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Americans Love affair with Ethnic Foods 

Diners are seeking new flavors and ingredients from around the world. 
According to data from Mintel, four in every five Americans who ate out 
in 2012 dined at an ethnic restaurant.  

American palates have become more sophisticated and 
adventurous, constantly looking for new flavors. More people are 
seeing regional ethnic cuisines on restaurant menus. 

The mixing of flavors, textures and spices, and the appearances of 
widely known and diverse recipes, have become accepted largely 
in part to consumers’ diversifying flavor palates. 

Providing authenticity in ethnic flavors will give legitimacy to products 
that are developed for retail consumers. 



Americans Love affair with Ethnic Foods 

“If flavor fanatics are going to spend their hard earned money and time visiting an ethnic restaurant 
or buying international foods to prepare at home, increasingly, they want it to be the real deal,” says 
David Browne, senior analyst at Mintel. “Therefore, products positioned as such have a greater 
likelihood of finding favor with consumers.”  

Aside from an authentic flavor, ethnic foodies also place importance on all-natural (49%), 
premium/gourmet or artisanal (49%) and reduced fat (48%) positional claims, which round out 
the top characteristics overall that matter in the purchase decision.. 

"This interest in genuine ethnic fare aligns with a broader consumer trend, ‘The Real Thing,’ where 
we see consumers continually set a higher bar for what they consider authentic,” says Alexandra 
Smith, director of consumer trends, Mintel. “Today's American has much greater exposure to diverse 
cultures than an American 20 years ago. And as once-exotic things like sushi or yoga become 
mainstream, we seek new, more niche markers of cultural authenticity." 



Points of Discussion 

• Americans New Obsession with Ethnic Foods 

• Tex-Mex, Cal-Mex, Regional Mexican. Say What? 

• Latin America and Peru 

• Middle Eastern Cuisine 

• America the Beautiful! Americana with a Twist 

• Discussion 
 



Authentic Flavors 

• The variety of flavor options has grown beyond the ubiquitous. 

 

 

 

 

 

• Food adventurers are leading the drive toward more authentic flavors.  

With greater exposure to diverse flavors and ingredients through travel, restaurant 
dining, television and the Internet, consumers are hungering for authenticity at home 
too. 

Stronger more complex flavors of cheese and sauces are finding their way onto American 
plates as we embrace stronger flavors. 
 

• For example in cheese, there is now more than just the Monterey Jack and Nacho cheese. 
There are options from aged Manchego to crumbly Cotija.  



Latest Trend: Regional Mexican vs. Tex-Mex/Cal-Mex 

Mexican food has permeated the American culinary culture, so we’ve become 
more critical about authentic products. 

This has led many Americans to realize that not all food from south of the 
border is the same. 

Two distinct cuisines have developed in time: 

Tex-Mex, influenced by northern Mexican cooking with dishes like chili 
con carne, nachos, and fajitas; and Cal-Mex, based on central Mexico 
and Sonora tastes with tacos, burritos, and carne asada. 

A basic ingredient in all parts of Mexico is the chili pepper. The various 
chili peppers are used for their flavors and not just their heat, with 
Mexico using the widest variety of chili peppers.. 

Mexican food consumption is increasing faster than any other segment of the 
restaurant industry. In addition, it is rapidly becoming more popular for home 
preparation. Today nearly a third of the U.S. eats Mexican food at home and 
that number is steadily increasing. 



Mexican Cuisine by Region 

• Yucatan Peninsula- 

Currently the menus in the Yucatan have much variety with 

influences from Asian cuisine as well as Arabic cuisine. 

You will also find a lot of native Mayan ingredients such as 

chaya, achiote, hard-boiled eggs, turkey, deer and honey. 

Some examples of Yucatan cuisine include  

– Poc-Chuc, a pork dish with achiote and sour orange. 

– Chiltomate, a sauce made with roasted tomatoes, 

chiles and onions. 

– Papadzules, which are rolled tortillas stuffed with 

hard-boiled eggs and topped with a squash seed 

sauce as well as a tomato sauce. 

 

• Northern Mexico 

The traditional dishes of Northern Mexico include many that 

Mexican cuisine is known for. Items such as large, burrito 

sized flour tortillas and beef are readily used in this area. 

Pinto Refried Beans are a popular side dish as well as 

Spanish rice. Dried meat is common to this area as well as 

burritos which are not common in the south. 

• Baja California Peninsula- 

This region of Mexico is where the Caesar Salad 

was born. There are many stories surrounding the 

salads inception, but the ingredients are always the 

same. This area has a lot of Spanish influenced food 

and another dish this area is known for is it's paella. 

