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Hospitals were once the epicenter of healthcare food service. One kitchen fed 
thousands, one cafeteria served everyone from physicians to visitors, and one 
model defined the experience. That era is ending. 

As care moves beyond the hospital walls into outpatient clinics, ambulatory centers, 
imaging hubs, and patients’ homes, food service needs to move with it. What once 
was a static operation is becoming a dynamic, distributed network designed to keep 
up with an always-on health system. 

From Centralized to Distributed Care…and Everything That Follows 

For decades, hospital food systems were engineered around a single kitchen that 
could handle everything: patient trays, retail dining, staff meals, and visitor cafés. 
That logic made sense when 90% of a patient’s journey happened inside the 
hospital. Today, care is everywhere and food access must be, too. 

Market forecasts point to a major structural shift. According to Polaris Market 
Research, the U.S. hospital food service sector is projected to grow from $22 billion 
in 2024 to $63 billion by 2034, largely driven by care decentralization and shared 
production hubs. 

The old model of one kitchen, one building, and one workforce simply cannot keep 
up. Food service is being re-architected for flexibility and reach, transforming into an 
ecosystem of production, delivery, and digital coordination. 

Cloud and Virtual Kitchens Become Healthcare’s Hidden Infrastructure 

If you want to see what the new model looks like, start with Morrison Healthcare. A 
division of Compass Group, Morrison has quietly become the industry’s innovation 
lab for healthcare food logistics. On its website, Morrison describes how it built its 
first Virtual Kitchen in 2022: “In partnership with a prominent Pacific Northwest 
Health System, Morrison Healthcare developed its first Virtual Kitchen in 2022, 
redefining food service in the industry. Quick and easy ordering, dine-in or take-out 
options, and a variety of grab-and-go selections allow guests to eat well in the 
manner that works best for their busy lifestyles.” 

The model now supports more than 1,000 client sites, operates with 17% fewer 
FTEs than self-run kitchens, and has delivered 25.7% retail growth for new clients. It 
works like a supply chain network: regional production hubs serve multiple sites 
within a radius, distributing meals, grab-and-go options, and retail items with 
Amazon-like precision. Morrison’s approach borrows lessons from e-commerce and 
logistics. The result is a new model where food service functions as critical 
infrastructure, and is efficient, invisible, and scalable. 
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Distributed Workforces Need Distributed Food Access 

Care isn’t the only thing decentralizing. The workforce is, too. Nurses, techs, and 
physicians move across facilities, shifts, and sometimes entire regions. For Sodexo, 
that means rethinking food service not as a cafeteria but as a system of access. 
Sodexo writes in its July 2025 Healthcare Retail Café Insights Report: “In healthcare, 
food should never be an afterthought, but for too many frontline professionals, who 
are juggling long hours, high stress, and limited downtime, it often is.” 

Sodexo’s EAT program reimagines dining for distributed teams: micro-markets, 
mobile pre-ordering, and chef-driven menus that meet people where they are. Its 
research shows that “better food access directly supports resilience, retention, and 
care quality.” On another company page, Sodexo summarizes the new mindset: “We 
can’t think of the cafeteria as a place anymore. It’s a system. Food access has to 
follow the workforce, not the other way around.” 

Vending, Just-Walk-Out Solutions, and Reduced Dependency on Labor 

The next frontier of convenience isn’t in the cafeteria at all. It’s in hallways, lobbies, 
and off-campus facilities. According to Archive Market Research, the hospital and 
medical vending market is estimated at $1.5 billion globally by the end of 2025, with 
food and beverage vending making up over 40% of U.S. hospital vending revenue. 
Modern vending machines are evolving rapidly across hospitals. David Llewellyn, 
chief executive of the Vending & Automated Retail Association, highlights, “Modern 
vending machines feature advanced technology and a wide range of food and drink 
options, catering to diverse diets and lifestyles … Smart maintenance streamlines 
the work of healthcare facilities managers, and efficient waste management means 
on-the-go food options in hospitals have never been more appealing.” 

