
Consumers’ definitions of health reflect an ongoing evolution. Moving beyond the need 
for lower-calorie or lower-fat content in foods, restaurant goers look for breakfast 
offerings that offer functionality, freshness and the ability to impart a greater sense of 
well-being. This issue of Breakfast Brief will explore how particular health claims 
resonate with today’s consumers as well as ways operators can offer better-for-you fare 
on menus.
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Brief

B e t t e r -for -You B r e a k fa st

Better-for-You Breakfast Purchasing Behavior

When you order or eat breakfast food that you consider to be better-for-you, 
what are some of your primary reasons for doing so? Select up to three. 

Base: 1,000 consumers aged 18+ who eat breakfast away from home on weekdays or weekends
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To feel better physically after I eat
To have an overall nutritious diet

To maintain my weight
To improve my health in a particular area

Just because I like better-for-you foods
To lose weight

To feel better emotionally after I eat
Just because it fits with my lifestyle

For a medical reason
To slow the aging process

Consumers were asked to select up to three primary reasons they order or eat better-for-
you breakfast foods, and they provided varied responses around both nutrition and 
overall wellness. More than a third (35%) indicated that they choose these types of foods 
to feel physically better (i.e., energized, rather than too sleepy or too full). Nearly the 
same percentage pointed directly to nutrition and said that they choose better-for-you 
foods in order to have an overall nutritious diet (34%).
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A quarter said that they eat better-for-you breakfast foods to maintain their weight 
(26%), improve their health in a particular area (25%) or to lose weight (22%). But 
consumers also signaled that they simply select these types of foods because they like 
them (24%) and see these foods as being a good fit with their lifestyle (15%).

The smallest percentage of consumers responded that they order healthier breakfast 
foods for medical reasons or to slow the aging process (8% and 6%, respectively).

To gain a general idea about consumer attitudes around better-for-you breakfast fare, we 
asked respondents to indicate whether or not they agreed or disagreed with wide-
ranging statements about better-for-you options for this daypart. Findings revealed that 
consumers held strong opinions about some factors, but were comparably split on other 
questions.

Three out of four consumers (75%) either agreed or agreed completely that it is 
unhealthy to skip breakfast. More than half gave a top-two box agreement response in 
regards to being more concerned about additives in breakfast foods now compared to 
two years ago (56%). A similar percentage, 55%, indicated that they’re more likely to visit 
a restaurant that offers better-for-you breakfast foods even if they don’t end up ordering 
them. Fifty-five percent also said that they usually consider health and nutrition when 
they order breakfast.

How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements on 
better-for-you breakfast fare? Top two box = agree and agree completely 

Base: 1,000 consumers aged 18+ who eat breakfast away from home on weekdays or weekends
Consumers indicated their opinion on a scale of 1–5 where 5 = agree completely and 1 = disagree completely

Restaurants can offer better-for-you breakfast that still tastes good 77%

It is unhealthy to skip breakfast 75%

I am more concerned about additives in breakfast than two years ago 56%

Restaurants add unhealthy ingredients to breakfast food to taste better 55%

I am more likely to visit places with better-for-you options, even if I don’t order them 55%

I usually consider nutrition when ordering breakfast at restaurants 55%

Restaurants don’t offer enough better-for-you breakfast items 51%

I am willing to pay more for better-for-you breakfast fare 50%

It costs too much to order better-for-you breakfast items 39%
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Women were more likely than men to consider and actually buy better-for-you breakfast 
foods. Nearly half of women (47%, compared to 36% of men) indicated that they keep 
healthier foods high in their consideration, while 39% of women indicated a purchase of 
these types of breakfast options, compared to 33% of men.

When asked about their willingness to pay more for healthy breakfast foods, consumers 
were evenly split: 50% agreed that they would be willing to pay more.

The single highest response, however, was centered on the statement Restaurants can 
offer better-for-you food in a way that still tastes good, with 77% of consumers agreeing. 
Generation X and Millennial consumers were most likely to agree with this sentiment 
(81% for each generation), compared to 76% of Baby Boomers, 73% of Matures and 64% 
of Gen Zers.

Regardless of daypart or dining occasion, 
consumers regularly say that they keep 
healthful foods in their consideration set—
but whether or not their intention actually 
matches their purchase behavior is 
another story. For our research on 
breakfast, however, we found that the gap 
between their consideration and purchase 
of better-for-you foods is relatively small.

