
TEAM Journal of Hospitality & Tourism, Vol. 2, No. 1, November 2005 

 92

 
 
 
 

Culinary Arts Students’ Career Path and Ownership 
Orientation: An Empirical Study 

 
 
 

Khamis Mohammad Nor1* and Hamdin Salleh1  
Faculty of Hotel and Tourism Management, Universiti Teknologi MARA, Terengganu, 

MALAYSIA. 
 
 

This paper is concerned with the career orientation and the desire for business 
ownerships of culinary arts students pursuing diploma programs at MARA University 
of Technology, Terengganu (UiTMT). Students were surveyed to determine their 
preference as to type of position expected and the places of employment upon 
graduation. The study then traces down the respondents career path for what type of 
position in three years and in five years. The result indicated that upon graduation 
nearly 65 percent of the students plan to seek initial position as Commis and in within 
three years as Demi Chef. By the fifth year after graduation 60 percent of the 
respondent expected to be a Chef de Partie. The comparison by gender indicated that 
the female students are very interested in owning a food business than the opposite 
gender. Most of the respondents expected to own business within 5 years. Students also 
indicated an interest in completing their undergraduate program upon graduation if 
given the choice. 
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Introduction 
 
While much has been written about the success of chefs on career in journals and magazines 
or books but very little organized research has be conducted concerning their contribution to 
the foodservice sectors of the industry in order to establish industry views of hospitality 
curricula or student perceptions of the industry. Over the years, several writers have 
commented on appropriateness of hospitality management programs. As in any service 
business, it is essential that an attempt is made to understand the culinary arts students at 
MARA University of Technology Terengganu. The aim of this paper is to establish students’ 
general perception of the hospitality industry, which likelihood of the students seeking 
employment in the industry. On the other hand, this research paper will provide information 
and insight to enhance the vision of the being a world-class university in refining the program 
at UiTMT. 

Many chefs have gained professional reputation in their careers. In Malaysia there 
seems to be a resurgence of chef ‘celebrity’ and chef ownerships through franchising in the 
food business. This is very true as reported by Chef Celebrities (1986) and Escoffier (1987). 
Mariani (1987) reported that the chefs are finding a new popularity and occupation taking …. 
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‘Glamour captivating to the new class of chefs.’ Perhaps much of the “glamour” comes with 
being a professional chef owners and writing cookbooks and as well as being a celebrity. 

The foodservice manager or the food and beverage manager, however, has been the 
subject of variety of studies as reported in hospitality related journals. These managers have 
been studied as entrepreneurs and their autonomy and authority as managers have been 
investigated and documented. Such studies conducted by Berger and Bronson (1981), Small 
(1987) and Costello and Small (1988). What managers’ job and what they need to understand 
have been studied by Ferguson and Berger (1984) and Mariampolski, Spears and Vaden 
(1980) 
 
Literature Review 
 
McCleary and Weaver (1988) investigated students in a four-year hospitality management 
programs desired for employment upon graduation. These students have contributed in a 
management-oriented curriculum, and the research data indicate they possess strong 
aspiration to enter management positions with a variety of foodservice and lodging 
companies.  

However, chefs and those would-be chefs have not been the subject of such research. 
In one of the few published studies relating to the professional chef, Guyette (1981) 
examined the managerial functions of the executive chef. He found a common agreement 
between the hotel executive chefs and hotel general managers as to what constitutes desirable 
managerial and operational skills. However, Guyette found a significant disagreement 
between the two groups in relation to skills that being practiced by the chefs. The chefs 
generally claimed themselves as being higher in ability as managers than seen by the hotel 
general managers.  

Pickworth (1982), in a study of 13 management positions in hospitality chain 
operations, included the position of the executive chef. It was found that the position of the 
executive chef was one of those considered to be a permanent career job-those generally held 
by individuals over the age of 40. On the other hand Roth (1985) noted that the work of a 
chef as having to go beyond cooking and managing the kitchen, which the chef had many 
interests to serve. Salleh (1995) in his study of culinary workers in Malaysia indicated that 
those attended formal culinary programs for at least 2 years have an edge over that those who 
did not. In his finding the author indicated that it will take between 3 – 5 years for a person to 
gain a status as a “Chef”. Those who did not enrolled in culinary school will take up to 10 
years to attain the position.       

