
COMES TO CAMPUS

GEN Z



Gen Z is here, and the best way to appeal 

to this wave of university students is to 

understand what interests, drives and 

motivates them. Here are the Gen Z trends 

and tips that will help you successfully plan 

and implement our fall promotions, which 

are sure to pull in new customers, enhance 

the student experience and promote growth 

at your university!

GEN Z
COMES ON 
THE SCENE



GEN Z

BRING ON 
THE ARTISAN 
PICKLES: 
How Generation Z’s Preferences 
are Changing Campus Dining

This is the third blog in an ongoing series examining 
how colleges and universities can understand 
and address the expectations of Generation Z 
college students. We’ll explore some of the most 
significant issues, including academic interests, 
housing expectations, ideological tendencies, 
dining preferences, and spending habits. The goal 
is to provide valuable insights that can help guide 
campus decision-makers in creating an environment 
that supports student success, well-being, 
satisfaction, and achievement. 

The students arriving on college 
campuses today and in the coming years 
are part of a new generation, known as 
Generation Z. Born after 1996, many of 
these students have grown up with a 
wealth of dining options and cultural 
influences, which have shaped their 
eating habits and dining preferences. 
Offering the right dining options for this 
new generation requires understanding 
what they’re seeking from their dining 
experiences and identifying ways to 
deliver it.

Generation Z will continue and even 
expand upon some of the dining trends 
that were popular with the Millennials 
before them, such as mobile food trucks 
and artisan/house-made items. They’ll 
also bring a few new expectations around 
food and dining, as well.

Gen Z’s intense focus on technology is shaping 
dining trends. Just as they have integrated 
technology into nearly every other aspect of their 
lives, they expect their dining experiences to utilize 
technology as well. Mobile payment and ordering 
capabilities are excellent examples of this. When it 
is available, 97% of students use mobile payment 
technology, and 81% use mobile ordering. They also 
expect technology to be available within dining 
venues, with 82% of students looking for free Wi-
Fi access at dining locations(*).

Meals have always been social experiences, but 
Gen Z takes it a step further by sharing their 
experiences with their virtual networks through 

social media sites. Instagram is an especially 
popular avenue for sharing dining experiences. In 
cafés, restaurants, dining halls, and even home 
kitchens across America, diners can be seen 
capturing photos of their food before taking their 
first bite. They share these images online, often 
tagging dining venues in their posts. Illustrating 
how large this phenomenon has become, 
Instagram, which boasts more than 75 million daily 
users, experienced its highest level of traffic ever 
on Thanksgiving Day in 2015 a.k.a Thanksgivukkah.  
Thanksgiving and the first night of Hanukkah 
shared the same date and people flooded the 
network with images of their holiday meals.

FOOD WITH A SIDE OF 
TECHNOLOGY



GEN Z

Addressing Generation Z’s interest in 
health and wellness is also an excellent 
way to enhance student engagement 
and promote student performance. 
Balanced nutrition often leads to 
improved academic results. The campus 
dining program also serves as an 
opportunity to educate students about 
health and wellness. Many Generation Z 
students want to live healthy lifestyles, 
but they don’t always know how to do so. 
Programs like Sodexo’s award-winning 
Mindful, which focuses on making it 
easy for students to select healthier 
food options that contain more fiber 
and protein and less calories, fat, salt, 
and sugar, can be invaluable tools in 
enhancing students’ campus experience 
and meeting their expectations. From 
unique artisan items handcrafted on-
site to an expanded selection of locally 
and sustainably sourced foods, campus 
dining venues should offer the latest in 
culinary dining trends among students.

*Source: Technomic (2015).
College and University 

Consumer Trend Report. 
Chicago: Technomic.

HEIGHTENED 
FOCUS ON 
NUTRITION 
AND 
WELLNESS
Studies have shown this to be one of the least healthy 
generations in American history. Generation Z grew up 
in a fast-food world plagued by unprecedented levels 
of childhood obesity. Perhaps it is in response to this 
that some members of Gen Z have begun to express a 
heightened interest in nutrition, health, and wellness. They 
want to know what they’re eating, with 65% preferring to 
see nutrition information on menus(*).

There is also an increasing focus on special dietary needs. 
Since 2013, the presence of gluten-free menu items on 
college campuses has grown 21%, while vegetarian items 
have grown by 13%. The demand for kosher and halal 
stations is also increasing in popularity(*).

Barry Telford is the CEO of Universities, Western 
United States and Canada, after most recently 
serving as president for Sodexo Canada. A 
strong advocate for the new performance 
frontier: Quality of Life, Mr. Telford believes that 
great performance is driven by strong, inclusive 
leadership based on family and community-
centered values and a commitment to serve 
others.   Mr. Telford serves on the Board of the 
Sodexo Stop Hunger Foundation, Toronto’s Second 
Harvest and the Canadian Council of Aboriginal 
Business (CCAB).



Born in the late 1990’s, Gen Z is 
the biggest population swell since 
the Baby Boomers and make up 
more than 80% of traditional 
undergraduate population by 2017

8 SECONDS
is the average American 
teen attention span. 

The average attention 
span for the notoriously 
ill-focused goldfish is nine 
seconds

• They’ve never known a world without 
Internet, cell phones, or smart tablets

• They are tech savvy and in constant 
contact with people 24/7 using social 
media

• They want technology that is easy to 
use and will solve their problems, help 
coordinate their activities, or provide 
them with relevant people or information

• Their brains are affected by internet use. 
They find answers to questions in Google 
and YouTube, but they lack the critical 
thinking skills to evaluate sources

• Have low/no tolerance for being without 
digital resources

TECH-SAVY

ENTREPRENEURAL

WELL-INFORMED

COLLABORATIVE

SELF-LEARNERS

DIVERSE

TECHNOLOGY 
IS KEY TO 
THEIR LIVES

80%



• Fast delivery of content 
• Hands-on learners who prefer learning by doing
• Graphics first
• Interested in interactive multimedia

SOCIAL MEDIA
YouTube is the most influential platform in the 
world. 1B Users and 300 Hours of video are 
uploaded every minute

Instagram is the #1 social site for sharing photos
• 300M Active monthly users
• 30B+ photos shared

NEW PLATFORMS ARE CONSTANTLY 
EMERGING IN THE NEW MEDIA SPACE

• Periscope gained 10M users in just 4 months
• 1.1M videos were shared on Beme within 8 days of the 

apps launch
• More than 65% have a Snapchat account 

LEARNING IS NOT 
A SPECTATOR 
SPORT

They love to shop 
especially ONLINE

With services such as 
Uber, GrubHub and AirBnB 
the ‘On-Demand Economy’ 
is revolutionizing 
their behavior

Gen Z receive 
$16.90 PER WEEK 
in allowance which 
translates to 
$44 BILLION A YEAR

OXFORD DICTIONARIES 
WORD OF THE YEAR 2015 
is the ‘Face with Tears of Joy’ Emoji

As they continue to adopt emoticons as their primary language, a gap in 
communication between the rest of the population will widen.

THEY SPEND MORE MONEY 
ON FOOD AND DRINKS THAN 
ANYTHING ELSE
In February 2016, Gen Z accounted for $78 billion 
spent at restaurants, according to NPD

372, 475, 410 
(# of times the Heart 
Emoji was used in the 
last 12 months)



Visit SodexoInsights.com 
to read more of our insights about 

Gen Z and other topics


