
How to Win Over 
Patients, Staff 

and Visitors 
with Hospital 

Foodservice 

Good memories in the making.™

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Like airplane fare, hospital foodservice for years was riddled with negative 

perceptions. But that’s all changing. Not only is hospital foodservice gaining 

attention within its four walls, but it’s also appealing to those in the community for 

its quality, creativity and craveability. In this report, you’ll learn:

• How to recruit staff, attract patients and lure in those in the community through 

your foodservice program

• How to take the most important food and beverage services that patients, visitors 

and staff point to and apply them to your operation

• Why using brands in your facility will check off many of the boxes when it comes 

to hospital foodservice amenities

HEALTHCARE TREND REPORT



On-site dining in the U.S. healthcare industry is a $30.5 

billion business, with hospitals making up the largest chunk 

at $14.3 billion, according to Technomic’s January 2019 U.S. 

Foodservice Industry Wallchart. Hospital dining is a growing 

category, currently expanding at a rate of 5.1% a year in terms 

of sales. This growth percentage is higher than all other 

commercial and noncommercial segments, with the exception 

of fast-casual restaurants (5.3%) and senior living facilities 

(8.8%).

Almost a third of consumers (29%) have purchased food or 

beverage from a hospital facility in the last six months, either 

as a patient, visitor or staff. Not only are the food and beverage 

behaviors and preferences of each of these demographic 

groups quite different, but the demographic skews are also not 

particularly strong for any one age group, ethnicity or income. 

This makes understanding the food and beverage needs in 

this space quite difficult. But we understand your challenges 

and we’re here to help you get a solid grasp on insights and 

solutions for your healthcare foodservice programs.
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Source: Technomic Jan. 2019 U.S. Foodservice Industry Wallchart
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The common misconception about hospital food is that 

it just isn’t any good. This is a major problem since 91% of 

those polled believe hospitals should offer quality foods and 

beverages, however, only 59% say that hospitals currently do a 

good job doing so. All things considered, these percentages are 

good—that means that more than half of consumers who have 

purchased foodservice from a hospital in the last half year have 

thought highly of the foodservice quality. However, there’s still 

a sizable proportion of people (41%) who believe the quality of 

hospital food and drink could be better.

 

Quality has a lot of different meanings in a hospital setting. 

It can relate to taste and flavor, health or variety, among 

other things. Determining the definition of quality in a 

hospital setting is made even more difficult given the fact that 

foodservice covers everything from in-room patient dining 

and cafeterias to coffee kiosks, restaurants and catering. Plus, 

it needs to appease patients, guests and staff, all of whom 

have varying needs.

One of the main reasons quality hospital fare is so 

important is because food and beverage add value to those 

in a hospital setting. Over three-fifths of consumers (62%) 

believe that the foods and beverages offered at a hospital are 

an important part of their overall experience. Even further, 

39% of consumers—including 57% of Millennials and 47% 

of Gen Zers—would go as far as to choose one hospital over 

another because of the foodservice quality and variety. 

These percentages are massive and prove just how crucial a 

hospital’s foodservice program is.

So, what are the most important facets you should consider to 

boost positive perceptions around your hospital foodservice 

programs? Let’s delve into trends and solutions based off 

recent patient, staff and visitor insights.
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Most Important F&B Services 
Provided at Hospitals

Q: How important is it for a hospital to offer the following on a scale of 1-5 where 1 = not important at all and 5 = very important?

