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Background
Outsourcing non-academic functions on a
university or college campus is becoming
increasingly common. One such function is often
dining services. Eastern Michigan University
(EMU) transitioned from a self-operated dining
program to contract management in the summer of
2016. According to the Director of Dining from the
contract management company, EMU is the only
contract the company holds in which employees
were allowed to remain employed by the university
as opposed to becoming employees of the
contract management company. This was in part
due to a strong union presence. The transition to
contract management operation came as a
surprise to many on campus and many were not
happy with the university’s decision.

Aims
There were 2 aims of this study:
1) Understand how the transition from a selfoperated dining program (EMU) to a third
party dining program has impacted dining
services employees.
2) Provide directors and managers of the third
party company and EMU Human Resources
with valuable information regarding employee
satisfaction and morale.

Sample
7 participants
• 6 male, 1 female
• 6 identified as white, 1 as black
• Average of 11.2 years of experience in position
• Four reported holding management or leadership
positions and three line positions
Study participants were university dining employees
who remained employed by the university after the
contract management takeover of Dining Services.
Employees were recruited via flyer advertisements
placed in three Dining Services locations and email
messages.

Methods
• 10 question survey assessing job satisfaction,
demographics, employment status, position
within Dining Services, and length of time
employed by the university
• Structured interviews
• all but 1 were one-on-one
• 45-70 minutes
• Interviews were recorded
• Interviewers utilized a script of open-ended
questions.

Results
• Dining Services employees were surprised by
the announcement of the Request for Proposal
due to the successful history of self-operation
and were concerned about fewer opportunities
for advancement.
• Communications were strained and employees
reported that the contract management
company did not provide opportunities for staff
to meet and interact.
• Employees reported a lack of respect.
• Chefs reported discontent with new recipes,
policies, and procedures.
• All employees had concerns about the quality of
foods that the contract management company
used.
• There were many concerns about labor
including turnover among contract company
employees, student employees’ schedules, and
less flexibility for student employees, which led
to increased turnover and understaffing.

Themes

Illustrative Quotations

Surprise of
Takeover

It was never announced to us until it was
already announced to other people. We
weren’t the first people to know about it.
I would say the Eastern people treat us
with respect, they want to hear what we
have to say, whereas the [contract
management company] people, they
don’t care what we have to say.
Food quality is abysmal. I understand it’s
a business, but they squeeze every cent
and we’re serving sub-par, or leftover, or
junk-made stuff.
They encourage their own employees
more than university employees.
If I had any other job opportunity I would
leave in a heartbeat. The problem is,
this was a dream job.
Even though we got to keep our jobs,
I’m not really clear on how long. It might
just be until our contract runs out and
then it might be over at that point.

Communication

• Interviews took place in a private conference
room in a building not associated with Dining
Services.
• Interview question topics included job
satisfaction, changes in their job, communication
with management, opinions on the transition
before, during, and after the transition.
Data Analysis
• Following conclusion of data collection,
interviews were transcribed into Microsoft Word
and categorized for recurrent themes
• Survey data were transferred into Microsoft Excel
for descriptive statistical analysis.

Food Quality

Labor
Job Satisfaction

Working for 2
Organizations

Limitations
• Small number of participants.
• Results may be skewed as those who were less
satisfied may have been more likely to
participate.

Conclusions
Our findings indicate that, overall, employees
were not satisfied with the transition from a selfoperated dining program to a program run by a
contract management company. Although satisfaction
varied by type of position. In general, those working in
food procurement and production were less satisfied
than those working in utility positions. This is likely in
part because of the different roles these types of
positions require.
The results from this study can be used by
universities and contract management companies to
improve transitions among Dining Services
employees. Future research may examine the
perceptions of contract management company
employees to see if similar results are found with
respect to job satisfaction and food quality.
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