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Gen Z
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Most diverse generation
to ever live in the U.S., 
48% being members of

minority groups.Z
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True “digital natives”
that don’t know a world

without digital devices
or social media.
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Purpose-driven consumers
that put a high emphasis on

authenticity, transparency, and
social responsibility, including

environmental stewardship.



Source:  Pew Research

Yet, Gen Z is
the most anxious 
generation...
...with many turning to
food and beverages as 
sources of comfort, 
nostalgia and escape.

So, emotional connection 
through food is 
increasingly important.



Managing
stress and 
mental health

Source:  The Hartman Group, Health & Wellness 2023

Gen Z is more aware of 
mental health issues and 
the importance of self-
care, leading to a greater 
emphasis on emotional 
and mental wellbeing.

64%
are actively preventing or 

treating stress and anxiety

86%
agree that mental

and emotional balance
is as important as

physical health

59%
consider indulging in foods

and beverages as being important
for their mental health

#littletreat



Duality of 
health and 
indulgence
Almost a quarter
(21%) strongly agree 
that indulgent foods 
and beverages are an 
important part of a 
healthy, balanced diet.

“Healthy indulgence” 
is illustrated by the 
viral “girl dinner 2.0” 
trend of Caesar salad, 
French fries, and
Diet Coke. 

The century-old recipe for Caesar salad is also being reimagined in wraps, pizza, 
pasta, and leafy greens beyond romaine, including kale and arugula.



Desire for 
desserts that 
cue health
Gen Z is drawn to 
desserts that combine 
healthy ingredients with 
guilt-free indulgence. 

Growth of matcha, ube, 
avocado and dates in 
sweet treats. 

Source:  Datassential 4-year menu penetration, NIQ retail measurement services, 1 year growth, 2024.

Matcha Basque
Cheesecake

Ube Crinkle
Cookies

Avocado
Truffles

Date
Brownies

#healthy
desserts

385M
views on Tiktok

+41%
Matcha
on menus

1,963
Matcha

retail products



Seeking
playful and 
unexpected 
flavor
mashups
Gen Z is drawn to novel or 
sensory-driven products 
that offer a new taste, 
texture, or experience. 

“Swalty” or sweet + salty is 
the new “swicy.”

Baskin-Robbins brie and burrata-
flavored ice cream with almonds, 

pistachios, and swirls of apricot

Goodpop and Ore-Ida
French Fry Pop

Hormel Black Label Bacon 
with Cinnamon Toast Crunch



Gen Z tastes
are strongly 
influenced by 
social media
85% of Gen Zers admit that 
social media influences their 
purchasing decisions.

77% use TikTok for product 
discovery. 

Simplicity, humor, imperfection,
and maximum sensory impact:  vibrant 

colors, textures, and bold flavors.

Love of hacks and 
innovative use of old 
ingredients in new ways.

Cottage cheese 
flatbread, the

new cauliflower 
pizza crust?

950M
#kawaii food

on TikTok

Kawaii culture indulges in 
cuteness, including pastels, 

animal, and flower motifs.



Social media is 
the new search
Step aside Google, 40% of 
young people primarily use 
TikTok and Instagram for a 
more visually-rich form of 
search and discovery—and 
that’s especially true for food. 

Source:  TikTok Internal Data



Embracing 
global
cuisines

Source:  What’s Hot 2025 Culinary Forecast, National Restaurant Association.

Younger generations 
are more adventurous 
and seek out bold, 
international flavors, 
especially Asian 
cuisines.

Tteokbokki Rice
Popular Korean street food

Kimbap Rice Rolls
Sushi-like take-out in Korea

Buldak Chicken
Korean “fire” chickenTop 10

restaurant

trend

Korean-Mexican Mashup
Birria ramen



Gen Z places
a high priority
on protein 
Protein is top benefit 
young people seek from 
foods and beverages,
and a “good source” is 
leading definition of a 
healthy food. 

Cottage Cheese
Pasta, eggs, flatbread,

and more

Greek Yogurt
Sweet and savory

Protein-Grain Bowls
Meal-planning favorite



Growing 
preference for 
plant-forward 
eating
Increased desire for plant-
based options, especially  
meat alternatives that 
celebrate vegetables and do 
not attempt to mimic meat.

Foodservice Retail



Big love of 
pickles and 
cucumbers
Social media has helped 
fuel the popularity of 
cucumbers and pickles, 
which have become 
popular snacks and are 
showing up in 
unexpected places. 

Cucumber Salads
Viral TikTok series by Logan

Pickle Snacks
Chamoy and other flavors

Pickle Pizza
The new pineapple pizza



92,285Chili/Chileretail products

Gen Z is 
crazy for 
condiments

Sources:  NIQ retail measurement services, 1 year growth, 2024; Rubix Foods. The Next Flavor Report: Feeding Gen Z’s Cravings.

Seeking heat, sweet-
heat (swicy), tart, and 
umami flavors.  

92% of Gen Z say they’d 
go to a restaurant just 
for the sauce. 

+630%
Chili Crisp
retail products



Known as the 
sustainability 
generation
Authenticity and transparency 
are essential values for Gen Z.

They seek products with clear 
origins – caring about where 
ingredients come from, how 
they’re sourced, and the ethical 
practices behind products.



While Gen Z 
cares about 
nutrition and 
sustainability 
they’re also heavily 
influenced by comfort and 
nostalgia—and often resort 
to childhood favorites, like 
chicken nuggets dipped 
into a sauce.
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How do we tap into
what Gen Z cares about

to nudge them to
healthier food choices?
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Choice Architecture
Strategically arranging food options in the 

cafeteria, making healthy food more visible, 
accessible, and appealing—essentially 

‘nudging’ students toward better choices.



