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Recruiting the Future: 

Insight from College Students on Attracting and Retaining Talent 

Introduction 
Tight labor markets can be deceiving. It is not only about getting enough workers, it is about getting 
enough workers with the right skill sets and determining how necessary skill sets can be developed in 
your workforce to ensure sustainable success. The dynamics of the financial and labor markets, coupled 
with social, political, and technological changes, invites reflection on best practice for recruiting and for 
investing in supportive company culture measures to strengthen retention and the attractiveness for 
diversity in the workforce. Given the labor market, changing demographics, and IFDA’s goals to support 
diversity and inclusion among its members, we sought to hear from the target market of college students 
about their desires, hopes, and fears as they explore career options. 

In order to better position foodservice distributors to attract college students, we need to understand what 
students are thinking about the job market and in particular foodservice distributors. The industry faces 
the same challenges as many other industries whose brands and corporate structure don’t interact directly 
with the general consumer. Foodservice distributors may provide essential services, but distributors don’t 
have the clout of brands such as Coca-Cola, Nike, or Amazon. Nor do they have the reputation of being 
sought-after employers among business students, such as IBM, Deloitte, or P&G. To be sure, there are 
valid arguments why foodservice distributors could be better workplaces, but these other companies have 
recognized names and strong marketing and recruiting, and with these assets comes particular prestige 
and desire for association.  

This research focuses on gaining insight from college students on their career preparation, what factors 
they value when seeking employment, and their awareness and interest in the foodservice distribution 
industry. Data gathering takes the forms of a survey, a focus group, informal interviews, and observations. 
The survey will be the main focus of this report. The survey has been distributed to select college 
business majors, analyzed, and will be discussed below. 

The ultimate goal of this research is to provide IFDA members strategies for recruitment and retention of 
college students. This will be accomplished through reports and development of marketing 
communications materials. 

Objective: Gain a deeper understanding of the motivations, interests, and behaviors of college students 
regarding:  

1. Job search and recruitment process.
2. Work expectations and career priorities.
3. Awareness and perceptions of the foodservice distribution industry and career opportunities.
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Research Design 
Research design consisted of two surveys (Round 1 and Round 2, see table below). Both surveys 
consisted of four parts: 

1. Describing of ideal job and ranking of priorities. 
2. Awareness and impression of the foodservice distribution industry. 
3. Motivational scales.  
4. Respondent profile of college, work, and demographics.  

 
The entire survey is outlined in Appendix B. The questions related to each area of the survey will be 
discussed in greater detail in the findings section. The survey was administrated online through Qualtrics 
and distributed through marketing professors at the respective universities.  
 
The two rounds of surveys were predominantly similar. The Round 2 survey was edited to be more user-
friendly and to focus on job motivations. Before discussing the findings, an overview of the survey 
respondents is provided.  
 
Table: Difference between Surveys 

Survey  Round 1 Round 2 

Universities Portland State University (PSU) 
Saint Joseph’s University (SJU) 

University of South Alabama (SAU) 
Saint Joseph’s University (SJU) 

Questionnaire 
differences 

FSD awareness/perception: 
 Recall of foodservice 

distributors 
Motivation Scales: 
 Financial Anxiety Scale  
 Career Futures Inventory  

Ideal Job:  
 Reduction of priority list 
 Confidence level of ideal job 
 “Why?” confidence level open-ended 
Motivation Scales: 
 Currently employed question 
 Multidimensional Work Motivation Scale:  

 “dream job” or current job conditions 
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Respondent Profiles 
A total of 191 students were sampled. The surveys were distributed to business students in marketing 
classes at three universities: Saint Joseph’s University (SJU), Portland State University (PSU) and 
University of South Alabama (to reduce confusion regarding the sample this last university will be 
initialized as “SAU” instead of its proper “USA”). 
 Portland State University (Fall 2018, N = 34) 
 Saint Joseph’s University (Fall 2018, N = 41) 
 University of South Alabama (Spring 2019, N = 72) 
 Saint Joseph’s University (Spring 2019, N = 44) 

 
The respondent profiles give interesting insight into the differences between schools and student 
demographics, which are important to consider when recruiting and building relationships with 
universities.  
 
The schools are similar in that they are all in urban locations and their representation of their distinct 
regions. Geography clearly plays a role in the type of students each school attracts. Important to note, 
Saint Joseph’s University is a private university, which has a number of implications regarding the 
schools own recruitment and retention. Another distinction is SJU has a specific “food marketing” major 
and the majority of SJU respondents were in this major. As will be seen, this specialized major had the 
benefit of predisposing more SJU students to more favorable opinions of foodservice distributors.  
 
Table 2: University Comparison  

Portland State University 
(PSU) 

University of South Alabama 
(SAU) 

Saint Joseph's University 
(SJU) 

Portland, OR Mobile, AL  Philadelphia, PA 
Public Public Private 
21,071 undergraduates 11,761 undergraduates 5,377 undergraduates 
$7,403 in-state tuition $7,512 in-state tuition $43,700 tuition 
54% female 60% female 58% female 
57.3% white 59.9% white 71.8% white 
3.3% black 20% black 9.2% black 
7.9% Asian 3.3% Asian 2.9% Asian 
11.5% Hispanic/Latinx 2.9% Hispanic/Latinx 5.3% Hispanic/Latinx 

Forbes.com 
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Summary of participant sample 
A comprehensive summary of the participant sample is provided in Appendix A. Below is a synopsis of 
the student sample. 
 Gender. The gender breakdown matches closely to the university profiles. 60% of respondents 

were female.  
 Age. SJU has all traditional students whereas the other schools have more nontraditional students 

which give them a slightly older average and larger age range.  
 Race-ethnicity. Categories are not mutually exclusive; sixteen respondents indicated two 

categories (none had more than two). Race-ethnicity of the sample were reflective of the overall 
university demographics as depicted in the table above. SJU had the least diverse sample with 
91% identifying as white (n = 77).  

