
Step-by-step Playbook  
for Senior Living Executives

Actionable strategies you can use today to build  
sustainable, income-generating dining services. 
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Let’s Bridge the  
Gap Between Dining 
Investment & Results 
Dining is one of the most critical operations  
in a senior living community. It shapes daily  
satisfaction and wellbeing, influences retention 
and supports sales and marketing from first  
impressions on tours to family visits and  
special events. 

Yet, many dining programs remain tied to legacy contracts or 
one‑size‑fits‑all models that no longer reflect how residents  
actually dine or the brand experience you’re intending.  

Organizations often invest heavily in food, labor and service  
but still see margins and total revenue fall short. 

This playbook is packed with actionable ideas for turning your  
unique dining program into a predictable revenue driver without 
compromising hospitality or experience. You’ll learn how to  
design or adjust programs intentionally, put the right guardrails  
in place and strategically manage high‑demand periods. 

How to use this guide
This has been designed as a working playbook that includes: 

Brief audits, checklists and worksheets

Reflections that guide your next steps

Specific actions grounded in the reality  
of your current operations

Quick wins you can implement immediately
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Aligning Your  
Program with Your  
Unique Community 
Before changing anything in your dining  
program, it’s important to take a step  
back and evaluate your current census,  
resident behaviors and how those  
realities align with your brand promise.

When dining models are built 
around real lifestyles and  
expectations, that’s when  
revenue and experience follow.

	 Residents dine at every meal most days

	 Residents dine selectively or socially

	 Residents eat later with evening peaks

	 Weekend dining room traffic is lighter 

	 End‑of‑month dining spikes are common 

	 To‑go or delivery usage is frequent 

	 Guests are common diners 

	 Food events drive strong participation

After all, there is  
no one-size-fits all  
dining program.

Level of care

	 Independent 

	Assisted

	Evenly mixed

Price sensitivity

	 Low 

	Medium

	High

Comfort with technology

	 Low 

	Medium

	High

Resident mindset

	Value flexibility & autonomy 

	Prioritize routine & predictability

Age trend

	Trending younger 

	Trending older

	A mix

This will help guide decisions throughout the playbook and point  
you toward practical program design strategies that fit your reality.

Select the options that best represent your community/communities:

Select the observed dining behaviors you see consistently today:

Step 1
Evaluate your current census and 
resident behavior patterns 
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Brand Intent Typical Resident Signals Quick Wins to Align to Your Plan

Luxury positioning 
• Independent residents 
• Low price sensitivity 
• Residents dine selectively or socially 
• Guests and events are common   

Separate premium items from included ones. Charge for wine, specialty  
entrées like steak, guest meals and events. Track tour and guest dining  
so upgrade experiences are funded, not absorbed.

Mid‑market positioning  
• Mixed or Assisted census 
• Medium to high price sensitivity 
• Residents dine most meals, most days

Define the rules. Set clear limits on entrées, sides, takeout and guest meals 
so Spend Per Resident (SPR) is designed, not negotiated.

Choice + flexibility 
• Residents value autonomy 
• Residents eat later with evening peaks 
• Selective dining and to‑go is common
• Comfort with technology is medium to high

Expand hours to spread demand. Pilot all-day or extended dining and  
self-ordering options with a consistent core menu to reduce rush periods.

Structure + consistency 
• Residents prioritize routine 
• Higher assisted mix 
• Predictable daily volume 

Protect predictability. Keep defined dining windows and portion rules to avoid  
confusion and table‑side exceptions.

Experiential, social dining
• Food events drive participation 
• Guests are common 
• Weekend traffic is lighter

Program, don’t absorb. Plan, price and track events, guest meals and tour  
dining instead of letting them hit the operating budget.

Pressure‑test whether your current dining model actually supports your brand promise and census: 

Step 2
Apply to your brand intent

Reflection: Where resident behavior and brand intent aren’t aligned, you’ve found one of your strongest opportunities to improve  
experience and financial performance at the same time. Write down where you’re currently aligned or have room for improvement:

Aligned ℓ working as designed: Room for improvement ℓ behavior or brand misalignment: 
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Meal Plans  
Shape Behavior 
Meal plans do more than define  
what residents can spend. They set  
expectations that influence when,  
how and what people order.