When we asked breakfast consumers how 
often they considered and actually 
purchased healthy foods, 42% gave a top-
two box response, indicating that they 
“always” or “most times” ordered better-
for-you options in the morning. More than 
a third (36%) said that they “always” or 
“most times” purchase a healthy option. 
This signals that a significant proportion of 
breakfast consumers both seek out and 
purchase better-for-you items when such 
offerings are available.

Thinking about all of the times you 
purchase food or beverage for 

breakfast at a restaurant, about how 
often did you consider and actually 

order better-for-you options? 
Top two box = most times and always

Base: 1,000 consumers aged 18+ who eat breakfast away from home 
on weekdays or weekends
Consumers indicated their opinion on a scale of 1–5 where 5 = always  
and 1 = never

36%

33%

47%

39%

Considered ordering
better-for-you options

Purchased better-for-
you options
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Better-for-You Claims
Menu descriptions can be utilized to provide consumers with the perception of health. In 
recent years, we have seen descriptors expand beyond traditional listings of “low” or “free 
of” contents (i.e., low-calorie, low-carb, fat-free, etc.) to include more “high” contents 
(i.e., high protein, high fiber, etc.) that also signal health.
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With items “low in” and “free of” content trending, also consider adding low-sugar, low-
carb, carb-free and sugar-free ingredients at breakfast. Some ways operators can cut back 
on sugar include sugar-free fruit spreads and syrups. Low-carb options include many egg 
dishes such as omelets.

Fastest-growing better-
for-you claims on chain 

breakfast menus.
(Year-over-year growth)

 VEGETARIAN (94.0%)

 LIGHTER FARE (84.2%)

 GLUTEN-FREE (73.1%)

 LOW-CALORIE (28.6%)

 SKINNY (18.8%)

 VEGAN (17.6%)

 LOWFAT (16.8%)

 NATURAL (12.2%)

 DECAF (7.7%)

 CHOLESTEROL-FREE (7.7%)
Base: Q3 2014–Q3 2015 MenuMonitor, Technomic

TRADITIONAL CLAIMS
Traditional claims centered on avoidants still 
comprise a large percentage of better-for-you 
labels on breakfast menus. Of all traditional 
health claims, “vegetarian” is used most often, 
according to Technomic’s MenuMonitor. Claims 
demonstrating lower contents of calories and fat 
are also common. Some innovative ways lowfat
claims are playing out on restaurant menus 
include:

 Mel’s Diner’s Lite Morning Treat, with honey 
Greek yogurt, strawberries, blueberries and 
lowfat granola (Watertown, MA)

 Le Pain Quotidien’s Organic Lowfat Yogurt

 Bagel Schmagel’s Protein Omelette Plate, 
with egg whites, lowfat Swiss and fresh 
spinach (Brooklyn, NY)

EMERGING CLAIMS
Although traditional avoidant health traits remain important to consumers, operators are 
also emphasizing the better-for-you aspects of breakfast dishes by calling out what is in 
food that boosts its nutritional value. For instance, protein-heavy meals are in high 
demand at breakfast as consumers are increasingly educated on protein’s energizing and
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Red Velvet Pro-Nut (Protein 
Donut) with Protizyme Protein for 

metabolic nutrition at DK’s 
Donuts & Bakery in Santa Monica, 

CA

filling effects. As a result, operators are adding protein 
through traditional breakfast ingredients like meats, 
eggs and peanut butter, as well as through new protein 
supplements like protizyme that mix well into batters, 
smoothies and juices.

 Using whole-wheat or multigrain tortillas for breakfast wraps

 Swapping out traditional oats in oatmeal with quinoa

 Featuring fiber-rich fruits in smoothies or yogurt parfaits

 Spreading chunky peanut butter on an open-faced sandwich

 Opting for whole-grain or multigrain pancakes and waffles

In addition to protein and fiber, 
operators have a plethora of 
nutrients to call out on menus to 
promote a better-for-you 
positioning. Highlighting the high 
potassium content of a hash 
featuring skin-on potatoes or 
antioxidant-rich juices are some 
ways to position dishes as nutritious.

Spotlight on Better-for-You Meats

Instead of traditional breakfast meats
like pork sausage and bacon, consider
the following:
• Chicken sausage
• Bison sausage
• Nitrate-free bacon
• Turkey bacon
• Chicken chorizo
• Vegan/vegetarian sausage

of consumers say that breakfast 
food or beverage described as high 
in protein is healthier.