 First or second generation college students. Majority of students were second generation 
college students (one or both of their parents/guardians has earned a baccalaureate degree). First 
gen students were much higher at Portland State and South Alabama.  

 Work experience. Age of students correlates with their years of experience. The majority of 
students had 0-1 years of experience. Within the survey, 0-1 years includes only part time or only 
summer employment. 

 Job post-graduation. The students were primarily divided between actively looking for a job 
post-graduation and believing it is too early to start looking. This makes an attractive sample for 
asking our survey questions, starting with what is their ideal job.  
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Findings  
Following the survey, qualitative and quantitative results were analyzed. Open-ended responses were 
coded for themes and word-count was used. For the statistical analysis, the results were first tested for 
homogeneity of variance because of the unequal sample sizes between the schools, no adjustments had to 
be made. Post-hoc tests were conducted to determine differences based on the universities, job post-
graduation, and gender. The limited number of students of color made it statistically invalid to derive 
comparisons from the sample. Gender differences were insignificant on all the measures. Differences 
were most evident between universities in their familiarity with foodservice distributor industry. This will 
be discussed in further detail within the findings and recommendation sections. 
 

Ideal Job  
 
Describing It  
Students were first asked the open ended question, “In a few sentences or phrases, please describe what 
would be your ideal job once you finish your degree.” 
 
Major themes: 

1. Make contribution 
 Add value through work 
 Problem-solving 

2. Be challenged 
 Variety  
 Excitement 
 Freedom 

3. Find fit  
 Welcoming  
 Commonality 
 Support 

 
Ideal careers are meaningful careers where an individual can make a difference for other people. 
Participants want interactions with customers and “hands-on” problem-solving projects that demonstrate 
they are having an impact. Salary is important. At the same time, reputation matters. They want to be 
associated with companies that are responsible and share their values. Health, nutrition, and sustainability 
were the most mentioned areas of contribution. Within the companies, they want a sense of community 
and support. Many have a desire to work regular hours, also to be challenged and rewarded.  
 
Creativity is important to many—although not always well defined.  For respondents, creativity appears 
to be related to personal expression and being challenged. Other important factors are location, working 
in fields related to their majors, and being involved with innovation. Participants were split in terms of 
size of company they would like to work for, either small operations or major players in the industry. 
Twenty respondents discussed wanting to start their own businesses: 10 students of color (20% of people 
of color sample, including 6 black/African Americans) and 10 white students (7% of white sample). This 
is consistent with research that demonstrates people of color are more interested being entrepreneurs, 
which can be attributed to workplace cultural barriers (Edelman, Brush, Manolova, and Greene 2010; 
McKinsey & Company 2017). 
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"My ideal job would be to work for a company I am passionate about and I believe in their products. I 
would want to work for a company that is a friendly and open environment where I am can be myself 
and apply my best work too." (SJU, female, 20, white) 
 
“My ideal job would be working on projects that require a lot of time and effort to get to the end 
result. I want to have flexibility and work with a corporation that values diversity and inclusion. I 
want to be more than just a number in the corporation but an actual person in that atmosphere. I 
would want to work with a team to collaborate on something. Network and meet people while on the 
job while allowing my heritage to show.” (PSU, female, 22, Latina) 

 
"I'd love to create and oversee the execution of a digital marketing plan that attracts new 'green' and 
health-conscious consumers looking to make a positive impact in the world through products 
purchased." (PSU, female, 27, prefer not to indicate race-ethnicity) 

 
“My ideal job would be at a company where I have room to grow. I want to be in a company that 
leaves room for improvement.” (SJU, female, 20, Asian) 

 
"The ideal job will be somewhere that I enjoy what I do, surrounded by motivated and trustworthy 
people." (SAU, male, 20, Latino/white) 
 
“I want a job where there is an opportunity for growth within, as well as one aligned with my values 
and goals.” (SAU, female, 21, black/white) 
 
“Monday-Friday, anytime between 8 and 6pm for a proper work-life balance.  401-K with full 
benefits (including family).  Marketing career so every day is different and there is involvement in all 
aspects of the business.” (PSU, male, 28, Asian/white) 
 
“An ideal job for me after finishing my degree would be a job that does not stress me out, to become 
a part of a diverse team. I would like to work in a peaceful, well-respected environment with positive 
people trying to better themselves, who I can learn from.” (SAU, female, 23, black) 
 
“A corporate setting involving the food industry. Recently I've been thinking of working for a 
company that involves sustainability or beverage. I'm not really looking for working for a huge 
corporate company where you can get lost in the shuffle of things.” (SJU, female, 20, white) 
 
“My ideal job would consist of many things. I would like for the job to be in the Philadelphia area so 
I can stay in close range with my family as we grow older. Also, I would like for it to be a high 
paying job in a marketing position with room to grow in the company. I would also like for it be a 
good and warm working environment where I get along well with all of my co-workers.” (SJU, male, 
20, white) 
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Priority Ranking 
This ranking activity assists in understanding the priorities of students. This in turn has multiple benefits: 
crafting recruitment messaging, creating/strengthening rationale for employee support programs, and 
structuring website information to improve the user experience.  
 
