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On-Campus Hospitality: Congratulations on your selec-
tion as a Silver Plate winner! What was your initial reaction 
upon hearing of this honor?

Steve Sweeney: I was definitely humbled. To some extent, 
I was shocked — only because there are so many great people 
that are out there in the industry and so many people who have 
been doing it for a long time. I felt very fortunate. It really is 
one that I share with people I have worked for and the com-
pany itself — because one person can’t do it alone. 

Since I received the call, I have received countless e-mails 
and letters. It is a very well publicized award, so people you 
haven’t heard from for years are reaching out to you, and past 
recipients of the award that you don’t even know are reaching 
out to you. It is almost like a club. 

It really is a huge honor. I share it with our clients, associ-
ates and management team. 

OCH: How have things changed in college and university 
dining since you were named president and CEO of Chart-
wells in 1997? 

Sweeney: Food has always been 
the medium, so beyond the food, 
technology has really changed our 
industry — how students commu-
nicate, how we communicate with 
students, how word travels very 
quickly. Social media websites are 
all new since then, like Twitter and 
Facebook. 

OCH: How do you monitor the 
social media? 

Sweeney: Our marketing de-
partment does manage all of that 
— the search engines, taking a look 
at what some of the blogs might 

be. We also look to our larger campuses. Our big universities 
all have an on-campus marketing person who manages all of 
that on the property, because a lot of that is still local. We do 
our own websites, and a lot of the communication is managed 
from corporate, but we want to take on the look and the feel 
of the colleges and universities we serve. We cannot neces-
sarily manage that from on high. We can monitor it, but it is 
managed locally. Otherwise, it becomes way too corporate. 
The customers who we serve want to have their own identity. 
So we ask our local people to assume the look and feel of the 
properties they serve. 

OCH: How about the food itself? The display cooking, 
more international cuisine — Is that something that also has 
changed, or was that starting to become popular then?

Sweeney: It is much more retail based. We are seeing resi-
dent dining facilities that are much more like retail. Facilities 
that are a combination of national brands, local brands and our 
own in-house brands, but the skew of the business is much 
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look at ourselves as part of that 
amenity package that a campus 
has. Whether it is the athletic 
facilities, the bookstore, on-
campus transportation, hous-
ing — it all plays to the quality 
of life on a campus, and we 
are part of that quality-of-life 
equation. What we bring to 
market and what we sell to our 
customers is that we take that 
seriously. We are part of that 
amenity package. 

OCH: How about sustain-
ability? I imagine that was 
something you weren’t really 
thinking about in 1997. 

Sweeney: Using Styro-
foam was prevalent in the 70s 
and 80s. The biggest thing in 
1997 was using less Styro-
foam. Even earlier than 1997, 
students wanted to know 
where their food was coming 
from. Students wanted to know 
where their lettuce came from, 
who was picking their lettuce, 
who was picking their grapes. 
All of those social responsibil-
ity initiatives have been strong 
for a long time. 

What has changed is that 
buying locally has increased, 

which we do. It is more feasable in some places than others 
depending on the climate, There are a lot of things that “you” 
can do, that we do. 

OCH: Have the students themselves changed? Are they 
more demanding?

Sweeney: I think they expect quality and they receive 
it. They are paying a premium for their education, as I men-
tioned, and they expect that the food is going to be commen-
surate with the price that they are paying for their overall 
education. I think the industry has done a good job to live up 
to that level of expectation. 

In terms of students, back to the technology piece is prob-
ably the biggest change in the student body. They definitely go 
for quality. The whole foodservice industry and the restaurant 
industry has changed in that it is much more quality focused. 

more toward retail feel. 
What we are seeing as one 

of the biggest trends is items 
that people can put their own 
signature on – whether it’s 
a hot beverage, sandwich or 
stir-fry. The more you can cus-
tomize it for the customer, the 
better off you are going to be 
and the more they are going to 
like it. 

