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The J.T.M. Flavor Forecast is packed with trend-forward ideas that bring big flavor 
to student favorites — without adding complexity for your team. Use this guide to spark 
LTO ideas, refresh core menu staples, and find new ways to build excitement with comfort 
classics, bold heat, global flavors, and loaded potato creations.



4 FLAVOR FORECAST 2026 5

NEW-STALGIC 
DISHES
Comfort Food Classics Get A Modern Remix.

SOUTHWEST PHILLY MAC

POT ROA ST BITES

BIRRIA GRILLED CHEESE

POT PIE PIZ Z A
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NEW-STALGIC DISHES
Comfort Food Classics Get A Modern Remix.

THE BIG PICTURE
Comfort food is making a comeback — but with a modern twist. 
“New-Stalgia” brings back the flavors students love, reimagined 
with bold sauces, mashup flavors, and global influences that make 
old favorites new again. “New-Stalgia” blends the emotional com-
fort of classic favorites with fresh, fun updates that reflect modern 
tastes. Think: mac & cheese with global toppings, sloppy joes 
reimagined with hot honey, or pizza with playful mashup flavors.

ON THE MENU: 
TREND IN ACTION

•	 Sevastopol School District (WI): “Throwback Lunch Night” 
featuring pizza burgers and chili — family favorite turnout.

•	 Chain Inspiration – Taco Bell: “Decades Menu” featuring iconic 
menu options like the Meximelt and Chili Cheese Burrito, proving 
throwbacks win attention.

TRY IT OUT – BUILD IT WITH J.T.M.

MENU MOMENT:  
WHEN TO FEATURE IT

•	 Throwback Thursdays: Featuring a classic menu item with a new twist.
•	 National Comfort Food Day (Dec 5).
•	 National Grilled Cheese Day (Apr 12).
•	 Homecoming Week: “Decade Dishes” theme  

featuring a dish each day inspired by menus past.

DATA BITES

•	 64% of Gen Alpha say they “love foods that remind  
them of home.”

•	 Comfort dishes like mac & cheese and grilled cheese 
remain top-five entrées on K-12 menus.

•	 Mentions of “twists on classics” are up 22% YoY 
(Datassential, 2025).

Pro Tip
Nostalgia sells — but surprise seals the 
deal. Start with a throwback base (mac, 
tots, grilled cheese) and finish with an 
unexpected flavor topper like sweet 
chili, tikka masala, or hot honey for a 
modern edge.

Recipe Ideas using J.T.M.® Products

Buffalo Chicken Melt — J.T.M.® Queso Blanco
•	 A spicy upgrade to the classic grilled cheese, served on Texas Toast.

Pot Roast Bites — J.T.M.® Meatballs + Cheddar Brown Gravy
•	 Bite-sized comfort: meatballs, baby potatoes, and carrots in rich cheddar gravy.

Chopped Cheese Sliders — J.T.M.® Premium Cooked Ground Beef + Cheddar Cheese Sauce
•	 A cheesy New York–style makeover of the sloppy joe; top with pickle de gallo on slider rolls.

Philly Mac Bowl
•	 Cheesy mac meets Philly flavor! Topped with sliced beef and roasted peppers and onions for a crave-worthy mashup.



8 FLAVOR FORECAST 2026 9

SPICE 
IT UP
Bold, bright, and  
buzzworthy flavors

SPICY SWEET THAI GREEN BE ANS

CA JUN CHICKEN PENNE ALFREDO

HATCH MAC CRUNCH WR AP

HOT HONEY NACHOS
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Pro Tip
Start with heat that enhances—not 
overwhelms. Pair bold sauces with 
familiar formats like tacos, bowls, mac, 
and flatbreads. Add sweet elements, 
creamy queso, or cooling toppings to 
keep flavors exciting but approachable.

SPICE IT UP
Bold, bright, and buzzworthy flavors

THE BIG PICTURE
Students today love flavor — and they aren’t afraid of a little heat. The rise of “swicy” (sweet 
+ spicy) dishes, hot honey everything, and globally inspired peppers (like hatch, poblano, and 
gochujang) has hit the mainstream. In K-12, “Spice It Up” doesn’t mean extreme heat — it’s 
about balanced, approachable flavors that add excitement, depth, and craveability. From 
spicy-sweet sauces to bold chiles folded into familiar favorites, this trend proves that heat—
when thoughtfully paired —becomes the kind of flavor boost students crave. These dishes 
feel modern, social-media-inspired, and perfect for customizing across age groups.

TRY IT OUT – BUILD IT WITH J.T.M.

MENU MOMENT:  
WHEN TO FEATURE IT

•	 National Chili Pepper Day (Aug 1).
•	 National Hot & Spicy Food Day (Jan 16).
•	 Spirit Days: “Turn Up the Heat Day”  

for themed cafeteria fun.
•	 National Queso Day 9/20

Recipe Ideas using J.T.M.® Products

Hot Honey Totchos 
•	 J.T.M. Hot Honey Beef + Golden Hatch Queso

Cajun Chicken Pasta 
•	 J.T.M. Alfredo or Three Cheese Sauce

Spicy Taco Mac
•	 J.T.M. Golden Hatch Queso + Premium Beef Crumbles

Swicy Green Beans
•	 J.T.M. Sweet Chili sauces

ON THE MENU: 
TREND IN ACTION

•	 Chipotle: Swicy chicken bowls topped with sweet chili sauces and 
chile-lime crema.

•	 Wendy’s: Hot honey chicken sandwich became a top-selling menu 
innovation.

•	 K-12 Spotlight: “Heat-Up Fridays” featuring spicy BBQ meatballs, 
sweet chili chicken, and queso-topped bowls.

