MENU LANGUAGE TOOLKIT

A MESSAGE FROM THE AUTHORS
Did you know that according to the Knorr-World Wildlife Fund Future 50 Foods report, 75% of the global food supply comes
from only 12 plant and ﬁve animal species? And yet, there are 250,000 to 300,000 known edible plant species!
There’s so much room for creativity and ﬂavor exploration in your kitchen. Human and planetary health will beneﬁt when
you broaden your ingredient list and properly market new menu items. We want our patrons to get more ﬂavors, more
colors, more textures, and more variety on their plates. This will ensure a nutritious, food secure, and culinarily exciting global
food culture well into the future. And you are a key part of making this happen.
Believe it or not, the name and description of a dish will appeal differently to speciﬁc diner segments. What makes
something craveable to one population could be a turn-off to others. If you follow these guidelines to help promote a dish,
you can maximize chances of success in your operation.
Food for Climate League is here to help you be a climate solution champion by increasing sales of menu items containing a
wide variety of agrobiodiverse ingredients.

Trust us, it'll be fun!

INTRODUCTION
Food for Climate League and the Sodexo Future Food
Collective: A Planet-Friendly Partnership
As part of our organization’s commitment to sustainability, we recently became a
founding member of the Sodexo Future Food Collective—a partnership with Food for
Climate League (FCL) and key Sodexo vendor partners. The Collective is leveraging the
strengths of FCL, a non-proﬁt organization dedicated to democratizing sustainable
eating, to ﬁnd ways to best communicate about — and sell — climate-beneﬁcial menu
items to the diverse customers we serve.
Experts caution that talking about climate as it relates to food is a very touchy subject,
so if we are going to meet our bold climate goals we must pull out all the stops,
including taking time to use proven language and positioning to sell planet-friendly
dishes. Words you use, or avoid using, can make a big difference.

Why sustainable
food choices matter
Food and agriculture are
thought to cause about ⅓ of
all greenhouse gas emissions
— the gasses that are
damaging our Earth and
causing temperatures to
change all around the world.
But, the great news is our
food system—and you!—can
become climate heros.
Changing what we eat has
the power to make a bigger
impact on the climate than if
we took all the cars off the
roads. But, in order for our
food system to heal rather
than hurt the planet, we
need to make sustainably
produced foods exciting and
enticing for our customers.

WHAT’S IN THIS KIT

Simple do’s and don’ts to
guide your work.

Worksheets to help you put these
guidelines and best practices to
immediate use.

Lists of agrobiodiverse
ingredients as well as engaging
ways to describe them.

WHO SHOULD USE IT

WHEN TO USE IT

❏

❏

❏

❏

❏

❏

❏

❏

❏

❏

❏

WORKSHEETS & MORE
YOUR OBJECTIVE

3-STEP GUIDE
You’ve developed a great dish that includes some climate-friendly ingredients
and you want it to sell like hotcakes. Fantastic! Now’s the time to give your baby
the right name and description that speaks to your customers. Just follow the
simple steps on this page.
> For more details on each step, see the associated reference page.
> For guides targeted to speciﬁc audiences, check out pages 20 to 26.
> Be sure to keep this 3-Step Guide on hand for all future menu development.
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EXCLUDE

❏

Unfamiliar or polarizing ingredients from the title of the dish. (pg. 10)
Ingredients that are likely to be unknown to your customer.
Ingredients that people tend to either really love or really hate.

Other dishes that are proven to be most popular with this audience.
❏

Positive ﬂavor descriptors. (pg. 14)
Words that describe what it’s like to smell, see, taste this dish.
Descriptors that make the dish sound ﬁlling. (pg. 15)
Words that suggest the dish is plentiful and satiating.

❏

Language that connects the dish to the people who made it—and the
act of doing so. (pg. 16)
Words that explain how the dish was made and convey its artistry.

❏

Language that connects the dish to its origins. (pg.17)
Words that describe the origins or heritage of the dish or ingredients.

Exclusionary language. (pg. 11)
Certain words may make people feel like an outsider, and that this
dish isn’t for them.
Words or phrases that may be confusing to the general public.

