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It’s Elementary: Kids and Moms Give Great-Tasting Whole Grains the Go-Ahead 

By Jennifer Wulf and Dave Sheluga, Ph. D., 
ConAgra Mills® Consumer Insights 

 
Abstract 
Everyone from First Lady Michelle Obama to celebrity chefs is weighing in on what kids eat. Add that to 

ƛƳƳƛƴŜƴǘ ƭŜƎƛǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƴǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǘŀǳǊŀƴǘ ƳŜƴǳ ƭŀōŜƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ƛǎ ŎƭŜŀǊΥ LǘΩǎ 

time for restaurants to add more nutritious options to their ƪƛŘǎΩ menus. But how do you do that without 

turning off picky young customers? The answer may be a lot more palatable ǘƘŀƴ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪΧ  

The Pressure’s On! 
¸ƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŦƛƴŘ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜǊ in America today than First Lady Michelle 

Obama. When she uses her pulpit to shine a spotlight on childhood obesity, the 

public notices. But in taking on the issue of child nutrition, Mrs. Obama adds her 

voice to many in a bona fide movement to improve how, and what, young 

Americans eat. 

Chefs are speaking outΣ ǘƻƻΦ ¢ƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ wŜǎǘŀǳǊŀƴǘ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ нлмм ŀƴƴǳŀƭ ŎƘŜŦ 

survey ranked nutritionally balanced children’s dishes as the number four overall trend 

for the year. Popular culinary personalities such as Jaime Oliver and Rachael Ray have 

tapped multiple media platforms to advocate healthier childhood eating, spreading their 

message across books and television shows about healthful childhood diets, as well as 

through outreach in public schools. Paula Deen even teamed up with her local 

Savannah, Georgia, school system to develop a new culinary arts school for youth. 

It was only a matter of time before these citizen efforts spawned government action. In January 2011, 

President Barak Obama signed into law the Child Nutrition Act, also known as the Healthy, Hunger-Free 

Kids Act, bringing the topic of nutritious school lunches to the center of media and industry attention. 

And the recently released USDA 2010 Dietary Guidelines for Americans also aim specific 

rŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǘ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƻƴ ƪƛŘǎΩ ǇƭŀǘŜǎΦ 

Key among all these messages is the importance of including fruits, vegetables and whole grains in all 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƳŜŀƭǎ. The new childhood nutrition legislation also strongly advocates whole grains, fruits 

and vegetables in schools and the 2010 Dietary Guidelines recommend that Americansτlittle ones 

includedτmake at least half of their grains whole. 
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¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛŀƭ evidence behind the emphasis on whole grains. A diet rich in whole grains provides 

much of the fiber and nutrients, including iron, B vitamins and magnesium, that kids need. Whole grains 

help children feel full longer, which helps avoid excess snacking, overeating and, eventually, the risk of 

childhood obesity. And a breakfast rich in whole grains can help kids maintain focus and concentration 

throughout the school day. But despite what whole grains have going for them, a startling nine out of 10 

ƪƛŘǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ in their diets.
 1 

 

Call to Action 
The recent legislation and political activity concerning ƪƛŘǎΩ ŜŀǘƛƴƎ Ƙŀōƛǘǎ not only should change menus 

at schools, but also should motivate restaurants and food manufacturers to add whole grains and 

healthier items such as fruits and vegetables to kidsΩ meals.  

As schools, restaurants and manufacturers begin incorporating better-for-you 

options, companies like ConAgra Mills offer solutions. Ultragrain® whole wheat flour 

delivers the appearance, taste and texture of refined white flour, promising whole 

grain nutrition to moms while reassuring kids that their favorite items still taste as 

delicious as always.  

Mother Knows Best 
But are Moms even looking for whole grains on kidsΩ menus? And would 

kids even eat whole grain items if they were available? The answer might 

surprise you.  

