
On-Campus HOspitality: as food Costs Continue 
to rise, in what ways are you working to meet your 
bottom line? 

Bernie Chung-Templeton: We are continually exploring 
new products, but even more so trends. When we are able to 
offer less expensive menu items that are new and interesting 
to our students, it’s win/win. Two somewhat recent examples 
I can think of are Pho, which we offer on a rotation on our 
ethnic station — low food cost, yet high acceptability with the 
students. Another is Stir Fry Stations — we continue to rein-
vent this not-so-new idea with new ingredients, new sauces 
and recipe cards, and students love it. Our students love to cus-
tomize their own meals. Any opportunity to do so is a winner. 
We also work with our group purchasing organization (GPO), 
Provista. We are a small department, with no purchasing de-
partment per se. The more challenged we are with rising food 
costs, the more time we spend maximizing our savings with 
the contracts our GPO has.

Matt Copp: Some ways that the University of Northern 
Iowa has continued to keep food costs down are to batch cook 
and look at different ways to place products — for example, 
put meats and more expensive proteins after sides. We are also 
working with our prime vendor and other local colleges/uni-
versities to buy some of the same products to have group sav-
ings. We have also been trying to purchase more items locally 
from farmers in the area. We also utilize a cook/chill program 
to give added variety at a small cost by having one unit pro-
duce mass amounts of a product and shipping it out than each 
unit producing their own products.

Larry Gates: At Eastern Michigan, we have become part 
of a hospital purchasing group which has helped us with our 
bottom line with lower costs and rebates because we are com-
bining our buying power with other universities.

At this year’s National Association of College 
and University Food Services (NACUFS) 

meeting, On-Campus Hospitality held its annual 
roundtable with a diverse group of college and uni-
versity foodservice personnel. A variety of topics 
were discussed and what follows is a sampling.
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Ken Toong: We focus on reducing food waste internally 
and externally. For production, we emphasize more just-in-
time production and implemented a waste log to keep track of 
what is being thrown out. We also re-engineered our recipes 
by reducing the steps of cooking with no more than five in-
gredients. We continue to expand our small plate, big flavor 
program. We also have a 3-ounce protein portion for lunch 
and 4-ounce portion for dinner. We purchase smart and keep 
our menu simple and fresh and educate our students to eat less 
but more often.

On-Campus HOspitality:  Campuses around the Coun-
try are reporting a rise in the number of students 
with speCial dietary needs. is this the Case on your 
Campus? how are you working to meet their needs?

Chung-Templeton: We do see a rise in the different types 
of needs, but also in numbers for each type. Gluten free (GF), 
for example, is something we’re seeing an increase in, but not 
so much with more students having celiac, as much as stu-
dents preferring to eat GF. Allergies are in greater numbers. 
Providing additional labelling and segregating sensitive food 
items are some of the changes we’ve made to our mostly self-
serve environment.

Copp: We are definitely finding that we have a lot of spe-
cial dietary needs on our campus. We have seen a large in-
crease in the number of students who are just finding out that 
they have special dietary needs.  We are working with the stu-
dents to find out how they would like to go about eating in our 
facilities with their needs. Some students like to self-manage 
their diets and for some we work with them preparing them 
meals that they have chosen that fit their special diets.

Gates: We offer students an opportunity to work directly 
with our executive chef if there is any dietary need for special 
foods.

Hogenson: We are fortunate to have a few registered dieti-
tians on our team. The individual student’s needs are assessed 

Cindy Hogenson: We are having our dietetic interns work 
with the culinary team to identify high cost pre-made items 
being served frequently on the menu. They investigate the fea-
sibility of producing the menu item from scratch for lower 
cost and comparable quality. We’ve implemented strategies 
that restaurants utilize to organize their buffet lines in our all-
you-care-to-eat operation.  Our stations now present the veg-
etable and starches first to the flow of traffic with the higher 
cost entrée near the end. Our goals for the modification are 
two-fold. First, to encourage customers to fill their plates with 
the generally lower cost items. Second, and more important-
ly, to increase consumption of vegetables and grains by our 
customers. Although preliminary, the numbers are showing 
that the strategy is working. Consumption of vegetables is up 
roughly 20 percent, while the main entrée is down 20 percent.

Jill Irvin: We use our centralized Food Stores for strategic 
sourcing, identifying the best place for us to purchase an item. 
We may have enough volume to bring it in large quantities 
to our Food Stores and receive it from them. We belong to a 
GPO, so we may purchase using their negotiated prices. Or, 
we may buy it from our back-up broad line distributor. We an-
alyze each procurement method to determine the most cost ef-
fective approach. This has helped us keep our food costs low.