❏

❏

Negative language. (pg. 12)
Words that cue loss or absence of something, such as ﬂavor or meat.
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❏

Overly complex language.
Any extra words that over-complicate your description.

❏

Common and familiar dishes for your target audience that relate to this
meal. (pg. 13)

Working off of your existing menu item(s), cross out…
❏

Print and
hang on wall

On a new sheet of paper, list out…

❏
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BRAINSTORM

Language that connects the dish to nature. (pg. 18)
Words that describe how or where ingredients were grown or raised.

ADD & EDIT
Add in some of the words you just brainstormed to your edited menu
items to make a complete—and irresistable!—dish description.

GUT CHECK

Print and
hang on wall
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RECIPE COMMUNICATION
WORKSHEET DEEP DIVE
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EXCLUDE
Working off of your existing menu item(s), ask yourself...

DOES THIS RECIPE TITLE CONTAIN
INGREDIENTS THAT YOUR PATRONS MAY
FIND UNFAMILIAR OR POLARIZING?
Are there any ingredients that are likely to be
unknown to your customer?
Are there any ingredients that are known to be
polarizing (i.e. people either really love them or really
hate them)?

EXAMPLES
Vegan, vegetarian, meat-less, sous vide, plant-based,
eggplant, quinoa, spelt, amaranth, ube, ancient
grains

Lentils aren’t
popular
Crispy Vegan Lentil al Pastor Taco
San Antonio-style crispy taco ﬁlled with al pastor
seasoned lentil-grain artisan blend, topped with
pickled red onion, guacatillo and charred, zesty
pineapple.
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EXCLUDE
Working off of your existing menu item(s), ask yourself...

DOES THIS RECIPE CONTAIN ANY
LANGUAGE THAT YOUR PATRONS MAY
FIND EXCLUSIONARY OR CONFUSING?
Are there any words that may make people feel like
an outsider, and that this dish isn’t for them?
Are there any words or phrases that may be
confusing to your patrons?
Are there any origins of an ingredient listed that
don’t make natural sense?

EXAMPLES
Vegan, vegetarian, ﬂexitarian, healthy, plant-protein,
plant-based, Thai olive oil, Argentinian rice, healthy

Customers
might not be
interested if
they’re not
vegan

Lentils aren’t
popular

I’m not sure
my patrons
are familiar
with this
term.

Crispy Vegan Lentil al Pastor Taco
San Antonio-style crispy taco ﬁlled with al pastor
seasoned lentil-grain artisan blend, topped with
pickled red onion, guacatillo and charred, zesty
pineapple.

San Antonio tacos?

Hmm.. I don’t think
people will know
what ‘guacatillo’ is.
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EXCLUDE
Working off of your existing menu item(s), ask yourself...

WHAT EXISTING LANGUAGE, IF ANY, IS
FRAMED IN THE NEGATIVE?
Is there anything in this description that cues loss or
absence of ﬂavor or animal protein?
Are there any words that may be off-putting, that
may make someone think this dish is a lesser-than
or “diet” version of something else?

EXAMPLES
Meat-less, meat-free, low-fat, low-calorie, light,
healthy, vegan, vegetarian, reduced, dairy-free, or
alternative meat signiﬁers like soy ‘beef’ or
plant-based ‘chicken,’ healthy, plant-based

Customers
might not be
interested if
they’re not
vegan

Lentils aren’t
popular

I’m not sure
my patrons
are familiar
with this
term.

Crispy Vegan Lentil al Pastor Taco
San Antonio-style crispy taco ﬁlled with al pastor
seasoned lentil-grain artisan blend, topped with
pickled red onion, guacatillo and charred, zesty
pineapple.

San Antonio tacos?
Lentil-grain doesn’t
sound very yummy.

Hmm.. I don’t think
people will know
what ‘guacatillo’ is.
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BRAINSTORM

WHAT DISHES RESONATE MOST WITH
YOUR TARGET AUDIENCE?

Now that we got to know more about your target,
what are your most popular types of dishes with this
audience?
EXAMPLES : Pizza, nachos, soups, salads, paninis

Scribble some characteristics of your target audience
Where are they from?

What ethnicity are they?

What’s their age?

