
On-Campus Hospitality: How did you fi rst become 
involved in food service and the college and university 
segment?

Tom Post: My fi rst job was working on a farm in Upstate 
New York in my hometown of Phoenix weeding lettuce, top-
ping onions and bundling radishes. My second job was load-
ing grocery trucks that went to colleges and universities. 

I never gave it much thought, but when I ended up in col-
lege at the University of South Florida in Tampa, my fi rst job 
with the company [Sodexo] was washing dishes in the morn-
ing. I got my free meal and I got to make money for school. 

From there, I was offered a management job and fast for-
ward 33 years and here I am. I fell in love with food, I fell in 
love with service and I fell in love with the people. I was a 
fi nance major and was supposed to work at a bank, but that 
didn’t seem quite as exciting. I entered my current position 
in 2005. 

OCH: How have things changed in college and uni-
versity dining since you started? 

Post: When I started, it was a business focused on simply 
feeding students and managing a budget. It has really evolved 
into something far more exciting and inspiring. Our students 
have international tastes, are from different countries and dif-
ferent parts of the U.S. They are well educated and their pal-
ates are mature. The work that we do for students is the same 
work done in restaurants. It is very personal and professional.

Our food is “built for you.” Special dietary needs are far 
more the norm than before. We used to have merely cooks in 
the kitchen and now we have fully trained culinarians. 

We’ve gone from providing a modest service to duplicat-
ing a high-end-hotel type of service.

Students spend a lot of money to go to college. Parents and 

students take out loans, and we have to respect the fact that for 
many it is a privilege to attend college. As a foodservice and 
solutions provider, when we arrive on campus, we are part of 
the campus organization and we have a responsibility to create 
a student experience that is absolutely exceptional. We are one 
of the reasons the campus is successful. 

OCH: How have student tastes changed during your 
time at Sodexo?

Post: I think the level of seasoning and the types of foods, 
as well as the preparation of food, is far more important. People 
want fresh food.  They know exactly what they want — food 
prepared in front of them by an expert, not just someone with 
a sauté pan, but someone who can also educate them about 
what they are eating and why good nutrition is important to 
their academic success. 

I mentioned the international dimension earlier. We have 
a large population of international students. In addition, we 
know that fl avors are more global. People experiment more 
often with their cuisine than before. Sodexo operates in 80 
countries and we invite chefs from around the globe to So-
dexo-served campuses to help us create authentic fl avors.

The health and wellness component is another interesting 
change. We’re glad students are paying more attention to what 
they put in their bodies.

OCH: How has technology evolved? 

Post: We had very little technology when I started — I think 
we had a cash register and if you had a card reader, you were 
at the top of the heap. Now we have easy access to customer 
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feedback. High-tech communications lets our customers know 
open locations, menu options, specials — and all of this can be 
advertised to students’ cell phones and Twitter accounts. The 
whole world of marketing and communication has changed. 

Many of our accounts have Facebook pages. Students use 
Facebook to see what is going on and to help them determine 
where they will dine and what they will choose. None of that 
was in place when we fi rst started in this business. 

Our menu signage has also changed. Now, students have 
access to calorie and fat content information, as well as adver-
tising any of our specialty diet entrées for the day. We’re better 
because we are part of the information world. 

OCH: How has the preparation of food changed in 
terms of technology? 

Post: Our food preparation has become incredibly safe. 
We keenly track food temperatures and the sanitizing equip-
ment is topnotch. The equipment we use is more sustainable 
and energy effi cient. Our facilities are LEED-certifi ed wher-
ever possible. The equipment has evolved to where you can do 
more with less. It allows more time for your staff to be in front 
of the customer. 

OCH: How about chefs on campus? 

Post: We have more than 600 chefs in Sodexo’s Campus 
business. There was a day when a culinarian got out of college 
and wanted to work for a restaurant or a country club. Over 
time, they realized that their operations never shut down. 

We are having tremendous success attracting unbelievably 
talented culinarians because they can do creative work and 
have a life. They enjoy time off during holidays and have an 
opportunity to be with their families. 

At Tulane University in New Orleans, we have three of the 
top culinarians from the state of Louisiana working on that 
campus. That is just one example. They bring freshness, they 
bring creativity and we give them the room to roam to make 
sure they are doing special things for the students. 

