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Victorian Meals Provider Survey

Funding Per Meal

Researchers found some difficulty in getting respondents to provide accurate and 
detailed costings, as not all respondents had budget responsibility and there are 
variations in how organisations structure financial data across programs. The project 
identified that further work needs to be done to gain consistency in this area. Using 
the data available for 2006–2007 the project identified that the service users and 
providers bear most of that cost, that the HACC subsidy is a very minor contribution 
to costs and that many providers have to charge the consumer more than they can 
readily pay. Delivery costs are also considerably higher for services that are not able 
to rely on volunteers.

Total units produced 3,774,000 (approximately $10.16 per meal)

User charges $21,618,000 (56.3%)

Organisations contribution $13,395,000 (35%)

HACC program contribution $5,639,000 (14.7%)

Total cost $38,377,000

Also to be considered is the policy divide between eligibility for HACC services and 
Community Aged Care Packages (CACP). The demographic projections of growth in 
the target group and major users of meals services are the over 80s living alone, and 
this group is also the major user of Commonwealth-funded CACP. Thus many CACP 
users need both the nutrition and monitoring provided by the HACC delivered meals 
services, but the high level of user contribution and fee for service arrangements 
between HACC and CACP agencies can be a barrier to access.

Volunteer Recruitment

The contribution to Meals on Wheels made by volunteers cannot be underestimated. 
Results indicate that 82 per cent of the respondents use volunteers, which 
significantly reduces labour costs for these providers. 

The project identified inconsistencies across services regarding induction,  
orientation and training for volunteers. Two thirds of providers do not train volunteers 
in some key areas. Given the current legislative and industry requirements this is an 
issue that needs to be addressed. Costs and time restraints were cited by providers 
as barriers in the provision of training. It seems that a more centralised approach 
is worth consideration. It may be that Meals Victoria is best placed to develop 
specialised training packages in conjunction with the Department of Human Services 
to target volunteers.

Of the providers using volunteers 73 per cent reported difficulty in recruiting. 
The main reasons cited were cost of and access to vehicles, cost of petrol and 
insufficient reimbursement (37 per cent); people being busy, particularly the increase 
in dual income families (33 per cent); followed by regulations. A number of providers 
have developed very successful recruitment (and retention) strategies for volunteers. 
Meals Victoria would be interested in exploring a state–wide strategy around this 
issue with the Department of Human Services.
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Executive Summary

Sustainability

Forty-nine per cent of respondents reported that the current model for Meals on 
Wheels is unsustainable. Cost was mentioned as the biggest contributing factor, with 
51 per cent citing increasing costs, low funding, councils not being able to continue 
funding, hidden costs, service becoming too expensive for clients and a cut in client 
numbers due to costs. Thrity-nine per cent felt that lack of volunteers would make 
the current model unsustainable. Other reasons included “new generation more 
demanding”, “regulations” and “new ways of caring for the aged”.

Recurring issues for providers relate to, cost, quality of service, and recruitment and 
retention of volunteers. A more consistent approach across service providers to 
these issues would benefit clients and providers. Over the past few years providers 
have been under greater pressure to meet legislative and industry changes, to 
provide more flexible and higher quality services and to meet the individualised 
needs related to different cultural preferences and special dietary requirements. 
Meals on Wheels is the major provider of nutrition to consumers at risk and daily 
monitoring to an increasingly ageing population. It is worth investing resources to 
ensure this service continues to grow and change to meet changing demographics 
and increasing need.
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Meals Victoria is a member group for delivered meals providers across Victoria. 
Around 60 per cent of delivered meals providers in Victoria have at least one 
member of Meals Victoria, with a number of providers with more than one member. 
While Meals Victoria has a good overall understanding of delivered meals services 
across the state, this information is primarily anecdotal. There is no standard model 
or guidelines on how delivered meals services should operate, so each service 
has developed their own unique approach. It is important for Meals Victoria to 
have statistically valid information for future projects, responding to legislative 
requirements, planning and disseminating information. As a result, this survey was 
commissioned to collect data related to the operation of delivered meals services 
across Victoria and investigate methods that work well and those that impede 
provision of this service.

A workshop was conducted with Meals Victoria members in late February, 2008.
Attendees divided into three groups to identify key information and issues. Many 
questions were raised, with a surprisingly high level of consensus across groups. 
Although the number of questions resulted in a survey length of 45 to 90 minutes, 
Meals Victoria members felt it important that all issues be thoroughly explored, 
particularly as the information is not available from any other source.

The survey covered the following areas:

Suppliers 
Meals: Choices and type 
Meal testing 
Delivery 
Volunteers 
Computer systems 
Labelling 
Client assessment and feedback 
Members 
Sustainability 
Supply and budgets

A questionnaire was drafted by Datatab and finalised in conjunction with the 
committee of Meals Victoria. Surveys were conducted by telephone, with most 
questions asked in a qualitative manner as it was found that most responses did 
not fit neatly into categories. Results were coded and extra information recorded to 
provide the context for answers.

Every effort was made to answer all questions. This meant a number of respondents 
answered the questions they could. For questions of which they were unsure,  
contact was made at a later date by email or telephone to obtain answers. The 
additional information was then added to the survey data. Some respondents were 
unable to provide definite responses to some questions, so interviewers worked with 
respondents to get the ‘best’ response possible. For example, some staff members 
work in areas other than delivered meals, so FTE’s were difficult to determine. The 
interviewer worked through this with the respondent, estimating the number of hours 
per week dedicated to delivered meals.

Prior to the surveys being conducted, an email was sent to all Meals Victoria 
members notifying them they would be contacted regarding the survey. Questions 
related to supply and budgets were attached and they were asked to source this 
information before the interview, as most would not have this information readily 
available. When appointments were made the respondents were reminded about 
sourcing this information before the interview date. Respondents that did not have 
this email were sent it at the time the appointment was made.
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The Home and Community Care Program (HACC) supplied a phone list of all 
agencies with funding for delivered meals. This was cross-referenced with a phone 
list of Meals Victoria members to ensure all services were contacted. Interviewing 
commenced in late April 2008 and was completed in August 2008. Every delivered 
meal service was contacted and an appointment made to conduct the survey  
over the telephone. 

Although delivered meals providers are very pressed for time, and the survey was 
voluntary, every one made time to complete the survey. In a number of cases this 
took five or more phone calls over a number of weeks, or even months and some 
respondents booked appointments for after hours. The 100 per cent response 
rate indicates the importance placed on this research by those taking part: both 
members and non-members of Meals Victoria. The complete and comprehensive 
results could not have been achieved without the overwhelming support of the 
providers of the delivered meals service and their determination to source information 
outside their jurisdiction.




