Beyond the Tray:
How Registered Dietitians
Drive Hospital Performance

A STRATEGIC PERSPECTIVE FOR HEALTHCARE LEADERS

IN RECOGNITION OF NATIONAL NUTRITION MONTH, MARCH 2026

GOVERNANCE THOUGHT LEADERSHIP SERIES

Providing education, resources, leadership development to inspire excellence in health care governance.

o
? Texas Healthcare Trustees




Beyond the Tray:

How Registered Dietitians

Drive Hospital Performance

The Invisible Impact

Every day in ICUs across the country, a critically

ill patient is admitted, and their recovery

journey begins. The family focuses on monitors,
medications, and the medical team’s hourly
assessments. What they often don't see is the
registered dietitian (RD) who has already reviewed
the chart, identified elevated malnutrition risk,
calculated protein needs accounting for wound
healing, collaborated with the speech-language
pathologist on texture modifications, and ensured
the first meal will support—not hinder—recovery.

These interventions happen in hospitals
nationwide, yet the comprehensive role of
registered dietitians in patient outcomes often
remains invisible to healthcare executives
evaluating their food service partnerships.

As we close out celebrating March’s National
Nutrition Month, it’s worth asking a fundamental
question: Are your dietitians simply managing
meals, or are they driving measurable
improvements in clinical outcomes,
operational efficiency, and financial
performance?

The Clinical Care Gap:
Malnutrition as a Strategic Priority

Malnutrition affects nearly one in three hospitalized
patients and contributes to increased length of stay,
higher readmission rates, and elevated costs. It also
has direct financial implications through diagnosis-
related group (DRG) coding and reimbursement.
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Here’s the challenge: malnutrition is simultaneously
common and easy to miss. Physicians and nurses
are managing acute medical crises, monitoring
vital signs, coordinating specialists, and addressing
immediate patient complaints. Malnutrition often
presents subtly—gradual weight loss, declining
functional status, slow wound healing—signs that
unfold over days rather than hours and may not
trigger the same clinical urgency as abnormal lab
values or vital signs.

This isn't a failure of medical training or clinical
vigilance. It’s a reality of cognitive load and
competing priorities. Each member of the care
team brings specialized expertise and focus.
Registered dietitians bring specialized training

in medical nutrition therapy that includes
anthropometric measurements, biochemical data
interpretation, clinical observation, and dietary
intake evaluation—a comprehensive skill set
specifically designed to identify malnutrition in its
early stages.
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The Documentation Advantage

When registered dietitians conduct systematic
patient assessments and apply standardized
malnutrition grading criteria, they create a critical
safety net. These RDs serve as a specialized
surveillance system, identifying patients who
might otherwise go undiagnosed until malnutrition
becomes severe.

The financial impact is substantial. Properly
documented malnutrition diagnosis can shift a
patient’s DRG classification, resulting in a severity
of iliness adjustment that more accurately reflects
the complexity of care required and the resources
utilized. This isn’t about upcoding—it’s about
accurate clinical documentation that captures the
true patient condition.

More importantly, early identification enables

early intervention. A patient whose malnutrition

is caught during the initial assessment can receive
immediate nutrition support, potentially preventing
the complications that extend length of stay and
increase readmission risk. The registered dietitian’s
assessment doesn’t replace physician judgment; it
enhances the care team’s collective ability to see the
complete patient picture.

Where Comprehensive RD Integration
Makes a Difference

In Critical Care Units: \When registered dietitians
participate in daily critical care rounds alongside
physicians and nurses, they can adjust nutrition
support in real-time, prevent refeeding syndrome,
optimize tube feeding formulas, and manage
complex Parenteral nutrition (PN)orders. This isnt
administrative work—it’s clinical decision-making
that directly impacts survival rates and recovery
trajectories.

In Specialized Populations: From cardiac
rehabilitation to diabetes management, from wound
care to behavioral health, each patient population
requires specialized nutrition protocols. RDs who
participate in multidisciplinary committees don’t
just follow orders; they help shape evidence-based
care pathways that become standards across your
institution.

