
According to the Independent Review of NHS Hospital Food, ‘new builds, major refurbishments, 
and ward-level innovations could all enable healthcare catering to enter the 21st century and 
ensure that services are in a fit state for generations to come’.1 The wait is on to see whether 
the Government provides the capital injection required, but investment would enable catering 
teams to explore innovative food solutions safely and prepare them for the changing 
requirements of the future, including special diets, an ageing population and the need to go net 
zero. It would also ensure they meet the highest standards of food safety and hygiene required 
by the Food Standards Agency.1

“All kitchen areas need upgrading or assessing,” said Phil Shelley, Chair of the Hospital Food 
Review. “We need a 10–20 year plan, a plan for the long term, which means buying quality 
equipment that will last and make our work more efficient, even though that might cost more.”

Kitchens of the 
future

The Hospital Food Review has called for specific capital funding to help transform NHS 
catering facilities. We consider what the next generation of hospital kitchens may contain.
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The kitchen of the future will certainly be 
all about flexibility, efficiency and 
sustainability, with intelligent and ergonomic 
equipment that can help reduce operating 
costs, errors, risk, waste and workflow 
downtime. The following are just some items 
that could make the hospital kitchen a better 
and more efficient place to work.

1. Multifunctional 
cooking systems
“Multifunctional cooking systems are playing 
a huge role in solving the issue of kitchen 
space,” says Graham Kille, Technical Sales 
Director at Rational UK. “You can get one 
piece of equipment that can now do the job of 
three or four pieces combined, such as the 

iVario Pro, which combines a bratt pan, 
boiling kettle, pressure cooker and deep fat 
fryer and uses less energy and takes up much 
less space. Similarly, the iCombi Pro can be 
used as a steamer, a convection oven or a 
combination of the two, steaming, roasting, 
toasting, baking, proving and regenerating in 
the same piece of equipment. You can cook a 
full British breakfast all at the same time, 
making the hospital caterer’s workload a little 
lighter. Food is cooked in the quickest and 
most energy-efficient way because of the 
equipment’s intelligent technology, resulting 
in higher productivity, shorter cooking times, 
and a reduction in energy consumption.”2

The flexibility of these cooking systems helps 
reduce the carbon footprint of your kitchen 

equipment, contributing to the NHS’ target 
to become net zero by 2045. And by reducing 
the carbon footprint of the equipment, you 
also reduce the ventilation requirements, 
making the working environment a more 
comfortable one.
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2. Colour-coded systems
Colour-coded systems, such as those on the 
Meiko M-iQ modern warewashing equipment, 
are making the working environment more 
efficient. These act as optical aids for users, 
identifying the parts of the dishwasher that 
need to be cleaned manually. This not only 
ensures the most thorough cleaning process, 
but also helps with supervising management 
and training.3

3. Smart bins
Preventing food waste and the effect it has on 
our climate is a global issue, and while it is 
commonly known that food waste can never 
be totally eliminated from catering, choosing 
a bin that can inform you which foods are 
being thrown away too often can help you cut 
down on waste.

AI-powered bins use a camera and smart 
scales to record which food items are being 
disposed of. Simply, food waste is put in to 
the bin, which is then placed on smart 
weighing meter technology. Staff then use 
the simple touchscreen – which has been 
fully customised to your menus – to identify 
the type of food thrown away; after a period 
of training, the bin automatically recognises 
the wasted food items, saving staff time. 
Cloud software then analyses and records 
the day’s waste, with daily reports sent to 
your inbox that pinpoint key opportunities to 
cut waste, benchmark multiple sites and 
track performance.4

4. Better ergonomics
Repetitive movements, standing in one place 
for long periods of time, awkward postures 
or improperly designed work stations and 
equipment can all lead to a higher risk of 
injury among employees in the catering 
industry, such as general muscle and lower 
back pain, stiff neck and shoulders, sore feet, 
carpal tunnel syndrome, tendonitis, and 
other musculoskeletal injuries. For this 
reason, it’s imperative that safe working 
practices are employed by matching the 
tools, physical settings, and equipment to 
each worker’s specific needs.

“Any new equipment should improve 
hygiene and workflow, reduce labour, and 
prevent arm, neck or back injury caused 
by repeatedly straining, twisting or 
stretching,” says Paul Anderson, Managing 
Director Meiko UK Limited. “These are all 
key to retaining staff and therefore running 
a successful kitchen.”
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Placing anti-fatigue mats at standing 
workstations can help reduce some of 
that discomfort. However, it’s important 
to make sure these mats are also anti-slip 
to help eliminate the risk of slips and falls. 
Additionally, step stools or footrests 
allow workers to shift body weight from 
both legs to one or the other to help relieve 
some pressure.

The height of each staff member’s workstation 
is also important. Caterers often find 
themselves engaged in tasks that lead them to 
hunch over in an awkward posture, so the 
height of the work surface should be 
appropriate to the employee’s height and the 
task involved. For instance, for forceful jobs 
like chopping ingredients, the workstation 
should be at waist level, while for more 
detailed tasks such as preparing pastries, 
it should be at elbow height.

