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The University of Guelph Sustainable Restaurant Project 

The University of Guelph Sustainable Restaurant Project (UGSRP) was started by a team of faculty and students from the School 

of Hospitality and Tourism Management in the spring of 2011.  Originally created to help increase the amount of ‘green’ 

curriculum at our school, the goals and objectives of the project have evolved to include a wider range of issues facing the 

Canadian restaurant industry.  Fundamentally, UGSRP’s mission is to envision the restaurant of the future and to communicate 

that vision to our students and the industry.  Our mission is built on three pillars:  to learn, to teach, to share. 

As we continue to discuss and research how environmental sustainability relates to the restaurant business, we are also 

committed to studying both the economic and social aspects of sustainability.  This will be accomplished by generating research 

about topics of concern to restaurant operators while also acting as a ‘hub’ of information and educational source for industry 

stakeholders. 

This discussion paper is the output of an independent study from two fourth year undergraduate students.  They were 

interested in understanding the evolution of student perceptions of working in the hospitality industry as they study and work 

in the industry.   

Please refer to our blog (http://restaurantsustainability.wordpress.com ) for research updates on this and other issues.   

We gratefully acknowledge the support of UGSRP from Earls Kitchen and Bar.  Their ongoing support allows us to undertake 

educational events and to support research projects such as this.  The commitment to this project underscores their 

commitment to improving the future of the industry as a whole. 

 

http://restaurantsustainability.wordpress.com/


Introduction 

This paper endeavours to gauge students’ perceptions of the hospitality industry as an employer.  

We often hear of students who enter school excited about working in hospitality only to become 

discouraged as they get work experience. No strangers to hospitality, both researchers have 

soldiered through classes and dinner rushes alike. Equally at home behind the hot line or front 

desk, one researcher is a recent graduate entering the workforce with a self-professed love for the 

industry that is being increasingly tested by many of the issues outlined below. The second 

researcher, mere credits from graduation, began their career with a passion for food that led them 

through the front and back of house to where they are now: slightly jaded and likely to exit the 

industry upon graduation. Both researchers, however, are united in their efforts to address 

problems that face both students and recent graduates. We hope that through raising awareness, 

we can take the first steps towards creating a more supportive, complementary, and mutually 

beneficial relationship between hospitality employers and employees.  

A study at Griffith University (Australia), found that one third of its hospitality students were not 

going to pursue a career in the industry after graduation. The study also found that almost all of 

the students who planned to leave the industry cited previous work experience as a reason 

(Richardson, 2008). As hospitality students, we found these statistics troubling.  

Today's students are tomorrow's leaders, and we believe that they should be equipped with the 

tools necessary to combat the industry's challenges, chief among them being employee 

dissatisfaction. Opinions and anecdotes, the building blocks of perception, are often spread by 

word of mouth. There is always discussion about how many hours to expect to work, what the 

pay is like, whether or not or education sets us apart or ahead. We have witnessed our own 

friends part ways with the industry due to irreconcilable differences and we hope to change this 

by raising awareness of the issue. Instead of claiming “that’s the way it is” we hope to shed light 

on the issues so that we can collectively work to change and adapt to benefit us all and keep our 

talent enthusiastic and engaged.  

Our paper is the result of surveying hospitality students.  They were recruited and completed the 

survey online.  One hundred and forty four students completed the survey, 73.6% of whom were 

female and 26.4% male, with an average age of 22.4 years. The majority of respondents (63%) 

were from Ontario, followed by Alberta (26%), international (8%), and British Columbia (3%). 

Sixty-two percent of respondents attended university with the remainder enrolled in college. Of 

the 144 respondents, 59 were enrolled in their first and second year of education, 53 in third and 

fourth year, and 32 were recent graduates. 

This discussion paper highlights key responses from survey participants and discusses the 

implications of the findings.  Detailed responses to all of the survey questions are presented in 

the appendix.  Fundamentally, although most students were still excited about the industry, there 

are some areas of concern going forward.   



Earning Potential 

The survey asked respondents to reflect on the statement: "the earning potential of the hospitality 

industry appeals to me". The findings show a decline in positive feelings towards the earning 

potential as the students came closer to graduation and full-time employment in the industry.     

Sixty-one percent of the first and 

second year respondents stated that 

they either agreed or strongly 

agreed with the statement. This is 

vastly different from the 19% of 

recent graduates stating either 

agree or strongly agree. There 

seems to be a trend from the 

positive first and second year 

sentiments, to a more neutral or 

divided sentiment of the third and 

fourth year students. The trend 

continues with 69% of recent grads 

either disagreeing or strongly 

disagreeing with the statement.  