Companies like Vendekin and Dropfoods are rolling out smart vending units with 
touchless payments, AI-driven restocking, and expanded healthy options. These 
machines can serve snacks, beverages, PPE, and even medications. Meanwhile, 
hospitals including Saint Joseph’s/Candler and Prisma Health have installed 
Amazon’s “Just Walk Out” technology. Visitors or staff scan an ID, grab what they 
need, and leave with no checkout required. Amazon describes the experience as, 
“Doctors, nurses, and other health care staff can grab food and beverages at all 
hours by simply scanning their employee badge.” 

Prisma Health’s Community Engagement Manager, Regina Brown, adds, “To be able 
to walk in here, scan your card, grab your food, and go right back out, is going to be 
a tremendous help to our team members. There’s not a long line that we’re waiting 
for in the cafeteria, it’s just a quick grab and go.” In a 24-hour healthcare world, 
frictionless food access isn’t a perk. It’s now part of the infrastructure that keeps 
people functioning and focused. 



 4 

Nutrition Is Following the Patient Home 

The most radical shift may be happening outside of any care site entirely. As virtual 
care and home recovery expand, patients expect their nutrition plans to follow them 
home. A growing number of hospitals are partnering with food-as-medicine startups 
such as Season Health, MLC Nutrition, and Territory Foods to deliver medically 
tailored meals directly to patients. These collaborations bridge the gap between 
discharge and recovery. Banner Health describes their approach, “Our home-based 
nutritional counseling services combine education, practical support and one-on-
one guidance to help patients and caregivers eat balanced, nutritious meals at home 
and support recovery after hospital discharge.” 

Trusted Touch Healthcare further emphasizes by incorporating a registered dietitian 
into a home health care plan, you can receive expert guidance and support to 
positively change dietary habits to improve health and quality of life.” The line 
between clinical care and community nutrition is blurring, and food is fast becoming 
an extension of treatment. 

Tech Stacks Come to Food Service 

As systems decentralize, technology is the glue that keeps quality and experience 
consistent. Platforms like CBORD, Banquet Health, and Nutrislice help hospitals 
manage menus, compliance, and logistics across dozens of locations. Data analytics 
can forecast demand, match menus to patient demographics, and optimize routes 
from regional kitchens. 

But technology alone doesn’t build loyalty. Aramark is betting on something deeper 
with its Hospitality IQ™ platform. On its website, Aramark writes, “Hospitality IQ uses 
advanced technology to deliver remarkable, tailored hospitality experiences, 
increase efficiency, and support successful client outcomes.” And in its Mark This! 
podcast, Aramark adds, “Advanced technology and AI within the hospitality sector 
are always paired with intentional hospitality.” This fusion of data and design, or 
operational intelligence paired with empathy, signals where healthcare dining might 
be heading next. 

The Cafeteria is Alive and Well. It’s Just Not Where It Used to Be 

The hospital cafeteria isn’t dying. It’s evolving into a network. Virtual kitchens deliver 
scale. Micro-markets and vending extend reach. Digital platforms and AI bring 
precision. And hospitality gives it all heart. The unbundling of hospital food service 
isn’t just a logistics story. It’s a story about experience, access, and care. 

Morrison Healthcare, Sodexo, and Aramark are leading the way, while emerging 
players, from vending tech firms to food-as-medicine startups, are expanding what 
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food service means in healthcare. In an industry defined by complexity, feeding 
people has become one of its simplest truths: When you make good food easier to 
access, for both patients and clinicians, you make care better for everyone. 

As nutrition continues to gain recognition as a driver of health, recovery, and 
outcomes, and as care itself decentralizes, the innovations emerging from food 
service—from virtual kitchens to radically new vending solutions—signal an exciting 
new era for the sector. What was once a support function is becoming a 
cornerstone of future care delivery models. 
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