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HEALTHIER FOOD IN HEALTHCARE 
HOW LOS ANGELES COUNTY IS IMPROVING NUTRITION IN HOSPITALS

CHRONIC DISEASE IN LOS ANGELES COUNTY

Dietary intake plays a significant role in the development 
of chronic conditions such as diabetes and other 
cardiovascular diseases. In response to increasing 
rates of chronic diseases among Americans, the 2015-
2020 Dietary Guidelines for Americans recommends 
limiting consumption of sodium, sugar, and saturated 
fat.1 It also encourages a varied diet rich in vegetables 
and whole fruits – just 16% of adults in Los Angeles 
County (LAC) consume the recommended five or more 
servings of fruits and vegetables per day.2

Preventable chronic diseases place a burden on LAC 
residents’ quality of life, productivity, and medical 
expenditures. Nearly 10% of LAC adults have diabetes,3 
and 27% have been diagnosed with hypertension.4 
The California Department of Public Health estimated 
in 2010 that 41% of the County’s total healthcare 
expenditures could be attributed to treating six 
common chronic conditions, including diabetes and 
cardiovascular disease.5

THE CASE FOR HEALTHIER FOOD IN HEALTHCARE

As large institutions that provide essential healthcare 
services to the community, hospitals have the potential 
to improve population health by offering healthy food 
and beverage options. Every day, hospital practices 
affect not only the employees who work at the facility, 

but the patients, visitors, and community members that 
also rely on the food and beverages offered and sold in 
this setting. However, healthy options that can help lower 
the risk of chronic conditions and improve patient health 
outcomes are not always available in hospital cafeterias, 
cafés, or vending machines. Research supports favorable 
outcomes of improving nutritional quality of food and 
beverages offered in hospitals, including:

•	 Healthier employees: Studies suggest that 
modifying the food environment in worksites can 
improve employees’ dietary intake,6,7 even leading 
to improved labor productivity.8

•	 Healthcare cost savings: In 2010 alone, 
Los Angeles County spent $9.6 billion to treat 
cardiovascular disease and $3.7 billion to treat 
diabetes.5 Improving access to healthy food in 
communities and workplaces is essential to reducing 
the prevalence of preventable diet-related chronic 
diseases.9

•	 Patient satisfaction: When Medicare began 
paying hospitals bonuses for above-average 
patient satisfaction scores in 2012, some hospital 
administrators turned their attention to improving 
food service, acknowledging that better food drives 
patient satisfaction and can even give their hospital 
a competitive edge.10 For instance, Rex Healthcare in 
Raleigh, North Carolina was recognized on Conde 
Nast Traveler’s list of “9 Great Meals in Unexpected 
Places.”11
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SPOTLIGHT: LAC+USC MEDICAL CENTER
LAC+USC Medical Center is one of five county 
hospitals operated by DHS12 and is considered 
the largest healthcare provider in Los Angeles 
County. LAC+USC primarily serves low-income 
and historically underserved populations. 

Morrison Healthcare is the exclusive food 
services provider for LAC+USC Medical Center. 
It is deeply committed to providing healthy food 
choices and has a Wellness Philosophy that 
includes healthy retail menus, nutrition labeling, 
and healthy food and beverage options at 
check-out registers. Morrison also distributes 
an annual survey to hospital physicians, interns, 
and residents to assess customer satisfaction 
with cafeteria services. Based on survey results, 
it engaged various stakeholders, including 
DPH, in a Cafeteria Committee to enhance the 
hospital’s food environment.

Kimberly Kilpatrick, MS, RD, Morrison 
Healthcare’s Senior Director at the LAC+USC 

Medical Center, said, “One of the things that 
makes it easy for us [to implement changes] 
is knowing we have Los Angeles County 
[Department of Public Health] to support us, 
and we can work together.” One way DPH 
has contributed its nutrition expertise to the 
Committee was inviting Morrison Healthcare 
staff to participate in a training for its sodium 
reduction initiative. DPH plans to continue to 
partner with Morrison to increase the nutritional 
quality of meals served at the LAC+USC 
Medical Center. Recently, DPH completed an 
environmental assessment of the food and 
beverage venues located in the LAC+USC 
Medical Center campus. Preliminary results 
suggest Morrison has facilitated improvements 
in the medical center’s cafés by offering healthier 
options, and have helped to identify additional 
opportunities for the hospital to further align its 
food service with healthier diets.

