
 

Project Overview 
Putting quality food on the tray: patient experience and satisfaction with food in Ontario 

hospitals 

 
The Ontario Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Affairs is funding a three-year (2017-2020) 
research project being led by Professors Lisa Duizer and Heather Keller focused on improving 
the quality of food in Ontario hospitals.  
 
A first step to improving food is to understand the current experience of patients and how it 
relates to food intake. This will be achieved by establishing a standardized questionnaire for 
capturing patient food experience. For the first time this will provide the opportunity to 
benchmark the patient perception of food quality, and compare and contrast regions and 
hospitals to support continual quality improvement.  
 
By collecting data on the patient’s food experience it will build the evidence base to raise the 
profile of food as an essential component of care in hospitals. Further, it will allow for the 
opportunity to incorporate food based objectives and desired indicators into annual Quality 
Improvement Plans that measure the performance of good quality food and nutrition that 
support improving patient satisfaction and patient clinical outcomes 
 
Why are we doing this?  
Currently, food in hospital is often considered as an amenity and not a central component of the 
care and recovery of patients. Canadian research indicates that approximately a third of medical 
and surgical patients eat less than 50% of their meal tray and that this poor food intake is 
associated with a longer length of stay.  Dislike of the food is a common issue and associated 
with poor intake.   
 
A variety of initiatives occurring in Canada are working towards improving nutrition and food in 
hospital. Obtaining a more thorough understanding of the food experience of patients and how 
this influences food intake is an important component to improving food and nutrition care. As 
such, there is a need for validated patient food satisfaction surveys that can be used across 
regions or across the entire province, to obtain patient feedback, determine best practices, and 
benchmark more widely.  
 
Executive-level champions have a role to play in defining food-related goals, their importance, 
and how they link to their hospital’s strategy. Leadership buy-in will expand as more research 
and evidence regarding the value of food and nutrition in health care becomes available. 
 
What does this project involve?  
Twenty-five hospitals in Ontario will be selected to participate (see attached Expression of 
Interest). Each hospital will be asked to recruit 75 diverse patients to complete a short food 
experience questionnaire and have their food intake at a single meal assessed. A hospital staff 
member will complete informed consent with these patients and estimate their food intake at a 
single meal. Sites will complete a short survey describing the hospital, food systems, and 
patient population. Members of the hospital team (e.g. chefs, food service workers, food service 
managers, dietitians) will have the opportunity to speak to researchers so that their perspectives 
are also captured. Where a patient council or advocacy group is available, they will also be 
asked to participate in interviews or focus groups with research personnel. Finally, plate waste 
audits for one week will be completed. 
 



What do we require from hospitals? 
 If your hospital is interested in participating, please complete an Expression of Interest 

form (attached) 
 Identify a site champion who will facilitate the study at the hospital site (e.g. ethics review 

application; organizing staff interviews and focus groups; organize meal waste audit; 
complete site survey) 

 
If your hospital is selected to participate, you will need to: 
 Identify a hospital staff member who can be seconded from their regular duties (at the 

expense of the hospital), to recruit patients and complete the patient level data collection 
A small reserve fund has been set aside for hospitals that cannot financially support the 
research assistant. 

 
 
How will the project team support hospitals?   
 A research coordinator will work with the site champion to complete the ethics 

application 
 The research coordinator will train the seconded hospital staff member on patient 

recruitment, consent procedures and patient-level data collection.  
 The research coordinator will conduct the focus groups/key informant interviews with 

those identified by the site champion.  
 A comprehensive report to support the development of improvements based on 

collected data will be provided to sites in a timely manner. 
 
What are the next steps? 
Expressions of Interest will be reviewed by a project advisory board in January 2018 and 
selected hospitals will be contacted. We anticipate beginning data collection in May 2018. If you 
have any questions, please contact Lisa Duizer (lduizer@uoguelph.ca).  
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