Values, company culture, inclusion, and sustainability were highlighted as priorities within students’ 
description of an ideal job. When respondents were required to rank their priorities, they selected factors 
that promote their individual wellbeing first. Work/life balance had the highest number of first rankings 
(51), although it had less overall top 5 priority rankings than salary. Of the respondents who ranked 
work/life balance as number 1, only 35% ranked salary as number 2.  
 
Advancement opportunities and excitement are consistent with open-ended responses. “Mentoring” is not 
a high priority, which may be related to the interpretation of the word (viewed as less formal than 
“leadership development” and associated more with internships). From focus group and informal 
conversations with students, mentoring is quite valued. They see the value in both peer mentors and 
managerial mentors in order to gain feedback. 
 
Graph: Ranking of Career Priorities 
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The weighted averages are based on the number of respondents who selected the priority and the average 
ranking of the priority.   
 
Table: Weighted Priorities 
1 Salary 0.43 
2 Work/Life Balance 0.69 
3 Flexible work schedule 1.44 
4 Advancement opportunities 1.49 
5 Location 1.57 
6 Excitement 1.63 
7 Culture 2.16 
8 Values 2.53 
9 Future-proof career 3.12 
10 Diversity and inclusion 3.17 
11 Mentoring 3.42 
12 Job title 3.63 
13 Sustainability activities 4.32 
 
Confidence in Gaining Ideal Job 
In the second round of the survey, participants (N =114) were asked to answer the following on a 5-point 
Likert scale from extremely unconfident to extremely confident. “How confident are you that your first 
job post-graduation will meet your expectations regarding these priorities?” 
 
Students were found to be “neither confident nor unconfident,” on the side of “somewhat confident” (m = 
3.32), meaning they were slightly optimistic that their priorities are in reach with their first job. There was 
no difference between the two schools (SJU and SAU) or gender. 
 
Students were then asked to explain why they had their confidence level in an open-ended question. 
 
More confident 
More confident students had faith in their education and their work experience. They discussed these can 
be leverage to gain what they want.  
 

“I feel ‘Extremely Confident’ because through my work experiences and education, I have a focus on 
what to look for in a company.” (SJU student) 
 
“I have a job now that has provided me with connections and job opportunities.” (SAU student) 
 

Students that were “somewhat confident” or less felt that they would be experiencing compromises, 
especially in terms of salaries. 
 

“Most jobs in my field are Monday- Friday schedule, which I like. I will have time for my daughter 
and Husband. Family time is really important. I do know that the salary won’t be out the roof 
amazing but I can start out with a good enough salary.” (SAU student) 
 
“I already work for a digital marketing agency downtown that I have been with for over a year. It has 
most of the things I look for in a job, but also the pay could be better. I enjoy the environment, the 
flexibility, and the people.” (SAU student) 
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Less confident 
Reponses of less confident students centered on 1) their concern about the competitive market and 
underdeveloped career network, 2) uncertainty with their skills or direction for their career, 3) having to 
compromise desired impact for more financial security, and 4) a “catch 22” with their work experience.  
 
This “catch 22” is highlighted in the last quote. Several students indicate that they work in jobs that pay 
better in order to reduce debt obligations, but these jobs do not add significantly to their skill 
development. It is evident this is an undue burden on lower social economic students that can cause less-
visible inequality in the job market.  
 

“As I've been applying for jobs, they're asking for experience with things that I either didn't have the 
opportunity to be a part of or that my degree did not provide. I've found that without connections 
within a certain field my resume is very easily looked over and I know I'll probably have to settle 
somewhere I don't want to be for my first job.” 

 
“My priority after graduating is to also pay off loans, and while I would like to work for a company 
focused on the environment as I have described, I'm not sure if I will find a position I like since the 
market is just growing for these sorts of companies. Since these companies are fairly new, I wonder if 
I am able to fill an impactful role, or if I will be given a small role.” 

 
“I would love to get the job I want right off the bat, but I understand that firms are looking for more 
experience and unfortunately, I have to get a serving job this summer to pay bills rather than getting 
an internship that would benefit me more.”  
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Foodservice Distributors: Student Perceptions and Opinions 
 
Initial Impression 
All respondents were asked “What are the first words or ideas that come to mind with ‘foodservice 
distributor’?” This question was analyzed for themes and the word cloud below demonstrates the most 
common associations by the size of the words.  
 
Overall, respondents had a strong association of foodservice distribution with transportation. Respondents 
mainly think of big: warehouse, trucks, companies. This can be problematic since initial association with 
large, distant objects are less humanizing or familiar. Large and impersonal is not conducive to inspiring 
managerial candidates to seek more information.   
  
Major themes: 

1. Transportation/delivery/distribution  
 Logistics  
 Storage 

2. Large (warehouses, trucks, companies) 
3. Processed food 
 Packaged goods 
 Bulk 

4. Customer  
 B2B 
 Restaurants 
 Service 

5. Quality and consistency  
 Attention to detail 
 Timeliness 

 
Image 1: Word Cloud of Foodservice Distributor Associations 
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Perceptions: The Basics. 
Most respondents focused on the objects and less on people. They described the tasks associated with 
distributing.  
 

