
board felt it was time to change the or-
ganizational structure. While the initial 
selection process continues each year, 
now after members are selected, they 
elect a chair of the board internally. This 
has been effective in building the board’s 
legitimacy and gaining access to student 
leadership resources and events. In or-
der to establish or reinvigorate student 
advisory boards, you need to:
1. Engage with the orientation staff and 

new students via events, marketing and 
social media in order to raise aware-
ness about the student advisory board.

2. Network with colleagues to identify 
and recruit student leaders with inter-
est in dining, union or other areas of 
campus hospitality.

3. Work with the students to establish 
structures (goals, outcomes, expecta-
tions and responsibilities) that help 
students understand their role in 
your operation and help them man-
age their board membership as an 
extra-curricular activity.

4. Build and maintain individual relation-
ships with board members via one-
on-ones, lunches or other activities.

5. Promote board member participation 
in as many aspects of your operation 
as possible, including policy develop-
ment, menu creation, contractor or 
vendor selections, capital projects, 
programming and responding to their 
peers’ concerns about your operation.

6. Recognize your board members for 
the service via end-of-year activities 
and at their graduation.
Our boards have become an integral 

part of our respective operations. The 
feedback, advocacy, creativity and stu-
dent leadership they provide are valuable 
resources, and the skills they learn by 
being board members aid in their per-
sonal and career development. By having 
a well-functioning advisory board, you 
will find that your operation has more 
energy, transparency and direction.  

Dr. Benjamin Perlman is director of 
the Dobbs University Center and Dave 
Furhman is senior director of Food Ser-
vice Administration at Emory University 
in Atlanta, Ga.            —OCH

Well-functioning student and cus-
tomer advisory boards are an ave-

nue for feedback that many professionals 
have learned to rely on for information 
about quality, customer service, variety 
and dining trends. If you are new to an 
institution with a well-established board, 
the transition to an ad hoc member of 
that group is often seamless.  

You make introductions, form rela-
tionships with people who often were 
involved in your on-campus interview, 
and move forward from there. What if 
you’ve learned to rely on such a board 
for feedback and move to an institution 
where it doesn’t exist? What if you inherit 
a board that does not function for the 
community or for you in an advisory 
capacity? This is the situation we faced 
as we both entered our current positions 
on campus in the university center and 
campus dining departments, respectively.

Campus dining did have a food 
advisory committee comprising stu-
dents. Named F.A.C.E. (Food Advisory 
Committee at Emory), the board was 
somewhat ineffective. Leadership was 
self-appointed, even internally, and did 
not have a nomination, vetting or elec-
tion procedure within the group. The 
committee mostly focused on town-hall 
style meetings that served as feedback 
sessions for campus dining, but with 
a rotating and transient population of 
interested students. Oftentimes, students 
would attend one meeting to voice a 
single concern, and then never attend 
an additional meeting or look into the 
response to their feedback over time.  

Those students who did become re-
peat attendees would eventually transition 
into leaders of the committee if they were 
persistent, but that rarely occurred and 
leadership transitions were a challenge. 
Many repeat attendees blatantly stated 
that they were motivated by the free din-
ner served to the board. Shocking: a 
student motived by free food. Students 
often focused on their own niche issues 
without thinking more broadly or self-
lessly about the overall community, and 
there were no formalized action plans 
or structures for follow-up.

Our introduction to campus included 
an overall focus on upgrading the dining 
program, with a renewed emphasis on 
student input and involvement. It was 
a tremendous opportunity to identify 
F.A.C.E. members with leadership po-
tential and to engage them directly and 
often as key opinion leaders. As these 
students became identified by every-
one involved as the campus authorities 
on dining, they rose to meet the chal-
lenge, communicating effectively with 
administrators and faculty, sharing their 
knowledge with peers and seeking peer 
feedback for additional improvements.  

From there, the organic development 
of F.A.C.E. focused on the new and tan-
gible responsibilities that were a part of 
the overall upgrade and improvement 
campaign. F.A.C.E. now operates with a 
charter, and has roles and responsibilities 
for office holders, including location-
specific responsibilities. Less engaged 
students self-selected out of participation 
and active students became true sup-
porters of change and new initiatives.

The university center was also in 
desperate need of student input when 
we came on board, but there was no 
established committee. The history of 
union boards is long and illustrious; in 
fact, most early student unions in the U.S. 
were founded and operated by students 
for years before taking on professional 
administrators to help them achieve goals. 
At many universities, members of the 
union board are elected right along with 
other student government positions.

That was not the case at our institu-
tion, so we had to learn to build a student 
board. We started gaining interest by host-
ing information sessions and marketing to 
new students during orientation events. In 
the spring of the same year, we published 
formal applications for the next academic 
year and ran a selection process that in-
cluded applicant interviews. Students 
were selected and then asked to attend a 
leadership retreat where they bonded and 
self-divided into committees to work on 
advocacy, programming and promotions.

After a year of solely being advised 
by an administrator, the advisor and the 
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