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Scaling Up Sales to Institutions: Sodexo Forum 

 Report to Funder 

 

Forum Overview  

The idea for the Forum was hatched at what started out as a simple relationship building meeting between 

Sodexo’s management team (Rick Riani, Melissa Zelazny and chef Brian Roper) and Vermont Sustainable Jobs Fund 

Executive Director Ellen Kahler, Vermont Agency of Agriculture, Food and Markets Local Foods Coordinator Abbey 

Willard, and ACORN’s Annie Harlow on June 27, 2012. The meeting organized by Annie Harlow, on behalf of the 

Aggregation and Distribution Working Group, was meant to inquire about Sodexo’s willingness to share their local 

food sourcing data annually, as part of a statewide effort to measure progress on reaching a number of Farm to 

Plate Strategic Plan goals. 

A second meeting soon followed and this time also included John Stewart and Jennifer Wood of Sodexo’s 

procurement office, Secretary Chuck Ross, and Joe Speidel from UVM, which laid the ground work for the 

November 7th forum on institutional large-scale purchasing. A central goal for the forum was for producers and 

processors to learn the language of and procedures for selling into the Sodexo procurement system, since many do 

not know how Sodexo makes purchasing decisions. An additional goal was to expose Sodexo to a greater diversity 

of Vermont products potentially available to them. Organizing the forum became a project of the Farm to Plate 

Network’s Aggregation and Distribution Working Group.  

The forum’s design was aimed at building new relationships across the Vermont food shed. A diverse audience of 

farmers, processors, distributors, emerging food businesses, food hubs, and technical assistance providers were 

present. Organizers worked hard to ensure that participants were from all over the state and across all food 

categories, since Sodexo provides dining services in 14 locations throughout Vermont.  

The event was by invitation only. A set of criterion was established as part of the selection process. Separate 

announcements were sent to Sodexo employees (based on their level of responsibility within the company) and to 

those farmers, food hubs and partnering organizations who organizers thought had sufficient interest in and 

readiness for institutional sales. All prospective attendees were then interviewed in order to better gauge their 

interest and readiness, as well as to provide clear expectation for what the forum was designed to accomplish. 

Nearly 80 people attended representing all the desired stakeholder groups. (See Appendices 3 and 4 for Invited 

Attendee list) 

The forum’s agenda had three presentation sessions. First, Procurement Manager, Jennifer Wood presented 

baseline information on Sodexo’s purchasing parameters. This overview set the stage for a panel on linking 

Sodexo’s procurement process to the supply chain with distributors and district chefs, all of whom reiterated key 

points from Jennifer’s presentation. Forum participants had plenty of time to ask detailed questions to panelists. A 

second panel focused on sharing insights for the scaling up process and for developing supply chain connections. 

This panel featured two producers who shared their stories and insights into how they built relationships, scaled 

up their operations and started selling to Sodexo. A distributor and Sodexo chef and procurement manager were 

also part of this panel. Questions from the audience provided a great deal of depth to the information contributed 

by panelists. Additional time for open ended networking, added considerably to the success of the day. See 

Appendix 2 for complete agenda. 
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Sodexo Specifics 

Sodexo has 14 food service locations in Vermont. Each meal service location is a different size and has unique 

needs, including the University of Vermont, the Vermont State Colleges, private colleges, various high schools, and 

corporate accounts. Statewide, Sodexo serves upwards to 34,000 meals per day, requiring yearly consumption of 

approximately 45,000 lbs of chef potatoes, 27,000 lbs of tomatoes, and 29,000 lbs of broccoli and opportunities to 

source products across all categories. See Appendix 5 for map and meal counts for Sodexo’s Vermont accounts. 

Forum attendees gained significant insights into the 

purchasing practices and sourcing specifications for Sodexo, as 

well as for Black River Produce and Best of Vermont, both of 

whom provide a wide range of products to Sodexo. A greater 

appreciation was gained about the balancing act played by 

Sodexo in meeting specific meal plan pricing constraints (as 

outlined in their competitively awarded contracts), and the 

wide ranging demands of their end customers. The Sodexo 

team was very forthcoming in their explanation of the 

different types of meal plans they offer and the degree of 

flexibility they can exercise when sourcing local products, for 

instance:  

 1) Residential Meal Sites (also known as “all you can eat” sites). This meal plan is plated up for less than $3/day. 

