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The rise of food as medicine

In foodservice businesses — and particularly in dining
rooms within senior-living communities — the concept
of food as medicine is transforming dining programs.
Increasingly, research is proving that food is a form of
medicine, working alongside exercise and traditional
therapies to dramatically improve health outcomes
and longevity. Operators that design menus with these
outcomes in mind can transform their guests’ health.

It’s well known that a predominantly whole-food,
plant-based diet rich in vegetables, fruits, whole grains,
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In a New England Journal of Medicine study of 50,000 U.S. adults, improvements in diet quality over 12 years were
consistently associated with lower risk of death from all causes.

Medicine
(From page 2)

legumes, nuts, and seeds offers substantial protective benefits. But the typical American diet includes 60 percent
ultra-processed foods, according to Stanford Medicine. Small swaps of healthier ingredients in place of ultra-
processed items can make a big difference.

In a recent podcast interview, Mayo Clinic lifestyle medicine specialist Dr. Dawn Mussallem shared how significant
those benefits can be. For example, in one large cohort of breast cancer survivors, those who followed a high-
fiber, low-sugar, plant-forward “diabetes-risk-reduction diet” experienced a 33 percent improvement in overall
survival and a 17 percent improvement in breast-cancer-specific survival. Specific foods also showed strong effects:
consuming two cups of leafy greens daily and regular intake of cruciferous vegetables improved survival, while
eating two servings of berries per week was linked to a 25 percent reduction in breast-cancer-specific mortality.

Overall, people who increase their intake of fruit and vegetables see significant improvements in health outcomes
across a variety of conditions, regardless of age. Mussallem said research has found that people who eat five
servings of fruit and vegetables per day (versus two) had a 10 percent reduction in dying from cancer, a 12 percent
reduction in dying from heart disease, and a 35 percent reduction in dying from respiratory disease. Even cases of
COVID have been impacted by these diets: Studies from 2023 and 2024 found that higher adherence to healthy
plant-based diets was linked to a 39 percent lower likelihood of contracting COVID-19 and a 59 percent lower chance
of hospitalization from the illness.
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As the plant-forward trend evolves, operators are shifting from meat substitutes to globally inspired, vegetable-led
dishes that highlight bold seasoning, rich textures and vibrant colors.

The maturing of the plant-forward trend

The plant-forward movement has been transforming from a lifestyle trend to a foundational principle in
menu development. While early plant-based enthusiasm often centered on meat analogs, current diners
expect whole-food dishes built around vegetables, legumes, grains, nuts and seeds — prepared with the
same creativity once reserved for premium proteins. The demand is calling for operators to offer flavor-
forward entrées where plants can hold their own as the stars of the plate.

Mainstream brands are already demonstrating what this evolution looks like. Sweetgreen continues to
expand bowls built on whole grains, hearty vegetables and pulses, while Panera emphasizes plant-centric
soups, salads and warm bowls as core menu items rather than vegetarian afterthoughts. Institutional settings
are taking plant-based menus to the next level too, developing meals that lead with plants and using animal-
based proteins as accents (or not at all).

To elevate plants on your menu, try highlighting texture, seasoning and global influences — think charred
broccoli with lemon-tahini drizzle, Moroccan-spiced chickpea stew, flavorful sauces like Zhoug spooned
over grilled zucchini or eggplant, or grain bowls packed with vibrant, contrasting produce. As plant-forward
expectations rise, it’s important for plants to feel like abundant, filling, craveable options.




Improving winter energy management

Proactive energy management now can help you avoid racking up unnecessary costs this winter.

Commercial properties are projected to see continued higher energy costs in the coming year. Wholesale
electricity prices are expected to climb 8.5 percent over last year, according to a recent report from the U.S.
Energy Information Administration, and natural gas spot prices are forecast to rise about 16 percent.

Winter brings steep energy demand for foodservice operations anyway — from higher heating loads to
increased strain on walk-in coolers and equipment. Kitchens alone can account for 25-30 percent of total energy
consumption, making efficiency critical. It’s a good time to take some precautions to limit unnecessary energy
use in the coming months. Focusing on these four actions can help:

e Optimize heating and space control: You can reduce loss by lowering ambient kitchen thermostat settings
where safe, zone-heating only occupied areas, and ensuring insulation and maintaining seals.

e Manage walk-in refrigeration strain: Clean condenser coils, maintain door gaskets, and locate refrigeration
away from heat sources to help the cooler operate as efficiently as possible.

e Balance ventilation and airflow: Demand-based ventilation can cut energy use by more than 5 percent while
maintaining air quality, according to a ScienceDirect study.

e Control door traffic and building envelope losses: Use air curtains, limit propping open doors, and schedule
deliveries to reduce warm air infiltration and heating system overload.

By combining smarter controls, proactive maintenance and attention to building systems, you can better control
utility cost spikes and maintain safe, comfortable kitchens throughout the winter months.




CDC research has found that proper handwashing can reduce respiratory illnesses by up to 20 percent and
diarrheal diseases by as much as 30 percent.

Improving hand hygiene compliance during peak illness

Season

As respiratory viruses and gastrointestinal illnesses surge each winter, strengthening hand hygiene compliance be-
comes one of the most effective ways to protect guests and staff. Yet even well-trained teams often experience lapses
during busy service periods. Operators are increasingly turning to a mix of behavioral design, monitoring technology,
and targeted training refreshers to close the compliance gap.

Simple environmental cues — like placing sanitizer within line of sight, using color-coded dispensers, or adding floor
markings near high-touch stations — can increase hand-sanitizing behavior without adding labor. Some operators
now use sensor-based monitoring systems that track dispenser use in real time and send alerts when compliance
drops, helping managers identify patterns and intervene quickly.

Short, seasonal training refreshers also help reinforce standards. Quick micro-trainings during pre-shift meetings,
updated signage, and peer-to-peer coaching keep hygiene top of mind when illness risk is highest.



