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The Future of Dining and Nutrition in Behavioral Health

Dining and nutrition services are playing a growing 
role in behavioral health care, but many providers 
are struggling to meet rising expectations amid 
persistent cost and staffing challenges.

That tension is reflected throughout The Future  
of Dining and Nutrition in Behavioral Health survey, 
where leaders cited inefficiencies, staffing gaps,  
and low confidence in scalability as key barriers  
to performance. While 44% of respondents are 
confident in how their organization allocates 
resources, nearly half reported only moderate or low 
confidence in their ability to scale dining services.  
In turn, providers are seeking partnerships and other 
external resources to stay competitive in the current 
landscape.

From January 29 to May 18, 2025, Behavioral Health 
Business conducted this survey in partnership 
with Healthcare Services Group (HCSG) to learn 
how behavioral providers are approaching dining, 
nutrition and wellness more strategically.

Behavioral Health Business is pleased to share these 
survey results and highlight the latest dining and 
nutrition solutions for strengthening operations, 
meeting compliance standards and improving the 
overall dining experience.

Laura Lovett
Editor, Behavioral Health News
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The findings from this survey reflect a moment of 
reckoning for our field. As quality, compliance, and 
person-centered care expectations grow, dining 
services are no longer a background function. They 
are a frontline component of healing.

Yet the survey data shows what we at Healthcare 
Services Group (HCSG) have long observed across 
behavioral health settings: leaders are navigating 
a complex equation of rising demand, regulatory 
scrutiny, and workforce strain. Nearly half of 
respondents lack confidence in their ability to scale 
services, compliance is hindered not by intent but by 
inconsistent training and resource limitations, and 
resident dissatisfaction often stems not from neglect 
but from systems that haven’t evolved to meet 
today’s needs.

What does it take to move forward? In our 
experience, it requires rethinking dining not as a 
cost center but as a clinical and cultural asset. It 

means designing operations that can flex to support 
diverse acuity levels while preserving therapeutic 
consistency. It calls for investments in people, 
ensuring that frontline staff have the tools, training, 
and leadership support they need to deliver care with 
confidence and compassion.

These are not quick fixes. However, they are 
achievable with the proper operational foundation, 
ongoing clinical collaboration, and a commitment to 
resident dignity.

For providers looking to shift from reactive to 
proactive dining programs, the question is no longer 
if change is needed but how to implement it in ways 
that are scalable, compliant, and restorative. At 
HCSG, we continue to walk alongside providers as 
they transition, offering hope and a shared vision for 
what thoughtful, nourishing care and recovery can 
look like.

Elevating Dining with Intentionality and Experience
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Executive Summary

62 professionals contributed to the insights in this survey report, all of whom work for providers of behavioral 
health, mental health and substance use disorder treatment, among other services. 65% of these respondents 
serve as directors, VPs, C-suite executives, and owners, and they shared their perspectives on how companies 
of all sizes are:

Adapting their dining 
programs to meet the 

growing demand  
for treatment

Overcoming the 
obstacles to high-
value dining and 

nutrition programs

Leveraging  
external dining  

and nutrition support
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Summary of Key Takeaways

1. Internal resource allocation is a relative strength, 
yet confidence in scalability is lacking. Nearly 
half of providers (44%) feel confident in how they 
allocate resources for behavioral health treatment 
needs. But when asked about scaling dining and 
nutrition services to meet growing demand, 47% 
expressed only moderate confidence, and 18% 
weren’t confident at all.

2. Cost and inefficiencies are the top barriers to 
dining and nutrition performance. A striking 89% of 
respondents say operational costs or inefficiencies 
are negatively impacting dining and nutrition 
service management, with 23% describing the 
impact as significant.

3. Staffing remains the most urgent challenge 
affecting dining and nutrition quality. Providers 
identified difficulty attracting qualified staff as the 
most significant factor affecting service quality. Staff 
training and adherence also ranked as the leading 
barrier to maintaining compliance and industry 
standards.

4. Many providers feel current dining and 
nutrition standards are falling short. One in three 
respondents (32%) reported that their dining 
and nutrition services are only partially meeting 
residents’ needs, or not meeting them at all. 
Common complaints include food quality and taste, 
lack of menu variety, and limited access to dietitian 
services.

5. There is strong demand for external support to 
supplement in-house operations. Two-thirds of 
providers (66%) see value in external dining and 
nutrition support, and 34% consider it essential. 
Additionally, 68% believe outsourcing would help 
them better focus on core aspects of patient care, 
with 26% saying it would greatly improve that focus.

6. Dining and nutrition support is increasingly 
viewed as essential to behavioral health outcomes. 
These services are no longer just a back-of-house 
function. They are critical to patient satisfaction, 
care quality and operational efficiency, yet still face 
systemic challenges that require more targeted 
investment and strategy.

https://www.hcsgcorp.com/
https://bhbusiness.com/
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Internal Resource Allocation Is a Strength Among Providers

44% of respondents rated their organization a 4 out of 5 in confidence when it comes to allocating 
internal resources to meet behavioral health treatment needs, highlighting a relative strength in 
operational alignment.

