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From the Editor

Myth Busting

Pure research and applied research 
play many roles. In pail, pure research 
contributes to the overall develop

ment o f  science, the slow and gradual process 
by which knowledge is added “to the ever 
growing stockpile that constitutes scientific 
technique and knowledge."1 As such, scien
tific pieces contribute largely to the knowl
edge base o f  other scientists, who continue 
an incremental process designed to learn 
more about how the world works. Applied research 
has the added goal o f  making sure research findings 
have an effect on the way people actually do things. 
Journals such as the Cornell Hotel and Restaurant 
Administration Quarterly play a role here, serving as 
a forum for communicating applied research findings 
in a way that may help practitioners develop ideas for 
what to do differently in practice. But research also 
serves what I see as an even more critical role in 
applied settings, that is, myth busting. Research needs 
to test (and often falsify) the “common sense" theories 
that many people hold but that, in fact, are not sup
ported by actual data.

Albert Einstein called comm on sense “the collec
tion o f  prejudices acquired by age eighteen." I am not 
suggesting that com m on sense in business is a bad 
thing. Indeed, a failure o f  com m on sense often leads 
to massive failures or lawsuits that make one wonder

what the individuals were thinking. But 
when it comes to “ theory," as often implic
itly held by business professionals and 
students, there are certain perspectives that 
continue to hold sway despite evidence 
suggesting that they just do not hold water.

Take, for example, one o f  my pet peeves 
as a professor o f  human resources: the com 
mon sense theory that “a happy employee is 
a high-performing employee.” Every year 

that I have taught introduction to human resources, I 
find that this is a pervasive view. I also come across 
this view among many practitioners and often profes
sors from other fields. While in no way am I advocat
ing that employees be made unhappy, the research 
evidence strongly shows that the relationship between 
job  satisfaction and job  performance is a moderate 
correlation o f  0.30.2 Furthermore, it is not clear how 
much of this variance is job  satisfaction’s causing job  
performance versus high performance's causing 
greater job satisfaction. The resultant problem is that 
if one believes that job  satisfaction causes higher job  
performance, and if one falsely believes this relation
ship to be strong, one will pursue human resource or 
managerial strategies that will not be highly effective 
or efficient.

While the example above is but one myth, others 
pervade. Myths, heuristics, and common sense theories
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should all be tested through research to 
help guide practitioners. In fact, I would 
argue that this sort o f  research is perhaps 
the most important, as these untested 
beliefs play such a large role in guiding 
decision makers.

It should also be clear that not all com 
mon sense theories are wrong. But it is my 
view that they should all be tested, and I 
feel that the Cornell Quarterly is the sort 
o f  outlet where such findings should be 
communicated. For example, Skogland 
and Siguaw showed that there was only a 
weak connection between guest satisfac
tion and loyalty,3 contradicting a connec
tion that many people have believed and 
propounded for decades. In a recent book, 
Keiningham et al. present abundant evi
dence that the view that customer loyalty 
has a straightforward, direct relationship 
with organizational success is too simplis
tic.4 As a whole, the research discussed 
above suggests that the extremely popular 
Service-Profit Chain— which suggests that 
having happy employees leads to high- 
performing employees, which leads to 
happy customers, which leads to loyalty, 
which leads to greater profits— may truly 
benefit from in-depth research attention.

The Cornell Quarterly has served as an 
outlet to test many other myths. O'Neill 
tested the rule of thumb that a hotel should 
generate $1,000 in value per room per 
$1 in average daily rate.5 While his analy
ses provided some fine-tuning to the 
heuristics, it was largely supported. On 
the other hand, Parsa et al. showed that the 
failure rate o f  restaurants is dramatically 
lower than the often-cited statistic that 75 
percent of new restaurants fail within the 
first year and that 90 percent fail within 
three years.6 Similarly, Lynn showed that 
counter to common perception, tips to

servers are only weakly related to ratings 
o f  service quality.7

My point here is that many myths exist 
in many fields; my goal here is to encour
age more research specifically intended 
to test these myths. Not only is this an 
important part o f  science, but it is also one 
o f  the most important contributions that a 
journal such as the Cornell Quarterly can 
make.

— M.C.S
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