Base: 280 people who have purchased food or beverage from a hospital facility in the last six months (either as a patient, visitor or staff)

Portable, on-
the-go options

Specialty 
coffee 

Convenient, 
easily 

accessible 
coffee options 

Plant-based 
options 

Free coffee 
Portion-
control 
options 

Recognizable 
and trusted 

coffee brands 
Iced coffee Black coffee Cold brew 

71%

50%

68%

49%

65%

47%

61%

42%
54%

39%
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Of all services listed regarding hospital foodservice, the one 

that most people point to as being important is portable, 

on-the-go options.  This has the greatest appeal with hospital 

staff, whose work hours often limit them from enjoying a sit-

down meal, and visitors, who likely grab on-the-go solutions 

to quickly be with their loved ones. Hospitals today are catering 

to busy customers with premade, on-the-go meals that help 

satisfy hunger in short order. Here are three hospitals latching 

onto the trend in innovative ways.
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Quality coffee products and amenities make up the majority 

of services that consumers deem important. Approximately 

two-thirds of consumers place importance on convenient, 

easily accessible coffee options (68%) and free coffee (65%). 

Unfortunately, fewer than half of consumers (47%)  

believe hospitals currently offer quality coffee programs  

and solutions. 

Here are a few ways to boost your coffee quality perception:

• Promote well-known coffee brands. Some 61% of those 

polled say recognizable and trusted coffee brands are 

important in a hospital foodservice setting. Market the brand 

of coffee you’re serving on signage alongside coffee kiosks 

or carts or on menus—wherever appropriate.

• Offer more customizable options. Some 57% of consumers 

would prefer for hospitals to have more customization 

options for coffee. Consider broadening your scope of 

sweeteners, flavored syrups and creamers to encourage 

personalization.

• Provide more flavor and type varieties. Some 55% of 

consumers would prefer that hospitals offer more coffee 

varieties, such as drip coffee, cold-brew coffee, specialty 

coffee and more. Black coffee is essential, with more than 

half of consumers (54%) saying it’s important for hospitals 

to offer black coffee, but younger consumers are pushing the 

trend toward flavored coffees as well.

Eskenazi Health in Indianapolis sells premade family meals for healthcare 

staff, enabling workers to take home five-person meals for fewer than $20.

UVM Medical Center in Burlington, 

Vt., installed a takeout window in its 

Garden Atrium cafe where staff and 

guests can grab meals on the run; 

online ordering through the takeout 

window is also available.

Lee Health in Florida debuted a new 

menu of vegan meals customers 

can take on the go, including quinoa 

breakfast bowls.
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Because hospitals are meant to keep you healthy, they must 

provide better-for-you fare that’s appealing. For years, 

maintaining a healthy diet meant denying yourself of certain 

facets to be healthy, such as fats and calories. Recently,  

that mindset has changed to, “What can I add to my diet to  

be healthy?” Enter plant-forward fare. Consumers are  

adding more vegetables and grains to their diet to get a 

healthful boost of protein and other essential nutrients. Today, 

49% of consumers say that it’s important for hospitals to  

offer plant-based options. Let’s see how the trend is playing 

out at hospitals.

As important as healthful fare is in hospitals, you need  

to offer foods and drinks that consumers crave, not only  

to appeal to patients, staff and guests, but also to draw  

in the local community to the hospital and recruit a 

younger workforce. One option is to pair nontraditional  

or global fare with familiar ingredients that are also 

comfort-food favorites such as peanut butter or fruit-filled 

jams to appeal to a broader demographic. Another option  

is to offer traditional craveable ingredients or dishes.  

Pictured right are some examples.

HEALTHCARE TREND REPORT

Most Important Health Ingredient 
Attributes for Hospital Foodservice

Base: 280 consumers who have purchased food or beverage from a hospital facility in 

the last six months (either as a patient, visitor or staff)

Q: Which of the following ingredient attributes are important for hospital food and 

beverage options?

Fresh 71%

Natural 59%

Real 52%

Low/no-sodium 49%

GMO-free 41%

In early 2019, New York City’s 11 

public hospitals announced they 

would observe Meatless Mondays 

by adding new plant-based items to 

their menus each Monday, including 

black bean soup, spaghetti and 

garden Bolognese sauce, assorted 

fruits, hummus and more.

Wacky Waffles—two waffles served 

with a choice of peanut butter,  

syrup, fruit compote or butter  

(University of Wisconsin Hospitals 

and Clinics)

In late 2018, California became the 

first state in the U.S. to require that 

state-licensed healthcare facilities 

offer vegan meals to patients as a 

standard option.