In Regulatory Compliance: \When external auditors
arrive, they examine the nutrition care processes

in detail. Dietitians who are deeply integrated

into clinical operations provide documentation,
demonstrate competency, and ensure compliance
isn’t just a checkbox exercise but a reflection of
genuine quality care.

The Operational Excellence
Factor

Beyond direct patient care, RDs serve as the
critical link between clinical needs and operational
execution. Consider the complexity of a single
meal tray: it must align with physician orders,
accommodate food allergies and diet preferences,
meet texture-modified diet standards, comply with
cultural and religious requirements, and arrive at
the correct temperature with accurate portions.
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The Quality Assurance Imperative

Registered dietitians bring clinical expertise to operational
oversight, collaborating with food service managers

to develop robust systems that ensure patient safety

and prevent adverse events. Through strategic tray

line observations and quality audits, they identify
opportunities for process improvement—whether

it’s refining texture consistency protocols to prevent
choking risks, enhancing menu translation accuracy for
limited-English patients, or strengthening allergen control
procedures.

This clinical-operational partnership elevates food service
performance. Dietitians support kitchen teams in meeting
key performance indicators by providing targeted training,
conducting texture-modified diet compliance audits, and
establishing quality benchmarks for test tray accuracy.
When safety and sanitation protocols are developed with
clinical insight, they become more than checklists—they
become integrated practices that protect patients and
strengthen operational reliability.

In an era where patient safety events trigger regulatory
scrutiny and financial penalties, this collaborative
approach to operational excellence represents significant
risk mitigation. Registered dietitians who develop and
deliver training programs for patient dining ambassadors,
diet office personnel, supervisors, and nursing staff
ensure consistency and competency across shifts and
departments. This infrastructure doesn’t appear in budget
line items, yet it supports whether your food service
operation runs smoothly or generates complaint calls to
administration.

The Community Connection

Forward-thinking healthcare leaders recognize
that their institutions’ reputations extend beyond
clinical outcomes to community engagement

and population health. When registered dietitians
lead cooking demonstrations at local health fairs,
conduct wellness sessions for community groups,
participate in school career days, or provide
nutrition education at employer wellness programs,
they're building health literacy in your service area,
creating positive brand associations with your
institution, and establishing relationships that may
influence where community members choose to
receive care.

These programs position your organization as
invested in wellness, not just illness treatment. In
an increasingly competitive healthcare market, this
differentiation matters. During National Nutrition
Month, many organizations host one-time events.
Those with comprehensive dietitian integration
leverage the awareness to deepen year-round
community relationships.

The Competitive Landscape

As healthcare leaders evaluate food service
partnerships, the differences between providers
can seem minimal. Many offer competent meal
preparation, reasonable pricing, and basic dietitian
coverage. But competent and comprehensive are
not synonymous.

Questions Worth Asking

When assessing your current food service
partnership or considering alternatives, these
questions reveal the depth of dietitian integration:

e Do your dietitians participate in daily critical care
rounds, or do they respond when consulted?

e Who manages your tube feeding and Parenteral
nutrition (PN) orders—clinical dietitians
embedded in care teams or remote consultants?
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e Are your dietitians involved in hospital committees
beyond nutrition services (wound care, diabetes,
rehabilitation) ?

e What role do they play in national audit
accreditation preparation?

e How many community wellness programs did your
dietitians conduct last year?

e What systematic quality audits do they perform, and
how often?

e Do they provide regular training for your nursing
staff and food service personnel?

The answers distinguish between a vendor that
provides dietitians and a partner whose dietitians drive
institutional performance.

The Financial Equation

Healthcare operates within relentless financial
constraints. The challenge with comprehensive
dietitian services is that their value often appears in
avoided costs rather than generated revenue.

A dietitian who prevents a pressure injury through
optimal protein management doesn’t generate a
billable event—but prevents a hospital-acquired
condition. One who reduces length of stay through
aggressive nutrition intervention doesn’t show up in
revenue reports— but frees up beds for new patients
and reduces costly extended stays. Another who
ensures regulatory compliance doesn't create a profit
center—but avoids the six-figure costs of citations and
corrective action plans.