“Confusion: service of food? delivery to your door? distributor makes me think supply chain so 
B2B?” (PSU) 
 
“I think of a large truck that delivers items to restaurants or stores that they need.” (SJU)  
 
“I picture a delivery truck full of food emptying boxes into a restaurant.” (SAU) 
 
“A warehouse comes to mind. I associate distributor with a large building with trucks and storage 
facilities.”  (SJU)  
 
“I would think that means the persons or company that distributes food and maybe things like tables 
etc. to events.” (SAU) 
 
"In charge of planning and organizing food specific distribution. Dealing with the logistics of moving 
perishables.” (PSU) 

 
Perceptions: The Good. 
More positive descriptions demonstrate familiarity with the industry and a focus on relationships or 
problem solving.  
 

“I worked for one. They imported products and sold them to places that could use the products. They 
would help businesses use new products to enhance their meals/perception.” (SJU) 
 
“I think of something like a person who goes to food venues trying to convince someone that their 
food is better than others and their food can improve their business.” (SAU) 
 
“Establishing partnerships with local ranchers, growers and producers to distribute food to the public 
through other stores and/or restaurants.” (PSU) 

 
Perceptions: The Bad and Personally Negative.  
More negative descriptions focused on themes: 1) front line jobs, 2) uninteresting work, 3) mechanical 
work, 4) impersonal work, and 5) low-pay.  
 

“Working in the food service industry, whether it be a cashier, fry cook or even a manager.” (SAU) 
 
“Cold-storage warehouses, forklifts, long-haul trucks, refrigerated trucks, pallets, pallet wrap, 
invoices, purchase orders, stress, endless tasks” (PSU) 
 
“Gloves & hair nets. terrible salary. food truck. processed food.” (SAU) 
 
“Long hours, underpaid. It is horrible don't ever do it.” (SAU) 
 
“I think of long white trucks, men lifting heavy boxes of food, not really a fun job.” (SJU) 
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Negative personal experiences with foodservice companies that supply meals clearly have impact on 
respondents. Since we seek consistency among thoughts, feelings, and behavior—and we desire positive 
self-appraisal and impression management—it is clear that such experiences would detour individuals 
from considering foodservice distributors for employment.  
 

“College, not flexible, boring, dull. I think of someone like [foodservice company]. Every experience 
I have had with them or the food that they put in schools is disgusting. I wouldn't work for them much 
less eat their food.” (SJU)  
 
“Victor's, the awful cafeteria in PSU's housing in 2015, run by [foodservice company], made me and 
my friends sick, we survived on the cereal and bread.” (PSU) 
 
“Honestly it makes me think of the companies that provided the meals at my high school. Not very 
good food.” (PSU) 
 
“College campus dining, low quality food” (SAU) 

 
Perceptions Summary 
The majority of respondents associate foodservice distribution with routine and uncreative activities. 
When comparing this with student motivations and dream jobs, this is counter to what students are 
seeking. The negative perceptions of “foodservice distributors” focus primarily on respondents’ negative 
experiences and associations with foodservice. Indeed, University of South Alabama (SAU in this report), 
which has the least familiarity with foodservice distribution (see next graph), focused the most on 
foodservice in discussing their perceptions. Familiarity is important for positive impression. This 
familiarity needs to extend beyond encounters of delivery trucks on the road or questionable meals in 
school cafeterias. There are opportunities to foster connection with the industry that highlight the 
creativity, customer-centric problem solving, and innovation with the industry. Recommendations will be 
discussed in the last section of this report.  
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Awareness and Interest 
Following the open-end question, respondents were asked three more specific questions: 
 Familiarity: “Please rate how familiar you are with the foodservice distribution industry.” 
 Interest: “Based on what you know, how interested would you be in working for a foodservice 

distributor?” 
 Top 5 Satisfied Interest: “If a job at a foodservice distributor satisfied all your career priorities, 

how interested would you be in working for this company?” 
 
Familiarity with the Industry 
The majority of respondents rated their familiarity as “slightly” or “moderate.” SJU has the highest 
familiarity with the industry. This logically follows since the survey was taken mostly by food marketing 
majors at SJU. SAU had the lowest familiarity and significantly lower than SJU (*p < 0.02). 
 

  SJU PSU SAU Total 
Mean 2.81 2.54 2.39* 2.58 

 
Graph 1: Familiarity with the Industry  
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Recall of Foodservice Distributor Names 
In Round 1 of the survey, if respondents had awareness of foodservice distributors, they were asked to 
“provide the name(s) of any foodservice distributor you can recall from memory or experience.” Here is 
the count of companies named. Not all the companies are foodservice distributors, but are in affiliated 
industries. For example, Atalanta is a specialty food importer.    

Table: Recall of Distributor Names 
Count Company Count Company 

24 Sysco 1 B & M Provision 
6 US Foods 1 Cheney Brothers 
3 Aramark 1 Coca-Cola 
3 Pacific foods 1 E&S 
2 Amazon 1 Key Foods 
2 Atalanta 1 Paragon 
2 Burris logistics 1 Pepsi Co. 
2 Costco 1 Performance Food Group 
2 Food Services of America 1 Quaker Valley Foods 
2 Giant 1 Reinhart 
2 The Restaurant Depot 1 Sizzler 
2 Safeway 1 Sodexo 
2 Shamrock Foods 1 TriMark USA 
2 Tyson 1 Wellshire Farms 
2 Winco 

In both rounds respondents included a number of company names when answering the open-ended 
question about foodservice distributors discussed above. I labeled as “name drops.”  