Fresh seafood gives the paella impeccable flavor. 

Baja California is also Mexico's primary wine growing 

region including Santo Tomas, San Antonio and San 

Vicente. You'll find Los Cabos on the Baja Peninsula 

which is where Fish Tacos became famous. 

 

 

• Southern Mexico 

While Northern Mexico favors beef as the main 

meat, the south prefers chicken and vegetables. 

Corn tortillas are a staple to this area and are 

served at almost every meal. Black bean dishes 

are also a common find as well as dishes 

featuring plantains.  



Rick Bayless and his Authentic Mexican Cuisine 

• Top Chef Master’s winner Rick Bayless, and the 

creator of Chicago’s Frontera Grill and Topolobampo 

has a strong devotion to authentic Mexican flavors 

and techniques.  



Latest Trend: South American Flavors 

• South America is luring foodies from all over the world. 

 

It is becoming a "veritable hotbed of culinary attractions for travelers," according to 
Fox News Latino. The diversity of the region-- soaring mountains leading to beautiful 
coastlines and the densest vegetation of the Amazonian jungle-- allow for an array of 
products and ingredients to be produced, "providing a wealth of culinary adventures 
to visitors." 
 



Latest Trend: South American 

South America is the next frontier. Just as diners who love Asian fare have explored 
beyond Chinese to develop a taste for Thai and Vietnamese, those who favor Mexican 
are now looking south — all the way to Brazil, Argentina and Peru. We'll see the 
mainstreaming of South American-style grilled meats, chimichurri sauce, ceviche, South 
American-Asian fusion seafood dishes and iconic drinks, from Brazil's caipirinha to 
Peru's pisco sour. 

South American flavors come from a mix of influences, from the indigenous people to the 
Spanish and Portuguese explorers and soldiers who colonized the Americas. It is best to 
think of South American foods in terms of regions where ingredients and cooking styles are 
alike, rather than by specific nationalities 

Peruvian cuisine may be the next Big Thing on the ethnic culinary scene. Brazilian cuisine 
will receive a lot of attention due to the upcoming Olympics in 2016. 



Latest Trend: Peruvian Flavors 

Peruvian cuisine combines aspects of many other ethnic cuisines for a distinct type of multicultural 
fare. Peruvian food has influences from Incan, Spanish, Chinese, Japanese, Italian, and Jewish 
cooking styles, which make it truly a melting pot of international gastronomy. 

 The multicultural aspect of Peruvian cuisine allows everyone to find a bit of comfort in the 
food. In other words, there are multiple paths of entry to discover the richness and variety of 
Peruvian cooking without having to stray too far off of one’s preferred palette. 

South American food is heavily reliant on the use of “ajies”, or hot Peruvian peppers, which are a key 
feature of Peruvian cuisine. Aji Amarillo is used the most. It has a bright, citrusy flavor and an intense 
yellow color which adds acidity and zingy spice to dishes. 

Peruvian cuisine is on the rise in popularity with all South American food lately here in the States; 
most all of them with a focus on freshness and seasonal and regional food. 



Latest Trend: Middle Eastern Cuisine  

The health and wellness trend continues to thrive with more and more 
consumers wanting to not only buy healthy products but create an 
equally healthy lifestyle. The Middle East area yields a culture rich in 
history and known for its healthy cuisine. 

Middle Eastern food first came became popular in the 1990s with 
the heart-healthy Mediterranean Diet. Some commonly used 
ingredients include olives and olive oil, pitas, honey, sesame seeds, 
dates, sumac, chickpeas, mint and parsley. 

Healthfulness and freshness are central to the Middle Eastern diet, 
and these qualities are becoming part of a change going on in the 
American diet as well. Restaurants have become increasingly 
health conscious, and Middle Eastern food is exactly what so many 
are trying to incorporate into their menus. 

Middle Easterners may be surprised to find their long-standing food 
traditions gaining an international foothold in 2013. 



Latest Trend: Middle Eastern Cuisine  



Latest Trend: Americana  

More Menus Waving the American Flag 

• Old-fashioned food that evokes Americana, from apple pie to fried chicken, are becoming more prevalent 

on restaurant menus.  



Latest Trend: Regional American 

The “locavore” movement of the last decade has brought attention to local, regional and seasonal 
food sourcing, and this has inevitably led chefs and diners to knowing more about what states and 
regions have the best crops and some unique dishes. Now, consumers are interested in seeing how 
even basic things, like chowder or a steak sandwich, can have different meanings from state to state 
and even from city to city.  

