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Seasonal menu planning brings functional benefits to seniors

As people age and their palates become less sensitive 
over time, they may take less joy (and nutrition) from 
eating. But seasonal menu planning can be a strategic 
tool supporting nutrition, engagement, and even 
memory orientation — all while providing operational 
benefits.

(Continued on page 3)



Seasonal menu
(From page 2)

The seasons can provide natural opportunities to invite residents to share favorite recipes that can be prepared and 
served onsite, or to attend a chef’s table tasting of seasonal dishes. Menus crafted around seasonal produce bring 
brighter flavors and richer nutrients at their peak, which can enhance meals for residents with diminishing appetites 
or evolving dietary needs. Involving residents on food committees or in menu suggestion sessions on a seasonal 
basis can support their engagement with food and nutrition.

Beyond taste, meals tied to the seasons can help residents — especially those with cognitive challenges — feel more 
grounded. Research from the National Institute on Aging has found that engaging multiple senses — particularly 
touch and smell — can trigger emotions and recall in seniors with dementia. Sensory stimulation through objects 
like textured fabrics or the aroma of a familiar food has been proven to activate dormant neural pathways.

Familiar ingredients and dishes can provide sensory cues connected to time and environment. A cooking class, 
guessing game, or memory sharing exercise featuring seasonal foods can use aroma, texture and taste to evoke 
memories. Using seasonal ingredients in the context of an activity, there are opportunities to provide sensory 
stimulation, trigger long-term memories and stories, encourage engagement with people across generations, and 
give residents a sense of purpose when completing a cooking activity or project. The shifting seasons create natural 
points for communities to make changes that keep the content fresh.

In addition to supporting residents, seasonal menu shifts can boost operational efficiency too — introducing enough 
new options to keep menus vibrant, while keeping the inventory manageable and containing waste.



As kitchens get smarter, they are getting more potential options to outsmart pests over the winter, when 
warmth and food aromas attract them. Emerging technologies are helping foodservice suppliers and 
operators detect and prevent infestations before they become health and safety problems. The risks are 
high: Globally, rodents contaminate about 20 percent of the global food supply, according to a report in Food 
Safety Magazine. Rodent activity is especially high in winter, when about 50 percent of rodent infestations 
occur.

Tech-supported monitoring systems use sensors to track rodent movement around kitchens, dry storage, and 
waste zones. They send notifications directly to operators when activity spikes, enabling faster intervention 
and reducing reliance on reactive chemical treatments. In one four million-square-foot distribution center, 
tech adoption increased pest detection by three times, led to a 67 percent rise in structural/sanitation fixes, 
and decreased overall pest activity by 80 percent.

AI is powering systems like the Digital Halo, co-developed by Pelsis and BrightAI, which uses cameras and 
image recognition to monitor pest activity. AI models then analyze the images to identify species and assess 
infestation trends, enabling tailored treatment plans. When infestation hotspots are identified via a mobile 
app, technicians can conduct a swift intervention to prevent outbreaks and reduce pesticide usage.

Of course, physical prevention methods remain critical. As winter approaches, it’s important to seal gaps 
in potential entry points, secure food bins, inspect deliveries, and train staff to report droppings, strange 
odors and gnaw marks that could indicate a rodent problem. Technology may just provide an added layer of 
protection that, like with digital sensors in other parts of kitchen, can help a business gather timely data and 
insights that help them stay cleaner, safer and fully compliant this winter.

Nearly half of rodent infestations occur during fall and winter, as rats and mice seek warmth indoors. Mild winters 
can actually bolster rodent activity, as warmer conditions improve survival rates through winter months and enable 

earlier spring rebounds.

Tech for smarter pest control this winter



A recent report in Food Safety Magazine underscores a stubborn truth: retail foodservice still accounts for 
roughly 50 percent of U.S. foodborne disease outbreaks. In 2023 alone, this amounted to 307 outbreaks, 
causing 4,429 illnesses and seven deaths. Despite decades of technical advancements in contaminant 
management and traceability, the root issues remain unchanged.

A recent CDC Environmental Health Specialist Network study of over 300 restaurants revealed that weak food 
safety cultures — not merely gaps in processes — are a major risk factor behind these figures. Even the best-
written food safety procedures will fail if staff feel inclined (or even pressured) to ignore them. Culture has to 
support people doing the right thing for the right thing to happen.

But there are key levers for improvement: visible leadership, management and peer commitment around food 
safety, and adequate provision of gloves, soap, thermometers and other key resources. For CEOs and senior 
leaders, the takeaways are clear. Food safety management systems must be firmly embedded within a strong 
culture that defines values, accountability, and execution.

When leaders make food safety a strategic priority that is supported with visible commitment and resources, 
operational failures decline and outbreak risks drop. These cultures drive compliance, ensuring staff feel 
supported when following policies. When leaders visibly enforce protocols — especially around critical issues 
like sick leave — they reinforce that safety matters more than an immediate shift or sale. Finally, when staff feel 
supported in valuing safety (over speed or productivity) they best protect your guests and your brand.

Food safety starts at the top: Embed culture into every shift

According to the Center for American Progress, in 2022, about 52 percent of food service and accommodation 
workers had access to paid sick time — meaning nearly half lacked this benefit. While this marks a significant 

improvement from 25 percent in 2015, it still highlights a substantial gap in coverage.



Value-meets-premium: High-low builds to defend check 
average

The U.S. foodservice industry is expected to reach $1.5 trillion in sales this year, a 4 percent increase compared to 
2024, according to the National Restaurant Association. While consumer spending has been resilient, consumers are 
still looking for a strong value — and they show a willingness to pay for premium ingredients that feel worthwhile. 
Applying a high‑low strategy — uplifting familiar favorites with small upscale touches — can both satisfy guests and 
justify the higher menu prices that operators are having to charge to manage current labor and supply costs.

You might execute this approach by starting with a low-cost classic like mac & cheese, then adding a swirl of truffle oil 
for an upscale touch, mixing in sun-dried tomatoes and pesto for interest and depth, or adding in a Cajun sausage for 
a savory kick. A basic chicken sandwich can be elevated with tangy kimchi slaw for global appeal — or even with the 
option of a gourmet cheese, specialty spread, or house-made brioche. Mintel has called this the Rule Rebellion trend 
— it’s about normalizing indulgence with consumers and encouraging them to enjoy interesting twists on familiar 
favorites, without concern for conventions.

When you can keep your food cost low while raising perceived value, guests feel treated and you can more easily 
justify slight increases in price that boost your check averages. On your menu, where is there room to give a basic, 
low-cost ingredient a premium glow-up?

Premium upgrades — whether through ingredient swaps or small presentation flourishes — drive higher 
perceived value, menu buzz, and better margins without alienating mainstream diners.