In the foodservice industry, in general, there is often a ‘chaotic’ use of the word ‘chef’ 
– as an individual having varying degrees of culinary skills and responsibility. The Dictionary 
of Occupational Tittles (DOT) (1977: 226) describes a ‘Chef’ as one who is involved in the 
supervision and coordination of those engaged in the preparation of food. The chef may be 
also involved in the preparation and portioning of foods. The DOT (1977: 127) defined the 
‘Executive Chef’ as the person who coordinates activities and directs the indoctrination and 
training of chefs, cooks and other kitchen workers. This individual is ‘in charge’ of all 
activities and personnel in the kitchen, including menu planning and food production. DOT 
(1977: 227) illustrated that a ‘cook’ as one who is more involved in the actual cooking 
function and less with the managerial functions which is associated with the ‘chef’ as 
reported by DOT (1977: 313). 

However, Minor and Cichy (1984: 25) suggested that the professional chef as ‘… a 
manager, buyer, judge of quality standards, marketer, technician and artist. The professional 
is portrayed as ‘A competent person qualified to play a profitable role in an expanding 
industry’. Fuller, Knight and Salter (1985: 10) considered that the chef is not only an artist 
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and a craftsman, but an executive …’ In this study, the professional chef is regarded to as one 
who has undergone formal training in the culinary arts and has accomplished a position of 
considerable responsibility in the kitchen other than food preparation. 

Most of Malaysian culinary public or private schools provide the formal chef training 
between two to three years at colleges and proprietary private cooking schools. On 
completion of the diploma programs some of the students with sound academic achievement 
may pursue their studies at the local or foreign universities overseas to enhance their areas in 
related hospitality management training. Heavily weighted in favor of the development of 
culinary skills, the programs in two to three years’ diploma colleges generally take one of two 
orientations. Basically the first orientation is the formal theoretical in-class session and then 
about 6,000 hours of planned on the job training at selected establishment. The job training 
experience is incorporated with a partial amount of college classroom coaching related to 
food preparation and foodservice management. Additional course work is taken in the 
behavioral and social sciences related and the required subjects. 

A second method that most culinary programs adopted has a stronger orientation to 
classroom and laboratory activity often coupled with one or several cooperative or externship 
assignments. Culinary skill development is stressed in both programs with the anticipation 
that the first job will be as a trained cooked. The total number of credit hours in the programs 
varies depending on the academic calendar and course structure. It will also depend on the 
degree awarded. The diploma permits significantly more experience in culinary studies and 
less in the general education studies. At the completion of these programs, the student often 
achieves ‘certified cook’ status indicating a formal standard of achievement as practiced in 
USA and developed by The American Chef Federation (ACF). ACF is the governing body 
that oversees the proper apprenticeship scheme for culinary professionals in the United 
States. Therefore, the Chef’s Association of Malaysia can play similar role for career 
development of culinary professionals in Malaysia. Culinary training in the proprietary 
schools is often demonstration and practice oriented, with less management and food theory 
being presented. Several of the larger hotel chains have developed their own chef-training 
programs to meet present and future needs in Malaysia.      
 
Purpose of the Study 
 
A review of the literature indicates there is a lack of significant research relating to the 
position and toward those would-be chefs. Furthermore, there is a lack of research relating to 
students enrolled in culinary arts programs in two or three-year colleges. This study was 
undertaken to increase the knowledge base of this significant group of future employees in 
the foodservice industry. This study was undertaken to: 
• find out the career orientation of culinary arts’ students with respect to desired position 
• discover the career orientation of culinary arts’ students with respect to place of 

employment 
• investigate the interest of students in culinary arts about establishment of ownership in the 

hospitality industry 
• determine if there are significant differences in aspiration to ownership with respect to 

gender 
 
Methodology  
 
A survey instrument was constructed to solicit information relating to the subject group. The 
research was designed to obtain demographic information, to describe the characteristics of 
the sample and to describe the feelings of the respondent with respect to career orientation 
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and the desire to own a business. Respondents were asked to indicate the type of position and 
establishment they would like to be affiliated upon graduation. They were asked to project 
the type of position and establishment they would prefer to be associated with in three years 
and five years after graduation. The instrument was designed to be self-administered. Those 
items seeking descriptive data were to be checked off in a list of options in appropriate boxes. 
Some items were written to solicit level of feeling on the topic and were arranged in close-
ended question of response by respondents.  

