
Food Safety remains a very important topic in 
all aspects of food service, especially in the 

college and university segment. 
On-Campus Hospitality spoke to Norm Faiola, professor in the Hospitality and Tourism 

Management department at Purdue University Calumet in Hammond, Ind., an expert in the fi eld, 
to fi nd out how the topic of food safety has changed throughout his career and where it is today. 

Faiola has been an academician for 22 years, with 15 years of operations experience prior 
to that. “My research area is food safety and product development. I develop different products 
for the foodservice industry — mainly around food safety, but other types of products as well. 
I hold numerous patents for devices that are used in the foodservice industry.” 

He said that while there have been many advances, “a lot of the basics are still the basics. 
We certainly have a more thorough understanding of what the rudimentary causes of food-
borne illness are. As we get more cases and the Center for Disease Control and Prevention 
study the data that they get from different states, they have found patterns that show us what 
kinds of practices lead to problems.”

An area that has changed and makes food safety more important is the types of bacteria and 
viruses being faced. “The bacteria and viruses are staying ahead of us,” said Faiola. “They are 
mutating, and in some cases, getting more aggressive. If you are a microbiologist, I guess you 
would say more interesting strains and types of bacteria if you are interested in the illness end 
of the spectrum. With E. coli 015787 or something like that, you would say that some of these 
pathogens that are emerging are quite virile and/or causing some major problems and concerns 
certainly for the industry.” 

Proper food handling remains the most important element in preventing foodborne illness. 
“I think we have gotten much better at knowing specifi cally what we should do,” he said. “I 
think the need to feed more people faster — the whole Farm to Fork or Farm to Table path — 
we are understanding much more about the path that the food takes and how we have to inter-
vene in all of the different stages. We can’t just be the police at the end of the line. We’ve got to 
start with the farm and start with a product that is safer and then process it appropriately. This 
number gets bantied about, but when you look at something that is sitting on your plate in a 
dining room, there are all different numbers, and it has traveled a long way in a lot of cases, un-

less you are using totally regional food 
or very local product. That product has 
traveled 1,500 miles, 2,000 miles. It is a 
global food system.”

The key to proper food safety is train-
ing. “You are not born with this knowl-
edge,” said Faiola. “It needs to be taught. 
The bigger challenge is it’s behavorial. 
We have to practice the correct behavior 
over and over and over again. Where the 
system tends to fail is where you push 
the system too hard. You are trying to 
produce too much food, too fast in an 
operation that can’t do it. When you have 
a case of foodborne illness, usually it is 
multiple things that have gone wrong, 
not just one thing. It’s time and tempera-
ture; it’s poor personal hygiene and time 
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and temperature abuse. It comes down to the 
people. It is people handling food and really 
understanding what they are doing. The sys-
tem is either in control or out of control.” 

Faiola cites the Dining Services at Syra-
cuse University, where he was a professor 
prior to his arrival at Purdue Calumet, as an 
example of an advanced food safety system. 
“I worked with all of those folks for many, 
many years on developing very state-of-
the-art HACCP (Hazard Analysis & Critical 
Control Points) systems for them,” he ex-
plained. “That kind of operation has got very 
specific protocols and systems for training, 
very high standards. Everyone who touches 
food, before they touch food needs to have 
some basic training. The management staff 
has ServSafe training and takes refresher 
courses and all of those kinds of things.”

It also comes down to management, like 
that at Syracuse, to make sure food safety pro-
tocols are followed. “The management needs 
to stay focused,” he said. “I always compare 
a university food service to a manufacturing 
plant. They have got these inputs — you’ve 
got raw ingredients, you’ve got materials that 
we are processing and then we’ve got this 
output of food and beverage that people are 
consuming immediately. The checks and bal-
ances are really dependent on the people who are handling the 
food. There is no secondary quality assurance testing after the 
fact, like there would be for a Kraft or a General Foods, where 
they can hold a batch of product, send the finished batch out to 
lab testing and say ‘okay, this batch is passed, so let’s send it out 
to market.’ The culinary person, for example, has got to process 
correctly, handle correctly. That does come down to training.” 