Therefore, local food has to be very price-competitive to fit into the mix at this level. At most locations, this is a 

seasonal market that follows the school year. An abundance of mid-summer produce does not match well with 

demand, but there is opportunity for Sodexo chefs to process and flash freeze fresh produce, soups and sauces 

which can then be used throughout the year. While national brands and commodity products tend to be more the 

norm because of price constraints, some local producers have successfully found a way to make Sodexo’s price 

point work for their operation. 

 2) Retail Meal Sites (also known as ala-carte meals). At these types of outlets, customers can exercise a great deal 

of choice because they are paying individually for each item. This presents increased opportunity for local food 

producers because the customer can choose to pay the added cost for a local, grass-fed hamburger, for instance. 

There are ample opportunities to build brand loyalty through storytelling and by labeling local products, thereby 

taking advantage of the end customer’s interest in buying local. 

 3) Catering Meal Sites (also known as the special-events market). There is a great deal of flexibility to source local 

products at price points more attractive to producers and processors. These sites can also serve as a gateway to 

other Sodexo locations and types of outlets. Sodexo chefs can encourage local food purchases through their menu 

listings and do pass the added costs on to their customers. This option provides a good opportunity for chefs to 

source new products and builds long-lasting relationships with producers. The scale of purchases tends to be lower 

and is more viable at select Sodexo accounts such as universities and corporate accounts.  

Understanding purchasing and distribution variables is critical for businesses interested in scaling up and 

evaluating their operations in order to gain a slice of the significant institutional sales market. Some participants 

definitely learned that they are not ready for institutional selling or at least not to Sodexo. Whether it was because 

of the strong emphasis on selling through a distributor, the pricing variables, labor issues or even cash flow, 

participants gained a much better understanding for how to evaluate and consider scaling up.  
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Sodexo is just one management company that has food contracts in Vermont. There are several other food service 

companies serving hospitals, the state prisons, other colleges, K-12 schools, and corporate kitchens around the 

state. Opportunities may exist to connect directly with one of these other companies or to establish relationships 

with Vermont distributors that already sell to these institutional accounts.  

 

Forum Planning and Timeline 

Organizing the forum took three months to plan and 

execute, in a format designed to inform and demystify 

selling to institutions. As mentioned earlier, a small number 

of attendees representing diverse food categories and 

regions of the state were selected through a vetting 

process. Sodexo offered to host the event at UVM, which is 

their largest account in Vermont.  

 

What follows is a step by step review of actions taken by 

forum organizers in hopes that this outline will prove 

helpful as additional events are planned. 

 

September: Organizers began crafting the language for the 

forum and developing the process for inviting attendees. 

The exact meeting location was secured by Sodexo (Livak Ballroom at UVM). The participant selection criterion was 

developed by Annie Harlow (who was hired by VSJF as the project manager) and Abbey Willard (Local Foods 

Coordinator at VAAFM). Invitations were based on leads from VAAFM, VSJF, regional food hubs, statewide 

organizations (such as NOFA-VT and UVM Extension), and members of the Aggregation & Distribution Working 

Group. Announcements were sent September 25th to food hubs and select producers (see Appendix 1). 

Approximately 100 announcements were emailed utilizing our wide network of Farm to Plate partners. Scheduling 

pre-registration interviews began the last week of September. 

 

October: Annie Harlow began potential participant interviews the first week in October and they were 

continuously scheduled throughout the month using a matrix of food categories and regions to ensure diversity. In 

addition, organizers worked with Sodexo to develop the agenda, forum format and who to invite as panelists. 

Sodexo, VAAFM and VSJF each had distinct needs and interests to be accomplished by the event which had to be 

Examples of Producers 
Represented  

Examples of Food hubs and Food 
System Partners  

Examples of Sodexo 
Representatives 

Meat: Vermont Salumi Mad River Food Hub Lyndon State  

Dairy: Millborne Drinkable Yogurt Intervale Center  Champlain College  

Vegetable Protein: VT Bean 
Crafters 

Castanea Foundation  
Real Food Challenge 

Castleton College 

Fresh Produce: Valley Dream  UVM Extension  World Learning  

Snack Food: Garuka Bars  Lyndon State College  North Country High School  

Planning 
& 

Meetings 

Attendee 
Selection 
Process 

Agenda Panelists 

Registration 
& Event 
Details  

Follow-up 
& Future 

Fourm 
Planning 
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incorporated into the agenda. Panelist selection was based on the agreed upon agenda topics. Each attendee 

received several emails and phone calls with additional details about what to expect at the forum.  

