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DOING MORE WITH LESS
IN YOUR DINING PROGRAM

GRETCHEN L. ROBINSON, RDN, LD

OBJECTIVES

1. Highlight the technology options to improve dining operations. 

2. Discuss inspired approaches to reinvigorate excitement in senior living dining 
programs

3. Examine the tools and resources available to efficiently execute meal service in your 
senior living community. 
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INFLATION:  THE THREE HEADED MONSTER

Labor

Supply Chain

Inflation

TOP 3 EXPENSES

1.  Labor/Wage

2.  Food Costs

3.  Medical Supplies
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Source: American Health Care Association Survey of 759 Nursing Home Providers, May 16-20, 2022

Source: American Health Care Association Survey of 759 Nursing Home Providers, May 16-20, 2022
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COST BENCHMARK
“STANDARD OR POINT OF REFERENCE”

Measured in PPD’s: 
Per Patient Day 

Costs 
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483.60 FOOD AND NUTRITION SERVICES

• The	facility	must	provide	each	resident	with	a	nourishing,	palatable,	well‐balanced	diet	
that	meets	his	or	her	daily	nutritional	and	special	dietary	needs,	taking	into	
consideration	the preferences	of	each	resident.

• Menus must— (1) Meet the nutritional needs of residents in accordance with established 
national guidelines; (2) Be prepared in advance; (3) Be followed; (4) Reflect, based on a 
facility’s reasonable efforts, the religious, cultural, and ethnic needs of the resident 
population, as well as input received from residents and resident groups; (5) Be updated
periodically; (6) Be reviewed by the facility’s dietitian or other clinically qualified nutrition 
professional for nutritional adequacy; and (7) Nothing in this paragraph should be 
construed to limit the resident’s right to make personal dietary choices.
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MENU SUBSTITUTION POLICY-SAMPLE

 Original product is not available in quantity needed.
 Staff shortages limit the ability to prepare original product.
 Equipment malfunction causes a change in what can be prepared.
 Use of another product is needed before expiration is desired for cost control.
 Use of leftovers is desired for cost control.
 Holiday, theme or special menus are served.

When substitutions need to be made, the Food Service Director will be consulted to determine another standard 
food equivalent to serve while incorporating the principals of the 2015-2020 Dietary Guidelines for Americans. 
Standard food groups and equivalents, and substitution guidance are provided in this document. 

Menu substitutions made for one of these reasons shall be documented in the Substitution Log.

BENEFITS OF CYCLE MENU

• Efficient—less time planning menu

• Cost Effective—Use Up Product

• Helps Meet Regulations

• Employee Familiarity

• Recipes evolve
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A MENU SYSTEM= EFFICIENCY!

• Provides planned menu in advance

• Nutritionally analyzed

• Standardized Recipes

• Production streamlined

• Products to purchase (new products added to personal order guide)

• Labor/Equipment needed

• Therapeutic Diet Modifications
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SAMPLE 
STANDARDIZED 
RECIPE

Speed Scratch Recipes

Convenience Recipes

All recipes can work

Scratch Recipes
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MENU PLANNING FOR LOW LABOR/ LOW CENSUS
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THE SILENT GENERATION 
(1945 AND BEFORE)   SIMPLE & TRADITIONAL

• Roast Turkey

• Meatloaf

• Grilled Cheese

• Tomato Soup

• Egg-salad Sandwiches

• Mashed Potatoes

• Green Beans, Peas, Carrots
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BABY BOOMERS
(1946-1965)  TRADITIONAL WITH A TWIST

• Fish & Seafood

• Chinese Food

• Sandwiches besides Hamburgers

• Mexican Food

• Barbeque Food

• Salad with Ranch or Caesar Dressing

• Beef Dishes

GENERATION X(1966-1976)
CURIOUS EATERS WHO PREFER MORE EXOTIC FOODS

• Mexican Food

• Chinese Food

• Japanese Food (Sushi)

• Mediterranean

• Wood-Fired Pizza
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GETTING RESIDENT INPUT

• Be positive with new menu options
• Show pictures, describe new recipes
• Food Council Meetings
• Bring Food
• Ask for “this or that” rather than open 

ended

PERSONALIZE DINING

• Resident Info Card

• Guestcards / Traycards

• Introduce new team members working in the dining room
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IMPACT OF 
RESIDENT 
SATISFACTION

Census builder

Marketability

Regulatory Compliance

Happy residents = happy employees

Happy Employees = happy residents

DINING SATISFACTION

• Appetizing descriptors

• Offer vs Serve

• Menu meetings to discuss menu/recipe updates

• Choices

• Tasters

• Dining Events
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THEME EVENTS

Freckle Face Event

Mad Hatter Tea Party

• Build excitement and Market 
your Menu!