We did see some of that 
back in the early days. When 
you think about it, the salad 
bar, which came into being 
in the late 70s — that really 
is the ultimate customization 
because you can put whatever 
you want on it. Jack Welch 
[Former head of General Elec-
tric] had a saying, “We used to 
see a customer in each indi-
vidual. Now we have to see an 
individual in each customer.” 
You have to basically cater to 
that one person. 

OCH: Is that across the 
board, or is that more for col-
leges and universities? 

Sweeney: I would say it 
crosses all business lines. But 
moreso than ever, students are 
looking for price/value rela-
tionship. It is the No. 1 buying criterion that we see. You have 
to be very competitive with what is out on the street. They are 
taking more meals with us. Price/value is huge. Students want 
to make sure they are getting the value. You have to be on top 
of that trend, for sure. 

OCH: Do you see more of a competition with off-campus 
venues now than ever before? 

Sweeney: It really depends on the location. We serve a 
fair number of campuses that are very rural, but everyone has 
refrigerators in their room, so whether they go off campus or 
not, you have to earn their loyalty. On campuses that are in 
metropolitan areas, where they are close to a lot of activity, 
you obviously have to be very competitive with the street. 
Students expect that. 

Students are paying a lot for their education today. We 
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OCH: What food trends do you see emerging on campuses 
in the next few years? 

Sweeney: A lot of campuses view themselves as learning 
facilities, but they are also a small combination hotel and re-
sort. They want the food to match the facility — always with 
value in mind. 

Universities have become very competitive, so it is part of 
the amenity program. I don’t think they necessarily want to 
spend more. They want to feel that they are going to get more. 
It is going to be much more of a resort experience to compete 
with other universities. 

When you see students come to campuses to choose a 
school, they have already picked five universities based on 
what they are going to get out of it academically. The selection 
criteria becomes “which school do you think I am going to 
have the best time at? Which campus has the feel that I want? 
Which curriculum has this program? Is it big? Is it small? Do 
I get to live in an air-conditioned room or not?” 

After the first cut, it becomes an amenity game. It is a great 
thing for the industry as a whole. People are glamorizing food. 
It is a wonderful thing. 

OCH: Is there anything else that you wanted to add? 

Sweeney: On the whole, I have been very fortunate doing 
this for 14 years. I have a great team and the same management 
group running the company. We have a great group of clients 
who communicate with us. It is a combination of our manage-
ment, clients and students that really pulls it all together. 

We have client expectations and management teams with 
visions about what we need to do. It’s deciding what’s impor-
tant because you can’t do everything although you try.

It’s deciding what makes sense and what is going to carry 
throughout the rest of the organization. It is a commitment 
that I share with all of those people and it is with great pride 
that I share IFMA Silver Plate award with my peers, clients 
and management team.

OCH: Are there more chefs on campus 
than there were then? 

Sweeney: Chefs have been on the cam-
puses for the last 10 or 15 years. Twenty or 
25 years ago, there were a lot of produc-
tion cooks, production systems, very little 
creativity — here’s the recipe, just put it 
out, put it in a stainless steel pan and it’s 
lunch. Now, there is a lot more local cre-
ativity. All of our menus are done locally. 
We don’t do any corporate menus; it is all 
done locally. 

It is all done for the feel of the cam-
pus, the feel of the region. What students 
are eating in Boston, they are not eating 
in Texas. In Boston, you can serve New England favorites — 
baked beans, clam chowder. The first time I went to Texas, 
I saw stewed tomatoes on the menu, and students just love 
them. A machine continuously churns out the product. That 
volume or item would not sell as well in New England. 

OCH: Are you seeing that some regional cuisines are com-
ing into other areas? 

Sweeney: What we are seeing is that most of the larger uni-
versities want a diverse student body from different states and 
countries. They are not necessarily reaching a demographic in 
their region — although some of the state schools definitely 
have a higher concentration of regional students. They feel — 
and rightfully so — that a diverse student body adds to the edu-
cational experience, because students are mixing with different 
backgrounds. Hence the food has to reflect the demographic 
they are serving. 

