
Case Study

How a College Took Back Its Dining Service
One of a series of reports of the results of Clarion projects, illustrating ways in which dining

services are improved and new opportunities to increase value are created. Names and identifying
details are omitted to preserve our client’s anonymity.

Dining Insights, Fall 2006

O ver the last five decades, most colleges and universities have turned over their dining service
operations to contractors. They may change companies every few years, but few have
reversed course and returned to direct management.

One college recently bucked the trend.

THE SITUATION: The college had relocated its 800 resident students to facilities closer to its
main campus and closed the old dorms and dining hall. Interim arrangements for residents’  meal
service proved unsatisfactory. At the same time, the college became dissatisfied with the food service
contractor that operated three dining facilities on its main campus.

The college also has a substantial catering operation, housed in an elegant old mansion, serving
both campus and community events, including weddings, under a college-employed general manager.

Could the catering center management team take over the entire campus dining program? The
administration decided to give it a try. In September 2005, the catering team assumed management
of the largest campus dining facility. The change proved successful. The revitalized café saw an
increase in sales, powered by new menus, improved service and better food.

The college decided to  take over the campus-wide dining service.

THE PROJECT:  In the Spring of 2006, we were asked to perform a twofold project:

• Develop a strategic plan for full self-operation of all campus dining services.

• Plan and design the renovation of a long-disused dining facility to serve as the primary on-
campus dining center for residents (but open to the thole campus community) and as a
commissary for to support the other campus locations, and a new vending café in the campus
library.

THE STRATEGIC PLA N: We met with the college’s president, vice president for finance and
other administrators to learn their expectations. We conferred with the catering service general
manager – who would become director for all dining services – to plan the reorganization. We also
analyzed the sales and expense records of the outgoing contractor.

We presented a plan to the administration that proposed:

• The dining service director would have overall responsibility for all campus activities.
Functions such as purchasing and administration would be handled by a small central staff.

• The catering operation would continue substantially unchanged under a general manager,
reporting to the director. It concentrates on outside, revenue-generating events, as well as
such college events as receptions and trustee meetings.

• The five units of the campus dining services and the commissary would be the responsibility
of a general manager, reporting to the director.



• The commissary, which also will be responsible for all on-campus catering, would be overseen
by an executive chef.

The plan described the functions of the commissary and service units. We provided projections of
the cost of facilities renovation and operating revenue and expenses.

DESIGN: We found the closed dining facility that would become the commissary and new dining
center had to be renovated completely. Angela Phelan, Clarion vice president, with the support of
Raymond/Raymond Associates, a dining facilities design firm that collaborates with us on design
projects, developed . . .

• a new, efficient kitchen that could provide fresh foods for all dining centers daily and support
catered events;

• an attractive food court-style servery, with a blue-tiled, open hearth pizza oven and exhibition
cooking as focal points, and

• a new, carpeted 100-seat dining area, converted from a former game room.

The new facility opened in late November.

The library café, opened in September, features a coin-operated coffee/espresso machine, vended
fresh and packaged food, snacks and cold drinks, and comfortable furniture.  It is serviced from the
commissary.

OUTCOM E: Although the new commissary and dining center weren’ t ready, all other units
opened at the start of the fall semester. Initial sales exceeded expectations. It’s too soon to tell how
the new commissary and dining center will fare, but early results are favorable.

The college now has a complete, responsive dining service to meet the varying needs of the
campus community.

CLARIO N’S ROLE:  We provided the operational planning and design capabilities the college
lacked internally. We advised the administration throughout the process of developing an entirely new
dining service department as well as building new, imaginative and efficient dining facilities.


