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Methodology

You can probably name the foods that make up the 
kids menu. Pizza, chicken fingers, cheeseburgers, mac and 
cheese... What does the fact that many restaurants seem to 
offer similar options say about the ways restaurants view 
child diners?

The fact that children are consigned to eat the same foods everywhere 
they go is not inevitable — the boundaries of “kids food” are a social 
construction, and one with interesting class and foodways implications. 

I aim to explore how children’s tastes function in restaurants by 
answering the question of how restaurants imagine children’s tastes and 
participate in the construction of children’s food as a category. 

I found that restaurants conceive of kids’ tastes as being basic, bland, 
and unworthy of chefs’ inspiration or innovation — characteristics 
for which restaurant workers largely blame parents, instead of 
themselves — and that this conception reproduces and reinforces 
the division between “legitimate” and “illegitimate” taste. This 
distinction allows elite diners to gain status in the restaurant space by 
positioning their own tastes as distinct from those of children. 

This research works to provide a sociological context for how the 
category of kids’ food gets reproduced, how restaurants shape the tastes 
of the people who eat there, and what that means for Americans’ tastes 
as kids grow up and out of kids’ food.

•  Interviews with restaurant workers (servers, managers, chefs, owners) at 
16 restaurants in five neighborhoods across greater Boston — server-guest 

dynamic centers the role of the restaurant worker in demonstrating how children’s 
tastes are constructed within that restaurant and reflecting broader logics about what is 
socially regarded as a “kids’ food”

• Selected restaurants whose adult menus fit Johnston and Baumann’s “legitimate” taste to 
investigate how the divide between “legitimate”/“illegitimate” is operationalized within 
one establishment — this meant most interview sites had an “upscale” feeling

• Coded themes from interviews; condensed into 10 commonly cited attributes to identify 
archetypal/culturally ingrained perspectives on kids’ dining

Restaurant 
Operations

1. Easy for chefs to 
prepare, so as not to take 
up time or resources during 
busy times
2. Easy for chefs to modify 
for picky eaters
3. Stay true to the spirit of 
the adult menu, a concern 
that was primarily cited 
by restaurant workers 
whose full menus follow a 
particular “theme”

Content/Character 
of Dishes

1. Echoes what children 
are served by parents at 
home or the degree to 
which kids are “educated” 
about good food
2. Recognizable or 
understandable by children 
or not intimidating to 
children
3. Containing no or well-
hidden greens or vegetal 
elements
4. Less spiced/flavorful 
or more bland on an 
ingredient level

Presentation of 
Plate

1. Fewer components, 
more plain, or less artfully 
garnished or arranged
2. Served in smaller 
portions
3. Fun or interactive, 
whether in presentation 
(e.g. bok choy arranged 
in a rice bowl to resemble 
trees) or in tactility (e.g. 
tartar sauce served on the 
side so children can actively 
dip oysters, or entrees that 
do not require utensils so 
children can pick them up)

Results
• Restaurant workers I spoke with tend to imagine 

childhood tastes as more simplistic and more finicky 
than those of adults and implied most kids are not capable 

of consuming or appreciating the complex or unfamiliar

•  Restaurant workers used customer service language to show 
that they believe the responsibility for what children eat lies 
with parents, not the restaurants or menus themselves

•  Some restaurant workers made a distinction between the 
behaviors of kids who are “educated” or “experienced” in 
dining out and those who are not. The class commentary 
inherent in this language often went unspoken

   Limitations
The focus for the study should be broadened to understand how children’s 

taste is constructed in restaurants across socioeconomic, racial, and ethnic 
spectra. The current study took place in areas noted for high levels of economic and 
cultural capital.

Interviews with parents and children must be part of future research into kids’ menus 
and children’s tastes, to understand how they view and participate in the construction of 
each.

Future research can also incorporate other historical reasons for the development of the 
kids’ menu.

               How do you analyze it?

In the world of high-status dining in the modern U.S. — the realm of the 
“foodie” — “legitimate” or “omnivorous” tastes are represented by authenticity 

and exoticism (Johnston and Baumann). The determinants of kids’ food found in this 
study represent the opposite of each framing criteria for these two attributes, suggesting 
that kids’ food can be seen as particularly “illegitimate.” Kids’ menus construct an 
under-class of diners — children — and reinforce their tastes as juvenile. This is further 
demonstrated by the fact that kids are expected to grow out of kids’ menus once their 
tasted become more “refined.”

The distinction between kids’ menus and adult menus also can allow adults to gain status 
by positioning themselves in contrast to their children. They define themselves in relation 
to what they are not (Bourdieu). When a parent orders a grilled cheese for their child and 
then a moment later a dish for themselves that puts their own omnivorousness on display, 
they are demonstrating what they are by putting themselves in contrast to what they are 
not. Alternatively, by ordering a meal for their child off the kids’ menu — or better yet, 
training their child to order an adult food on their own — a parent gains status by their 
disavowal of the kids’ menu.

Kids’ menu items tended to be cheaper. More research is needed to determine whether 
certain parents order off the kids’ menu to save money if the child doesn’t like the food 
and whether parents with more disposable income may be in a position to suffer a wasted 
plate of food in service of raising an “adventurous” eater.

“

”

“We try to make the food 
taste good but avoid too many 
flavors. Like, you know, dumb it 
down for kids.” 
 — manager of a Mexican-inspired South  
 End restaurant
“[Some] kids are very well educated in 
dining out, and you can tell a difference 
from kids who dine out often at high-
end restaurants or a family that’s 
celebrating a special occasion and 
they’re here for this one time and 
don’t necessarily do it very often.”
 — manager at a steakhouse
 in the Financial District
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