 

Sodexo provided all the registration information in order to clarify terms and their procurement process. They 

worked closely with UVM to establish event needs regarding room layout and audio-visual technology. They also 

took care of all aspects of lunch and prepared registration packets and informational material (see Appendix 6).  

 

November: Just prior to the event, organizers finalized the participant list, room layout details (coordinated by Paul 

Bahan from Sodexo Education with UVM Events and Conference Planning), registration packets (by Jennifer 

Wefers, Sodexo Education), and last minute details with panelists. After the event, organizers reviewed participant 

evaluation forms and developed this follow-up report which attempts to lay the ground work for future events 

with other food contract services and large scale institutional buyers.  

 

Examples of Direct Positive Outcomes  
 

While it’s still too early to share a complete list of outcomes from 

the November 7th forum there are many favorable outcomes to 

note. Sodexo reports newly forged relationships and new local 

products that may soon be introduced at their various food 

service locations. Producers have ventured into conversations 

with distributors and processors have accessed new suppliers. 

Here is small sample of what we know to date. 

 

Garuka Bars to work with a distributor for the first time:    Mike 

Rosenberg of Garuka Bars had extensive conversations with 

Sodexo Procurement Managers John Stewart and Jennifer Wood 

at the end of the networking portion of the forum. Based on 

their suggestions, Mike has chosen Bonnie Kelsey of Best of 

Vermont to be his first distributor of Garuka Bars.  

 

Hartshorn Farm plans to scale up to institutional sales:    Dave 

Hartshorn of Hartshorn Farm in Waitsfield, wasted no time 

acting on key points from the forum. He visited Norwich 

University after meeting Sodexo chef Rob Macfarlane to discuss 

products and potential demand. Plans are already in place for students and food service workers to visit the farm 

and to keep abreast of activities through a webcam. While at the forum he also sought advice from technical 

assistance providers in attendance about how to create greater efficiencies in his new greenhouse operation. 

Efficiency Vermont has expressed interest in partnering with him on reducing production costs by changing out his 

current lighting as part of a pilot project. He later attended the Financing the Working Landscape: Access to Capital 

Forum on November 29, sponsored by Addison County Farm to Plate partners ACORN, ACEDC and ACRPC. Dave is 

looking ahead to utilizing many resources to scale up lettuce and salad greens production to meet the needs of 

Sodexo’s Norwich University dining locations.  

 

Valley Dream Farm plans to go regional:  Anne Tisbert of Valley Dream Farm has been in contact with Baldor 

Specialty Foods, an approved Sodexo vendor in the Bronx, New York which serves the greater Metropolitan area. 

Anne is seeking to sell produce throughout the regional Sodexo network and is following up on a direct lead from 

John Stewart in procurement.  

 

Forum Highlights 

 Producers filled out the evaluations 

providing great feedback on the 

demystifying of sales to Sodexo 

 By all accounts, the forum was a huge 

success in building new relationships 

 Relationships were made and built upon by 

all participants 

 Sodexo chefs learned a lot about local foods 

and production, as did producers & 

attendees 

 Vetting and invitations were an important 

element for keeping the event focused 

 There is keen interest in more forums 
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Producers and processors forged new supply chain relationships:   Joe Bossen of Vermont Bean Crafters made 

arrangements with Justin Rich of Burnt Rock Farm to supply him with “B-grade” sweet potatoes. Justin saw the 

forum as a fantastic event to learn about Sodexo and to forge new outlets for products not sold in his established 

markets.  

 

Local food advocates have gained useful new knowledge about how producers can sell to larger markets:  

Bonnie Colpitts of Saint Johnsbury Area Local Food Alliance is interested in improving local food sales to 

institutions, retailers and making food accessible to all.  She has shared what she learned at the forum with her 

working board. In her evaluation of the forum Bonnie indicated that for her, a significant take away was the 

importance of using positive language during their meetings: “Words like "win-win", "building relationships", 

"trust", "and creating partnerships" are words and attitudes we will be consciously incorporating into our meetings. 

Our goal is to bring really local produce and products to our institutions, facilitate relationships and foster 

opportunities for a sustainable healthy local economy and local food for the health of our communities. With all of 

us working together I know that all challenges can be faced and figured out. Thank you for all you do for local 

food!” 

 

New knowledge is being shared across New England:  Peter Allison, staffer for the Farm to Institution New 

England (FINE) network, has made contacts with several Sodexo outlets using his new found insights to better 

address issues of scale. He is also sharing what he learned at the forum with his broad regional network to 

influence more institutional purchases.  

