Tip?”, an article in the New York Times (Wachter, 2008), an overview of a 

restaurant who does not accept tips pushed the author to look further into tipping.  He found that 

as much as people claim to tip to ensure good service, it doesn’t make sense.  The bill is 

presented at the end of the meal and it will, at that point, not give them good service.  Not to 

mention, ensuring future good service doesn’t make sense if that guest doesn’t have the same 

server or that server has not passed word of the good tip.  Most striking is that fact that people 

will even tip without the thought of ever coming back to an establishment. 

Wachter (2008) also presents the point that, usually, tips are based on a percentage.  

Whether it is the “National Standard” of 15%-20%, most people start there and use Tip 

Calculators on their cell phones to see what to leave servers.  From that point, it is all ego and 

show of what the tip will be.  Whether people want to show off to their friends who are dining 

with them or to the server what money they have, people generally do not want to seem “cheap” 

for tipping less than average, even if service is bad—which again reflects the fact that tips do not 

pay for service.   

A final part of the ego involvement of tipping is that people feel badly for not tipping 

someone who waits on them.  It is an “unequal relationship [that is] so strong that very few are 

able to ignore it,” (Wachter, 2008), so people feel the need to pay for the “embarrassment” of 

having other people serve them.  Psychologically, guests feel a debt to servers for being waited 

on although they are physically capable of walking and taking care of their own meals.  This debt 

is then covered by a tip that the guests leave for servers.   
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The amount of people at the table was not included in the study, either.  As stated, people 

may tip more to show their money to their friends.  Also, if there are more than six-eight people 

at a table, most restaurants will add a gratuity of 18%-20% so people don’t even feel the option 

to pick their own tips (although these tips can be removed if the guests are not satisfied and can 

be added to if they think the server deserves more).  According to Wachter (2008), if there are 

individual checks at a table of two or more, people may feel less psychologically responsible for 

tipping the server so the tip percentage may have decreased in these situations. 

Limitations 

 Besides what has been discussed, there are a few other limitations to the study.  First of 

all would be the sample size.  With only 44 people reporting, it is hard to generalize the sample 

to the public.  The numbers could have been different in either direction had there been more 

people included in the study.  More participants may have proved or disproved the hypothesis 

with significance if there were at least 200 people. 

 Location may have also been a factor.  One steakhouse in Morgantown,WV cannot be 

applicable to the entire country.  If there were 44 people from several steakhouses across the 

country or different restaurants in the same area, the results would have differed.  It is hard to say 

that Italian Restaurants in Little Italy were comparable to where the sample was gathered.  

Accordingly, West Virginia has 17.8% of its residents living in poverty in comparison with the 

national average of 14.3% (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011).  Tips may differ totally in percentage 

than elsewhere in the country. 

 On top of these factors, only one server was giving out the survey and it was all in the 

same area of the restaurant.  In the bar area of this steakhouse, there is a lot of room for people to 

spread out compared to the dining room where there are a lot more tables.  Also, people who 
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chose to be in the bar area may have been more willing to accept the atmosphere for what it was 

since they had chosen to be there.  The same server giving out the survey may have been a 

problem because the guests were biased by the server, possibly. 

Future Research 

 Another similar study should include different types/ locations of restaurants and change 

when the survey is filled out.  The study was limited to one restaurant that served steaks and 

other steakhouse cuisine in one area that was in the mountains.  This study should be conducted 

throughout different types of restaurants in different locations so that it is more generalized to 

more people. 

For this study, the survey was handed out when the bill was presented.  Making people 

think about the atmosphere of the restaurant as they paid might have influenced the tip they left.  

If they were immediately thinking of the crowdedness or presentation of the server when tipping, 

tip percentage may have been influenced unfairly.  Also, once people get the bill, they may be in 

a hurry to get out the restaurant.  If they weren’t paying much attention to the survey and just 

filled it out as quickly as possible, research would be skewed.  Future research should investigate 

pre-meal or mid-meal to distribute the survey. 

 Also, taking service provided into consideration will help provide more accurate results.  

Although this study was to look for aesthetic pleasure in correspondence to the tip percentage, 

servers can be included in that more than to the level which they were for this study.  If people 

include the service staff (including the hosts) beyond their own servers into the beauty of the 

restaurant, it may affect tips; even though their immediate server’s physical appearance will 

probably impact the most.    
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 This survey was also a shortened version of the DINESCAPE scale, so perhaps the items 

involved in the study were not the ones that were most influential in the study.  It was shortened 

due to the timing of it being handed out.  If the survey was handed out prior to the meal, more 

time may be spent on it so the full version can be used to achieve more accuracy.  Although the 

scale in this research was determined to be reliable, it may be more effective if used in its 

entirety. 

 By the hypothesis not being supported, it is evident that more research should be done in 

this area.  It should be concluded whether aesthetics of a restaurant do play any part of the tip.  

There is so much evidence pointing towards this conclusion, but this study was unable to find the 

correlation.  According to the research found in this study, there is mostly mindless 

psychological need to tip rather than actual dependence on guest satisfaction. 

 This study found that people can be mindful of their surroundings and have it impact 

their feelings, but there is hardly any correlation (none significant) between their surroundings 

and tips.  Most restaurants are ignorant of what servers earn; as up to 40% (Wachter, 2008) of 

tips are unaccounted for, but as research has shown, knowing what guests like can increase the 

odds of them coming back; making it important for companies to know what is liked by guests.  

If servers are knowledgeable of what guests want physically, it will help improve their earnings.  

Further research in this area can only help all parties involved. 
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