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Seventy percent of children enjoy 
helping with grocery shopping, 
according to Datassential, and the 
grocerant area is a potential para-
dise of sights, sounds, smells and 
tastes for kids. 

Of course, where children go, their parents will follow, 
which means appealing to families can help build grocer-
ant brand awareness and boost the bottom line. Let’s take 
a look at four key ways grocerants can keep kids (and 
their parents) coming back for more.

1. Focus more on kid-friendly foods
Rethink the self-serve bars, hot and cold food cases and 
grab-and-go displays through a child’s eyes. Find the 
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items and flavors kids love—like noodles, says Jennifer 
Aranas, senior project manager with Chicago-based 
menu research firm Datassential. Many niche items fit 
within the noodle category, including ramen noodles, 
which also allow for experimentation with Asian ingredi-
ents and flavors. 

Japanese soba noodles qualify for ethnic and better-for-
you lines because they typically are made with buckwheat 
flour. Aranas suggests developing a salad, soup or stir-fry 
with the trendy noodles: “It’s a natural way to offer kids 
something familiar that is also a healthy choice for par-
ents’ preferences,” she says.

For the grab-and-go case, consider mini subs or sliders as 
kid-friendly options, something Aranas says she doesn’t 
often see at grocerants.

Hand-held foods like quesadillas and wraps are kid fa-
vorites with appetizing possibilities, especially if they are 
prepared with whole wheat casings or include vegetarian 
fillings, Aranas says. Finger foods like French toast or 
waffle sticks, grilled chicken strips and breaded shrimp 
are natural extensions of hand-held foods that appeal to 
pint-size consumers.

And don’t be afraid to present healthy food for fear that 
kids won’t want it. Today’s youngsters tend to lean toward 
fresh and healthy offerings, says Sharon Olson, founder 
and executive director of Chicago-based Ypulse, a research 
and trend-forecasting company focused on young con-
sumers and their food behaviors away from home. Ypulse 
surveys during the past decade show a definite shift in 
kids’ attitudes toward healthier foods.

Giving foods interesting names is another way to entice 
kids, as is presenting the items in a playful way, says David 
Just, professor and co-director of Cornell Center for Be-
havioral Economics in Child Nutrition Programs, Ithaca, 
N.Y. Instead of serving a dish with a regular-sized fork, for 
example, consider chopsticks, a tiny straw, a small fork or 
a dish that looks like a character. “Perhaps serve it in a box 
that could be used as a toy afterward,” he says. 
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2. Embrace kids’ individuality
In a recent Ypulse survey, kids indicated that they think 
children’s menus are nice, but for their younger brother 
or sister rather than themselves, Olson says. Around age 
9 or 10 they look for adult food, with pizza and pasta 
among their favorites—suggesting that Italian or Med-
iterranean grocerant concepts could be big draws for 
families with kids.

In lieu of a children’s menu, Olson suggests simply pro-
viding smaller portions of adult food. Children in middle 
school and beyond are intrigued with the value proposi-
tion of a meal deal, while younger children tend to prefer 
choices for their meal components, Olson says. Consider 
serving meals in a compartmentalized container, like a 
bento box, so kids can customize their orders with an 
entrée, vegetable, salad and dessert, Aranas says. 

3. Put on a show
Sampling, cooking demos and cooking schools are already 
successful events at supermarket grocerants, so consider 
ways to leverage these activities to appeal to kids too.

Roundy’s-owned Mariano’s, for example, conducted a Fa-
ther’s Day event this year that invited children to decorate 
a cake and card for their dad. At a Tales for Tots event, a 
staffer read a book to kids and gave out food samples. One 

Mariano’s store even hosted an inaugural Kid’s Culinary 
Camp over five days for kids ages 10 to 13 to learn knife 
skills, kitchen safety, fundamental cooking techniques and 
nutrition basics. 

An event like a culinary camp, in fact, can make a huge 
impression on kids when the grocerant chef conducts it, 
says Cornell’s Just. The professional title gives the chef 
“celebrity” status, and 
children are more likely to 
respond positively to a chef 
demonstrating a grocerant 
dish and naming it after 
himself—as in Chef Tony’s 
Lasagna. “We have found 
in a lot of cases, having the 
chef associated with the 
food and engaging with 
children ends up creating 
some value, even if the chef 
is not known outside the 
store,” says Just.

Expand the community 
impact by bringing the 
grocerant chefs or dieti-
tians into local schools 
as guest speakers, says 
Olson. The chef could do a 
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cooking demo or class, positioned as an expert. “When the 
children go home, they tell their parents that the chef from 
the store came to school and made some cool meals. It’s a 
great way to cross-promote the grocerant,” she says.

While kid-oriented branded cups, placemats and activity 
books may work for restaurants, groc-
erants have the advantage of being able 
to engage young customers in different 
ways. “Instead of offering something 
that one kid does at the table, maybe 
consider a storewide scavenger hunt,” 
says Josh Davenport, senior market-
ing analyst for C3, an Overland Park, 
Kan.-based kids and family marketing 
agency serving the restaurant and 
hospitality industry. Or provide a 
game that appeals to the whole family, 
such as the peg games on the tables 
at Cracker Barrel Old Country Store 
restaurants.

4. Start a kids’ club or 
rewards card
A kids’ punch card for a free item or 
drink after a certain number of groc-
erant meal purchases is a great way to 
build family loyalty. Or the child could 
come back to the store with a return-
able container with his or her name 
on it for something free. “The idea can 
manifest itself in a variety of ways,” 
says Datassential’s Aranas. 

Pittsburgh-based Giant Eagle, for 
example, is encouraging parents 
to pay $1 to purchase a 2016 Little 
Shopper Treat Card for their child, 
with the proceeds benefiting a local 
children’s hospital. When presented 
at the bakery or deli or for products 
from a special produce display, the 
card entitles the child to a free treat 
per visit. Children ages 10 and under 
can choose a piece of fruit, a slice of 

cheese or a cookie. 

Cornell’s Just suggests grocerants consider giving chil-
dren a tiny sandwich or something bite-sized, “something 
unique they can’t get in other venues in order to make the 
grocerant a destination for them,” he says. G
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