Patricia Klos: We’ve modified the nature of special events 
to make them festive, fun but not as extravagant food-wise. 
We continue to regularly monitor our top purchases and ex-
plore alternative contracted items with our main distributors 
to find lower cost but equal quality food items. We’ve reduced 
portion sizes on desserts to offer healthier sizes and reduce 
waste, which is costly.

Nancy Levandowski: ISU Dining has been benefiting 
from having a food stores warehouse that does competitive 
bidding, has the ability to take advantage of direct volume 
buys and opportunity buys. Our strong use of CBORD FMS 
gives us great past pricing info and future purchasing needs. 
We also take advantage of rebate programs and distributor 
programs. We have looked at different GPOs but have not 
made a decision at this time to proceed but are curious.

Matt Moore: We have implemented “Community Tray 
Dining,” in which we encourage students to share a tray or use 
one tray per table. We relocated the trays to change the habit of 
“grabbing a tray” but did not take them away since trays are a 
necessity for some of our guests (with children/special needs/
etc.). We have made portion control changes by educating 
staff to use the proper utensils for each item through training. 
We have changed to smaller size plates, therefore limiting the 
amount of food that a student can take.  We are taking advan-
tage of “opportunity buys” to procure quality product at below 
market prices. We are buying local and seasonal as much as 
possible. We have not had to alter our menu mix or make any 
product changes to control costs.  

Paul Oesterle: By using a central food warehouse pur-
chasing model, we are able to minimize food cost increase by 
volume purchasing. We are also continuously changing our 
menu to adapt to increases in food cost.
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gies, as well as special dietary needs for health-related issues, 
religious, social and cultural preferences. Specifically in the 
last couple of years we have seen a larger than average rise 
in gluten allergies. Our registered dietitian and chefs meet 
with each student individually to assess their dietary needs 
and preferences. Our Registered Dietician provides in-service 
nutritional information sessions in each dining hall and at our 
main café operation on a variety of healthy eating subjects 
including food allergies, how to read ingredient labels, vegan 
and vegetarian dietary lifestyles. The students are invited into 
our kitchens to read recipes and recipe ingredient labels to 
help the students make meal-item selections that meet their 
dietary needs. We provide designated areas in the dining/serv-
ing area that are “tree nut and peanut free” giving students 
the opportunity to select their meal ingredients and dine in a 
safer zone. On our Dining Service web page is a “Nutrition 
and Wellness” link that provides extensive information on our 
menu and healthy eating habits. Staff training is a key element 
of our success and part of this ongoing training of our staff is 
to raise awareness of this rising segment of our dining com-
munity.

Oesterle: We are also seeing an increasing number of stu-
dents with special dietary needs. Fortunately for us, over 20 
years ago, we created our own nutritional education program 
that is supervised by our food service dietitian. We have a lot 
of information about the program on our website: www.uga.
edu/foodservice/nutrition/index.html 

Toong: We have a comprehensive program on our website 
to advise our students/customers with special dietary needs. 
They can select the food item they must avoid and view re-
lated food allergy tips. There are instructions on each allergen 
sheet as to how to navigate through the website to use the al-
lergen filter as well as how to view the ingredients allergens, 
and nutrient analysis of dining commons recipes. We label 
everything we serve with special icons and major ingredients. 
Staff are trained to ensure we label items correctly without 
exception. We plan to introduce a gluten-free station at one of 
our dining commons this fall to meet customer needs.

and special accommodations are made. This usually includes 
purchasing small quantities of specialty items. The amount of 
time needed to meet with the student, set up systems for the 
student to access the specialty items in the dining services and 
manage the inventory has increased significantly. The need to 
provide special dietary services is forecasted to increase in the 
coming years and we need to be prepared for the increased 
time and cost to meet the demand. Our dietitians meet with the 
students on an individual basis. We provide them with ingredi-
ent information so they can make informed decisions in the 
dining centers. We are fortunate to utilize standardized recipes 
and staff who understand the importance of following them.

Irvin: Yes, there is a definite increase not only in the num-
ber of students with special dietary needs (primarily allergies), 
but in the number of students who have multiple dietary re-
strictions. We have one person at each of our dining operations 
identified as the go-to person; they meet with a student and 
prepare a profile page that outlines that student’s particular 
needs. This is copied and distributed to every dining and re-
tail operation and maintained in a notebook so that all dining 
operations know about the needs of every student who has 
come to us. We purchase a number of gluten-free items that 
are available on request for students; they are not available to 
the general population to cut down on people who don’t need 
them taking them. We will gladly prepare alternative menu 
items for these students as they request them. The most im-
portant step to take at meeting these needs is the development 
of a personal relationship with the student so that they feel 
comfortable approaching us.