This indicates a negative relationship between work experience and compensation, which may be 

a common perception of students entering the workforce after graduation.  It should be noted that 

this trend might not be isolated to the hospitality industry. Further research is required to 

determine how hospitality students compare to other industries in this regard. Another possible 

explanation might be the transition from a serving position (line level) in food and beverage to a 

management position. (The department with the highest number of respondents was the 

foodservice industry in our sample). The extended hours and lower income may be causing 

recent graduates to feel 

dissatisfied about their salary in a 

management role. It may be 

disheartening to see servers work 

5-6 hours for hourly wage and 

cash tips when you are a 

supervisor working 10-12 hours 

for a fixed amount regardless of 

business volume. When asked to 

name something they dislike about 

the industry, one respondent stated 

"the amount of hours management 



has to work and the difference in pay between managers and servers".  This will continue to be a 

challenge for the industry. 

When comparing the responses of college and university students (on the same statement: "the 

earning potential of the hospitality industry appeals to me"), a significant difference was found 

between the two. Twice as many college students (66% of them) agreed or strongly agreed with 

the same statement, compared to 33% of university students. A reason for this difference may be 

associated with the opportunity cost of attending university. With the high costs and the 4 or 5 

years usually associated with a university degree, the starting salary in the hospitality industry 

may not be as appealing due to the stresses of debt. One of the university students surveyed 

responded to the question ‘What is something you dislike about the industry?’ with "ROI [return 

on investment] for the money spent on education".   

Compensation Perceptions 

Another question asked respondents to 

rate their feelings towards the statement 

“The compensation for work is fair in 

the hospitality industry”. 52% of the 

first and second year respondents 

surveyed agreed or strongly agreed that 

compensation for work is fair. This 

begins to shift to a more divided 

perception from third and fourth year 

respondents, only 28% of which agree 

or strongly agree. This shifts once 

again to a more negative perception 

from recent graduates with only 16% 

agreeing and 0% strongly agreeing.  

The response differences between the 

college and university students follow a 

similar trend as those pertaining to 

earning potential. The college students 

surveyed had more positive attitudes 

towards compensation relative to those 

who attended university.  

Overall, the trend of university and 

college students is similar to that of 

perceptions of earning potential.  This is 

concerning for the hospitality industry 



as it shows that not only do students perceive compensation as less fair as they gain more 

industry experience, but it shows that those recent graduates working full-time are generally 

dissatisfied with the compensation they receive for the work they do. When asked to name an 

aspect of the industry that they dislike, a respondent stated “the amount you get paid for the 

amount of work you do.” Another respondent said “it seems the most senior staff are often left to 

handle the most difficult and tedious jobs simply because they are more efficient than other 

staff.” This may be that the number and difficulty of tasks outweighs the compensation in the 

mind of the respondents. These attitudes may be due to the working hours faced by recent 

graduates in comparison with the salary offered.  

Working Hours  

In an attempt to identify different student and employees' perceptions of working hours, 

respondents were questioned separately on how many hours they expected, were willing, and 

thought ideal to work in a week. All three questions gave response options of: 30, 40, 50, 60, or 

70+ hours per week. Each option was selected at least once throughout the three questions.  

When analyzed and grouped by 

education level and origin, results 

were standardized in order to correct 

for differing sample sizes (ex. sample 

sizes were: 59 for first and second 

years, 53 for third and fourth years, 

and 32 for recent graduates). The 

below chart, a comparative index, 

shows perceptions of working hours 

relative to each education level.  

"Hours by Education Level" shows that 

there is a significant difference in 

attitudes towards the hours 

respondents expected they would 

have to work. Following an 

unexpectedly non-chronological 

trend, third and forth years expect to work the most hours, followed by recent graduates and first 

and second years, respectively. In addition, third and fourth years are willing to work 

significantly more hours than recent graduates and first and second years, who are 

indistinguishable on this point. Analysis shows that all groups' ideal working hours are 

significantly lower than their expected and willing hours.  

It is possible that third and fourth year students' perceptions have been skewed by CO-OP 

placements/internships. These entry-level jobs are often the industry's most demanding and may 
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represent students' first prolonged work experience. Perhaps overwhelmed, these third and fourth 

years have unrealistic views of the industry, while first and second years still have limited 

experience and graduates have presumably gained enough experience to form a more accurate 

expectation of the industry.   This may be a lesson for hospitality employers.  The experience of 

future leaders in “entry level” positions may affect their willingness to stay with that employer or 

the industry broadly. 

It should be noted that 80% of first and second years were college students, while 87% of third 

and fourth year students and recent graduates are from university. Any suggestion of a possible 

correlation between the perception of working hours and educational origin was disproved with a 

similar comparative index, analyzing educational origin. This index did not show significant 

difference in perceptions between college and university students.  

