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What’s on my MindWhat’s on my Mind

Why Excellent Dining Is Imperative 

By Joe Cuticelli 

The senior living industry is at a pivotal moment, 
with resident expectations evolving and market 
growth accelerating. As community developers and 
operators create blueprints for the future, they face 
the reality that dining has emerged as a critical fac-
tor as residents select — and choose to remain in — a 
senior living community. 

Dining must therefore be treated as a strategic 
imperative, rather than just an amenity. Investment in 
food-and-beverage innovation should be on par with 
that of physical space design. 

 A recently released report from the American 
Seniors Housing Association (ASHA) surveyed 
households age 75 and older about the most impor-
tant attributes for active adult, independent living, assisted living and 
memory care communities. 

food across all property types. Items like activities, residence size and 

surveyed. Prioritizing a new approach to dining experiences is the silver 
bullet that will propel successful communities into the next generation. 

Data: The New ‘It’ Ingredient 

personalization, senior living dining has been slow to adapt. Operators 
today have an opportunity to use real-time data to inform menu plan-

Electronic medical records (EMRs) integrated with AI can personalize 
menus in ways never before possible based on each resident’s medical 
needs, dietary restrictions and personal preferences. This results in both 
improved resident satisfaction and health outcomes. 

 Data on resident feedback is also critical. It is fundamental to build 
technology solutions that capture and measure resident feedback in min-
utes — not weeks, months or quarters. 

Today there are AI-powered sentiment analysis tools that provide real-
time insights by analyzing comments, ratings and team member inputs 
to identify opportunities for improvement and respond to trends in real 
time. These data-informed operating systems foster a dynamic connec-
tion with residents and create elevated experiences that the residents of 
tomorrow expect.  

Food As Medicine 
 The connection between diet and longevity has never been clearer. 

Studies show that dietary improvements can add up to 10 years to life 
expectancy, while poor nutrition is linked to a 30 percent increase in the 
risk of chronic disease. 

Today’s aging population is actively seeking ways to extend not only 
their lifespan but also their healthspan — the number of years they 
remain healthy and independent. 

Food is a powerful tool in this equation. Senior living leaders must 
think beyond traditional meal service and embrace a philosophy that 
prioritizes nutrient-dense foods, holistic wellness and longevity-focused 

and specialized diets tailored to cognitive and physical health can be 
gamechangers. 

Transparency As a Standard 
 We live in a world where we can monitor our steps, children, and 

sleep patterns with the push of a button. Families and residents are like-
wise demanding more visibility around what they or their loved ones 
are (or aren’t) eating, including nutritional values and meal reviews. 

The ability to see what’s on the menu, including personalized selec-

 In a similar vein, there is a growing movement in senior living circles 
to create dining standards of excellence. The intent is to create a system 

dardized approach to reporting can drive higher trust and accountability 
across the industry.  

Home Life Replicated in Senior Living 
 Today, a senior living facility’s biggest competition is not necessarily 

the continuing care retirement community on the other side of town, but 
more likely the desire to age in place. When seniors transition out of the 
home, meals become a highlight rather than a routine part of the day. 

Dining standards shape a resident’s satisfaction and quality of life and 
can tip the scales when seniors are choosing where they want to live. 

 Additionally, today’s seniors expect choices that mirror the freedom 

viable. According to Restaura’s Great Expectations research, 72 percent 

ing community. 

cery options, meal kits, takeout, delivery and multiple dining venues 
within communities. 

Forward-thinking communities might provide a farmer’s market-style 
shopping experience, partner with local restaurants for curated takeout 

they choose. This variety is not just a luxury, but a necessity, and can 
help senior living communities better compete with the lure of aging in 
place. 

Important Questions to Ask Yourself
 Are you ready for the future of senior living dining? Here are a few 

importance of dining in resident satisfaction and retention.
 • Are you making data-driven decisions that enhance dining expe-

assumptions? 