OCH: What about special dietary needs, like gluten-free 
and peanut allergies?

Sweeney: It is huge. We typically take on what the univer-
sity’s stance would be on the subject. It also depends on the size 
of the university. Obviously if there is someone who has an al-
lergy, you want to make it transparent to that student so they can 
enjoy that educational experience. We have offered Allergen-
Aware Zones and Nut-Aware Zones in dining facilities. 

It really comes down to communication with the student, 
with the staff of the health center on campus. The students get 
to see our menus and they can talk directly to our foodservice 
managers and chefs to let our teams know exactly what they 
can’t eat. If there is a food sensitivity out there, there is also 
probably an allergy to it somewhere along the line. 

OCH: Are there any other current trends that you are seeing? 

Sweeney: One of the biggest trends is putting food in the 
path of the student with smaller venues. The big, large dining 
hall is shrinking a bit more these days.  Now we have mo-
bile food trucks, the pop-up kiosks, the library cafés, which 
we never had. It is reaching into the student’s path and it is a 
smaller venue. It is a venue that is mixed up a little bit more. 

Sweeney (center) accepts the IFMA Silver 
Plate Award from Michael Hickey (left), 

chairman of the IFMA Executive Committee 
and executive vice president with Ecolab and 
Larry Oberkfell, president and CEO of IFMA.
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You are in an environment where people come to learn. 
That makes it very exciting. Every year you have a graduating 
class, so you are always renewing your customer base. You 
always have a new group of freshmen to get excited about and 
welcome to the campus. There is just an energy that you get 
on a campus that you don’t get anywhere else, because there 
is always a sense of renewal. They celebrate tradition, but they 
also celebrate what’s new and exciting, and it’s a learning en-
vironment.

From a business standpoint, schools, colleges and univer-
sities typically don’t close. In corporate dining, corporate of-
fices close or they move out of the city, so there is a bit of a 
rotation in the corporate dining section. Restaurants tend to 
be a revolving door. In college and university dining, there is 
a steady stream of customers and they are a bit more stable. 

The folks that we have are very dedicated and wouldn’t 
trade it for the world, because it really is great. 

OCH: How about K-12? How does it differ from C&U? 

Sweeney: The line is becoming a bit more blurred between 
schools and higher education. There was a time 15 years ago, 
when cartoon characters and dinosaurs could be used to teach 
students about nutrition. Now, that’s good for pre-K and first 
grade. Students in that demographic have become little adults. 
Not all of them can make decisions for themselves — that is 
why we have USDA regulations — unlike in higher educa-
tion, where students can do pretty much whatever they want.

We are dealing with a much more sophisticated K-12 group 
than we ever have before, mostly because of the size of the 
household they are coming from. You can travel around the 
world on your computer. It is amazing what kids in that group 
are picking up. The lines are becoming a bit more blurred 
certainly with junior high, high school and university. High 
school is pretty much retail based. That is a definite change 
over the years. 

OCH: How do you do research on the latest trends and 
concepts? 

Sweeney: The best ideas come from the field and we get a 
lot of information from best practices. 

We pay attention to what is going on at the local or region-
al level and identify what’s popular and successful. We will 
use these programs that originated in the field, dust them off, 
polish them up, and give them a professional look and feel. 
We also give credit to the person or team where it originated. 
We had adopted Project Clean Plate, which is a program that 
essentially preaches “don’t take food and waste it.” That cam-
paign came from Worcester State and it went nationwide.

I was a foodservice director and used to receive the kits 
that came in once a month. I frankly just left them in the cor-
ner in the box and did my own thing, because I just felt it 
was a corporate program. It was just somebody fulfilling their 
corporate need to send me a box of stuff. If a manager doesn’t 
feel they have ownership with a corporate program, they are 
not going to embrace it.

—OCH

OCH: How does the College & University segment differ 
from other foodservice segments?

Sweeney: In my early days, I did a 6-month stint in B&I 
and the rest of my career has been in education. I wouldn’t 
trade it in for anything, because you’re dealing with a younger 
demographic. 
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