Meal Plan Structure Common Behavior Why it Happens How To Manage for Satisfaction and Margin

Declining balance 
Residents rush spending near  
renewal, often increasing guest  
meals and to‑go orders   

Unused dollars feel like 
lost money

• �Stagger renewal dates to smooth demand and  
create steadier traffic throughout the month 

• �Promote high-margin à la carte items, specials,  
and special events throughout the month to  
maximize increased resident spending

Points‑based plans  
Residents feel comfortable leaving  
points unused or maximize value with 
double entrées and take‑home items

Points feel abstract  
without clear limits

• �Set explicit limits on entrées, 
sides and takeout

Unlimited or all‑inclusive 
Residents expect consistency  
and availability, increasing  
pressure on food cost 

No spending signal  
encourages over‑ordering 

• �Add guardrails such as extra charges  
for guest meals and premium upsells
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Planning a Meal  
Plan Transition?
Strategies for getting legacy residents  
on board with change

Incentivize the transition  
with welcome credits or  

limited‑time launch perks

Roll it out gradually  
by phasing  

options over time

Highlight what’s in it  
for them: more flexibility 

and control
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Control end‑of‑month surges
If meal plans renew monthly, demand often spikes in the final  
week as residents use the remaining balance. 

	� Stagger renewals across the month rather than resetting  
everyone on the 1st. Group residents by last name or building  
to smooth demand. 

	� Use mid-month reminders, specials or bonus credits to  
encourage steady usage.

Design Demand on Purpose 
By making careful adjustments, you can ease stress and create additional  
opportunities for revenue, all while maintaining excellent hospitality.

On average, the final week of  
Meal Plans drive 19% higher  
transaction volumes

Spread demand across the day
Helps reduce peak load, long waits, staff stress and inconsistent service.

	� Pilot all-day dining or expanded ordering windows. Use mobile  
ordering or self-service kiosks to reduce service staff needs. 

	 Offer a reliable, always-available menu outside peak periods.

PRACTICAL ACTIONS

QUICK WINS

19%

RETURN TO CONTENTS

https://www.mealsuite.com/senior-living-pos-point-of-sale-software?utm_source=argentum&utm_medium=tradeshow&utm_content=digital-playbook&utm_campaign=argentum_26


9 Turning Your Dining Program into a Revenue Driver 

Brought to you by

Guardrails Protect 
Margin & Experience 
Guardrails make inclusions and extra charges  
clear so staff can be consistent and residents  
know what to expect.

	 Number of entrées per meal

	 Number of sides per meal

	 Takeout, in‑room service or delivery

	 Guest dining inclusion versus separate charge

	 Premium items such as high‑end wine

	 Add‑ons and upsells

	 Duplicate meals or second dinners

	 Tour and marketing meals

Guardrail checklist
In your operation, do clear rules or additional costs exist for:

Reflection: Where are you relying on goodwill instead of design?

Tip:
Building extra charges and limitations directly  
into your Point of Sale system is an effective way  
to maintain guardrails while keeping checkouts  
straightforward for residents and staff.

RETURN TO CONTENTS

https://www.mealsuite.com/senior-living-pos-point-of-sale-software?utm_source=argentum&utm_medium=tradeshow&utm_content=digital-playbook&utm_campaign=argentum_26


10 Turning Your Dining Program into a Revenue Driver 

Brought to you by

Upsells should not feel like “nickel and diming.” They should  
feel like choices that match resident preference and protect  
the core experience.

Catering for 
gatherings

Delivery &  
takeout fees

Guest  
meals 

“�Margin safe” upsell rules 

Use these rules to prevent revenue growth from creating cost leakage:

High acceptance upsell categories

 Price extras separately 
If it increases cost or workload, it needs a clear charge  
and a clear reason.

Define what is included 
Ambiguity is where margin disappears. Define inclusions  
by plan and by service type.

Cap what can be charged to a plan 

Structured guest dining secures experience and cost:

• �Cap monthly guest meals that can be charged to a meal plan 
• Extras paid separately

Wine & 
beverage 
program 

add images of upsell 
items

Controlled Upsells Turn  
Personalization into Profit 
Upsells work when they feel optional,  
fair and well explained.
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Make Dining a Sales Asset 
Dining is a conversion engine
Dining is a key driver of perceived value, occupancy 
and engagement. Keep reading for program ideas 
that help attract and convert residents.