●
●
●
●

Can you describe your menu item using one of the
words above? If so, add it to the title! The dish
should be something familiar for your patrons.
EXAMPLES : “Curry Chicken Flatbread” can become “Curry
Chicken Pizza.”

Where are they picking up their food from? A baseball game?
At school?
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BRAINSTORM

WHAT ARE SOME POSITIVE
FLAVOR/SENSORY DESCRIPTIONS OF
THIS DISH?

List any flavor or sensory descriptors
that may work for this dish.

What is it like to eat this dish? What does it smell
like, taste like, sound like, feel like, look like?
How would you describe it to someone who has
never had it before?
Can this dish make diners feel relaxed, casual, or
maybe even a little sinful?
EXAMPLES
Mouth-watering, tender, crispy, crunchy,
char-grilled, smoky, crispy, splashed, tavern style,
glazed, caramelized, sizzlin’, juicy, twisted, creamy,
boldly, tender-oven roasted, hickory-smoked, dirty,
sloppy, indulgent, edgy, naughty
- Edgy Veggy Toolkit
NOTE: Research shows that ﬂavor descriptions make a big impact on a diner’s
perception of a dish.

For additional inspiration, check out the Edgy
Veggie Toolkit descriptors on pages 31 to 33.
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BRAINSTORM

HOW MIGHT YOU MAKE THIS DISH
SOUND FILLING?
What words can you use that would help someone
know they’re getting value for their money?
What words can you use that would help someone
know the meal will be satiating?
EXAMPLES
Bowl, -ﬁlled, to the brim, chock-full

NOTE: This is particularly important for plant-based dishes! People should read
the description and feel conﬁdent the meal will make them full.

List some filling descriptors that you
could use here!
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BRAINSTORM

HOW MIGHT YOU CONNECT THIS DISH
WITH HOW IT WAS MADE?

List some descriptors that you could
use here!

What adjectives connote...
...the methods used to make the dish?
...the simplicity of the dish?
...the human creation of the dish?
...the artistry of the dish?
...the quality of the dish?
EXAMPLES
Fresh, stone-ground, hand-tossed, whole, artisan,
house-made, sprinkled

For additional inspiration, check out the Edgy
Veggie Toolkit descriptors on pages 31 to 33.
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BRAINSTORM

HOW MIGHT YOU CONNECT THIS DISH
WITH ITS ORIGINS OR HISTORY?
What adjectives connote…
...the origins of the dish or ingredients?
...the heritage of the dish or ingredients?
What location, culture, or time period does this dish
come from?
EXAMPLES
Tuscan salad, Moroccan tagine, ﬁsherman’s stew,
beekeeper’s quinoa, Thanksgiving apples
- Edgy Veggy Toolkit

List some descriptors that you could
use here!
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BRAINSTORM

HOW MIGHT YOU CONNECT THIS DISH
TO NATURE/WHERE THE INGREDIENTS
WERE GROWN OR RAISED?
What adjectives connote…
...the connection between this dish and nature?
...how an ingredient was grown?
...who it was harvested or raised by?
...the type of land, water or farm an ingredient
comes from?

EXAMPLES
Sun-drenched, harvested, picked, fresh, garden,
farmers, land, soil, hydroponic, organic, freshwater,
Indian Ocean, ﬁeld

List some descriptors that you could
use here!
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ADD & EDIT

ADD IN SOME OF THE WORDS YOU
BRAINSTORMED TO YOUR EDITED MENU
ITEMS TO MAKE COMPLETE—AND
IRRESISTIBLE—RECIPE DESCRIPTIONS.

Build your optimised menu with dish
title and descriptions on the next page
EXAMPLE

●
●
●
●

Look back to your edited recipe from page 12.
Review all your brainstormed language.
Add in some of these words to build a recipe
title and descriptions.
Then, go back to the Gut Check list to be sure
you’ve hit the mark!

Crispy Vegan Lentil al Pastor Taco
San Antonio-style crispy taco ﬁlled with al pastor seasoned
lentil-grain artisan blend, topped with pickled red onion,
guacatillo and charred, zesty pineapple.

Sweet and Spicy Chipotle Taco
Stuffed with chorizo-style chipotle grains and lentils,
topped with pickled onion, creamy handmade guacamole,
and a zesty salsa of grilled pineapple and farm-fresh
tomatillos.