Table: “Name Drops” mentioned in Open-ended Question 
Count Company 

4 Aramark 
3 Sysco 
2 Sodexo 
3 Wawa 
2 McDonalds 
2 Walmart 
1 McLane 
1 Compass Group 
1 Coca-Cola 
1 Applebees 
1 Blue Apron 
1 FreshChoice 
1 Lays 
1 Utz 
1 Uber Eats 
1 Whole Foods 
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Interest in Industry  
Respondents were asked their interest in working for foodservice distribution based on their knowledge of 
the industry. Overall, students were only “slightly” interested (m =2.07) in the industry. SJU students, 
with the majority of them predisposed to the food industry as food marketing majors, were significantly 
more interested than students from the other two schools (**p < 0.005).  
 
  SJU PSU SAU Total 
Mean 2.53 1.83** 1.75** 2.07 

 
Graph: Interest in Foodservice Distributor Industry 
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Top 5 Satisfied Interest 
If the job delivered on their top 5 priorities, there is significantly more interest in the industry (t (190) = -
18.21, p = 0.00) when compared to the previous question. Respondents at PSU and SAU were less 
interested than students at SJU (**p < 0.005).  
 
  SJU PSU SAU Total 
Mean 3.8 3.17** 3.29** 3.47 

 
Graph: Interest in Foodservice Distribution if Satisfied Top 5 Priorities 
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Graph: Comparison of Interest and Top 5 Satisfied Interest 

 
Why Still Uninterested?  
In Round 2, participants who answered “moderately,” “slightly,” and “not at all” (N =60) to this last 
question were asked why they were still uninterested. Those with current jobs post-graduation 
emphasized their contentment with their choice. Certain respondents were set on other industries mostly 
apparel, entertainment, and education. Others indicated they did not want to work (or continue to work) in 
food without giving another industry a try. A number of respondents reinforced their general disinterest in 
the industry or their sense of incapability with their motivations. Several accounting and finance majors 
did not see their majors as compatible. Respondents also indicated their unfamiliarity and negative 
impressions made them more reluctant about the industry. 
 

“I just feel as though they don't listen to their consumers who they are distributing food to. Why 
would I work for a company that doesn't listen to their customers?” (SJU, “slightly” interested) 
 
 “I have to know more about the business itself for example what would my day to day tasks look like 
with this career path.” (SAU, “slightly” interested) 
 
“Just because it is unfamiliar it is still a little intimidating” (SAU, “moderately” interested) 
 
“Because I feel like it would not push my creativity.” (SAU, “moderately” interest) 
 
“I rather work with customers face-to-face.” (SJU, “moderately” interest)  
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Motivational Scales 
Respondents were asked to complete motivations scales to help understand associations between career 
priorities and recognizable motives. Round 1 participants completed the Financial Anxiety Scale (Shapiro 
and Burchell, 2012) and Career Futures Inventory (Rottinghaus et al, 2017). Neither demonstrated 
correlations, but both are worth briefly discussing. Round 2 participants completed Multidimensional 
Work Motivation Scale (Gagné et al, 2015). A quasi-experiment was conducted by dividing participants 
based on their current employment statues; this process and findings are elaborated on below. 
 
Financial Anxiety Scale  
This scale consists of 10 questions including, “Thinking about my personal finances can make me feel 
guilty” and “I do not think I am doing as well as I could academically because I worry about money.” 
Respondents answer on a 5-point Likert scale anchored on strongly disagree and strongly agree (1-5). As 
a measure of reliability, internal consistency of the scale was good (α = .861). Higher scores can lead to 
avoidance of financial issues as defense mechanism against felt financial anxiety, which is found to be 
distinct from depression and general anxiety (Shapiro and Burchell, 2012).  
 
Respondents are only slightly above neutral in terms of agreement rather than disagreement to financial 
anxiety (N = 71, m = 2.63). There was no significant difference (p>0.1) in response when comparing 
schools, gender, or anticipated graduation. Of the questions asked, the statement “Thinking about my 
personal finances can make me feel anxious” received the strongest relative agreement (m = 3.19). The 
statement “I get myself into situations where I do not know where I'm going to get the money to ‘bail’ 
myself out” received the strongest disagreement (m = 1.92). 
 
Career Futures Inventory 
This inventory (Rottinghaus et al, 2017) was reduced to 22 questions that covered: Career Agency (α = 
.873), Negative Career Outlook (α = .707), Support (α = .671), and Work–Life Balance (α = .759). 
Respondents answer on a 5-point Likert scale anchored on strongly disagree and strongly agree (1-5). 
Overall, students show positive attitudes for their future success.  
 
Table: Career Futures Means 

Factor Mean 
Career Agency 4.23 
Negative Career Outlook 2.1 
Support 4.36 
Work Life Balance 4.08 

 
A post-hoc analysis was conducted comparing schools, gender, and graduation year. There was no 
statistical difference with Career Agency and Work-Life Balance. For Support, SJU students (N = 41; m = 
4.49) indicated slightly more support in their family and friend networks than PSU students (N = 33; m = 
4.21; p =  .041). For Negative Career Outlook, SJU students (N = 41; m = 1.88) had significantly less 
negative outlook than PSU students (N = 33; m = 2.36; p =  .01).  
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Multidimensional Work Motivation Scale 
This scale is based on self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan, 1985). This theory posits wellbeing is 
achieved through autonomy (ability to make choices), competence (access to knowledge and tools), and 
relatedness (support). This scale consisted of 16 questions, with subscales: Extrinsic regulation-social (α 
= .865), Extrinsic regulation-material (α = .716), Introjected regulation (α = .812), Identified regulation 
(α = .842), and Intrinsic motivation (α =.937).  
 