• How are you communicating the 
menu?
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OFFER CHOICES EFFICIENTLY AND SAFELY
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OFFER VS SERVE
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Menu
Chicken Alfredo
Seasoned Peas
Garlic Breadstick
Blueberry Gelatin Dessert

Production
Chicken Alfredo, regular, plus IDDSI diets, plus GF option

Baked Chicken for HH & Renal plus IDDSI diets
plus another starch in place of alfredo

Seasoned Peas
Wax Beans for IDDSI diets

Garlic breadstick plus IDDSI diets, plus GF option
Blueberry Gelatin Dessert

Pudding Dessert
Blueberries for Renal diet

Plus Individual Preferences

Liberalize/Streamline Diets = Efficiency and Cost Savings

• Current Diet Manual.  

• Examples:  Simplified Diet Manual, Nutrition Care Manual

• Iowa Academy of Nutrition & Dietetics (IAND),  Academy of Nutrition & Dietetics (AND)

• No longer has National Dysphagia diets or Mechanical Soft diet

• No longer has Limited Concentrated Sweets diet

• Restricted sodium and lowfat diets not recommended for older adults

• How confident are you that your dietary staff can follow therapeutic diets correctly?

• Combination diets add another layer!  
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THERAPEUTIC DIETS CAN BE COSTLY

• Citation costs if not serving correct diet/menu/texture.

• Costs of purchasing extra food items

• Costs of production for preparing menu items for all diets

• Staff ability to produce quality meal.

• Do residents eat the restricted diet?

• How is resident satisfaction?
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Kitchen
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SHAPED PUREED FOODS 

IDDSI LEVEL 5 READY MEATS

BREAD & DESSERT MIX
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MEAL KIT CONCEPT

OVERPRODUCTION….

• Senior Living waste is 18-20% 

• Related to bulk production and poor systems

• Hotels 9%

• Restaurants 8.3%

• Other Non-commercial 7.6%

___________________________________

Look at your Systems…..

• Track Waste

• Recipe yields

• Forecasting

• Batch Cooking
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PrepMate MultiStation
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TECHNOLOGY TIME SAVERS

• Menu Program

• Standardized recipes scaled to needs

• Grocery List by diet and census

• Organize resident preferences on guestcard—ready for care conferences

• Link to grocery cart

• Point of Service program

• GL Coding

• "Sheet to Shelf" Order Guide (personal order guide vs master)

• Automated Audits—Food Safety, Sanitation, Resident Satisfaction, Staff Training

• Automated budget tracking

LINK TO CART FOR ORDERING
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PREPARED FOR CARE 
CONFERENCE

• Quality & Precision
• Speed & Reliability
• Labor Savings
• Customer Experience

Robots serve food to seniors at Delaware County retirement 
community - 6abc Philadelphia
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BENEFITS OF 
AUTOMATION
• Fixed expenses
• Reduce training costs and 

turnover
• Increase quality and 

reliability
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Automated Budget Tracking Tool
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COST OF A 
GROCERY STORE 
RUN

1 head of lettuce @ $1.29………....$1.29

1 hour of time @ $15.00/hour......$15.00

2 miles to store @ $.51/mile……..$2.04

Cost to process a check ………....$15.00

$33.33
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WORKFORCE INNOVATIONS

• Scheduling 

• Set up menu with ingredients/products already in the supply chain

• Non-traditional :  teens, retired

SCHEDULE SHIFT IDEA/ DECREASE STAFFING 
NEEDED
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ADAPT/SIMPLIFY/CREATIVE SOLUTIONS

By realizing that you share 
commonalities with people, you will 
become more familiar with them.

Demonstrate that teams can 
accomplish more than working alone.

These activities allow the whole team to help 
solve the problems in the department and 
allows the  each team member to compliment 
other team members and discover what their 
team values in them!

Start with the "empathy exercise," a sobering activity where staff 
members are residents who lose their freedoms. Everyone has to
write down 12 things that are important to them, and these things 
are "taken away from them" one by one. Questions are discussed at 
the end of the exercise. Staff members then get into groups to 
complete a "bucket list," or scavenger hunt. This game will not only 
increase empathy for the journey your residents go through but 
also increase your quality of care by getting staff more involved 
with residents.
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TRENDS IN SENIOR LIVING DINING

• Seniordining.org

1. Indoor/outdoor agriculture

2. Robots

3. Enhanced room service

4. Staff Development

5. Flexible Schedules

6. Technology

7. Family Catering Experience

Questions?

Gretchen L Robinson, RDN, LD

grobinson@martinbros.com

563-340-5381
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