On a scale of 1-5, with 5 being the most 
confident, how confident are you in 
your organization’s ability to allocate its 
internal resources to meet behavioral 
health treatment needs effectively?

4
average
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Dining and Nutrition Standards Leave Room for Improvement

32% of respondents said their dining and nutrition services are only partially meeting resident needs,  
or not meeting them at all, underscoring the need for elevated standards and stronger execution.

How would you rate the current quality of dining and nutrition services 
in meeting your standards and residents’ needs?

Exceeding standards and needs 24%

Meeting standards and needs 43%

Partially meeting standards and needs 26%

Not meeting standards and needs 7%

https://www.hcsgcorp.com/
https://bhbusiness.com/
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Cost and Inefficiencies Are Key Obstacles to Effective Service Management

89% of respondents reported that operational costs or inefficiencies are negatively impacting their 
ability to manage dining and nutrition services, with 23% citing a significant impact.

To what extent are operational costs or inefficiencies impacting the 
management of dining and nutrition services in your organization?

Signicantly impacting 23%

Moderately impacting 40%

Slightly impacting 26%

Not impacting at all 11%

https://www.hcsgcorp.com/
https://bhbusiness.com/
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External Dining Support Plays a Critical Role in Behavioral Health

66% of respondents see value in external dining and nutrition support for their in-house teams, and 34% 
say that external support is essential to their operations.

How would you evaluate your current in-house access to specialized 
dining and nutrition expertise against the potential benefits that 
external support/resources could provide?

Fully sufficient in-house 24%

Mostly sufficient, but external expertise could help 32%

Partially sufficient, and external expertise is essential 34%

Insufficient without external expertise 10%

https://www.hcsgcorp.com/
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Staff Training and Adherence Pose Compliance Challenges

Staff training and adherence were cited as the No. 1 challenge to maintaining regulatory compliance 
and meeting industry standards within dining and nutrition services.

What is the greatest challenge your organization faces in maintaining 
compliance with behavioral health regulations and industry standards?

Staff training and adherence 45%

Insufficient resources or technology 29%

Keeping up with changing regulations 16%

Documentation and reporting burdens 7%

Other 3%
Keeping up  
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training and 
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Staffing Shortages Are Impacting Dining Quality

Respondents ranked difficulty attracting qualified staff as the most significant factor affecting dining 
and nutrition service quality across behavioral health organizations.

Rank the following staffing challenges affecting the quality of dining and nutrition 
services in your organization, with the top being the most impactful:

RANK / ITEM SCORE

1. Difficulty attracting qualified staff							     

2. Lack of sufficient training									       

3. High turnover rate											         

4. Burnout or low morale										        

192

147

146

133
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Confidence in Scaling Dining Services Remains Low

47% of respondents are only somewhat confident in their ability to scale dining and nutrition services to 
meet rising demand, while 18% reported having little to no confidence.

How confident are you in scaling your dining and nutrition services to 
meet the growing need for behavioral health services?

Very confident 27%

Somewhat confident 47%

Not confident 18%

Unsure 8%

https://www.hcsgcorp.com/
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Outsourcing Dining Services Frees Up Focus for Core Care

68% of respondents believe that outsourcing dining and nutrition services would allow their teams to 
better focus on core aspects of patient care, and 26% said it would greatly improve that focus.

How would outsourcing dining and nutrition services impact your 
ability to focus on core aspects of behavioral health patient care?

Greatly improve focus on core aspects 26%

Somewhat improve focus on core aspects 42%

No significant impact 22%

Would reduce focus on core aspects 10%

https://www.hcsgcorp.com/
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Residents Are Speaking Up: Food Quality and Choice Matters

The most common resident and caregiver complaints around dining services center on food quality 
and taste, limited menu variety, and lack of access to dietitian support—highlighting a need for more 
resident-first service models.

What is the greatest challenge your organization faces in 
maintaining compliance with behavioral health regulations 
and industry standards?

Food quality or taste 47%

Menu variety or options 42%

Availability of dietitian services 31%

Communication about dietary needs 24%

Accommodations for dietary restrictions 24%

Portion sizes 22%

No recurring complaints 22%

Service speed or timeliness 15%

Cleanliness of dining areas 13%

Staff friendliness or professionalism 11%

Other 7%

Food quality  

or taste Menu varieties  

or options Portion  
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areas

Staff  

friendliness or 

professionalism

Other
No recurring 

complaints

https://www.hcsgcorp.com/
https://bhbusiness.com/


PAGE NO.

15

Learn More about

Healthcare Services Group (HCSG) recognizes the profound impact nutrition can have on the journey 
to healing and recovery. Our dining and nutrition services are rooted in the belief that nourishing the 
body with wholesome, balanced meals is essential for supporting overall wellness among individuals 
undergoing treatment in recovery communities.

Learn more at hcsgcorp.com

Learn More about

HBehavioral Health Business (BHB) is the leading source for news and information covering the mental 
health and addiction industry. BHB is part of the WTWH Media Healthcare network.

Learn more at bhbusiness.com
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