
OCH: How long have you worked in higher education at 
Aramark?

Leone: Since joining Aramark, I have worked in higher 
education. I began my career with Aramark as vice president of 
operations for Aramark Harrison Lodging and Facility Services, 
which provided hospitality solutions and facility and property 
management to conference centers, universities, training centers 
and resorts. 

OCH: How have things changed in college and university 
dining since you started 12 years ago?

Leone: There has been a lot of change, quite frankly. How-
ever, the greatest areas of change, in my opinion, have been in 
health and wellness and technology, as well as dining services’ 
impact on students’ decision making process.  

Today’s generation of students is much more educated, 
more health conscious and really interested in what they are 
eating and where their food is coming from. They are actively 

participating in what is happening on their 
college campuses when it comes to din-
ing services.   

Secondly, technology and social me-
dia certainly have really been changing 
the way students communicate and how 
they want to receive information from us. 
How we engage our student customers 
continues to evolve as quickly as today’s 
technology.

In addition, the marketplace in high-
er education has become so much more 
competitive, even more so in the last 
several years with our current economic 
conditions. 

While academics are obviously fore-
most in any student’s decision, campus 
dining, curb appeal and the school’s facili-
ties rate up there in the top three to four 
factors students are looking for when they 
are choosing an institution. 

On-Campus Hospitality: How did you first become involved 
in the foodservice and college and university segment?

Michael Leone: After college, I joined a hotel company 
called Oxford Development Company, which was my first 
venture into the hospitality and food business. I worked my 
way through numerous food and beverage positions and was 
director of sales. I was with that company for about 12 years 
and then moved into roles as general manager of several hotels 
and ended up becoming the vice president and general manager 
of the hotel and convention company.  

OCH: How long have you been with Aramark? 

Leone: I have been with Aramark for just about 12 years 
and currently serve as executive vice president, responsible for 
creating and implementing all growth initiatives. Prior to my 
current role, I was senior vice president of Aramark Higher 
Education and before that was regional vice president for Ara-
mark Education Facility Services for the Midwest.  

In a series of articles, On-Campus Hospitality is speaking 
with the leaders of contract management companies to learn 

their thoughts on topics in college and university food service. 
We recently spoke with Michael Leone, executive vice presi-

dent for Aramark Higher Education, about his career and 
current and future trends. 

Michael Leone

Photo Credit: Julie Welsh

 JULY 2012 ON-CAMPUS HOSPITALITY

OCH INTervIew



OCH: Have you had any of your 
client schools come to you and say, 
“It is a factor, we want to work with 
you to improve our operations to be 
competitive”?

Leone: We really have. Dining is ab-
solutely a core service of an institution but 
one that they may not have the resources 
and expertise to deliver effectively and 
efficiently. As we are talking with institu-
tions and clients, we are really taking a 
look at that competitive environment and 
saying, “How do you attract the students 
you want? How do you retain them?” By 
creating campus dining environments 
and facilities that are healthy, inviting 
and engaging, academic institutions can 
certainly recruit new students and retain 
those students already on campus. 

OCH: Why do you think students have 
a focus on health and wellness com-
pared with previous generations? 

Leone: At the end of the day, we have 
a more educated, health-conscious student 
and there is a greater awareness in society 
in general around health and wellness. 

I think student lifestyles have changed 
as well. Students today have a lot more 
going on than the students of past gen-
erations. Their lifestyles are much more 
active and they are more educated about 
making healthy food and lifestyle choices. 
It impacts their eating patterns, how they 
eat and when they eat. Not too long ago, 
a dining program would be three meals a 
day — breakfast, lunch and dinner. How-
ever, this is no longer the case. 

We know from speaking with over 
150,000 students through our proprietary 

DiningStyles research that students are 
eating seven to nine small meals a day. To-
day’s students are busier than ever before, 
and they are seeking quick, convenient 
options including 24-hour facilities, ex-
tended hours and more retail markets. To 
meet students’ changing lifestyle needs, 
the dining environments at today’s univer-
sities have changed tremendously. 