Pricing for optimal perceived value
	� Separate food and beverage pricing from accommodation  

fees to avoid unfavorable comparisons to competing communities.

	� Use included meals or bonus dining credits as controlled  
conversion tools to encourage commitments. 

Create moments that win residents
Dining plays a powerful role in first impressions, engagement and  
community connection. When mealtime moments are designed  
intentionally, they create a welcoming, exciting experience that  
influences resident conversion, strengthens long‑term satisfaction  
and drives financial performance.

Prospective resident. 
Focus on personalized service 🙂
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The tour
Create one consistent “wow” moment 
Personalization elevates the tour when it’s purposeful and  
repeatable. Use the tour to learn preferences, allergies or  
special details and capture them in the resident profile.

With tablet‑based ordering, those insights can power a simple,  
personalized dining moment that surprises prospects and  
reassures families what service will feel like after move‑in. 

Examples include: 

	� A favorite item based on a preference they shared 
	� A signature bite or beverage that fits dietary needs

Move-in
Make the first meal feel guided 
The first dining experience sets the tone. New residents are  
often unsure where to go, how things work or who they’ll  
sit with – and dining can feel intimidating. 

Design a small but intentional move‑in dining moment, such as: 

	� A guided first meal 
	� A personal welcome tied to preferences already captured
	� A gesture that signals “you’re known here”

This reduces anxiety and increases the likelihood that dining 
becomes part of the resident’s daily routine early on.

Everyday living
Show personalization in everyday service 
Personalization doesn’t require complex systems – it just  
requires sharing the right information at the right time. 

Pre-shift notes that can dramatically change the experience: 

	� Important dates (birthday, anniversary) 

	� Likes and dislikes

	� Preferences like “prefers sparkling water“

When staff demonstrate this knowledge in real time, residents  
feel recognized – and families notice.

BEST PRACTICE
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Snapshot  
your baseline
	�Complete the resident  

census and dining behavior  
checklist in this playbook 

	�Compare current dining  
behavior to your brand intent 

	�Document the top areas  
where experience, margin  
or demand are misaligned

Smooth demand 
by design
	�Identify peak periods and 

end‑of‑month pressure points 

	� Select one demand‑smoothing 
tactic to pilot 

	�Introduce incentives that  
encourage steady dining  
behavior

	�Monitor changes in volume,  
flow and staff workload weekly

Use dining to  
support occupancy
	�Choose one repeatable  

“wow” moment for every tour 

	�Capture three simple  
personalization data points  
early for prospective residents 

	�Ensure tour, guest and event  
meals are tracked separately  
in your POS

Set structure  
and expectations
	�Review your current Meal  

Plan structure and its  
behavioral impact 

	�Define clear guardrails for  
entrées, sides, guest meals,  
takeout and premium items 

	�Confirm your Point of Sale  
or current system can track  
add‑ons, guest meals and  
upsells accurately

Final Thoughts
You don’t need a full operational overhaul to see impact. By aligning dining to who your  
residents are and your brand promise – and putting a few clear structures in place – you 
can improve margins, ease staff pressure and elevate experience at the same time. 

30‑Day Roadmap: From Dining 
Cost Center to Revenue Driver

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30

DAYS 1–7 
DAYS 8–14

DAYS 15–22
DAYS 23–30

DINING COST CENTER REVENUE DRIVER
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Our all-in-one platform is 100% customizable to your  
operations, so you can deploy programs that work for  
you, with room to grow into the future. 

Tableside Ordering  
on Tablets

Kitchen Management  
Screens

Self-ordering
Kiosks

Mobile Device  
Ordering

Non-food Venue 
Support

APIs for Digital  
Signage

HR and Financial  
Interfaces

Meal Plans

Boost your revenue with our 
flexible Point of Sale solution

Why Choose MealSuite’s Point of Sale Solution?
	 No on-site server requirements = lower cost & less IT support

	 Designed specifically for senior living

	 Easy setup & ongoing management

Ready to see how MealSuite’s POS 
for Senior Living can work for you?

www.MealSuite.com
1-800-383-1999

https://www.mealsuite.com/
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