 

Sodexo moves the agenda forward:  A snapshot of the response by Sodexo managers is impressive. John Benouski 

at World Learning in Brattleboro immediately contacted Mike Rosenburg of Garuka Bars. They negotiated 

introductory product sampling to assess interest for future purchasing. Tom Fondakowski is working with Jonathan 

Kaplan at Lyndon State College to promote local awareness on campus. Additionally, each chef in attendance 

gained greater insight into local food options beyond produce alone. Jon Vogt, Sodexo manager at North Country 

Schools in Newport, gained insights from which to build upon his relationship with Green Mountain Farm to 

School. The registration contact list provided help in forging new 

relationships and follow-up. Procurement and regional district 

managers have provided their corporate office with tangible 

relationship building results attesting to its success and a need to 

replicate the forum. John Stewart and Jennifer Wood have 

opened the lines of communication with regional distributors for 

those ready to expand outside of Vermont and capture a wider 

institutional market.   

 

Attendee Feedback 

Evaluations were part of the registration packet, but less than 50 

percent were returned. Of those returned (primarily producers), 

it was clear that this first meeting was very informative and 

useful. In summary, the respondents liked the format and the 

reiterative process which reinforced Sodexo’s initial procurement 

process overview. Attendees appreciated what panelists 

contributed and liked that they represented all aspects of the 

supply chain. By all accounts, attendee expectations were met 

and they are better able to evaluate what it takes to sell to 

Sodexo. Everyone who responded indicated that they made new 

Evaluation Highlights 

 MORE FORUMS! 

 Great lunch! 

 “Thank you for all the different Sodexo 

perspectives!” 

 “Reiterating the supply chain variables in 

different ways was very useful.” 

 “A great introduction to contract selling” 

 “I know I am not ready- but I learned I have 

to think about my operation in new ways to 

scale up” 

 “Lots of great time to TALK to one 

another!” 

 “Having chefs, distributors and producers 

was excellent.”  

 “Audience asked great questions 

supporting the lines of inquiry from 

presenters.” 

 “Connections were made that will lead to 

increased purchases by Sodexo.” 
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connections and enjoyed the cross section of food related businesses in Vermont who were represented. The 

registration packet and reference materials were found to be useful and were much appreciated. Again, for those 

who completed the evaluation, there was unanimous support for the invitation only vetting process as it proved 

useful in identifying those most likely to scale up their operations. Each sponsor organization indicated that all the 

goals of the pilot forum were met and the outcomes have been very favorable. A terrific example of the response 

we received came from Susan Alexander of Vermont Switchel: “It was tremendously helpful.  I estimate it would 

have taken me a minimum of 6 months to a year to make these same connections and receive the same 

information that I did in the one day workshop you and Abbey facilitated.  I will be following up with both Sodexo 

and the distributors after the new year to talk about the next steps.” 

A separate evaluation was distributed to select food system partners who often attend forums, workshops and 

conferences. The Sodexo forum was favorably received with some comments that Sodexo did not provide enough 

information on how to get into a contract. All three presentation sessions were evaluated and each had a number 

of strong points. Some thought the Sodexo overview was not comprehensive enough (although producers 

indicated it as very good, as mentioned above). Participants appreciated how the panel sessions were moderated, 

allowing many constructive questions to get asked, although some respondents felt questions were not always in 

line with the content of the forum. Networking with diverse attendees throughout the day was considered a 

highlight and the level of “free time” added additional value.  In following-up with those who attended the forum, 

it is evident that many new connections have been made and that each organization has taken steps towards 

intended forum outcomes.  

 

Sodexo Insights 

Regional managers within Sodexo regularly seek out 

opportunities to build upon their professional networks. 

The Scaling Up Forum allowed managers and chefs to 

collaborate and build relationships with state and local 

businesses and technical assistance providers. Statewide 

Sodexo managers and chefs were present to learn from 

farmers, producers, processors and distributors. Farm to 

Plate Strategic Plan goals were a new concept for Sodexo 

and one that they can now more easily embrace and help 

to achieve. As noted, since the November forum, Sodexo 

chefs have already met with area producers and provided 

new product ideas to approved vendors. Sodexo valued the 

representation of attendees from across the state.  