External regulation refers to obtaining rewards or avoiding punishments administered by others. The 
subscales include social—other people’s approval/disapproval and material—financial gain/lose. 
Introjected regulation refers to the regulation of behavior out of internal pressure, such as ego-
involvement, shame, and guilt. Identified regulation refers to doing an activity because we see value or 
meaning in doing the job; it has instrumental value in and of itself. Lastly, intrinsic motivation refers to 
doing an activity because it’s interesting and enjoyable (Gagné et al 2015). 
 
Students were separated by their current employment status, either as employed (part-time or full-time) or 
not employed. If they were not employed, “current job” was replaced with “dream job” on in statement 
stem “Why do you or would you put effort into your [current/dream] job?” This was answered on a 5-
point Likert scale anchored on “not at all” and “completely” (1-5).  Example statements from the scale 
are:   
1. Extrinsic regulation-social: “To get others’ approval (e.g., supervisor, colleagues, family, clients...)” 
2. Extrinsic regulation-material: “Because others will reward me financially only if I put enough 

effort in my job (e.g., employer, supervisor…)” 
3. Introjected regulation: “Because I have to prove to myself that I can” 
4. Identified regulation: “Because I personally consider it important to put efforts in this job” 
5. Intrinsic motivation: “Because the work I do is interesting” 
 
There was significant difference between “dreamers” and “jobbers” when it came to Extrinsic 
regulation—Social (F(1,114) = 11.28, p =  0.001); Identified regulation (F(1,114) = 4.53, p =  0.035); and 
Intrinsic Motivation (F(1,114) = 21.88; p =  0.00).  
 
Table: Multidimensional Work Motivation Scale: Jobbers v Dreamers 
 Extrinsic regulation Introjected 

regulation 
Identified 

regulation* 
Intrinsic 

Motivation** Social** Material 
Jobbers N = 65 
(currently employed) 3.11 3.70 3.71 4.02 3.47 

Dreamers N = 51 
(not currently employed) 2.43 3.59 3.71 4.31 4.25 

 
This indicates individuals see their dream jobs as less motivated by outside rewards or punishments (from 
managers, peers, families, or clients [extrinsic regulation-social]) and more motivated by the instrumental 
value they see the job representing (identified regulation) and because they see it as interesting and 
enjoyable (intrinsic motivation).  
 
Identified regulation and intrinsic motivation are positively correlated to wellbeing, affective 
commitment, proactivity, job effort, strong leadership. They are negatively correlated with emotional 
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exhaustion and turnover intention. External regulation is negatively correlated to wellbeing, affective 
commitment, vitality (energized by work), and adaptivity (ability to cope and adapt to change) (Gagné et 
al, 2015). 
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Takeaways and Actions 
There are numerous takeaways from findings in this survey. Here are several of them, followed by 
recommendations for action.  

1. There is a disconnect between what students see in foodservice distributors vs. what students 
want in a job. 

2. Students want to feel like they are making a beneficial contribution—to the company, 
customers, and the world at large. 

3. Finding "fit" includes seeing people that look like us (e.g. skin color, gender, age). There is 
less worry of being part of the out-group.  

4. Salary is important for recruitment, but retention and employee wellbeing require more 
meaning behind the work.  

5. Positive perceptions start with positive exposure and attention. 
 
Leveraging the findings from this report, actions companies can take to assist with recruitment and 
retention fall under three broad categories: Engagement, Marketing and Messaging, and Support and 
Contribution. 
 
Engagement 
Findings demonstrate that there is a lack of familiarity with foodservice distribution beyond delivery 
trucks. In order to increase familiarity and demonstrate to students that careers in the industry have the 
qualities they seek, it is important to engage with students while they are at college or university.  
 

Recommendations.  
1. Active presence. Being an active presence on local campuses allows students to connect the industry 

with people not just tasks, gives students the opportunity to learn more, and helps students expand 
their networks. Look for opportunities for students to engage with current company employees and 
see the different prospects available working for foodservice distributors. Promoting case studies that 
can be used in classes, sponsoring student competitions that cultivate strategies and problem solving 
for your company, and having representatives be class or club speakers are ways of increasing access 
for students.  

2. Connect with specific college departments and student groups. There is significant benefit from 
developing and cultivating relationships with faculty, staff, and student groups at a college/university. 
Finding the right people to help you engage with receptive students can be difficult. It is best to start 
with specific departments or groups rather that going through a general career services or administer. 

3. Offer opportunities. Offering opportunities for students to engage with the business help them to 
expand perceptions of the industry and its career potential. Paid internships are great way to funnel 
prospects into the company. It is important to have these internships be paid and at a competitive rate 
in order to attract students at all socioeconomic levels. Other options can be working with university 
co-op programs, offering “boot camps” run by the company, and sponsoring certificate programs. 
Students are eager to find ways to make their resume stand out from other job seekers. Moreover, 
students are motivated by having certificates and other demonstration of accomplishments. Offering 
programs, potentially coordinated with a particular university, that allow students to gain skills, such 
as in logistics or sales, can benefit students and your company in recruiting.  

4. Word of mouth. Word of mouth is just as important among students as it is anywhere else. They will 
share what companies to stay away from and what companies are the best. Leverage interns and 
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alums in recruiting efforts. However students engage with the company, it is important that students 
leave with a positive impression.  

