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Ghost kitchens for senior dining: Opportunity or headache?

As senior living operators look to modernize dining, ghost kitchens are
emerging as both a promising option and a potential challenge. At a time when
the rising generations of people moving to senior living and adult care facilities
expect greater flexibility in what they eat and when, ghost kitchens could

offer enhanced options. More facilities in the U.S. are starting to use them to

transform their dining offerings.

On the positive side, ghost kitchens can allow residents to order food on-
demand, pick it up or have it delivered at a time of their choosing — likely from

(Continued on page 3)
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Group purchasing organizations can help senior living facilities make the transition to ghost kitchens — often helping
them acquire the necessary supplies at reduced costs.

Ghost Kitchens
(From page 2)

an expanded menu that includes higher-end items packaged for single-serving delivery. This model could potentially
boost resident satisfaction, help a facility accommodate a wider range of dietary needs, differentiate a facility in
competitive markets, and turn what was a cost center into a revenue stream.

But there are potential operational challenges to this approach. It’s more challenging to deliver fresh, appealing food
that survives packaging and travel than it is to offer the same caliber of food in the dining room. Delivery or internal
transport within large campuses adds expense. Packaging and disposables generate cost and waste. The ghost
kitchen model might require new roles (for managing orders, pickups and extra prep) or shift current staff in ways
that disrupt traditional meal service models. Finally, while many residents want choice and convenience, not having
daily communal dining experiences over shared meals could reduce critical opportunities for socializing.

How to test the waters

As technology increasingly supports more kitchen functions, it’s likely that the ghost kitchen model will expand to
meet more needs at senior living and adult care facilities. But the potential benefits of these kitchens will need to be
weighed against the quality, cost and logistics required to support them. For operators interested in the possibilities,
starting with a pilot — like, for example, offering a delivery-only menu or a ghost kitchen option to support limited
service hours — may be a lower-risk way to test the model.




Consumers are hunting for smaller, simpler, more budget-friendly options. A recent survey from Lightspeed
Commerce found that 44 percent of adults reported ordering children’s menu items for themselves at restaurants
for these reasons.

Enticing guests with a smaller plate

Americans are increasingly gravitating toward smaller-serving options — driven by both budget concerns and
health awareness — and foodservice operators are responding in strategic ways. According to shareable small-
plate offerings. These smaller dishes let guests try more flavors while reducing waste and providing price
flexibility.

On the chain side, Marketwatch reports that Olive Garden is testing a “lighter portion” section at about 40
percent of its locations. These smaller entrees — examples include a 630-calorie Chicken Parmigiana priced
around $13.99 compared to a 1,020-calorie version at about $20.79 — offer value without removing full-size
options.

Operators are balancing the risk that smaller servings might reduce check size against potential gains:
attracting price-sensitive diners, improving affordability, and boosting traffic. As vendors respond, key
success factors include keeping full-size items for those who want them, designing snackable options that still
feel satisfying, and building in some opportunity for upselling.




What the best multi-unit leaders do differently
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Pairing newly minted leaders with an experienced mentor can ensure a more successful transition — helping them
learn best practices for coaching their team and giving them a sounding board for challenges.

Do you have a star general manager who is ready to become a multi-unit leader? High-performing multi-unit
leaders succeed if they can shift their mindset from running stores to developing people. But as noted in a
report from Modern Restaurant Management, many top general managers stumble when promoted to multi-
unit leaders because they cling to hands-on operational tasks. The best leaders instead focus on coaching,
mentoring, and building bench strength across locations.

Training is also a differentiator in helping general managers build the skills to make the leap later on. According
to the 2024 Hospitality Training 360 Report, U.S. foodservice companies increased new-manager training hours
by 63 percent post-pandemic, recognizing that leadership development drives retention and performance.
Mobile learning and continuous feedback are the preferred methods of delivery, according to the report.

Finally, the most forward-thinking multi-unit leaders balance operational discipline with hospitality. A 2025
Franchising.com roundtable revealed that while automation and Al are shaping the industry, franchisees see
talent, culture and guest experience as the true differentiators. The takeaway: Scalable growth depends less on
personal oversight and more on systems, training and cultures that empower others to lead.
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Tackling safety issues in tiers can help you protect customers, remain compliant and spread your workload
sensibly so you can avoid constantly putting out fires.

Food safety priorities: What to monitor, what to fix now

Does protecting food safety in your operation feel like playing a game of whack-a-mole? Assessing common food
safety problems and managing them in order of priority can help you avoid larger problems and unexpected expens-
es. That’s what Steritech found recently when it analyzed finding from more than 180,000 food safety assessments
across restaurants, grocery and convenience locations. Operators face recurring hazards in these areas: cold-holding
failures (coolers above safe temperature, broken thermometers, bad seals), expired or improperly date-marked food,
and inventory mismanagement.

To avoid being overwhelmed, Steritech advises dividing actions into immediate, daily and longer-term priorities:

Immediate: TCS foods held above 41°F should be quickly placed in an ice bath or discarded, and faulty coolers/refrig-
erators scheduled for repair. Remove expired or unmarked items and log/check labeling of remaining stock at each
prep shift. Pull damaged racks or lids from service. Review allergen color-coding compliance. Demonstrate proper
stacking and storage procedures for staff.

Daily: Log cooler temperatures every four hours. Do a first-in, first-out inventory check to identify and pull soon-to-ex-
pire products. Wipe down cold-well pans during each shift. Before closing, verify that all corrective actions are com-
pleted and supported by monitoring logs. Record cooler and food temperatures twice daily. Reinforce practices with
pre-shift reminders or team huddles.

Longer-term: Schedule quarterly preventive maintenance for reach-in units, service coolers and other equipment. Re-
place aging gaskets as needed. During monthly manager walk-throughs, include cold holding benchmarks and review
compliance. Automate expiry alerts in the inventory system. Audit procedures monthly and use trend data to update
training. Provide quarterly refreshers on first-in-first-out, dating policies and storage practices.