• Are you truly transparent about meal quality and nutrition, giving 
residents and families the insights they need to make informed choices? 

• Have you reimagined dining to match the variety and autonomy 

of the past? 
Dining should be a highlight of the senior living experience — one 

that enhances health, fosters connection and provides the choices today’s 
seniors expect. 

As the industry moves forward, communities that innovate in dining 
will set the standard for the next generation of senior living.  The ques-
tion is, will you be among them?

J

Joe Cuticelli
Restaura 

Hospitality 
Group

Not simply an amenity, food-and-beverage options are integral to senior living 
communities and should be treated as such. 
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of exclusive ingredients like Valrhona 
Caraibe chocolate for desserts or Medi-
terranean spices like Sumac, which lend 
depth and authenticity to his menu.

San Diego isn’t an easy market. It’s 
saturated with talent, �ercely local in 
taste, and always chasing the next big 
thing. But Ruiz thrives in this environ-
ment because he knows his audience 
and stays grounded in the city’s culinary 
DNA. “San Diego is unique—we love 
bold �avors, but we also respect simplic-
ity. You’ve got to walk that line carefully,” 
Ruiz said.

His formula for success includes re-
lentless consistency, ensuring dishes 
taste as good on a Monday night as 
they do on a Saturday rush. He builds 
community connections by supporting 
local fishermen, farmers, and nonprof-
its like Waste Not San Diego. He leads 
with a team-first mentality, mentor-
ing young talent and creating a culture 
of collaboration in the kitchen. “The 
stronger the team, the better. I make 

it a point to pass on everything I’ve 
learned. That’s how you build some-
thing lasting.” His commitment to 
sustainability has earned national rec-
ognition, including James Beard Foun-
dation Smart Catch Leader certifica-
tion. His restaurants are also Surfrider 
Foundation Ocean Friendly certified—
a rarity in fine dining.

With Lionfish locations now open in 
San Diego and Delray Beach, Florida, 
and sister concept Serea flourishing at 
the iconic Hotel del Coronado, Ruiz 
shows no signs of slowing down. But 
even with growing success, he stays 
rooted in his mission: make beauti-
ful food that honors the sea and the 
community around it. “At the end of 
the day, we’re just telling stories with 
food. The ingredients are the char-
acters. You’ve got to treat them with 
respect.” And in San Diego’s ever-
evolving dining scene, Chef JoJo Ruiz 
continues to be one of the most com-
pelling storytellers around.
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let families and care teams track well-
ness in real time. Even virtual culinary 
demos that connect residents with our 
chefs and dietitians. Technology isn’t 
replacing the human touch. It’s enhanc-
ing it—giving seniors more choice, more 
control, and more connection to their 
food.

One of the most rewarding aspects 
of my role is teaching and coaching 
other foodservice professionals. We 
hold workshops, lead innovation sum-
mits, and provide hands-on training to 
culinary teams across the country. �e 
message I share is simple: Don’t under-
estimate your diners. Seniors today are 
more dynamic, diverse, and discerning 
than ever. �ey deserve food that honors 
their past while embracing the future. I 
often say, “Treat senior dining with the 
same creativity and care you’d bring to 
any �ve-star experience.” �at mindset 
shift alone can change everything—from 
how menus are designed to how dining 
rooms feel.

At Restaura, we see the future of se-
nior dining as personalized, purpose-
ful, and people-driven. Personalized: 

We’re developing AI-enhanced meal 
planning tools that adapt to each resi-
dent’s dietary needs and �avor prefer-
ences. Imagine a menu that evolves with 
you—not just based on health data, but 
also your favorite meals and memories. 
Purposeful: Food will become a central 
part of wellness programming. From 
“brain-boosting breakfasts” to interac-
tive cooking classes focused on mobility 
and dexterity, dining will be fully inte-
grated into residents’ overall well-being. 
People-driven: We’ll keep listening. �e 
voices of our residents, families, and 
foodservice partners will shape every 
decision we make.