Developments in warewashing equipment 
mean that food waste recycling systems can 

now slot into the kitchen or dishwash 
workflow, such as in Meiko’s Biomass food 
waste recycling system, removing waste 
bins from the floor and preventing staff 
hauling food waste around the premises.5 
In big dishwash systems, the scrapping 
chute of a pumped or vacuum waste 
recycling biomass system can be added 
onto the loading end of a big flight machine, 
meaning staff can scrap and load at the 
same time in one smooth movement, without 
carrying, bending, or stretching.

Then there are automatic hoods on pass-
through dishwashers that prevent the 

The more efficient a 
piece of equipment is, 
the less renewable 
energy is required for 
the building.
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1 www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-
review-of-nhs-hospital-food. Page 53.

2  www.rational-online.com/en_gb/products
3  www.meiko-uk.co.uk/en/products/knowledge-

database/knowledge-topics/greeneye-technologyr
4  www.walesonline.co.uk/news/uk-news/smart-bin-

launched-monitors-prevents-16014790
5  www.meiko-uk.co.uk/en/products/food-waste-

systems/pump-systems/biomasterr
6  www.stevenstraceability.com/traceability-systems/

dynamic-traceability-systems

operator having to heave a heavy hood up and 
down, simply opening and closing it with a 
gentle touch. And with doors that open out 
instead of up, daily cleaning is easier for staff 
and the risk of injury and fatigue from 
stretching and lifting is reduced, especially if 
they are not very tall. Finally, insulated, 
sealed hoods keep hot waste steam in the 
system and not released into the kitchen, 
meaning the atmospheric temperature 
remains cool and the stored heat energy can 
be used again, reducing energy consumption.

“The more efficient a piece of equipment is, 
the less renewable energy is required for 
the building,” continues Paul. “Investing in 
sustainable, energy-efficient equipment 
is an opportunity because the advances 
in technology and connectivity are helping 
manufacturers minimise their cooking 
systems’ power consumption.”

5. Ventilation systems
Although expensive to install, a state-of-the-
art canopy/ventilated ceiling and fan/air 
handling unit will transform the working 
environment for your catering team, 
reducing stress and unsafe work systems. 
The objectives of an effective kitchen 
ventilation system are to:
■	 remove cooking fumes at source, i.e. 

at the appliance
■	 remove excess hot air and bring in cool, 

clean air, so the working environment 
is comfortable

■	 make sure that the air movement in 
the kitchen does not cause discomfort, 
e.g. from strong draughts

■	 provide enough air for complete combustion 
at fired appliances, and prevent the risk of 
carbon monoxide accumulating

■	 be easy to clean, avoiding build-up of fat 
residues and blocked air inlets, which lead 
to loss of efficiency and increased risk of 
fire, and

■	 be quiet and vibration free.

ELECTRONIC FOOD TRACEABILITY SYSTEM
Day-to-day stock management can be a logistical headache, as can ensuring that the 
ingredients that come into the hospital’s ‘goods in’ yard first are used first before their expiry. 
Incorporating dedicated traceability systems can ensure you have lot or batch information 
such as purchase order, supplier, expiry date, and location all recorded, allowing traceability 
from the outset and reducing food waste.

Darlington Memorial Hospital has become one of the first hospitals to invest in a full 
electronic food traceability system, which has been implemented by Stevens Traceability.6 
“We were thrilled to work with the hospital to provide them with a traceability system that 
improves food safety and the processes involved in producing the many meals they provide 
for patients,” says Keith Williamson, Head of Sales at Stevens Traceability.

Stuart Wray, Head of Catering, explains that the system is transforming the way his 
department operates. “We did not have a robust traceability system in place to manage all the 
ingredients used in the 18,000 meals we produce every week. Stevens’ Dynamic Traceability 
System assists with accurately logging the ingredients when they arrive at the hospital and 
with weighing them to ensure product consistency and reduce waste. It also enables any 
recalls to be carried out for all ingredients – not just high risk items like cooked meats.”

So how does the system work? When an ingredient is delivered to the goods-in area, a ‘virtual 
stock’ PC terminal with direct thermal label printer produces a label to identify the item, 
allocates the ingredient a unique lot number, and books it in with a 
First Expired, First Out (FEFO) date to ensure correct rotation of stock.

The operator then uses a wireless barcode scanner to scan the 
label and place the ingredient into the correct stock location, or 
as ‘positive release’ in the recipe weighing room when required.

When weighing, the operator selects a recipe from the electronic 
database to be weighed out. The target weight is displayed 
alongside the unique batch and job numbers of each ingredient – 
this, along with lot numbers, is the start of traceability. The 
operator then weighs the ingredient and once in tolerance, the operator 
can proceed to the next ingredient.

The process repeats until all the ingredients for that recipe have been 
weighed. If there’s insufficient stock of a certain lot to complete weighing, 
the operator is informed and another lot number of the same ingredient 
can be selected in FEFO sequence. The weight and batch number where 
this change has happened is recorded on the system and 
reported within the digital reports package, as are any 
health and safety issues.

The end result? Full traceability of each 
ingredient from goods in to patient, staff or 
visitor, reducing waste, ensuring food safety, 
and streamlining processes.
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