In value-based care models where reimbursement
increasingly ties to outcomes rather than volume,
these contributions become central to financial
sustainability. Readmission penalties, patient
satisfaction scores, and quality metrics all have
nutrition components. Comprehensive dietitian
integration isn’t a cost center—it’s a strategic
investment in performance metrics that determine
your institution’s financial health.

Looking Forward

As we just observed National Nutrition Month in
March, it offers an opportunity to examine whether
your organization is realizing the full potential of
registered dietitian services. The healthcare landscape
continues to evolve toward integrated care teams,
patient-centered approaches, population health
management, and value-based reimbursement. In
each of these trends, nutrition plays an increasingly
central role.

The question isn’t whether to have dietitian services—
regulatory requirements and patient needs make

that non-negotiable. The question is whether those
services are structured to deliver comprehensive
clinical, operational, and strategic value.

Three Action Steps for Healthcare
Leaders

1. Assess Current Integration
Review how your dietitians spend their time.
Are they primarily reactive—responding to
consultations and managing basic compliance? Or
are they proactively embedded in clinical teams,
quality initiatives, and community engagement?

2. Evaluate Your Food Service Partnership
Whether you self-operate or work with a food
service partner, examine the breadth and depth
of dietitian services provided. Don't just count
FTEs; evaluate the scope of their contributions
across clinical care, operational excellence, and
community wellness.

3. Leverage National Nutrition Month
Use this past March as a catalyst to raise
awareness of dietitian contributions within your
organization and community. Visibility creates
appreciation, and appreciation creates support
for comprehensive programming.
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Conclusion: The Comprehensive
Care Advantage

A patient admitted to the ICU following surgical
complications is discharged three days earlier than
average for her condition. Her family completes
satisfaction surveys praising the “amazing care
team.” The hospital avoids a readmission. These
outcomes result from dozens of small decisions
and interventions, many involving the registered
dietitian whose name the family never knew.

This is the paradox of comprehensive dietitian
services: their greatest successes are often
invisible. Patients who don’t develop malnutrition,
safety incidents that never occur, regulatory
deficiencies that aren’t cited, community

ABOUT LUBY’S CULINARY SERVICES

At Luby’s Culinary Services, our registered dietitians

are integral members of the healthcare team, not just

food service staff. They participate in critical care

rounds and multidisciplinary committees. They conduct
malnutrition assessments and manage complex nutrition

orders. They lead quality audits and staff training
programs. They build community wellness initiatives
that extend your institution’s impact beyond hospital
walls.

Our dietitians’ expertise and clinical integration
have earned a level of trust that’s uncommon in the
industry: many hold order writing privileges at our
partner hospitals. This privilege—allowing them to

independently write tube feeding and nutrition-related

orders—reflects the deep confidence physicians and
healthcare leaders have in their clinical judgment and
the collaborative relationships they've built as true
partners in patient care.
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For evidence-based resources on the role of registered dietitians in healthcare, visit www.eatright.org, the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics.
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members who develop trust in your institution—
these don’t generate headlines, but they absolutely
impact your bottom line and your mission.

As healthcare leaders, we have a responsibility to
look beyond the visible and recognize the systems,
expertise, and dedication that drive real outcomes.

Perhaps the most important question to ask is this:
Is your food service partner helping you see
the full picture, or just serving the next meal?

The difference between good and exceptional
healthcare often lies in these invisible details. Make
sure your organization isn't leaving value on the table.

Opinions expressed in this publication do not
necessarily reflect official policy of THT.

This comprehensive approach isn’t an aspiration—
it’s our daily practice. As you evaluate what
comprehensive dietitian services should look like,

we invite you to explore whether your current
partnership delivers this depth of clinical integration,
operational excellence, and community engagement.

Because when nutrition expertise is truly embedded
throughout the care continuum, everyone wins:
patients recover faster, operations run smoother,
compliance becomes sustainable, and your
institution’s reputation grows stronger.

Learn more about us and our team at lubyscs.com.
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