Regardless of causation, there is a clear trend evident in the data indicating that hospitality 

students and recent graduates would like to work less hours than they both expect and are willing 

to work.  

Work-Life Balance  

The survey also 

asked respondents 

to reflect on the 

statement: "A career 

in the hospitality 

industry is 

conducive to a 

healthy work-life 

balance". After 

determining that 

there was not a 

significant 

difference in 

opinion between 

college and 

university students, the analysis here examines the discrepancy in perception among differing 

levels of education. 

In a preceding question, respondents were asked to list the two things they liked least about the 

hospitality industry. This open-format question did not require respondents to explicitly list two 

separate items. Among the responses from all 144 participants, the word "hours" was mentioned 

78 times (54%). Perhaps more telling is a breakdown by year: first and second years mentioned 

"hours" in 42% of responses, third and fourth at 56%, and recent graduates at 71%. This perhaps 

"A Career in hospitality is conducive to a healthy work-life balance"
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suggests that hours worked represent a significant factor in hospitality job satisfaction. "Balance" 

was only mentioned four times out of 144, including this entry: "...long hours that only pay[s] 

minimum wage -not a very healthy work-life balance". In contrast, "hours" was mentioned only 

once in the 144 replies to "the 2 best things about the hospitality industry".   It is interesting that 

balance is less of a priority while they are in school (maximize income) but it becomes more 

important as priority changes and a career begins. 

In a similar trend, 54% of first and second year students responded "neutral" or worse (ie. 

disagree...) to the work-life balance question, with 68% of third and fourth years, and 85% of 

graduates following suit.  

It's clear that work-life balance is a problematic issue in the hospitality. Also evident is that the 

industry's working hours are negatively affecting employees' attitudes towards the industry, with 

both longevity and irregularity as major concerns. Here are answers from a separate question 

asking if perceptions of the industry had changed since the respondents had entered it: 

"...I used to be very optimistic about the opportunities. ... however, I have 

realized that in order to move up the ladder I am going to have to take pay cuts 

and ... longer hours and less compensation for more responsibility. I am still 

perusing a career in the industry, but I worry I may burn out quickly." 

"... I [have] realized the effect the industry hours could have on my marriage 

and future family" 

"...my pursuit of a hospitality career [has] not changed but what worries me in 

pursuing it is the long hours, high turnover, and pay wages" 

These responses should be of concern with anyone who is looking to foster leaders in 

the industry. 

Conclusion 

Overall, it seems that those who study hospitality have a genuine passion and desire to make 

others happy. They also seem generally unconcerned with irregular shift work. We wanted to 

find out what has them concerned and contemplating a change in career, so that we can address 

these issues instead of accepting them as the norm. An article published the Globe and Mail 

titled “The six ways Generation Y will transform the workplace” discusses how generation Y 

will be creating "results only work environments" (ROWE), but quickly dismisses the hospitality 

industry as incompatible (Friese & Jowett, 2013). 

Grandey and Cropanzano (1999) have indicated in that there is a positive relationship between 

occupational stress and turnover intentions. When respondents were asked to identify their 

concerns with the industry, 54% mentioned hours, 34% mentioned work and 19% mentioned 

pay. (As context, 56% mentioned "people" and 29% mentioned "work" as enjoyable aspects of 



the industry). Among the concerned responses, some mentioned: "... Hours can vary slightly, 

makes it difficult to keep a work-life balance all the time" and " sometimes you have to pretend 

that you're happy and energetic even though you're not".  

Hospitality employers can help reduce employee turnover by providing more organizational 

support (Blomme, 2010). Organizational support is the employees' feeling that their organization 

favours or is committed to them (Eisenberger et al , 1986). Some factors that have previously 

been used to measure organizational support include: concern for the employee, appreciation of 

effort, pride in employee's accomplishment, and consideration of employee's personal goals and 

values (Blomme, 2010). Focusing on increasing organizational support in hospitality businesses 

is one option in dealing with high industry turnover rates. 

It is important to note that overall, respondents stated that they are happy with their choice in the 

hospitality industry and are pleased to have chosen it as a field of study and career path. Most 

positive aspects voiced of industry revolved around a genuine passion for working and 

interacting with others and the industry. It is important that if these employees are working long 

hours over holidays and weekends, that they feel they must be better compensated for them. 

It is the researchers' hope that this paper has helped raise awareness about key issues in the 

relationship between employer and employee in the hospitality industry. We recommend further, 

more specific study into the long-term effects of the negative relationship that we have shed light 

on between experience in, and satisfaction with the hospitality industry.  
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