Another growing food safety issue is that of cross con-
tact — or protecting food from contamination from allergens. 
“Progressive operations are taking this whole other aspect of 
food safety — the allergen piece — and becoming very seri-
ous about it,” said Faiola. “The key to control there from my 
perspective is communication. If you think about the interface 
— let’s use the dining room for example — you have some-
one walk in and they are allergic to peanuts. The second that 
person says to the server, ‘I’m allergic to peanuts, what can I 
order on the menu,’ should start a whole cascade of events.”

He continued, “The server needs to know what is in the 
product — each one of those menu items. The management 
needs to have trained the staff first about what is in the prod-
uct. The front-of-the-house person needs to now go back to 
the back of the house and say ‘I have Miss Jones out front who 
is allergic to peanuts, we need to make sure that none of the 
food that she is going to consume has contacted a peanut-type 
product,’ which in some people’s minds is very easy. There are 
tree nuts or groundnuts in a lot of different products. The cas-
cade effect that needs to happen is now the back of the house 
has got to basically isolate Ms. Jones’ product. Let’s say it is a 
griddled item, if the griddle had any kind of peanut-type on it, 
the culinary staff needs to know that.”

Communication is key. “The progressive operations are taking 

it very seriously,” said Faiola. “It is that whole 
system. It is the front of the house communi-
cating with the back of the house. It is now the 
back of the house having a much more detailed 
understanding of all of their food products, es-
pecially convenience foods. It is hard. If you 
think about an operation that’s got hundreds, 
if not thousands of products in the back of the 
house. It is a pretty daunting task at some level 
to really understand that.” 

There are a number of products that help 
to limit cross contact. “Originally multi-
color cutting boards were created to combat 
the cross-contamination issue,” said Faiola. 
“Now there are different colors and things to 
indicate allergen-free zones. These particu-
lar tools that we are going to use have never 
been in contact with any kind of allergen that 
we are aware of. They have been washed, 
rinsed and sanitized and stored in a sanitary 
manner. Now if we prepare Ms. Jones prod-
uct on these surfaces or with these tools, we 
have a higher probability of saying that none 
of those allergens are on this product.” 

Part of Faiola’s work is to test various food 
safety products from various manufacturers, 
including San Jamar. “We have a full hospi-
tality center here with multiple kitchens and 
students are going to be using different manu-

facturers’ products, cutting boards, knives and other products,” he 
said. “A company might give me a product and say, ‘We would 
like you to use it in your lab, study it and be able to tell us how 
many uses does it have? How many times has it gone through 
the dish machine? How is it wearing?’ It might be an ergonomic 
issue. How does it work? When you are watching someone use 
this product, are there pros and cons to how it operates? What 
suggestions might you give? Those can be powerful things to a 
manufacturer. Because we are a little bit smaller, in the sense of 
a more controlled environment, we are able to zero in on specific 
products and keep pretty tight control on them, probably better 
than you could in a commercial operation where they would be 
multiple people handling, it would a little bit harder.” 

With the number of manufacturers developing products for 
food safety and the number of issues still being faced, Faiola 
said that it is not going away. “It is a challenge and people 
need to not drop their guard. It is not a passive thing. You have 
to actively maintain a safe food system. You have to be proac-
tive. The second you go into reactive mode, the system poten-
tially will fail.

“What we are trying to do here in what I would call a 
high-quality hospitality program, is to provide students with 
the best training possible, but also give them active learning 
environments where they are going to practice these behaviors 
under the watchful eye of faculty who are going to help them 
learn the right behavior. It is all about behavior. You could 
have a great theory about food safety, but you have to be able 
to put it into practice. What we give them is a controlled envi-
ronment to practice the right behaviors. That is the same thing 
that a university should do and they do. That is the kind of 
proper training that needs to occur.” —OCH
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