A panel of experts for content and face validity reviewed the survey instrument. It 
was determined that the items would aid in obtaining the desired information and that the 
information would be of value in better understanding the subject group. The items were 
examined for ease of understanding and response to increase the validity of the data. Prior to 
the actual survey, a pilot test was also undertaken to make sure if the students were able to 
understand the contents as well the purpose of the research study. The obtained data were 
examined using frequencies and percentage of response on all items to describe the subjects 
and identify feeling on items relating to career orientation and desire for business ownership. 
Tests were conducted to indicate the significance of relation between the subgroups of male 
and female gender concerning business ownership. 

The sample was selected from students in culinary arts program at UiTMT, Faculty of 
Hotel and Tourism Management, which is a three-year college program. It was fully 
accredited and granted Diploma in Culinary Arts. The surveyed was administered during an 
academic after-class period to all in attendance. Of the 175 survey instruments returned, 171 
were found to be useful for the purposes of the study. The others lacked information or 
regarded as missing value or partially responded to the questionnaire relevant to the study and 
were discarded. 
 
Findings  
 
All the respondents to this survey were working toward a 3 years program Diploma in 
Culinary Arts at UiTMT. The followings are descriptive analysis of the study, which was 
presented below.  
 

Table 1 Semester of Study * Gender of Respondents Cross-tabulation 
Gender of Respondents 

 
Male Female 

Total 

Semester of Study First Semester 6 46 52 
 Second Semester 16 17 33 
 Third Semester 10 27 37 
 Fourth Semester 4 12 16 
 Sixth Semester 17 15 32 
 Seventh Semester 0 1 1 

Total 53 118 171 
 

Table 1 shows the complete profile of culinary arts students by semesters cross-
tabulated with gender of respondents. As shown, there were more female respondents in the 
sample. The varying semesters are representative of students from semester 1,2,3,4 and 6. 
Students in semester 5 underwent practical training at hotels across the country and were not 
included in the study. The total number of respondents in this study was 171, while currently 
there are 228 culinary students registered between first and sixth semesters. 
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Table 2 Position Expected upon Graduation * Gender of Respondents Crosstabulation 
Gender of 

Respondents 
 

Male Female 
Total 

Chef de Partie Count  
% within 
Gender of 
Respondents 

4
7.5%

3 
2.5% 

7
4.1%

Demi Chef Count  
% within 
Gender of 
Respondents 

12
22.6%

22 
18.6% 

34
19.9%

Commis or 
Assistant Cook 

Count  
% within 
Gender of 
Respondents 

34
64.2%

77 
65.3% 

111
64.9%

Apprentice Count  
% within 
Gender of 
Respondents 

4 
3.4% 

4
2.3%

Positions 
Expected 
Upon 
Graduation 

Others Count  
% within 
Gender of 
Respondents 

3
5.7%

12 
10.2% 

15
8.8%

Total 

 Count  
% within 
Gender of 
Respondents 

53
100.0%

118 
100.0% 

171
100.0%

 
Table 2 presents a description of the respondents with respect to their gender and 

position expected upon graduation in cross-tabulation format. The respondents indicated that 
upon graduation there is a strong orientation toward entering the occupation at a starting 
position as Commis or Assistant Cook for both genders. This is normally an entry-level 
position of culinary students to start a career as a professional chef.   

Table 3 shows the comparison of gender in relation to the chosen places of 
employment upon graduation presented in the cross-tabulation table. The male respondents 
preferred to travel as to gain experience abroad. As exposed in table 3 that 26 percent of the 
male respondents preferred to work on the ship. However 15 percent of the respondents 
selected the hotel production kitchen as a choice to work upon graduation and 11 percent of 
the respondents decided to work in the airlines kitchen. The hotel specialty restaurant and 
pre-standing restaurant scored almost 6 percent and surprisingly the least preferred places to 
work was the hospital kitchen at 1.9 percent. 

On the other hand, the female sample preferred to work in the hotel specialty 
restaurant as their first choice of selection. The second place chosen was working in the 
airlines kitchen. The hotel production kitchen is the third place selected by the sample. The 
least option chosen by the female students was working in the pre-standing restaurant 
kitchen. As a whole the choices of working places chosen by the respondents vary when 
compared to both genders as displayed in the table 3.   
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Table 3 Places of Employment upon Graduation * Gender of Respondents Crosstabulation 
Gender of 