72%

Operators are also taking advantage of fiber, which is 
found naturally in fruits, vegetables and grains. Fiber 
aids digestion and hastens satiety. Opportunities for 
increasing fiber at breakfast include:
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Organic Heart Healthy Oatmeal 
at French Meadow Bakery & 

Cafe in Minneapolis

CLEAN SOURCING
In addition to foods “low” and “high” in nutritional content, another growing trend is the 
use of buzzwords that tell a humane and eco-conscious story. Many of these buzzwords 
create a health-halo effect, meaning that some consumers perceive these descriptors as 
having a better-for-you quality even if the item contains indulgent content. 

When thinking about the humane treatment of animals, consumers are seeking out 
restaurants that purchase from ethical purveyors, meaning animals are not given 
antibiotics or steroids, or confined to tight spaces. Ethical sourcing can also relate to 
using suppliers who offer fair wages and proper working conditions.

Trending health-halo 
buzzwords include:

Corresponding with safe sourcing methods is the term 
organic. Organic meat regulations require that the animals 
are fed certified organic food, receive no growth hormones 
or antibiotics, are pasture-raised and GMO-free. Organic is 
also commonly associated with fruits and vegetables, which 
means these items are free of pesticides. Although 
consumers struggle to define the term organic, most agree 
that organic fare is better-for-you. In fact, 66% of consumers 
said that breakfast food or beverage described as organic is 
healthier; this percentage skews higher among women and 
younger consumers.

Breakfast food or beverage described as organic is healthier. 
Top two box = slightly more healthy and much more healthy 

Base: 1,000 consumers aged 18+ who eat breakfast away from home on weekdays or weekends
Consumers indicated that opinion on a scale of 1–5 where 5 = much more healthy and 1 = much less healthy

…by gender

62% 71%

…by generation
68%

77%
68%

59%
48%

Gen Z (1993–1997)
Millennials (1977–1992)

Gen X (1966–1976)
Baby Boomers (1946–1965)

Matures (Before 1946)
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Other menu descriptors that connote clean eating for 
consumers include “minimally processed,” 
“unprocessed,” “local” and “natural.” Almost half (45%) 
of consumers say that breakfast food or beverage 
described as local is better for you.

In addition to animal meats, dairy, eggs, fruits, vegetables 
and nuts each have their own organic grades and standards. 
Although organic fare often carries a higher cost, operators 
should evaluate the long-term benefits of offering organic 
items since this better-for-you claim has staying power with 
consumers as an important menu attribute. 

Quiche with local organic heirloom 
tomatoes and fresh mozzarella at 

Tart in Memphis, TN

two-year increase of the word “local” on breakfast menus35.8%

Base: Q3 2013–Q3 2015 MenuMonitor, Technomic

GLUTEN-FREE
Gluten-free has also gained tremendous 
traction across all dayparts as a better-for-
you buzzword. In fact, MenuMonitor data 
shows that gluten-free mentions 
increased nearly 60% on breakfast menus 
over the past two years. The current two 
leading types of gluten-free entrées on 
breakfast menus are egg dishes and 
breakfast starch; the latter may seem 
surprising, but some noteworthy options 
include:
 Another Broken Egg Cafe’s Gluten-

Free Jumbo Pancake
 Deluxe Town Diner’s Gluten-Free 

Flapjacks (Bonita Springs, FL)
 Scrambler Marie’s Breakfast Quinoa

Consider better-for-you breakfast 
condiments such as:

Spotlight on Better-
for-You Condiments

● Protein-packed 
peanut butter

● Sugar-free or 
naturally 
sweetened 
fruit spreads

● Greek yogurt

● Hummus

● Higher fruit content
or real fruit

● Natural jams and jellies
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HOUSEMADE PREPARATIONS
Unlike health-halo terms directed around the supply chain, the meaning of terms that 
describe the cooking process of the food are not clearly demarcated. Instead, descriptors 
like “homemade,” “authentic,” “fresh” and “artisan” differ greatly in how consumers 
perceive these buzzwords.
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75%

56%

54%

42%

40%

34%

Fresh

Real

Homemade/Housemade/
Made from Scratch

Seasonal

Authentic

Artisan

Breakfast food or beverage described 
as _________ is healthier. 
Top two box = slightly more healthy and much more healthy

Base: 1,000 consumers aged 18+ who eat breakfast away from home on weekdays or weekends
Consumers indicated their opinion on a scale of 1–5 where 5 = much more healthy and 1 = much less healthy

A majority of consumers say that breakfast food or 
beverage described as fresh (75%) is at least slightly better 
for you. About half of consumers say the same for items 
described as real (56%) and homemade/made from 
scratch (54%). Corresponding with freshness is seasonal, 
which 42% of consumers associate with health. Further, a 
significantly smaller percentage of consumers feel that 
authentic (40%) and artisan (34%) breakfast fare is much 
or slightly better for you, often because these 
preparations are associated with being rich in flavor.