Chocolate Peanut Butter Krispie 

Bar—rice cereal mixed with peanut 

butter and topped with chocolate 

frosting (UnityPoint Health, Meriter 

Hospital in Madison, Wis.)

Crepes—featured with optional 

add-ins, such as fruit compote or 

honey (Arkansas Heart Hospital in 

Little Rock)
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The negative perception about hospital food has finally 

begun to improve in recent years due to efforts on the part of 

your foodservice directors.

Famed nutritionist Fredrick J. Stare once said, “In the feeding 

of hospital patients, more attention should be given to 

providing tasty and attractive meals, and less to the nutritive 

quality of the food.” No offense to the late Stare, but the times 

have changed—tastiness and nutritive quality no longer need 

to be separate entities. Fresh, natural and real ingredients,  

for example, not only connote health, but also taste. A few 

products appealing to both facets that your hospital should 

feature include the items pictured below.
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“In the feeding of hospital patients, more attention should be given to providing tasty 
and attractive meals, and less to the nutritive quality of the food.” — Fredrick J. Stare

Natural jams, marmalades  
or syrups

Organic apple sauces

Packaged individual-size 
nut butter spreads 

On-the-go peanut butter and 
jelly sandwiches

Nut blends and trail mixes Natural and organic  
fruit juices

Big bonus: Each of these products are good for eating or 

drinking on the go and are plant-based—two of the major 

trends happening in hospital foodservice right now that we 

discussed. The packaged sauces, spreads and condiments also 

allow for customization and personalization—double bonus!

Providing a range of coffee options with optional add-in 

sweeteners, creamers or flavor boosters is also key. Because 

most consumers deem recognizable and trusted coffee brands 

to be important or extremely important in a hospital setting, 

be sure to stock your coffee carts and kiosks and cafeterias 

with quality coffee brands.
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Variety is Essential. Hospital foodservice is arguably the toughest segment 

to attack—from a consumer perspective, you’re trying to satisfy every 

demographic group, but you’re also dealing with a variety of need states, from 

those who work in a hospital setting to those who are ill and are often in need of 

special-diet menus. Thus, variety is essential. With 82% of consumers saying 

it’s important or very important that hospitals offer a variety of foods and 

beverages, determining how to fill that need is vital.

Engage the Community Beyond the Hospital Walls. Not only can foodservice 

help to recruit hospital employees or draw in patients, but quality foodservice 

can also appeal to the local community beyond staff, visitors and patients. You 

should consider offering cooking demos to engage area residents or go the 

route of Arkansas Heart Hospital in Little Rock and launch a food truck that 

travels outside of the city to spread the hospital’s name beyond its campus. 

Health and Flavor Go Hand in Hand. Balancing health and flavor is 

fundamental in hospitals—but it needn’t be difficult. You’re likely already 

offering foods and beverages that tick off both boxes. Consider promoting foods 

such as protein-packed peanut butter and trail mix, as well as natural fruit 

spreads, as both better for you and craveworthy.

Know the Trends. Hospital foodservice is fundamentally changing. 

Understanding and adapting to consumer and menu trends of today and 

tomorrow is critical. Balancing health with indulgence is imperative, but 

offering grab-and-go options, plant-based fare and better branded coffee 

solutions are also crucial to your foodservice program.

Promote Brands. More than anything, consumers want to feel comforted  

and comfortable in a hospital setting. Featuring trusted and recognizable 

branded foods and drinks will ease those feelings. And offering branded 

comfort-food favorites, such as peanut butter and organic apple sauce,  

will only further that sentiment.
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Good memories in the making.™

©/® The J.M. Smucker Company

Smucker Away From Home products are the cure you should seek to grow your 

foodservice program. Draw in patients, new recruits and those off the street  

with innovative, healthful and impactful food and beverage initiatives. For more  

information, contact your Smucker Away From Home representative or visit  

www.SmuckerAwayFromHome.com
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