Respondents 
 

Male Female 
Total 

Hotel 
Production 
Kitchen 

Count  
% within Gender 
of Respondents 

8
15.1%

16 
13.6% 

24
14.0%

Hotel Coffee 
House Kitchen 

Count  
% within Gender 
of Respondents 

4
7.5%

11 
9.3% 

5
8.8%

Hotel Specialty 
Restaurant 
Kitchen 

Count  
% within Gender 
of Respondents 

3
5.7%

25 
21.2% 

28
16.4%

Hotel Fine 
Dinning 
Restaurant 

Count  
% within Gender 
of Respondents 

8
15.1%

11 
9.3% 

19
11.1%

Prestanding 
Restaurant 
Kitchen 

Count  
% within Gender 
of Respondents 

3
5.7%

5 
4.2% 

8
4.7%

Fast Food 
Restaurant 
Kitchen 

Count  
% within Gender 
of Respondents 

4
7.5%

11 
9.3% 

15
8.8%

Hospital 
Kitchen 

Count  
% within Gender 
of Respondents 

1
1.9%

6 
5.1% 

7
4.1%

Airlines 
Kitchen 

Count  
% within Gender 
of Respondents 

6
11.3%

18 
15.3% 

24
14.0%

Kitchen on the 
Ship 

Count  
% within Gender 
of Respondents 

14
26.4%

9 
7.6% 

23
13.5%

Places of 
Employment 
Upon 
Graduation 

Others Count  
% within Gender 
of Respondents 

2
3.8%

6 
5.1% 

8
4.7%

Total 
 Count  

% within Gender 
of Respondents 

53
100.0%

118 
100.0% 

171
100.0%

 
The results concerning position of employment desired in three years and in five years 

were presented in table 4, 5 and 6. Within 3 years most individual in the culinary profession 
hope to be promoted if they are on the right tract. At least one must attain the position of a 
Demi Chef, which is considered equivalent to the minimum position of a supervisory level in 
the management hierarchy. Therefore this study selected the three most possible positions 
that are included in this analysis namely: the Executive Sous Chef, the Chef de Partie and 
Demi Chef respectively. It is noted here that by 3 years the student’s aspirations hope to 
become Demi Chef and later to be promoted to become a Chef de Partie in 5 years.    
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Table 4 Executive Sous Chef * Gender of Respondents Crosstabulation 
Gender of 

Respondents 
 

Male Female 
Total 

3 years Count  
% within Executive 
Sous Chef 

1
33.3%

2 
66.7% 

3
100.0%

Executive Sous 
Chef 

5 years Count  
% within Executive 
Sous Chef 

15
33.3%

30 
66.7% 

45
100.0%

Total 
 Count  

% within Executive 
Sous Chef 

16
33.3%

32 
66.7% 

48
100.0%

 
Table 5 Chef de Partie * Gender of Respondents Crosstabulation 

Gender of 
Respondents 

 

Male Female 
Total 

3 years Count  
% within Chef de 
Partie 

10
29.4%

24 
70.6% 

34
100.0%

Chef de Partie 

5 years Count  
% within Chef de 
Partie 

22
36.7%

38 
63.3% 

60
100.0%

Total 
 Count  

% within Chef de 
Partie 

32
34.0%

62 
66.0% 

94
100.0%

 
Table 6 Demi Chef * Gender of Respondents Crosstabulation 

Gender of 
Respondents 

 

Male Female 
Total 

3 years Count  
% within Demi Chef 

21
30.9%

47 
69.1% 

68
100.0%

Demi Chef  

5 years Count  
% within Demi Chef 

3
20.0%

12 
80.0% 

15
100.0%

Total  Count  
% within Demi Chef 

24
28.9%

59 
71.1% 

83
100.0%

 
Table 7 through 10 displays the response to the question of ‘are you interested in 

owning a business and the type of business that the respondent was interested. The data 
shows that majority of the respondents are very interested to own a food business as 
presented in table 7. On the other hand, table 8 shows the different types of business that the 
respondents selected. Individuals who are somewhat interested to own a business later are 
indicated in table 9. The catering and own coffee house enterprises were the preferred type of 
business for 1 and 2. Table 10 shows a description of the respondents to their expected time 
frame of owning a business. The respondents expected that between three to five years they 
are ready to start a business.      
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Table 7 Interested to Own a Business 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Very interested 112 65.5 65.5 65.5 
Somewhat or kind of 
interested later 51 29.8 29.8 95.3 

Not interested 8 4.7 4.7 100.0 
Total 171 100.0 100.0   

 
Table 8 Type of Business 1- Interested of owning a Business 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Catering 47 27.5 27.5 27.5 
Own Coffee House or 
family restaurant 85 49.7 49.7 77.2 

Fine Dining Restaurant 9 5.3 5.3 82.5 
Fast Food Restaurant 4 2.3 2.3 84.8 
Small specialty restaurant 14 8.2 8.2 93.0 
Other 12 7.0 7.0 100.0 
Total 171 100.0 100.0  

 
Table 9 Type of Business 2 –What type of business interested to own later? 