Prominent 
placement
Placing healthy options 
like fruits and vegetables 
at the front of the line, at 
eye level, or on prominent 
display stands in the 
cafeteria.



Default
options
Setting the default meal 
option to a healthier 
choice—such as plant-
based options or a side of 
fruit instead of fries—
requiring students to 
actively opt out if they 
want a less healthy option.

of college students
chose a plant-based 
menu option when it
was the default option. 

81%

Source:  Food for Climate League, Better Food Foundation, Sodexo



Nudge,
don’t push

Source: Voski A et al. Effect of a portion-size default nudge on meat consumption and diner satisfaction: controlled experiments in 
Stanford University dining halls. BMC Public Health. 2025, 25:1434.

A moderate, but not drastic, 
reduction in serving spoon 
size produced an 18% less 
meat served per day 
without reducing diner 
satisfaction.  A more 
substantial 50% reduction 
triggered backfiring effects.



Visual cues
Using signage, posters, 
or graphics to promote 
healthy choices, such 
as highlighting the 
"vegetable of the day."



Variety and 
presentation
Offering a wide variety 
of fresh fruits and 
vegetables in attractive 
displays, like colorful 
bowls or platters.



Persuasion
interventions
Making healthy options 
more appealing, 
including vivid imagery 
and messaging to 
educate and grab 
attention.



Nutrition
and culinary 
education
Combine choice architecture 
with nutrition and culinary 
education to increase food 
and nutrition literacy, and to 
reinforce the benefits of 
healthy eating.



Image by Deepak Sethi. Licensed through iStock (Image ID: 1220922967)

Let’s see how different
campus dining programs

are bringing the concepts of
choice architecture to life.
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And how you can
adapt for your program

to showcase and sell
healthy menu items.



Promote health 
benefits of 
menu options 
in cafeteria
and online
reinforcing relevant attributes, 
from brain health to gut health. 

Consider branding the offerings 
like “Dine Well Eat Smart” and 
“Feel Good Foods.”



Celebrate
national food
holidays
to highlight the taste, nutrition, 
and heritage of different foods.

Use enticing and descriptive 
names of these healthy dishes to 
make them more appealing.



Expose
students
to lesser-known fruits, 
vegetables and whole grains, 
and raise awareness of the 
health benefits. 



Or unfamiliar 
ingredients
like seaweed



Play up
personalization
Offer DIY opportunities to have 
students customize a meal or snack, 
to ‘make it my way.’



Offer guidance
on how to build
healthy meals
in the cafeteria,
including this creative way 
using ChatGPT at Tulane.



Share
dining hacks
to eat
healthier
including tips that 
reinforce the delicious taste 
and impressive benefits of 
eating more plants.







Create
excitement
around plant-based items 
with chef challenges and 
recipe contests.



Involve 
students in the 
menu development
process
including surveys, focus groups, student 
ambassadors and competitions to 
gather feedback and ideas.

Feature a ‘recipes from home’ series, 
including global foods.



Offer 
nutrition, 
cooking and 
meal prep 
classes for 
students
Merchandise the fun on 
your social media channels.



Show your
support of
eating local
Celebrate locally-grown, 
seasonal produce and local 
producers, including 
featured menu items and 
farmer events.



Connect
students
directly to
fresh produce
making it easier and more 
enticing to eat fruits and 
vegetables:  farmers market, 
produce boxes and dining 
dollars to buy fresh produce.



Show your 
values
Reinforce your commitment to 
sustainability, ethical sourcing, 
and social responsibility.



Get students
excited about
fish and shellfish
Offer tastings of seafood dishes and 
reinforce your commitment to  
sustainable seafood.



Source: The Hartman Group, The Taste of Tomorrow: Navigating Food Through the Eyes of Gen Z & Alpha, 2023.

Students are 
passionate about 
environmental 
sustainability...
...and they want to know 
that you are too.

Yet “greenwashing” is quite 
common, and young people are 
increasingly skeptical and won’t 
accept empty promises or false 
narratives.



Get students 
involved in 
selecting 
trends they 
want offered
Feature a section of the 
cafeteria that offers a taste of 
the trends, with a better-for-
you twist.

Introduce new foods featuring 
trending flavors, including 
global sauces.



Image by SrdjanPav. Licensed through iStock (Image ID: 2171063845)

In summary, how are you
telling your story online

and IRL to nudge healthy,
sustainable choices?



Image by SrdjanPav. Licensed through iStock (Image ID: 2171063845)

Think about
ways you can...



Elevate the
concept of
‘healthy
indulgence’
that Gen Z embraces,
such as pairing salad 
with fries (‘girl dinner 2.0’).

Combine nutrient-rich 
ingredients with indulgent 
foods and flavors.



Bring
excitement
to fruits and
vegetables
with bold flavors, colors, 
novelty and fun signage to 
generate interest in new items. 



Showcase
trending
vegetables like
mushrooms
in favorite familiar formats, 
highlighting nutrition and 
craveability.



Leverage
interest in
global flavors
especially trending street 
foods—to introduce new 
foods and generate interest 
in your program.



Be authentic 
and transparent
in sharing stories about your 
sourcing and commitment to 
environmental sustainability.



Be creative
in elevating
the role of
your campus 
registered 
dietitians
from featured menu items
to Instagram Live and virtual 
nutrition counseling. 



Never forget 
that people
eat with their 
eyes first
So, don’t underestimate the 
significant impact visual cues 
have on our perception of 
food, even influencing taste 
and enjoyment.



Photo: Notre Dame Campus Dining

Thank you!
Questions?

Image from Elon Dining Services (@elondining) on Instagram. Posted October 21, 2024