We have a conference call every other week with hundreds 
of our culinarians to give them updates on trends and to share 
best practices. We create competitions between all of them so 
they are constantly challenged around who has the highest stu-
dent satisfaction scores in the country. That is a very powerful 
badge of honor. 

OCH: How has having these chefs on campus impact-
ed the students? 

Post: It provides comfort and security for the students and 
their parents because they know someone trained is preparing 
their meal. I think it has improved the overall experience the 
student has on campus. Certainly food quality and preparation 
is in high demand – more so than ever before and that trend 
will continue. A campus that is trying to recruit, retain and 
graduate that student now has one more tool in their toolbox 
because of these talented chefs.

When I was growing up, if you found out someone was a 
pilot, that was the greatest thing in the world. “This person is a 
pilot, isn’t that really cool?” Now, if you are a chef on a cam-
pus, you are a rock star. You are known by all of the students. 

Our chefs meet with students one on one to talk about spe-
cial diets for special needs. They present at student events. 
They present at the orientations and the recruiting events. 
They are rock stars. People love to know them and they love to 
know the students. I think it changes the dynamics of dining 
on a campus when that happens. 

ON-CAMPUS HOSPITALITY FEBRUARY 2012  |   17



we are reducing energy consumption. 
Our big topic is waste. Food waste is one of the most in-

credibly expensive and silly things we can produce. We con-
stantly test ourselves to put things in play that make sure our 
students get everything they want, but we minimize waste, 
too. From trayless dining that we started several years ago to 
different methodologies used in the kitchen to measure waste, 
we fi nd that waste could be 7 to10 percent of the money a 
student spends. The Sodexo Foundation is also committed to 
stopping childhood hunger – so wasting food seems so sense-
less when we know that 17 million children live in hunger.

OCH: What food trends do you see emerging on cam-
puses in the next few years?

Post: Student palates are evolving. Local sourcing is con-
tinuing to grow to the degree that we can take advantage of 
that and leverage our local community.

Another trend is that students want to know more about 
the ingredients.

Students want 24-hour dining. They live and work differ-
ent hours than we do. It is 24-hour dining, but it is not limited-
selection 24-hour dining. They want the same choices they 
would have in the middle of the day. They are aware of the 
money they are spending on their education, and want to get 
every last benefi t. 

I think there is going to continue to be this push around 
the customer service side. We offer a Sodexo experience that 
really does terrifi c work around customer service and also en-
gages our employees. Our customers are in tune with our em-
ployees, they are interested in their well-being and they want 
to know that they are well cared for and taken care of. At the 
same time, there is an exchange — students are respected and 
they are treated in a way that says, “I’m a customer here and I 
want to make sure I have a great experience.” 

OCH: What do you view as the current trends in the 
segment?

Post: There continues to be a trend around sustainability 
— how do we create a zero-waste campus with our food? How 
do we manage waste? How do we make sure we are doing 
things that are good for environment? What are we doing that 
is local? What are we doing that says we are in support of our 
local communities? I think that is incredibly important. 

The other trend goes back to the global piece. Students 
want authentic foods and fl avors. 

In addition, students want to be educated about their meal. 
They want it to be a part of their educational experience. 
Whether it is a special diet or an allergy, they really have this 
need to know. I never asked those questions — if it showed up 
on the plate, I was glad to have it. Now it is so much more than 
that. Our students really want to be responsible and I think that 
is terrifi c. 

I think the other part of that trend is that students really 
want to know that the people doing business on campus are 
responsible partners with the environment. 

With the Internet, they can fi nd out anything they want. 
We work very hard to make sure that our Better Tomorrow 
plan [Sodexo’s sustainability commitments] is the best plan 
in the marketplace that will drive our people to make great 
decisions. We work hard to make sure our commitments are 
actionable. 

OCH: What is the Better Tomorrow plan?