Your optimised menu with dish title(s) and description(s)

��

RECIPE COMMUNICATION
WORKSHEETS BY DEMOGRAPHIC

BRAINSTORM : TARGET AGE GROUP

FOR GEN-Z...
Is there an image of the dish? If not, add one!
Optional: Use image-centric language to express
the beauty of the dish.
EXAMPLES
Instagram-worthy, swirl of pasta, textured, colorful,
rainbow
Is your recipe and description full of details about
what is in the dish? If not, add in more
ingredient-focused details.
EXAMPLES
Maitake mushrooms, purple sweet potato, cilembu
sweet potato, beet greens, and eggplant.

List some descriptors that you could
use here!

BRAINSTORM : TARGET AGE GROUP

FOR MILLENNIALS...
Are there elements of this dish that are beneﬁcial
for one’s health or the environment?
EXAMPLES
Nutrient-packed, organic, regenerative
mood-boosting, rejuvenating, heirloom, grass-fed,
nourish.
NOTE: These examples are framed in the positive, so even in the context of
health, they do not cue what’s missing, or a sense of loss.

List some descriptors that you could
use here!

BRAINSTORM : TARGET AGE GROUP

FOR GEN-X...
Is your recipe and description full of speciﬁc details
about what is in the dish?
Is your recipe and description full of ﬂowery
language and extra adjectives? If so, take them out!
EXAMPLE
Maitake mushrooms, purple sweet potato, cilembu
sweet potato, beet greens, and eggplant

Simplify your dish description to
include mainly ingredients with clear,
concise descriptors.

BRAINSTORM : TARGET AGE GROUP

FOR BABY-BOOMERS...
What classic or traditional methods does this dish
utilize or relate to?
EXAMPLE
Classic, homemade, time-tested, traditional, trusted,
countryside, country-style, old-fashioned, southern
classic

Include one of these descriptors in
the title or description of your dish.

BRAINSTORM : TARGET AGE GROUP

FOR LOW-INCOME...
Does this dish make use of any items or concepts
from a local supplier or artisan? If so, include a
reference to the community member in your dish
title or description.
EXAMPLES
A family recipe made with community-garden sugar
snap peas, Farmer Rob's mushrooms, Mama's
homestyle sweet sherry-soy glaze, Aunt Rosie’s
famous spice blend, community-grown vegetables,
Abuelita

Brainstorm local suppliers or artisans
you could mention!!

BRAINSTORM : TARGET AGE GROUP

FOR MID-HIGH INCOME...
Include a reference to modern food trends in the
title or description of your dish.
EXAMPLES
BLT, avocado toast, tacos, southwestern, bowl, tapas,
fusion
NOTE: If this dish utilizes a popular brand name, such as Impossible or Beyond
Meat, include it in the dish title or description.

List any modern food trends that feel
relevant to your dish here!!

BEST PRACTICES RECAP
DO’s
❏
❏
❏
❏
❏
❏

Use familiar dishes as reference
points in the title of the meal.
Use positive ﬂavor descriptors.
Make the dish sound ﬁlling.
Connect the dish to the people who
made it, and the way it was made.
Connect the dish to nature.
Take your target audience’s likes and
dislikes into account.

DON’Ts
❏

❏
❏
❏

Use unfamiliar or polarizing
ingredients in the title of the
dish.
Use exclusionary language.
Use negative language.
Use overly complex language.
Print and
hang on wall

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

13 TYPES OF

CEREALS, GRAINS,
TUBERS

12 TYPES OF

BEANS, LEGUMES,
SPROUTS, & TUBERS

18 TYPES OF

FRUITS, VEGETABLES,
ROOT VEGETABLES, &
LEAFY GREENS

3 TYPES OF

MUSHROOMS

4 TYPES OF

NUTS AND SEEDS

AMERICAN REGIONAL

FOREIGN

ARTISAN

FUN

CHOICE

TASTE

SPICY HOT

INDULGENT

EXCITING

PROVOCATIVE

FARM

TEXTURE

VAGUE POSITIVE
SOCIAL

TRADITIONAL

SIZE

THANK YOU!
FoodforClimateLeague.Org