Over the past 10 years or so, the foodservice industry has circled the globe in terms of culinary 
inspiration. Chefs and diners have learned a lot about Mediterranean, Asian and Latin cuisines. 
Now the food world is turning inwards and looking at America’s rich culinary heritage.  

Interest in the regional cuisines of the United States will most likely evolve much like interest in 
global cuisines, moving from broad regions to smaller areas, more refined ingredients, more specific 
pockets of influence and increasingly authentic ingredients. Menus are already narrowing the focus 
from broader regions like the Northeast to finer points of these regions, with citations narrowing from 
New England to Maine to Bar Harbor, ME. 

Factors Fueling This Trend:  

Source: http://newamericanacuisine.com 



Top Americana Cuisines 

• Hawaiian  

– Making a comeback on menus with new fresh super fruits. 

• Embrace Southern Food 

– Forward-thinking cuisine grounded in the traditions of Lowcountry, Floribbean, Cajun and 

Creole, and especially Southern Barbeque. 

In Chicago, Big Jones is one of many thriving 

independents serving Southern food. The website 

describes the menu as, “Coastal southern 

cooking with a focus on locally grown, sustainably 

farmed food, and Progressive American kitchen 

techniques. Chef and co-owner Paul Fehribach's 

vision is forward-thinking cuisine grounded in the 

traditions of Lowcountry, Floribbean, Cajun, and 

Creole cuisines served with gracious hospitality.” 

Many of the menu descriptions include the date 

of origin, like “Ponchartrain Lump Crab Cakes, 

ca. 1885.” ~Mintel 

“Even the Northeast is warming 

to Southern foodways. At Tupelo, 

in Cambridge, MA, the “comfort 

food with a southern drawl” 

includes gumbo, fried oysters, 

red beans and rice. “~Mintel 

Menu Insights. 



Creole Vs. Cajun 

A native Louisianan cuisine centering around New Orleans, Creole dishes draw inspiration from a vast 
catalog of influences, notably French, but also including Spanish, Caribbean, Mediterranean, African, 
Southern American, and even Italian and Irish. The tradition of Creole cuisine arose from the 
kitchens of Louisiana aristocrats who favored the European style of preparation as much for the 
couth-ness as the flavor. Essentially, there was an upscale, refined twist to local ingredients and 
cuisines for the sake of appearances. 

Cajun cuisine, on the other hand, is a rustic, countrified cuisine with roots in Canada of all places. 
Immigrants from a French-speaking area of Canada and New England known as Acadia were forced 
southerly by the British to what is now the Acadiana region of Louisiana. Acadians, or Cajuns then 
adapted the local ingredients of the Gulf Coast to their traditional French preparations, resulting in a 
loose bank of dishes that we call Cajun cuisine. 

Source: http://newamericanacuisine.com 

Creole 

Cajun 



New American Comfort Foods 

• Familiar with a Flair of Ethnic 

 

 

 

 

• Cooking Methods to Impart Flavors 

 

 

 

• Authenticity and Quality Ingredients 

 

 

 

 

Think about Korean barbecue served in tacos, salsa and avocado added to sushi 
rolls, and pizzas topped with spicy Thai peanut sauce. These are examples of 
ethnic flavors infused into familiar dishes. 

 
 
 
Think as wok-seared, wood-fired and braised are on trend. Also specific flavors 
such as mesquite are used to enhance the description of dishes. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Consumers are paying more attention the ingredients in their food so creating 
products that look more like they came out of a professionally staffed 
restaurant rather than an industrial manufacturing operation will be the key to 
success. 
 

 

 



Americana Future 

Menu Momentum: What’s Next  

• American regional food is not static and will evolve as more influences, groups of people and 

knowledge of our culinary history continues to define it.  

• As the Figure below shows, familiarity in American regional cuisines is high, and consumer interest 

is even higher. There is plenty more room for exploration in the cuisine of the United States, as 

areas become more specifically defined, even within cuisines, as in Cajun to Creole to New 

Orleans style.  

• Many American regional foods appeal to consumers’ desire for comfort, nostalgia and familiar food 

with new twists, like updated Oyster Rockefeller or a sophisticated version of shrimp and grits  

• Less inexpensive, slowly cooked meats—from beef brisket to rotisserie chicken—are important to 

many regional cuisines. Suppliers can help restaurants by providing slowly cooked proteins that are 

easily finished on site.  