OCH: How is Aramark working to 
meet those needs?

Leone: First and foremost, we are 
very engaged and connected. Our part-
nerships aren’t just with the client and 
the institution, but really involve our 
customers, which are mainly the stu-
dents and the campus community. We 
believe it is important to establish and 
maintain partnerships with the students 
and staff on campus. We are engaged 
with those folks and we are talking with 
them several times a year through differ-
ent channels. We believe it is important 
to understand what their needs are, and 
really utilize our expertise and resources 
to make sure that we are creating the 
right menus, adding the best venues and 
brands, and that we have the necessary 
hours of operation to fit students’ needs. 
We are taking all of these factors into 
account as we develop each of our pro-
grams and forecast trends. 

Secondly, aside from listening to our 
students and clients, it is important to 
engage those students as customers on 
campuses. It helps us create what it is 
they need. It is really — as we look at 
our programs — not about Aramark, it is 
really about the institutions, the environ-
ment they are in, and what students need 
to succeed. 

OCH: So it is about each individual 
school?

Leone: It is. We do not have a cookie 
cutter approach. At Aramark, we pride 
ourselves on the fact that we really take 
a look at the marketplace in a way that 
is not a one-size-fits-all solution. Each 
higher education institution has unique 
needs and requirements depending on its 
student base and campus community. Our 
promise is to understand the unique needs 
of each institution and its students and to 
develop, deliver and execute programs 
that help the campus thrive.  

OCH: Have you noticed a change in 
terms of students wanting sustainabil-
ity and local buying? 

Leone: There is no question that 
sustainability and local sourcing have 
become important programs among 
higher education institutions. We cer-
tainly recognize the importance of be-
ing responsible campus partners, and 
are highly engaged in reducing our en-
vironmental footprint by developing and 
implementing programs that promote sus-
tainability. For example, we introduced 
trayless dining at more than 85 percent 
of our campuses, reducing food waste 
and conserving resources. We also have 
a reusable to-go container program that 
helps to conserve resources and promotes 
sustainability on campuses. Through our 
facilities program, we offer our Blue 
Cleaning technologies and programs, 
which use electrically charged water to 
clean surfaces and eliminate the use of 
chemicals in general purpose cleaning, 
reducing overall chemical-based clean-
ing.

In addition to our sustainability pro-
grams for the schools we serve, Aramark 
partners with the Student Conservation 
Association (SCA), which is a nation-
wide conservation force of college and 
high school students, to support sustain-
ability efforts. For instance, to celebrate 
Earth Day, Aramark and the SCA hosted 
several volunteer events throughout the 
country, during which hundreds of our 
employees completed service projects 
and worked in their local communities. 

OCH: How about food trucks? 

Leone: There certainly has been a 
rise in food trucks on campus, and food 
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campus. Obviously, larger campuses can incorporate food 
trucks more successfully because of the vast geographies and 
campus size. The trucks are easy to move and can serve a great 
number of students in a variety of locations, so you can be 
where the students are and offer them food when they want it. 

OCH: Have the students’ palates changed? 

Leone: Absolutely, and through our proprietary research, we 
know that for a fact. Due to our relationship with our campuses 
and students, we are able to forecast these trends and create 
new menus and adapt our current programs. Our research from 
speaking with students from more than 500 universities across 
the county helped us to develop and customize menus that 
feature about 100 new entrées and side dishes, which include a 
variety of healthy options — as well as vegan, vegetarian, and 
international flavors — to fit the taste preferences and nutritional 
needs of our students. Understanding our consumer allows us 
to stay abreast of emerging culinary trends and needs and helps 
our team of professional, certified chefs develop creative menu 
solutions to fit those needs. 

The choices that these students have today are amazing. I 
had the opportunity to tour a perspective client through one of 
our institutions just last week and we were walking through 
one of the dining halls. It was a core committee that was going 
to make the decision in regard to this institution’s dining. The 
response from one of the folks on the committee was, “I feel 
like I am in Disney World.” It is amazing the choices and the 
level of food and expertise that we are delivering to the college 
student today. 