5. Personal invitations. Because students have a low familiarity with foodservice distribution, it can be 
advantageous to seek out students, rather than hoping they come to you. There can be various ways to 
invite students to apply to openings, but in sending the message personally and demonstrating that 
there is potential fit between the student’s skills and interests and the company can go a long way to 
attracting students.  

 

Marketing and Messaging 
Marketing and messaging to college students are important considerations to ensure the promoting and 
reinforcement of positive associations and attitudes.  
 

Recommendations.  
1. Website and messaging audit. Two questions to ask about your website: What are you saying? What 

are you showing? A first action students do when they see or hear about a job opening is to look at the 
company’s website. Being digital natives, students have high expectations for a website. Visuals are 
important: does the website reinforce the “truck driving and delivery” perception? Do students see 
people like themselves represented on the website? Not just in the stock images, but also images of 
actual employees and executives? Students commonly say a first page they seek out is information 
related to company culture and values. Whether this is the mission statement, company values page, 
or community engagement, students pay attention to this area of your website. Make sure it is current 
and meaningful.  

2. Recruitment messages and materials. A similar audit can be valuable to determine if the recruiting 
message and materials are consistent with the priorities and motivations of college students. It is clear 
from this survey that not all students have the same motivations, but there is value in asking about 
their career interests and in demonstrating how that can be found in foodservice distribution. As 
discussed, student perceptions mainly revolve around tasks associated with foodservice. It would be 
beneficial in the messaging to emphasize the connection to people, problem-solving, and making 
contributions. Moreover, in the minds of college students distributors are associated with negative 
perceptions (consumption or customer service) of fast-food, lower quality restaurants, and cafeterias. 
Messaging can emphasize how distributors provide food to highly regarded and favorite restaurants. 

3. Connect across platforms. Since traditional college students (ages 18-22) are digital natives, it is 
important that messaging is available and consistent across platforms, including websites, recruitment 
sites, LinkedIn, and other social media platforms. Students are less interested in seeing a company on 
the latest ‘hip’ social media app and more interested in if and how a company is keeping up its social 
media profiles. For example, if the company has a Twitter account, is it active and does it provide 
interesting content? Be sure to monitor sites such as Glassdoor.com for what employees say about the 
company. Students take many comments with a grain of salt, but these comments can provide areas 
that may be a concern to students during interviews and suggest areas for company improvement. 

4. Reduce cognitive dissonance. Dissonance is created when there is inconsistency between attitudes or 
behaviors, and something must change to eliminate this feeling and restore consistency. When 
considering their first jobs, many students face dissonance because of compromises they have to 
make. For students considering foodservice distribution, some of the dissonance may be associated 
with its reputation among peers or the sense they will not be able to contribute to society how they 
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desired. Companies would benefit from demonstrating to student recruits and recent hirers that their 
choice fulfills not only their priorities, but their ideas of an ideal job by reinforcing the company’s 
values, culture, and ways that employees can contribute to the wellbeing of people and the planet.  

 

Support and Contribution 
The previous two categories of actions primarily focus on recruitment considerations. These next 
strategies focus on retention and “retaining” positive attitudes and output by interns and new employees.  
 

Recommendations.  
1. Structured internships. Many traditional students are coming from only a school environment 

where they have a lot of structure. Giving them goals to work towards, for example, a report or 
presentation at the end of the internship on can help provide additional structure to help them focus 
and connect tasks to company goals. In addition, when giving interns tasks, provide them with the 
why behind the work they are doing. Even for simple data inputting, if the data is used for reporting or 
forecasting, talk to them about it.   

2. Formal mentoring for new employees/internships. Successful internship and new employee 
training programs have formal mentoring which structured mentor check-ins and advice on career 
progression. In addition, students find benefit in “buddy” mentor programs which provide new 
employees with an assigned buddy who has been with the company long enough to help with 
practical information and support a new hire through their initial learning curve. This is the person 
that new employees are comfortable asking the small questions they do not want to bother others 
with, like “where’s the bathroom?” and gain an understanding of company culture from someone on a 
similar level to them. 

3. Support advancement goals. Respondents indicate that they want “supportive environments” with 
“room to grow.” The demonstration of opportunities within the company are important consideration 
for recruitment and retention. It is beneficial to have more frequent manager check-ins that are not 
only related to formal work evaluations, but also discuss work accomplishments and challenges the 
employee has faced recently.  

4. Leadership and networking opportunities. Providing new employees opportunities to continue to 
learn and network within the industry assists in recruitment and retention by offering ways to improve 
leadership and management skills. Companies can work with IFDA or local universities directly to 
participate in or offer events to employees.  
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Appendix A: Participant Profiles 
 
Participant Gender  

Gender SJU PSU SAU 
Female 52 61% 19 56% 44 61% 
Male 33 39% 15 44% 28 39% 

 
Participant Ages 

Age SJU PSU SAU 
Average 20.5 24.4 22 
Range 19 - 22 20 - 32 20-35 

 
Participant Race and Ethnicity 

Race-Ethnicity SJU PSU SAU Total 
White  77 91% 14 41% 50 69% 141 73% 
Asian 5 6% 11 32% 3 4% 19 10% 
Lantinx / Hispanic 6 7% 6 18% 6 8% 18 9% 
Black / African American 1 1% 2 6% 17 24% 20 10% 
Middle Eastern or North African 0 0% 2 6% 0 0% 3 2% 
Native American / Alaska Native 0 0% 0 0% 1 1% 1 1% 
Native Hawaiian / Pacific Islander 0 0% 2 6% 1 1% 3 2% 
Prefer not to answer 0 0% 3 9% 2 3% 5 3% 

https://womenintheworkplace.com/Women_in_the_Workplace_2017.pdf
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Two categories 4 5% 6 18% 8 11% 16 8% 
 