At the end of the day, food is connec-
tion. It’s comfort. It’s culture. And for se-
niors, it can be a powerful expression of 
independence and joy. We’re proud to 
be part of a movement that’s transform-
ing senior dining from an obligation into 
an opportunity—to nourish, to delight, 
and to celebrate life at every stage. So the 
next time someone asks me what’s cook-
ing in senior dining, I just smile and say, 
“Everything.”

This year’s lineup includes Harness-
ing AI to Decode Data: Waste Manage-
ment Workshop, a hands-on session 
demonstrating how AI can optimize 
inventory and reduce food waste; C-
Store Recon: Growth Through Con-
sumer Mission Trips, which explores 
real case studies on how convenience 
stores are adapting to evolving shop-
ping behaviors; and Retailing 101, part 
of the new Essentials Track, focused 
on helping small and growing opera-
tors maximize margins and improve 
merchandising strategies. “The educa-
tion sessions are a must,” outlined Har-
rington. “They provide real strategies 
that foodservice professionals can ap-
ply immediately to improve operations 
and increase revenue.”

The NAMA Show isn’t just reflect-
ing industry trends—it’s driving them. 
Over the years, it has played a pivotal 
role in helping businesses transition 
from traditional vending to high-tech 
micro-markets and frictionless self-
service models. “Every major step in 
our company’s growth was influenced 
by what we learned at The NAMA 

Show,” said Harrington. “It’s where 
we’ve met our best partners, discov-
ered new technology, and made deci-
sions that have transformed our busi-
ness.” Harrington, co-CEO of Royal 
ReFresh, began his journey in 2006 
with two vending machines. Under his 
leadership, Royal ReFresh has grown 
into a prominent provider of vending 
services, including micro markets and 
office coffee services, serving the Port-
land, OR and Las Vegas marketplaces. 

For foodservice operators, prop-
erty managers, and vendors inter-
ested in exploring unattended retail, 
The NAMA Show is the place to be. 
Whether you want to network with 
industry leaders, attend workshops or 
showcase your products, now is the 
time to get involved. “You can vend 
anything,” concluded Harrington. 
“And The NAMA Show is where you 
learn how.” Attendees and exhibi-
tors can find essential event details at  
thenamashow.org. The site also pro-
vides travel details, marketing tools, 
and show updates. 
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looks simple, but it is e�ective. It helps 
drive repeat business and build long-
term customer relationships.

What is the Future of SMS Ordering?
�ere is no doubt that SMS ordering is 

already transforming the food service in-
dustry. However, its future is bright, and 
it holds even more exciting possibilities. 
AI-powered SMS chatbots make order-
ing more intelligent and personalized. 
Imagine a restaurant with a chatbot that 
remembers customers' past orders, rec-
ommends complementary menu items, 
and even o�ers recommendations ac-
cording to dietary preferences.  

Predictive menus are the future. It 
could take things a step further. As per 
the historical data, AI can forecast peak 
ordering times, which helps restaurants 
prepare in advance. It will optimize in-
ventory management and ensure quick-
er service during high-demand periods. 
Besides, AI-driven SMS interactions can 
handle complex customer inquiries, of-

fer real-time updates, and improve the 
overall ordering experience.

�e Final Say – NOW is the Perfect 
Time to Adopt SMS Ordering

In summary, with each passing day, 
competition is increasing, and customer 
expectations are evolving. �erefore, 
food service businesses can no longer 
a�ord to depend on traditional ordering 
methods. SMS automation is the quick 
and more e�cient way to handle orders, 
increase customer satisfaction, and in-
crease revenue.

SMS automation helps reduce order 
errors, minimize wait times, and make 
the ordering experience hassle-free. 
In short, SMS automation helps both 
restaurants and customers. �erefore, 
NOW is the right time to adopt this 
cutting-edge technology. Restaurants 
which incorporate SMS automation will 
stay ahead of their competitors by build-
ing stronger relationships with their 
consumers – One SMS at a time!
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