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When looking at food and beverage trends, the constant 
barrage of new items, ingredients, crazes and buzzwords can make 
heads spin. Nevertheless, restaurant consultants whose jobs entail 
researching and predicting such trends agree that ignoring the 
latest food craze or diet is simply not an option in today’s world. 

“You can’t rest on your laurels even for a year now; you have 
to continue evolving,” says Anne Haerle, who specializes in 
concept development and culinary consulting for Synergy 
Restaurant Consultants. “There’s so much competition out there 
for restaurants and whether you’re talking about street-side or 
airport-side, menu innovation is a huge competitive advantage. 
When we work with clients who have falling sales, usually their 
biggest issue is that they haven’t changed their menu in two or 
three years. You have to be on a much tighter cycle than that.”
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Indeed, competition remains fierce in food 
and beverage, especially as technological 
advancements continue to give consumers 
more options to choose from and ways to 
interact with restaurants. “Consumers 
today are demanding that brands meet 
them on their own terms, because they 
have options and they know it,” notes 
Mike Kostyo, trendologist at Datassential. 
“They have access to so much information 
today that they can choose brands that fit 
their personal values, or that cater to their 
particular diet, and also see what their 
friends are choosing.”

Capturing this consumer requires that 
restaurant operators constantly have their 
ears to the ground. “They can’t do this 
flying by the seat of their pants,” says Suzy 
Badaracco, president of Culinary Tides, 
Inc. “They have to have either in-house 
intelligence or look for it outside of their 
brand—this will make it a lot easier to 
narrow down which trends they engage 
with and which ones they sidestep.”

Haerle believes that getting out there 
and seeing the trends in action is most 
effective. “I spend a lot of time on the road 
and I’m seeing all kinds of trends in real 
time. Being aware of those trends so you 
can figure out how to incorporate them in 
a way that fits your specific brand but also 
helps you evolve is key,” she says. “I’m a chef 
and I understand that it’s easy to get caught 
up in the day-to-day, but it’s important to 
see these trends for yourself. It’s hard for 
some folks to do, but it’s essential.”

Diets And Desires
Demand for healthy food and beverage 

options is nothing new, but what is different 
today is that consumers are favoring long-
term lifestyle changes rather than quick-
fix diets. “Over half of consumers—55 
percent—say that they think of eating 
healthy in terms of a lifestyle instead of a 
short-term diet, according to our Healthy 
Eating Consumer Trend Report,” notes Laura 
McGuire, director of content and design 
for Technomic. “Restaurant operators must 
realize that as consumers become educated 
about health and nutrition, they’re replacing 
quick fad diets with new eating habits that 
stay with them long-term. Those who want 
to keep these individuals as guests need to be 
careful not to exclude them on their menus.”

Jay Bandy, president of Goliath 
Consulting Group, notes that different 
dietary restrictions and preferences are 
only growing more prevalent, noting that 
low-sodium diets are likely to be the next 
big lifestyle trend we see in 2020. 

“Keto has been here for a while and menus 
need to have options, and vegetarian and 
vegan items continue to be a must-have—
the Impossible Burger and the Beyond Fried 
Chicken at KFC are just the beginning,” 
Bandy adds. “For operators, knowing what 
you serve and educating the staff is more 
critical than it’s ever been.”

Faux meats certainly don’t seem to be 
going away anytime soon. “Plant-based 
ingredients and preparations are going to 
become more of the norm than they are 
specialty items in the near future, and I’m just 

According to  
Mike Kostyo, 
trendologist at 

Datassential, full-
service restaurants 

declined slightly 
in 2019, which 
he expects to 

continue in 2020. 
He expects Filipino 

cuisine to be on the 
rise in 2020.

hoping there will be more focus on real food 
than heavily processed options,” Synergy’s 
Haerle says, adding that gluten-free items 
continue to be relevant and necessary on 
menus. “Gluten-free is here to stay; I think a 
lot of people were hoping it would die out but 
it’s only become more popular and common 
for so many people. There’s definitely an 
assumption that you’re going to have those 
types of items on your menu.”

Healthy lifestyle trends are spreading to 
beverages as well, Haerle says. “Many people 
are getting into fresh juices and herb-based 
drinks that may have a health bent or 
might just be something more interesting 
than a soda, which people are increasingly 
moving away from,” she says. “And I think 
you’re going see continued development 
on the non-alcoholic side with interesting 

Anne Haerle, who specializes 
in concept development and 
culinary consulting for Synergy 
Restaurant Consultants, believes 
we may start seeing Instagram 
sections on menus, indicating to 
consumers which items are best 
suited to be photographed and 
posted on social media. 
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mocktails featuring fresh juices, teas, herbs 
and different types of infusions. These are 
healthier than soda and certainly have a 
greater margin for the restaurant as well.”