OCH: Obviously, competition is part of it, but is it also that 
students are demanding this?  

Leone: Without question, it’s competition, but competition 
rises based upon the need of the consumer. Our students of today 
are more engaged in the culinary experience and are much more 
aware, more educated. Our society has helped promote that, 
which is a good thing. It has really created a higher demand 
for real expertise and choice around culinary.

trucks are very different from years past. Today, food trucks 
are a unique, fun place to get something to eat — they are 
convenient and they often offer healthy options and on-trend 
food items. While we do have food trucks as part of campus 
dining programs, they are not widespread on all campuses. 
Whether a food truck will work depends on the size of the 

Aramark Higher Education’s senior leadership team at the company’s annual meeting.
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wellness and technology is going to continue to be very strong. 
It is to a point where it is almost price of entry. A couple of 
years ago, you would have been very ahead of the game if you 
were doing things around technology and wellness. I think that 
is going to continue to play a role. 

Taking a half-step away from dining, but still looking at 
institutions, I think the whole world around facility services 
and the campus environment is absolutely emerging. You see 
dining that is 65 percent-plus outsourced in most institutions 
across the country and facilities is less than 15 percent, but we 
see that growing by leaps and bounds as institutions are looking 
for a partner around facility services to help them. Many of these 
campuses have aging buildings and budgetary constraints but 
they are looking for ways to improve the curb appeal, to create 
efficiency through their budgets and help satisfy students who 
are looking at these campuses. That is the next real emerging 
thing on the college campus when it comes to service — really 
looking at campus facilities in a different way than they have 
in the past and engaging support like they have for many, many 
years in dining to create partnerships that will help them elevate 
the condition of their facilities. 

OCH: We talked about your DiningStyles surveys. Are there 
other ways that you monitor and learn about student trends? 

Leone: That is the biggest way that we monitor — through 
our DiningStyles survey. It is very comprehensive. We are really 
understanding our students’ needs and implementing changes 
based upon their responses. We take all of that information and 
feedback and utilize it throughout our entire organization to help 
create menus, develop brands, analyze operations and set operating 
standards. It really enables us to have the voice of the customer and 
be able to turn around and quickly deliver what it is the consumer 
is looking for on that individual campus.  —OCH

OCH: What do you think are some of the other current 
trends in the segment?

Leone: Corporate social responsibility is very important to 
us and the communities we serve. The students have become 
increasingly more engaged and support corporate social respon-
sibility programs. They are grading you, and rightfully so, to 
ensure that companies that are partnering with these institutions 
are committed to corporate social responsibility. 

In Aramark Higher Education, we are committed to im-
proving the environment. We have had some real progress 
around developing innovative solutions for our clients around 
environmental stewardship and sustainability of food as well 
as green buildings and Blue Cleaning. We have added sustain-
ability stewards across the country. On many of our campuses, 
we are driving sustainability and corporate responsibility for 
the institution itself. We will have sustainability experts on a 
campus if the campus would like that. We are working with many 
schools where the presidents of the institutions have signed the 
Presidents’ Climate Commitment and have pledged to become 
carbon neutral after a period of time. We have a group of ex-
perts within our organization who have developed programs 
to help these schools achieve carbon neutrality. We have been 
very active in support of Association for the Advancement of 
Sustainability in Higher Education (AASHE) and many of our 
clients participate in their Sustainability Tracking Assessment 
and Rating System (STARS) program. 

OCH: What sort of trends do you see emerging on campuses 
in the next few years? 

Leone: The things that we talked about are going to continue 
to grow. I really believe that the whole piece around health and 

Leone (far right) with Chris Hackem (far left), president of Aramark Higher Education, and Mark 
Nelson (third from right), executive vice president, Higher Education, congratulate the Aramark 
Culinary Excellence (ACE) Competition medal winners Bryan Kelly, University of Virginia; Tim 

Brown, Old Dominion University; and Jerry Howerin, Mount St. Mary University. 
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