 
Table 10 Years Expected to Own Business 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
1 year 1 0.6 0.6 0.6 
2 years 5 2.9 2.9 3.5 
3 years 27 15.8 15.8 19.3 
4 years 26 15.2 15.2 34.5 
5 years 60 35.1 35.1 69.6 
Over 5 years 52 30.4 30.4 100.0 
Total 171 100.0 100.0   

 
In response to future plans as indicated in table 11 shows an almost close percentage 

of choice to either pursue their education or work or get into management position in the 
hospitality industry. 
 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Catering 60 35.1 35.1 35.1 
Own Coffee House or 
family restaurant 62 36.3 36.3 71.3 

Fine Dining Restaurant 2 1.2 1.2 72.5 
Fast food restaurant 8 4.7 4.7 77.2 
Small specialty restaurant 17 9.9 9.9 87.1 
Other 22 12.9 12.9 100.0 
Total 171 100.0 100.0  
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Table 11 Future Plan 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Enter the academic 
profession as an educator/ 
lecturer 

61 35.7 35.7 35.7 

Work in the production area 
in the hospitality industry 52 30.4 30.4 66.1 

Get into management 
position in the hospitality 
industry 

53 31.0 31.0 97.1 

Others, please specify your 
direction below 5 2.9 2.9 100.0 

Total 171 100.0 100.0  
 

Table 12 Total sample size of gender (Male 53, Female 118) 

  N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 
Gender 171 1.69 .464 .035 

 
The table displayed above shows the total sample size of the respondents by gender. This data 
is used for t – test to determine the differences between genders with regard to owning a 
business.  
 

Table 13 One-Sample T-Test by Gender 

Test Value = 0 
95% Confidence Interval 

of the Difference 
  
  
  

T 
  

Df 
  

Sig.  
(2-tailed) 

  

Mean 
Difference 

  Lower Upper 
Gender 47.648 170 .000 1.69 1.62 1.76 

 
The data indicated significant differences between the female and male students with 

respect to ownership of a foodservice establishment. This is indicated in table 13 as the t-test 
presented. The result indicated significant differences between the genders. Both groups 
indicate they are at least somewhat interested in owning a business.  

The study also found that students with parents having business indicated a 
significantly greater interest in ownership than those that do not engage in business. Students 
having a working experience in the industry before entering the university and those working 
less than two years of experience indicate a possible interest in business ownership. 
 
Conclusion  
 
A literature survey indicated that much has been written about the professional chef, but there 
has been little systematic research performed to describe the career orientation and behavior 
of this individual. There was little published information concerning those who are preparing 
to become chef. This study hopes to add to the literature about the career orientation of the 
culinary arts student, particularly on job prospects and business ownership.  
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Students in culinary arts programs indicate a desire to start their careers in the 
preparation of food, but aspire to move to the managerial function quite soon. The literature 
of the manpower requirement for the tourism industry is continually indicating a present need 
for skills and unskilled people. It has been reported the future will show an increased need for 
individuals qualified in the area of food preparation. While the need is evident, the students 
enrolled in the culinary arts programs seem to have decided on an eventual move from food 
preparation to management position. Should this move take place, as the data indicate, the 
need for professional chefs or culinary workers becomes more acute? It may be that the 
industry needs to promote the position of the chefs as a desirable career orientation. 

There is a need for additional research concerning the career decision-making process 
of culinary arts students. The study may be expanded to include a larger and more 
geographically dispersed population across Malaysia covering other culinary arts colleges, 
which will provide a more meaningful outcome. Additional items relating to the decision-
making process should be included and motivational patterns leading to management and 
ownership should be available and assessed. 

A longitudinal study needs to be conducted, examining the career paths of the 
culinary arts students from graduation through job selection and career progression. Such 
published data will enable culinary/foodservice educators in the faculty and the foodservice 
industry to determine whether the student’s desire to own or manage is realistic, and the need 
to better plan for such subjects like entrepreneurs studies (ETR 300) will benefit the students 
as well fulfill the vision to be a world class university in the hospitality field. The information 
perhaps might lead to improved career counseling and program development particularly for 
the faculty of hotel and tourism at UiTMCT. It is also a basic database to understand the 
culinary profession for a better curriculum development and asset to culinary arts profession.            
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