DATA BITES

•	 “Swicy” flavor profiles grew 38% YoY in menu mentions (Datassential, 
2025).

•	 Hot honey appears on 1 in 5 new LTO releases in fast casual 
restaurants. (Restaurant Business, May 2025)

•	 Hatch chiles are seeing dramatic menu growth (a 97% increase in 
mentions over four years), and poblano chiles are gaining traction 
as flavor-forward chiles in menus nationwide. (Nation’s Restaurant 
News)

•	 Over 70% of Gen Alpha say they “enjoy foods with a little spice —  
as long as it’s not too hot.” (A Brand’s Guide to Gen Alpha)
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SPICE 
IT UP
Comfort Food Classics 
Get A Modern Remix.

GLOBAL
FUSION
World flavors, local favorites.

TIKKI  MA SAL A MAC W/ CHICKEN SKEWER S

BIRRIA R AMEN BOWL

MEXICAN FRIED RICE

KORE AN BBQ STREET TACOS
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GLOBAL FUSION
World Flavors, Local Favorites

THE BIG PICTURE
Global flavors are trending everywhere — from TikTok to food trucks to fast-casual chains — and students want in on the 
excitement. The Global Fusion trend brings these bold, colorful, sauce-forward dishes into the cafeteria in ways that feel fun and 
accessible. Whether it’s a birria-inspired quesadilla, a Korean BBQ bowl, or a Mediterranean wrap, global mashups offer the “new” 
students crave in formats they already recognize.

TRY IT OUT – BUILD IT WITH J.T.M.

MENU MOMENT:  
WHEN TO FEATURE IT

•	 World Food Day (Oct 16).
•	 Heritage Month Celebrations (Hispanic, AAPI, etc.).
•	 Travel-Themed Promotions: “Around the World in 5 Days.”
•	 National Taco Day 10/6
•	 Ramen Noodle Day 4/4

Recipe Ideas using J.T.M.® Products

Birra Beef Street Tacos or Quesadilla 
•	 J.T.M. Products: Birria Sauce + Seasoned Beef Philly Steak

Korean BBQ Bowl or Ramen 
•	 J.T.M. Korean BBQ Sauce + Meatballs

Masala Mac & Cheese Bake or Bowl
•	 J.T.M Products: Tikka Masala Sauce + Mac & Cheese

Mediterranean Flatbread
•	 J.T.M Product: J.T.M.® Three Cheese Sauce (spinach, tomatoes, and feta for a global-meets-comfort comb)

ON THE MENU: 
TREND IN ACTION 
•	 Denver Public Schools (CO): Fusion Fridays with Korean 

BBQ meatballs and Southwest-style grain bowls.
•	 El Pollo Loco: Shredded Beef Birria Tacos and Quesadillas 

with dipping broth.

WHAT THE DATA 
TELLS US
•	 Global mash-ups are up 19% YoY on K-12 and college 

menus (Datassential, 2025).
•	 Top trending global flavors in 2025: Korean BBQ, 

Birria, Tikka Masala, and Elote.
•	 3 in 4 operators report that global dishes improve 

meal participation among middle and high schoolers.

Pro Tip
Start with what’s familiar—pasta, tacos, 
rice bowls—and layer in global flavor like 
gochujang, tikka masala, or mole. Small 
steps build big flavor confidence with 
students.
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Take Your Taters to the Next Level

TATER  
TOPPERS

HATCH MAC WAFFLE FRIES

QUESO BIRRIA FRIES

BRE AKFA ST TOT S
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TATER TOPPERS
Take Your Taters to the Next Level

TRY IT OUT – BUILD IT WITH J.T.M.

MENU MOMENT:  
WHEN TO FEATURE IT

•	 National French Fries Day (July 10).
•	 Sports Themed Menu Applications: Super Bowl, March Madness,  

Baseball Opening Day, World Cup, Football Kickoff
•	 National Potato Day – 8/19

ON THE MENU: 
TREND IN ACTION 
•	 Taco Cabana: Loaded Fries — Crispy fries topped with queso, sour 

cream, choice of Carne Asada, Steak Fajita, Ground Beef, Chicken 
Fajita or Shredded Chicken, guacamole and pico de gallo

•	 KFC: Nashville Hot Chicken Loaded Fries Bowl -  Crispy fries, 
coleslaw, and pickles topped with five Original Recipe Nuggets and 
then drizzled with Nashville Hot Sauce.

WHAT THE DATA 
TELLS US
•	 Loaded Fries are expected to increase on menus over 

41% over the next four years. (Datassential | Snap, 
November 2025)

THE BIG PICTURE
Elevate your potato offerings with the bold flavor and convenience 
of J.T.M.’s premium cheese sauces, dips, and fillings. By pairing 
classic french fries and other potato favorites with our versatile 
lineup, operators can easily transform traditional sides into innovative, 
on-trend menu items that excite students. Boost participation with 
craveable flavor combinations, tap into ingredients already in-house, 
and enjoy the labor-saving efficiency J.T.M. is known for. 

Recipe Ideas using J.T.M.® Products

Loaded Al Pastor Curly Fries
•	 JTM Products: Hot Honey Beef + Queso Blanco

Chili Cheese Loaded Tots
•	 JTM Products: Any Chili + Any Cheese Sauce

Cheesesteak Squdquake
•	 J.T.M. Products: Seasoned Beef Philly Steak + Queso Blanco Sauce

Breakfast Tots
•	 J.T.M. Products: Any Breakfast Scramble or Sausage Gravy
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PUT THE TRENDS 
TO WORK

Scan the QR code for our K-12 Product Guide

Find product info, recipe ideas 
and marketing inspo at  

www.jtmfoodgroup.com/k-12