Sustainability concerns are beginning to 
dictate food and beverage trends in some 
ways, but it doesn’t seem to be making any 
drastic waves in the current hospitality 
scene—at least not yet, according to 
Rebecca Ramsey, executive director of R. R. 
Ramsey Research. “On the near horizon, 
I believe we’ll see a greater awareness and 
attention given to the impacts of climate 
evolution and how that affects the way we 
consume food and purchase products around 
the planet; however, there’s a notion that 
‘doing the right thing’ will attract customers 
but recent consumer spending indices show 
record lows in the number of Americans 
who purchase socially responsible products 
and services and actively practice ‘green’ 
behaviors,” Ramsey explains.

Even so, Alan Gluck, senior aviation 
management consultant for commercial 
planning for consulting firm ICF, sees 
sustainability growing more important in 
the future. “Restaurant operators will be 
able to differentiate themselves based on 
their sustainability efforts,” he says.

Adventurous Appetites
As technology has helped consumers 

grow more connected to the world at 
large, their eating habits have grown more 
diverse and globally-influenced. “There 
used to be a time when particular cuisines 
would start trending and drive flavor 

and ingredient habits, but today global 
cuisines and flavors are just how we eat as 
a society,” Datassential’s Kostyo points out. 
“That being said, there will always be an 
interest in trying new things. After slowly 
percolating for years, we’re starting to see 
Filipino flavors and ingredients show up 
on more menus, while chefs are opening 
Filipino restaurants in smaller cities beyond 
the coasts. We’ve seen at least one major 
chain, Yard House, put the Filipino spring 
roll lumpia on the menu.”

Kostyo adds that while Datassential saw 
slight declines for full-service restaurants 
in 2019—which he expects to continue in 
2020—those that specialize in regional or 
global cuisine resonate with consumers, 
according to the company’s new Firefly 
500 report, with barbecue concepts and 
elevated Mexican- and Asian-inspired 
concepts performing best.

“I think we’re going to continue to see 
more global, unique ingredients working 
their way into different preparations to 
attract millennials and Gen Z consumers, 
who are generally more adventurous,” 
Synergy’s Haerle says. “For a while, Sriracha 
was in everything, but now we’re seeing 
things like ghost pepper and other hot 
chiles because there’s an appetite for that 
spice level.”

Goliath’s Bandy also notes that consumers 
are craving spice and big flavors, noting 
that “Nashville hot chicken is getting ready 
to explode.” Nashville hot chicken is an 
example of an item tied to a specific region, 
which Badaracco of Culinary Tides thinks 
is becoming more desirable to consumers. 

“People are looking for cuisines that are tied 
to history or are a regional specialty, but it’s 
important to keep the product approachable 
at the same time.” 

Though approachability still matters, 
Technomic’s McGuire notes that 
consumers are also interested in trying 
“head-scratcher items” more than ever. 
“These include Asian cheese teas, 
huitlacoche, also known as corn smut, 
and fat-washed spirits,” she says. “Another 
important trend is the continued evolution 
of milks. The last few years have seen an 
explosive growth in nut and seed milks 
but expect to also witness the rise of fruit 
and vegetable milks such as banana milk, 
sunchoke milk, oat milk and pea milk.” 

McGuire also points to food featuring 
cannabis-derived products like CBD as a 
big upcoming trend to watch. “According 
to our Marijuana Effect Study, 72 percent of 
consumers say they would visit a restaurant 
that incorporates marijuana in their food,” 
she says. “As the legalization of marijuana 
for recreational use spreads across the 
country, operators are looking for ways 
to capitalize on consumer excitement but 
must be careful to adhere to local and state 
regulations.”

Comfort foods are starting to 
creep back onto menus, which 

Suzy Badaracco, president 
of Culinary Tides, Inc., says is 
because the United States is 

currently in a stall, meaning 
that while  economics are fine, 

consumers are emotionally 
behaving like they’re in a 

recession. 

Jay Bandy, president of Goliath 
Consulting Group, notes that different 
dietary restrictions and preferences, 
such as keto and vegan diets, are only 
growing more prevalent, and predicts 
that low-sodium diets are likely to be 
the next big lifestyle trend in 2020. 
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Seamless Experience 
As consumers explore more adventurous 

and interesting cuisines, they want 
to share those experiences with the 
world online. “We’re going to see this 
continued interplay between Instagram 
and restaurants because social media has 
become such a potent marketing tool for 
restaurants and it’s also a great tool for 
predicting trends,” Synergy’s Haerle says. 
“For instance, earlier this year we saw this 
explosion of butterfly tea powder in food 
and beverages that started on Instagram 
and then crept its way into restaurants. 
And at the same time, restaurants are 
posting photos of their signature dishes 
and over-the-top presentations to entice 
people to come in and share their own 
photos of it.”