Klos: This year we’ve seen a similar number of students 
with special dietary needs as last year, about 18 or 20 out of 
1,300. Our nutritionist meets with each one and coordinates 
the food items with our two dining centers. We source a vari-
ety of foods that enable them to meet their needs.

Levandowski: Yes it has grown. Many are self-monitoring 
but we have 12 – 15 who are working through our procedures 
to have special meals made. We use NetNutrition so they can 
look it up for themselves online. We post allergies, nutritional 
and ingredients info with the products in all residential opera-
tions and some of the larger retail. In our small cafes, we have 
a binder as a reference. We do have a policy for decaling and 
to confirm the allergies are not just self-proclaimed that must 
be followed. 

We have one student who is a Diabetic, one who is aller-
gic to High Fructose Corn Syrup (HFCS), one Broccoli, one 
latex, 1-2 Gastric Bypass and the rest are Celiac or Gluten in-
tolerances. We have separate refrigerators with their products, 
use dedicated equipment for the cooking and have an assigned 
cook and advisor to them who consults with a registered di-
etitian. We are finding that we are asked a lot more questions 
from ones who are self-regulating. Not as big of an impact in 
retail yet but feel it is coming. Really a greater awareness with 
food products on substitutions and specifying more gluten 
free if not a huge increase in price in base ingredients.

Moore: Yes, more students are coming to campus with 
special dietary needs. We see a number of food-related aller-

For more from the roundtable, visit 
www.oncampushospitality.com
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On-Campus HOspitality:  with ever-present off-Cam-
pus Competition, how are you marketing to your 

students to keep them dining with you? 

Chung-Templeton: The majority of the students live on 
campus and are required to participate in a full meal plan. We 
believe this actually adds pressure and responsibility to pro-
vide foods they want. To keep our satisfaction rating high, we 
are continually soliciting feedback and suggestions on how 
we can improve our offerings and are in a constant state of 
menu review. In addition to a 6-week cycle menu rotation, our 
offerings include special theme meals, monotony breakers and 
two separate dining facilities offering two completely differ-
ent menus daily for our 1,250 meal plan participants. The key 
is being responsive. If a student makes a request for a food or 
menu item, it often appears within a few days or by the next 
menu rotation.

Copp: We market to our students the community-based 
dining environment. We want our students to know it’s okay to 
come, eat and socialize in our facilities. It’s not just an eating 
area anymore, it’s a social gathering with friends, it’s a home-
work spot, it’s a meeting area. We also market to our students 
and customers about the many options that we provide them 
that they may not be able to have without a meal plan or liv-
ing on campus, such as fresh fruit and carved meats. We also 
market the local food that we purchase as being a more fresh 
and a higher quality product to increase our menu variety. In 
the end we want our students to eat with us because they want 
to, not because they have to.

Gates: We heavily market our Dining Services on campus 
by using methods such as social media. We have reduced our 
prices at our all-you-care-to-eat dining facilities. We have sig-
nificantly increased our amount of healthy options and use of 
fresh (not frozen) meats. We have maintained our variety of 26 
units across campus and have extended our hours of operation 
to be available for the students.

Hogenson: There are many things we do to market to our 
students so they continue to choose to dine with us. The most 
important thing is our constant communication with our cus-
tomers. We respond to their feedback and suggestions as best 
we can, showing them that their opinions and ideas matter to 
us. We also make sure that they know the reasoning behind 
pricing, rules, menu planning, etc. We talk to students through 
the mediums that best appeal to them: Facebook, twitter, e-
mail and texting. 

In our residential dining facility, we offer monotony 
breakers or theme meals weekly. A couple of our most popu-
lar events are custom omelet stations, all-you-can-eat wing 
nights, Candy Land theme meal and a Harry Potter theme 
meal. The word of mouth and excitement we generate through 
these events is priceless. 

Getting the students involved really helps increase how 
people view Dining Services. Students send in photos from 
their travels abroad that are featured at our Explore station 
(a station that features a different regional or international 
cuisine weekly), and we also show photos on our electronic 
menu boards of students and their friends in our facilities. Our 
annual Anderson Idol competition utilizes students as judges, 
hosts and contestants and students are also involved during 
our frequent taste testing panels. 

Through traditional marketing such as postcards, signs, 
mailings, etc., we highlight not only the delicious food and 
great service but how much of the college experience students 
would miss if they weren’t dining in our facilities.

Irvin: While living on campus is not required of any student 
here at Purdue, once they have chosen to live on campus, they are 
required to have a dining plan. Most of our marketing is in com-
bination with housing and most of that has moved to the Web. 
We do have active Facebook pages for both housing and dining.