Post: Sodexo’s 14 key commitments around making the 
world a better place, focusing on the environment, health and 
wellness, stopping hunger and support local communities. We 
will make sure our seafood is all sustainable by the year 2015. 
We are doing energy audits for our partners to make sure that 
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Move-in day can be chaotic and fi lled with mixed emo-
tions. Sodexo offers this event because it creates the kind of 
exceptional experience that makes move-in day a lot easier for 
parents and students alike. Funny thing is that I actually came 
up with the idea after experiencing a frustrating move-in day 
with my son, followed by an hour’s drive to a box store to get 
dorm-fridge supplies.

Other innovations include our Food On Demand concept, 
which is a restaurant ordering system that was fi rst tested at 
a school in California and is now rolled out to a dozen sites. 
Essentially, you walk up to a screen, you order your lunch and 
then go get your sides. You can enjoy your sides while they are 
preparing your meal. It does a couple of things — it makes it 
personal, fresh, piping hot and just-in-time fresh. It is built for 
smaller locations and by all accounts, it’s a nice touch. 

The other innovations come in terms of communication. 
We are doing a ton of work around communicating where 
food is sourced. 

There are other innovations around sampling. At UC Da-
vis, we put out sample dishes, so as we put out new and cool 
items, students can sample them versus taking a whole order. 
We reduced waste and students also get a chance to select 
what they want. It is a little thing, but it works. 

OCH: How about social media and technology? 

Post: It is important to the students because it is how they 
connect. We keep looking for ways to make sure we have 
those additional connections. 

We are doing a lot of work with e-commerce. We are mak-
ing sure we get apps out there so they can put them on their 
cell phone to assist with their order. It really is about leveraging 
what they are comfortable with and making the rest of their 
lives and the quality of their lives a little bit better and easier. 

OCH: How do you engage the students? 

Post: It is not only them coming to you, but you going 
to them. Being invited to student government meetings. Ask-
ing to be involved with student orientation and recruitment 
sessions. Asking to be involved with housing meetings. We 
need to hear fi rsthand how we can help students. We are in the 
dining room 90 percent of the time during the meal, so we are 
getting feedback each and every day. 

Our comment and suggestion boards are being used in all 
of our locations. I think the biggest thing is that our manag-
ers are out there, they are talking to students, they know them 
by name. If students have something they need or want, they 
come and tell us. —OCH

OCH: How do you research the latest trends and con-
cepts?

Post: There are really three layers. One is that we do global 
research out of our Paris offi ce that looks globally at all of 
the trends in the marketplace. What are the trends in different 
countries, knowing trends can be regional?

Second, we have an internal research process in educa-
tion, which includes client-preference surveys on campus and 
student satisfaction information, which is blended together to 
determine the trends at several sites. 

On top of that, we have several sources we hire to do research. 
Truview is one of them and others include: Nielsen’s Annual Res-
taurant Audit, Teenage Research Unlimited, Technomics, Menu 
Monitor and NPD Group. We use multiple sources to never limit 
ourselves or limit our offer to just what we know. We think our 
partners expect and deserve more than that.

These companies tell us K-12 trends, how students are be-
having, how they are dining differently, how they take in infor-
mation and absorb it that is different than the past generation, 
what things are important to them and what things are not. 

One other piece that makes us unique is that we also use a 
Student Board of Directors. That Student Board of Directors 
is a group of 25 students from around the country that we 
use to view all of our marketing and menu ideas. They give 
us feedback based on their experiences and views from their 
campus. 

They review our marketing plans. When we are introduc-
ing new brands, they look at them and give us a perspective on 
their reaction. We will soon be rolling out a new uniform for 
our division and they actually had input into things that they 
liked and didn’t like about the uniform. They gave us great 
perspective there. They are unbelievably bright and talented 
young people who are not afraid to give their opinion. It’s 
fabulous. 

OCH: What sort of innovations have you brought to 
campuses? 

Post: During college move-in day, parents at Sodexo-
served campuses benefi t from a promotion called Fill My 
Fridge. Parents can shop for their students’ favorite items 
from nutritious snacks to thirst quenching beverages without 
having to leave campus. Sodexo offered its second Fill My 
Fridge event at more than half of the 650 campuses it serves 
from Hawaii to New England during back-to-school time. The 
welcoming event for parents and students includes music and 
information kiosks.

ON-CAMPUS HOSPITALITY FEBRUARY 2012  |   19