 



2013 and Beyond 

Health & Wellness trend will remain a driver of innovation. Today’s consumers expect the foods and 
beverages they consume to provide some kind of added nutritional benefit, that will enable them to maintain 
a healthy lifestyle or somehow improve upon their overall health. 

Healthier snacks and comfort food: They used to be hard to find, now healthier snacks like Terra 
chips have sprouted pretty much everywhere, and they will become even more popular in 2013. Loved 
by all, comfort foods are being revamped; they will take a new place in the kitchen: a healthier, leaner 
one. 

Taste will remain the key driver for repeat purchases. Consumers want to eat well and enjoy what 
they are eating – they will not sacrifice taste as a trade-off for healthier products. 

Most consumers are still experiencing the effects of a difficult global economic environment, which 
drives them towards foods and beverages that provide a level of familiarity and comfort. Within both 
retail and foodservice channels, purchases of products that deliver an eating experience that replicates 
one that consumers would have in their own homes, will continue to grow. 

 

Consumers are seeking products an authentic, familiar taste, while also providing something unique, 
whether it is a surprising flavor, added convenience or increased value. 
 



2013 and Beyond 

Healthy and ready-to-eat foods with home-made flavor and natural ingredients will certainly be maintained 
for products with healthy claims at competitive prices, to attract consumers. 

In terms of cuisines, we are going back to basics leaving cuisines like Nuevo Latino way behind. The 
clean, rich, robust and fresh South American flavors will start to emerge as one cuisine leading the way.  

Food made from scratch: America's National Restaurant Consultants claim "from scratch" will be a 
key phrase in 2013, building on the yen for all things local and handcrafted. Many dining spots will be 
drawing particular attention to their artisanal, start-from-the-beginning ethos, especially in the 
cheaper and mid-range sections of the market where such standards don't always go without saying. 

The experiments of multicultural elements will be a continuous challenge for 2013 and the balance of 
sweet and savory flavors will be deliberately pursued. 

 

Dishes will become smaller as part of the trend of making healthier eating habits and eating more mindfully 
where not necessarily more is better. 
 



Insights to Spice up a Menu Item 

 

• Word One: Without changing any recipes or formulations, use menu copy or product descriptions 

to highlight one ingredient, like butter, citrus or a chile pepper name, when describing sauces, dips 

or condiments  

• Prep Talk: Describing how sauces are made—simmered, chunky, pureed—adds value and helps 

operators and diners to pair the right sauce with the right dish  

• Why Not Fries?: As chicken wing prices continue to take flight, look to less expensive ingredients, 

such as fries, onion rings and bread, as carriers for signature dips and spreads  

• Crossover Sauces: Use vinaigrettes on protein, marinara as a bread dip, and creamy salad 

dressings as sandwich spreads to make the most of what you already have  

• Accentuate the Positive: Create two or three variations on best-selling sauces, to accommodate 

different diners’ comfort level with spice and new flavors. For example: Spicy Ranch, Blue Cheese 

Ranch and Traditional Buttermilk Ranch  

• Go Greek: Greek yogurt, the latest “it” ingredient in retail, is a great way to differentiate salad 

dressings and dips while also offering a better-for-you option  



Recent Projects and Suggested Flavors 

Dressings 

• Cilantro Lime Yogurt  

• Pomegranate Sumac  

• Cajun Slaw 

• Kumquat Lemongrass Dressing  

• Açai Ginger Dressing  

• Acerola Poppy Seed Dressing  

• Raspberry Hibiscus Salad Dressing  

• Spring Fresh Strawberry and Cucumber   

• Fattoush Dressing  

 

Spreads 

• Margaritaville Mayo 

• Cajun Feta Spread 

• Cilantro-Lime Spread  

• Savory Guajillo Steak Spread  

• Moroccan Yogurt Sandwich Spread  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dips 

• Fire Roasted Meyer Lemon and Thyme Hummus 

• Pumpkin Hummus 

• Blueberry Bacon Salsa 

• Hawaiian BBQ Sauce 

• Kentucky Bourbon BBQ Sauce  

• Louisiana BBQ Sauce 

• Tex-Mex Taco Ketchup 

• Mustard Beer Yogurt Dip 

• Ranchup 

• Café de Olla Chocolate dipping sauce 

• Mango Habanero 

• Cajeta 

 

Sauces 

• Blueberry-Ancho Cooking Sauce 

• Brazilian Peanut Cooking Sauce 

• Thai Green Curry Protein Glaze  

• Aji Amarillo Yogurt Sauce 

• Fry Sauce?  

 