Klos: We find social media is a great way to reach our stu-
dents. We Tweet our menu highlights, which drives business 
into our Dining Centers, and we promote our retail specials on 
Facebook. Our frequent buyer cards are popular and encour-
age repeat business. We also do a lot of spot promotions in our 
retail venues.
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ing the late night segment. Traditionally, our students order 
late-night snacks from in-town restaurants to be delivered to 
the Residence Halls. Campus dining operators in a similar situ-
ation have the choice to simply give this business away to local 
establishments or to form some sort of a partnership with the 
restaurants and charge a commission of sales. We chose an-
other option to not only compete for this business but to serve 
our customers better with a new brand and a different unique 
level of service. Our goal was to develop a sustainable delivery 
program for items made on site, using our existing facilities. 
We knew that we could make products in house that would 
rival those of our competitors and still be able to charge $.50 
lower and still come out ahead financially. After a period of 
extensive research, product testing and staff training, the new 
“Southwest Delivery Express Program” was launched at the 
Hampshire Dining Commons. Fifteen students were hired for 
an “on-foot” system of delivery of wings and pizza, during the 
hours of 9 p.m. – 3 a.m. weekdays (Sunday – Wednesday) and 
weekends 9 p.m. – 4 a.m. (Thursday – Saturday). The results: 
$10,000 in weekly sales and growing revenues has created an 
influx of new cash into the department. Southwest Delivery 
Express contributes a hefty weekly profit margin of 20 percent.

Dining Services will roll out its first-ever food truck 
From coast to coast, food trucks are the hottest thing in 

American cuisine and UMass has taken note. Dining Services 
will roll out its first-ever food truck in September. Affection-
ately named after the popular Berkshire Dining Commons, 
“Baby Berk” will be serving 5 gourmet burgers, classic New 
England chowder and delicious drinks. This new food truck 
will service busy hot spots on campus throughout the year. 
Two chefs and two staff will operate the truck from noon into 
the wee hours of the morning. All food will be freshly made, 
fast and reasonably priced. The menu promises to be both in-
novative and dynamic, and will change every two months to 
new foods that keep health and comfort in mind. Customers 
will be able to use Twitter and Facebook to track the location 
of the truck. The truck may also be available to service special 
events such as graduation parties, catering and academic de-
partment events.

—OCH

Levandowski: We are focusing 
on Fresh and Fun by having WOW, 
Menu Changers and Pace Changers 
planned into the menu. 

Outreach during tours and orien-
tation — We offer a reduced rate to 
Admissions for all tour groups and 
everyone that tours campus gets to 
experience our food, not just read or 
hear about it. During June Orienta-
tion both our large dining halls serve 
a meal for them. Even if it is not fi-
nancially viable to open the facility, 
it supports the campus mission and 
focus. 

Our trademark is that we take 
care of you. Retail also does LTO 
(limited time offer) modeling after 
the competitions’ format of creating excitement and “better 
get it now,” we focus on bounce backs and specials that drive 
our average check and frequency card to benefit our loyal cus-
tomers for coffee and meal deals.

Moore: We implemented a continuous dining option at one 
of our dining halls; instituted a “Late Night” Meal Exchange 
where students on meal plans may exchange one of their meal 
plan meals. The students affectionately call this “B-Quiv;” of-
fer a discounted rate for Upper Class students no longer on 
meal plans to have a meal in the dining hall.  This is offered 
every Thursday Dinner. We keep current with menu trends 
by employing creative culinary talent, creating our own ver-
sions of the hottest menu items hitting the street where college 
students hone their palettes around the world. We utilize the 
fast paced ever-changing face of “Social Media Marketing.” 
We also offer “Pace Changer” meals that include: Featuring 
“Local Food” meals; themed meals; meals with social events 
attached; holiday meals; special events; recipe contests; “Chef 
Series” where we bring in guest chefs; a bi-yearly food show 
where our vendors come in and showcase their new items; 
recipe contests; and events for sophomores only, juniors only 
and seniors only.

Oesterle: We have a very aggressive marketing program 
to promote our totally voluntary meal plan program. This year 
we saw an increase of over 7 percent of meal plan sales (over 
600 additional customers). Our meal plan sales ratio to the on-
campus housing count is 125 percent. Over one-fourth of our 
meal plan customers reside off campus, and we do not offer a 
commuter meal plan.

Toong: You need to build excitement and create a dining 
experience at each meal. Here are two examples: 

Southwest Delivery Express Program 
As part of our effort to enhance our revenue in the non-

meal plan area, UMass Dining last spring implemented a 
Southwest Delivery Express Program, to serve some of our 
5,500 students residing in the southwest area of campus, dur-
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