
THE BIG PICTURE
Students today crave bold flavor, including a little heat. The rise of 
“swicy” (sweet + spicy), hot honey, and globally inspired peppers 
like Hatch, poblano, and gochujang has gone mainstream. In K-12, 
“Spice It Up” doesn’t mean extreme heat — it’s about balanced heat 
that adds depth and excitement. From spicy-sweet sauces to bold 
chile blends, these flavors make familiar favorites more craveable 
and customizable across age groups.

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.

TRY IT OUT:  
BUILD IT WITH J.T.M.

MENU MOMENT:  
WHEN TO FEATURE

•	 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

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)

•	 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)

Recipe Ideas using J.T.M. Products

Hot Honey Waffle Taco 
•	 J.T.M. Hot Honey Beef

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

Spicy Taco Mac
•	 J.T.M. Golden Hatch Queso + Cooked Ground Beef

Sweet & Spicy Pickled Cucumbers
•	 J.T.M. Sweet Chili Sauce

SPICE IT UP
Bold, bright, and buzzworthy flavors

FLAVOR FORECAST UPDATE

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.
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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.

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.

TRY IT OUT:  
BUILD IT WITH J.T.M.

MENU MOMENT:  
WHEN TO FEATURE

•	 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

DATA BITES

•	 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.

Recipe Ideas using J.T.M. Products

Beef Birra Tacos 
•	 J.T.M. Seasoned Beef “Philly” Steak + Birria Sauce

Dumpling Lasagna
•	 J.T.M. Cooked Ground Beef + General Tso’s Sauce 

+ Sweet Thai Chili Sauce

Tikka Masala Pizza
•	 J.T.M Tikka Masala Sauce

Gyro with Three Cheese Tzatziki Sauce
•	 J.T.M. Seasoned Beef “Philly” Steak + Three Cheese Sauce

GLOBAL FUSION
World Flavors, Local Favorites

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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