Red, White & Blue with 
housemade granola and fresh 

strawberries and blueberries at 
Silver Grill Cafe in Fort Collins, CO
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Spring
 Artichoke
 Asparagus
 Pea
 Ginger
 Ramp
 Rhubarb
 Scallion
 Zucchini

Keep Your Breakfast Menu Interesting and
Relevant with Seasonal Ingredients

Summer
 Apricot
 Chard
 Cherry
 Eggplant
 Blueberry
 Lemon
 Corn
 Tomato
 Peach 
 Watermelon
 Cucumber

Fall
 Apple
 Brussels Sprout
 Cauliflower
 Date
 Mushroom
 Pecan
 Pumpkin
 Squash

Winter
 Sweet 

Potato
 Cranberry
 Kale
 Mint
 Nutmeg
 Hazelnut
 Cinnamon
 Radicchio
 Clementine

Many of these health claims around the cooking process, such as “real” and “scratch-
made,” help contribute to an upscale, premium food and beverage positioning on the 
menu. For example, limited-service and midscale chains are touting:
• “Real butter” in lieu of margarine
• “Freshly cracked eggs” in lieu of liquid egg product
• Not-from-concentrate orange juice
• Freshly baked muffins 
• Premium oatmeal toppings, including fresh strawberries and dried cranberries 

Casual-dining chains are also touting fresh and handcrafted 
ingredients at breakfast when possible, such as:
• Made-from-scratch crêpes, waffles and more
• Fresh whipped cream
• Freshly cut fruit
• House-smoked salmon
• Dry-aged steak paired with eggs

28-day-aged 10-ounce New York 
strip with housemade thyme-
garlic butter, hand-cut Idaho 
russet fries and two eggs at 

Mimi’s Cafe
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[ Yield: 18 two-pancake servings ]

Ingredients
2 cups uncooked truRoots® Organic Quinoa
Crisco Professional® Pan Release Spray
2 cups whole wheat flour
¼ cup baking powder
2 (14 oz.) cans Eagle Brand® Fat Free 
Sweetened Condensed Milk
2 eggs
24 oz. Smucker’s® Blackberry Preserves

Directions
 Cook quinoa as directed on package; 

cool 10 minutes. Spray griddle with no-
stick cooking spray; heat to 350°F. 

 Meanwhile, in large bowl, mix all 
remaining ingredients except preserves 
until well blended. Stir in quinoa. For 
each pancake, spoon and spread about 
¼ cup batter onto griddle. Cook 2 to 3 
minutes or until bubbly and dry around 
the edges. Turn; cook other side 2 to 3 
minutes or until golden brown.

 Meanwhile, in small saucepan, cook 
preserves over medium heat until 
warm. Top pancakes with warm 
preserves.

10

FEATURED RECIPE

Smucker’s Whole Wheat 
Quinoa Pancakes
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Technomic Takeaway: 
3 Areas of Opportunity for 
Better-for-You Breakfast
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Consumer shifts around what constitutes better-for-you shows that this 
definition is always evolving. As consumers move beyond fat and calorie content, 
they look to live healthier lifestyles by also consuming foods the way they were 
meant to be eaten. This includes seeking food items that are less processed and 
natural.

B R O A D E N I N G  B E T T E R - F O R - Y O U  C L A I M S#2

Consumers don’t want to sacrifice taste for health. 
Instead, operators should flex their creativity in the 
kitchen and craft flavorful better-for-you options that 
resonate with diners. Think peanut butter in place of 
syrup atop waffles to promote a protein-heavy breakfast, 
or fiber-packed avocado atop multigrain toast. 

R E I M A G I N I N G  H E A L T H Y  E A T I N G#3

S T A Y I N G  P O W E R  O F  H E A L T H Y#1
The momentum of better-for-you initiatives like 
gluten-free and local eating is proving to be long-
term trends, not short-lived fads. And that is 
because consumers are increasingly aware of 
what goes into foods and beverages, and how 
these ingredients affect their well-being. 
Operators who invest in better-for-you initiatives, 
including clean sourcing practices and housemade
preparation methods, will have greater success 
driving repeat business in the years to come.
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