PARTNERING WITH HOSPITALS

The Los Angeles County Department of Public Health (DPH) partners with hospitals to support improvements in the 
nutritional quality of food and beverages offered in hospital cafeterias, cafés, and vending machines. This work began 
in 2010, when the County of Los Angles (‘County’) Board of Supervisors passed a motion requiring the Department 
of Health Services (DHS) – the department responsible for operating the County’s healthcare facilities to consult 
with DPH before they solicited food service providers for County-operated hospitals and clinics to ensure the final 
solicitation promoted healthy nutrition. Since passage of the motion, DPH has expanded its technical assistance to 
private hospitals in Los Angeles County. 

SUPPORT SERVICES THAT DPH OFFERS INCLUDE:

•	 Conducting food and beverage environment 
assessments

•	 Developing hospital nutrition standards and 
procurement policies

•	 Aligning recipes with nutrition standards

•	 Providing nutrition education to staff, patients, 
and visitors

•	 Implementing reduction strategies for specific 
nutrients of concern, such as sodium
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1Cultivate a diverse hospital team to support café improvements. Key partners include 
hospital leadership, food service staff, and nutrition experts like DPH. Establishing buy-in from 
these stakeholders helps ensure changes to the food environment are feasible, responsive to 

patron preferences, and sustained over time.

2Allow for flexibility and creativity when developing healthier food options. There is no 
one-size-fits-all approach to fostering a healthier food environment. Therefore, developing a 
menu of options for food service staff allows a selection of strategies that fit their capabilities 

and clientele. Strategies could include adding a salad bar to the café, placing fresh fruit near 
checkout, implementing a healthy vending policy, and reformulating meals to be low-sodium. 

3To sustain change, make it in increments. 
For example, it might not be feasible to immediately eliminate 
high-sugar beverages or high-sodium snack foods. As a first 

step, unhealthy items can be stocked in display cases below eye-
level, while healthier options can be priced competitively and placed 
in areas where customers notice them first.

4Educate staff and customers about the importance of 
healthy changes. Hospital staff, patients, and visitors might be 
more receptive to changes in food and beverage offerings if 

they understand the importance of promoting nutrition in healthcare.

STRATEGIES TO FOSTER HEALTHY NUTRITION IN HEALTHCARE

SUGGESTED RESOURCES

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention:

•	 Creating	Healthier	Hospital	Food,	Beverages,	and	Physical	Activity	Environments:	Forming	Teams,	
Engaging	Stakeholders,	Conducting	Assessments	and	Evaluations	 
http://www.cdc.gov/obesity/hospital-toolkit/pdf/creating-healthier-hospital-food-beverage-pa.pdf

•	 Reducing	Sodium	Makes	Cents:	How	Morrison	Healthcare	Is	Moving	the	Marketplace	Toward	Healthful,	
Lower	Sodium	Foods	for	Smaller	Purchasers	 
http://www.cdc.gov/salt/pdfs/bizcasestudy_morrison.pdf

Public Health Law Center:

•	 Healthcare	Can	Lead	the	Way:	Making	the	Healthy	Choice	the	Easy	Choice	 
http://www.publichealthlawcenter.org/sites/default/files/resources/MN.healthcare.Healthcare%20
Can%20Lead%20the%20Way.pdf

Health Care Without Harm:

•	 California	Healthy	Food	in	Health	Care:	Harnessing	the	Purchasing	Power	and	Expertise	of	the	Health	
Care	Sector	to	Build	a	Sustainable	Food	System	 
https://noharm-uscanada.org/sites/default/files/documents-files/2301/CA_HFHC_Report.pdf 
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