
I learned a lesson from that!                (Author: George Kemish) 

Some time ago I decided to move away from HR and Financial Management, 

the two areas in which I had spent most of my working life (at that time), and 

take up a role in the Education Sector where I was responsible for all aspects of 

business administration – including a catering outlet that had already made a 

loss of almost £25,000 in the preceding six months.  As I took up my new post, 

the governing board decided that the best way of managing the catering was 

to off-load it to a catering contractor.  Fortunately, they had omitted to give 

sufficient warning of the impending TUPE to both the staff and their trade 

union.  This gave me time to look at the situation for myself.  At the same time, 

I was accosted by a group of students who had a number of complaints, and 

overheard mumblings from the staff, with regard to the standard of the 

catering service. 

My findings were not surprising: The kitchen had not seen a lick of paint for 

some time, and the ovens and fryers were sited in such a way that people were 

having to move around each other with hot trays.  The uniform provided for 

the catering staff was drab, and the staff themselves felt under-valued.  The 

standard of the food was ok, but the selection and presentation left a lot to be 

desired.  There were also complaints about the size of the portions.  The result 

was that, out of a possible clientele comprising in excess of 1350 customers, 

less than a third actually used the catering service.  This was not surprising 

when there was a fish & chip shop, and two take-away meal outlets within 400 

metres of the premises.  Added to this, there was a high percentage of food 

waste. However, I felt that if a commercial contractor was willing to take on 

this service, then it could be turned around. 

After a number of meetings with the Governing Body, I managed to secure 

some funding for the redecoration of the Kitchen (case put forward on grounds 

of Food Hygiene), and managed to talk them into giving me some time to see if 

I could turn the service around from a loss to a surplus (or at least break-even 

in the first year).  The Government had also introduced funding for the 

improvement of catering facilities in educational establishments, and we were 

able to secure a grant to re-site the ovens and fryers (case put forward on 

grounds of health & safety).  The waste could be managed through keeping 

records of sales, and then introducing just-in-time procurement of produce.  By 

this time the staff had not only seen the refurbishment of their work 

environment, and received their new uniforms, but they had contributed to 



the planning of the refurbishment and designed the new uniform themselves.  

There was a sense of belonging.   But this still left the problem of how to get 

the Students (who were the greatest challenge) to start using the Service.   

I then had a brainwave (I think it was really just a test to see if I have a brain).  I 

decided to use the group of students that had accosted me in order to market 

the Catering Service.  In doing so, they circulated a research paper to both 

students and staff.  This paper asked for their current impression of the 

Catering Service, and for ways in which they felt that the Service could be 

improved.  It included such things as the standard of service (staff), 

presentation of produce, standard/quality of the food, portion sizes, and price.  

The surprising thing being that when I asked the Catering Manager if she would 

meet with the students to discuss the replies that had been received, she 

jumped at the chance.  The rest was history.  When I left that establishment 

some eleven years later, the Catering Service was making a nominal surplus in 

excess of £11,000 per annum, even though we had taken on additional staff to 

cope with a significant uptake in custom, and had not raised prices above the 

rate of inflation.   

So, what did I learn.  Well, there is certainly some credence in the 

Organisational and Behavioural doctrine that was taught when I was 

undertaking my Diploma in Management, but I also learned that this can be 

greatly enhanced if you can include the customer in the change process. 
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