Majors 

Majors SJU PSU USA 
Food Marketing 76 89% 0 0% 0 0% 
Marketing 1 1% 18 53% 31 43% 
Advertising 0 0% 6 18% 0 0% 
Communications 0 0% 0 0% 11 15% 
Management 8 9% 6 18% 9 13% 
Supply Chain 0 0% 3 9% 0 0% 
Finance 0 0% 1 3% 3 4% 
Accounting 0 0% 0 0% 5 7% 
International Business 0 0% 0 0% 10 14% 
Other 0 0% 0 0% 3 4% 

 
Student Status  

SJU PSU SAU 
Full-Time 85 100% 27 79% 68 94% 
Part-Time 0 0% 7 21% 4 6% 

 
First and Second Generation Students 

  SJU PSU SAU 
1st Gen 12 14% 14 41% 29 40% 
2nd Gen 73 86% 20 59% 43 60% 

 
Graduation Year 

Graduation Year 
2019 36.6% 
2020 38.2% 
2021 17.8% 
after 2021 7.3% 

 
Status of Post-Graduation Job 

Job Post-Graduation 
Have a job 13% 
Actively looking 43% 
Too early 37% 
Other 7% 

 
Areas of Work Experience 

Areas of Experience SJU PSU SAU Total 
Retail   39 46% 20 59% 40 56% 99 52% 
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Restaurant   33 39% 14 41% 44 61% 91 47% 
Marketing   45 53% 6 18% 23 32% 74 39% 
Grocery   19 22% 6 18% 13 18% 38 20% 
Hospitality  14 16% 6 18% 17 24% 37 19% 
Finance   6 7% 4 12% 11 15% 21 11% 
Supply chain   9 11% 4 12% 6 8% 19 10% 
Agriculture   4 5% 2 6% 6 8% 12 6% 

 
Number of years of work experience.  
Those with only part-time or summer work experience were told to select 0-1 year. 

Years Exp SJU PSU SAU 
0-1 year* 69 81% 13 38% 40 56% 
2-3 years 12 14% 4 12% 20 28% 
4-5 years 4 5% 6 18% 8 11% 
6 or more years 0 0% 11 32% 4 6% 

* Includes only part time or only summer employment 
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Appendix B: Survey Questions and Flow 
 
Ideal Job Block  
1. Description: “In a few sentences or phrases, please describe what would be your ideal job once you 

finish your degree.” (open-ended) 
 
2. Ranking of job priorities: “Please rank the following in order of what is most important to you in 

your career. Keep in mind this is relative, those not ranked may still have some importance to you. 1 
= most important.” 

 
Noted differences between rounds:  
Round 1: Respondents had 16 pre-defined attributes they could rank and one open option. They were 
required to rank a minimum of 5 and could rank as many as they wanted.  

 
Round 2: Respondents had 13 pre-defined attributes and one open option. Organization’s Industry, 
Reputation, Engagement, and Stable Growth Industry were dropped. Added was Organization’s 
values. Respondents were required to rank a minimum of 5 and a maximum of 10 attributes.  
 

3. Confidences in Ideal Job (round 2 only): “How confident are you that your first job post-graduation 
will meet your expectations regarding these priorities?” (5-point Likert scale) and “We are interested 
in understanding more about your confidence level. Why do you feel ‘[piped in text of previous scale 
choice] that your first job post-graduation will meet your expectations regarding your priorities?” 
(open-ended) 
 

Industry Specific Block 
4. Description: “What are the first words or ideas that come to mind with "foodservice 

distributor"?” (open-ended) 
Follow up question (Round 1 only) displayed if respondents select any response except “not at all”: 
“Please provide the name(s) of any foodservice distributor you can recall from memory or 
experience.”  
 

5. Familiarity: “Please rate how familiar you are with the foodservice distribution industry.” (5 point 
Likert scale) 
 

6. Interest: “Based on what you know, how interested would you be in working for a foodservice 
distributor?” (5-point Likert scale) 
 

7. Interest if Satisfies top 5 priorities: “If a job at a foodservice distributor satisfied all your career 
priorities, how interested would you be in working for this company?” (5-point Likert scale)  
Follow up question displayed question if respondent selected “moderately interested,” “slightly 
interested,” or “not at all interested”: “Please tell us why you still wouldn't be very or extremely 
interested in this job.” (open-ended) 

 
Motivational Scale Block 
8. Round 1: Financial Anxiety Scale (Shapiro and Burchell, 2012). and Career Futures Inventory 

(Rottinghaus et al, 2017).  
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Round 2 Multidimensional Work Motivation Scale. (Gagné et al 2015). Participants were divided 
based on if they are currently employed or not. The root of the questions was “Why do you or would 
you put efforts into your current job?” Or “Why do you or would you put efforts into your dream 
job?” respectively.  

 
Participant Profile Block  
9. Major/Minor (open-ended)  

 
10. Current registration status 

 
11. First/Second generation college student 

 
12. Anticipated graduation year 

 
13. Work experience: “How many years of full-time work experience do you currently have? (If you have 

only worked full-time during summers or have worked part-time, please select "0-1 years")” 
 

14. Post-graduation job 
 

15. Industry experience.  
 

16. Age 
 

17. Gender 
 

18. Race/Ethnicity 
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