Haerle adds that she believes having an 
Instagram section of the menu may be the 
next big thing. “So many people want to 
take pictures of their food and post them 
online—why not make it easier for them 
by labeling all the food on your menu that’s 
Instagram-worthy? I’ve already seen it in 
a couple places and I think it’s going to 
grow.”

Encouraging consumers to share photos 
of their meals online adds a social and 
experiential element to their dining, 
which Technomic’s McGuire says younger 
generations are drawn to. “Eatertainment 
venues that pair games and other fun 
with quality food and alcohol, such as 
Punch Bowl Social and Pinstripes, cater 
to younger generations’ desire for more 
experiential dining.”

Datassential’s Kostyo believes airports 
are prime locations for more experience-
driven concepts. “With a captive 

audience who may be traveling in a social 
group and are already in an ‘experience-
driven’ mindset, airports have a chance 
to show their consumer base something 
new and exciting while also using it as a 
marketing opportunity, considering how 
apt consumers are to share these types of 
experiences on social media.”

McGuire adds that in addition to 
experience, convenience and value still 
matter greatly to consumers. “Foodservices 
that can address one or more of these 
attributes are likely to gain popularity.”

With convenience on everyone’s mind, 
delivery and takeout are essential aspects 
of today’s dining scene, especially as the 
number of tech apps allowing for this at 
the touch of a button grows every year. 
“Fast-casual brands with mobile and 
app-driven elements are resonating the 
most with consumers right now because 
they give them more control of how their 
time is spent and how they interact with 
food and restaurants,” Ramsey notes. 
“Forward-thinking operators will get 
more in touch with these capabilities and 
offer or even require them, while savvy 
diners will continue to demand them.”

Economic Effects
Ramsey adds that another reason 

fast-casual venues are so popular with 
consumers today is because of the value 
they offer. “The perception of the price 
to value has a significant impact on 
where and how the average consumer 
dines out,” she says. “We may see an even 
greater demand for the value proposition 
in response to the U.S. economy in 
general.”

Consultants are cautiously watching 
the economy in 2020. “If we start to 
head into a recession it will impact what 
consumers are purchasing, of course, as 
they cut back on premium, adventurous 
options and seek out inexpensive, 
comforting favorites,” Kostyo says.

Badaracco of Culinary Tides is already 
seeing consumers seeking out comfort 
options, which she notes is a sign of 
economic uncertainty. “Right now we’re 
in a stall, which means that economics 
are fine, but consumers are emotionally 
behaving like they’re in a recession—
that’s when comfort elements start 
to creep back in,” she explains. “For 
a forecaster, it’s not a great sign that 
companies like Chick-fil-A are putting 
macaroni and cheese back on the menu—
it usually signals that people aren’t feeling 
100 percent [confident] about job security 
and what’s coming next.”

How can operators flourish in a stall 
or possible future recession? Badaracco 
thinks focusing on streamlined operations 
in a smaller footprint to cut costs and still 
deliver a reliable product is key. “I think 
ghost kitchens, which are mainly focused 
on delivery of food that’s been preordered, 
will be trending up more in the future—
especially in airports, where space is 
already limited,” she says, pointing to 
Fat Brands, the restaurant company 
that recently transformed 15 of its Los 
Angeles-based, co-branded  Fatburger 
and Buffalo’s Express locations into ghost 
kitchens for its Hurricane Grill & Wings 
sister brand. 

“I think we’re definitely going to 
see smaller restaurants that are more 
delivery- and catering-focused than 
sit-down, especially with commercial real 
estate and labor getting more expensive,” 
Synergy’s Haerle says. “The way we’re 
helping a lot of our clients increase sales is 
through these types of venues, which also 
have very tight menus focused on a few 
items that can be executed really well in 
a small space.” Because at the end of the 
day, consumers may want convenience, 
but they also want delicious food and 
a pleasant experience. “Consistency, 
value and quality still matter—the 
fundamentals are what they’ve always 
been,” Goliath’s Bandy says. “Add in a cup 
of convenience, a cup of customization 
and a dash of uniqueness and that’s the 
recipe to keep today’s consumer.”  

Convenience remains a major 
motivating factor for many 

consumers, and so fast-casual 
brands that offer mobile and app-

driven elements are resonating 
the most with consumers right 

now, according to Rebecca 
Ramsey, executive director of R. 

R. Ramsey Research. 
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