 

As we all learned, it is about building relationships and telling our stories. Sodexo has shared the forum concept 

with their corporate office as a means of telling their story of working to increase local food purchases here in 

Vermont, which they believe can be translated to any state. Each manager and chef expressed appreciation for the 

event, new relationship building and their education of Farm to Plate goals.  

 

Summary and Next Steps 

The forum sponsors realized the value of the event from the conversations and stories that emerged at the forum. 

The overall goals of demystifying selling to Sodexo AND providing producer input on scaling up issues were 

successfully accomplished. Add to that the emerging business relationships, new business transactions that 

resulted from the forum and the opportunity to take this “Sodexo forum” pilot to other food service contractors 
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and large institutional buyers within Vermont has become even clearer.  It should be reiterated that within a 

month after the forum, many new contacts and sales opportunities were created, which will help to advance Farm 

to Plate goals and suggests that more forums will produce similar results. Many people were unable to attend even 

though they would have passed the vetting process, which also supports the need for future events. Sodexo is 

interested in sharing this forum format with other regions of the country in hopes of reaching out to secure more 

local purchases and perhaps even organizing a forum with other food service contractors. Future forum planning 

considerations should take into account the extensive financial and staff support provided by Sodexo, which needs 

to be reflected in the true costs of organizing these types of forums.  

 

Ideas for a second forum are: 

 Early November worked well: farmers have a little more time opened up and Sodexo typically has a busy 

October 

 Include other institutional buyers such as hospitals 

 At future forums include broader representation from student groups and/or administrators from each 

site location 

 Hold future events in other parts of the state 

 

Institutional selling is not for everyone. The forum provided insights into working with distributors and institutional 

purchasers and in how to build relationships that take into account individual business needs all along the supply 

chain. Forums that bring together a wide network of producers, processors, technical assistance providers, food 

hubs and end users can play an important role in helping businesses scale up in sales and expand their operations 

in a way that can meet their financial needs. Organizers found that this forum provided numerous opportunities to 

better evaluate business operations and needs as well as improving business to business relationships. 
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Looking Ahead to the Next Forum:  Suggestions from Attendees & Sponsors 
 

 Keep the vetting process for invitations; having “pre-qualified” producers and processors in the room 
allowed for more in-depth conversations that have a better chance of leading to deal-making; also 
enabled clear expectations to be communicated in advance.  

 Clarify roles and message for each panelist in order to balance out talking points with moderated Q &A 
period. 

 Second session of panelists telling stories could just be a couple of producers and/or food manufacturers 
without the supply chain panelists responding. Possibly incorporate short producer stories in “elevator 
pitch format”. 

 Sodexo overview of their procurement process could have more explanation diagrams. 

 Keep the long lunch and end session for networking. 

 Allow wide open Q& A as the questions and comments from the audience brought out more issues that 
tied into what the panelists and speakers were saying. 

 Length of day was good (i.e., 9:30am – 3pm). 

 Invite more administrators in colleges, high schools, contracted with Sodexo accounts. 

 Use of technology: need full-time assistant present to make modifications as needed (e.g., panelists 
speaking into the projector light, changing power point images back and forth to Sodexo-Vermont map). 

 Size of the room was perfect for the number of participants – room felt full but not crowded. 

 Would be useful to have a designated photographer on hand to take good quality pictures for later use; 
also helpful to have designated note takers.  Also useful to have someone identified in advance to write 
up a publishable article after the event.  

 Utilizing food hubs and members of the Farm to Plate Network was key to identifying which producers 
and processors to invite; also include more outreach and involvement of federal and state agencies in 
helping to identify potential participants. 

 The biggest challenge was in attaining a diverse set of attendees (i.e., across food categories and 
geography); interviews were critical to this process. 

 Leave space available for last minute sponsor needs. 

 Having sample products available for consumption was very helpful for producers seeking to work with 
distributors and to gain market visibility.  

 Timing of the annual Farm to Plate Network Gathering helped build awareness of the forum and 
identified additional producers, key supply chain stakeholders, and food system experts to invite. 

 A small organizing team worked well, in terms of efficiency on fast moving decisions.  
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Appendix 1: Forum Announcement 
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Appendix 2: Agenda 
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Appendix 3: Invited Attendees  
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Appendix 4: Sodexo Attendees  
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Appendix 5: Sodexo Accounts and Meal Counts  
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Appendix 6: Resources for Scaling-Up 

Scaling Up sales to Institutions: Follow-Up Resources 
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Appendix 7: Sodexo-Vendor Contracting Process Materials 
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