What do moms want? 
When we asked moms what ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ looking for in an ideal kidsΩ menu, six 

out of 10 told us they want more variety and healthier options for their 

kids. Moms say fruits and veggies (72%), and whole grains (44%) are the 

top-two items on their radars when dining out with their kids.
4
  

Moms also notice the lack ƻŦ ǿƘƻƭŜ ƎǊŀƛƴǎ ƻƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ƪƛŘΩǎ ƳŜƴǳǎΦ Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ƻƴƭȅ мт҈ ǊŜŎŀƭƭ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ǿƘƻƭŜ 

grains on menus when dining out with their kids. That makes whole grains prime candidates for addition 

ǘƻ ƪƛŘǎΩ ƳŜƴǳǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ a whopping 78% of moms tell us they would like to see more whole grains. 4  

ConAgra Mills put Moms to the test:  

We tested two groups of moms with sample kidsΩ menus. Each groupΩǎ ƳŜƴǳ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ popular kidsΩ 

items, but one featured items that were noted as being made with whole wheat.  

Results showed that moms had very positive associations with whole 

grains on kidsΩ menus and would have no hesitation ordering whole 

grain items for their kids. The menu that included whole grains was 

seen as being more unique and three times healthier than the 

standard kidsΩ menu. Moms described the whole grain menus as more 

nutritious, healthy, wholesome, high-quality and better-for-you, too.  

Seeing whole grains on a kids 

menu gives Moms a better 

impression of the restaurant 

and makes Moms more likely to 

visit that restaurant.  

- ConAgra Mills Kids Menu Concept Test, 

January 2011 
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The inclusion of whole grains also ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ άƎǊŜŀǎȅέ ŀƴŘ άŦŀǘǘŜƴƛƴƎέ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ often associated 

with fast foods. 

Operators, take note: Seeing whole grains on a kidsΩ menu gives 

moms a better impression of the restaurant and makes them 

more likely to visit that restaurant. Twenty percent of moms even 

said they would pay more for whole grains on the kidsΩ menu. A 

potential increase in traffic and check size is solid support for 

including whole grains across the board wherever kids are guests.  

The Toughest Customers: Kids 

aƻƳΩǎ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ƴƻǘǿƛǘƘǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΣ will youngsters eat healthy items at a restaurant? Will they choose 

whole grain options in the school cafeteria? Moms seem to think so, and even told us in the study above 

that their kids would have no major hesitation ordering whole grain menu items. 

 

But ConAgra Mills put those questions to the kids themselves. We performed 

multiple taste tests with kids of all ages to evaluate how products made with 

Ultragrain flour measured up with the toughest customers of all.  

 

ConAgra Mills asked kids ages 9-12 to taste two άslidersέτmini hamburgers. 

²Ƙŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛŘǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ was that one of the slider buns was a regular white 

bun, while the other was made with 51% Ultragrain. In the end, it made no 

difference because our young taste-testers liked the more nutritious 

Ultragrain buns just as much as the traditional buns.
5
  

 

But not only did we discover that kids really liked the Ultragrain buns; they told us they would order 

them ς the true test. Seven out of 10 would order sliders made with the Ultragrain buns at a restaurant, 

and a whopping eight out of 10 would order them from their school cafeteria, proving that when made 

with the right ingredients, whole grain items can be hits. 

ConAgra Mills also tested the likeability of pizzas made with a 51% Ultragrain crust 

among junior and senior high school students. Results showed that students of both 

age groups gave the Ultragrain pizza high scores for satisfaction and indicated that 

they would order it again and again. 6  

 

Finally, we pitted ƳŀŎ Ψƴ ŎƘŜŜǎŜ meals made with both 33% and 51% Ultragrain 

pasta ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŀ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ ƳŀŎ Ψƴ ŎƘŜŜǎŜΦ Elementary school students gave all three 

equally positive reviews, detecting no significant taste differences among the 

versions. 7 Once again, these notoriously skeptical ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎ ǇǊƻǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅΩƭƭ 

welcome whole grain foods, as long as those foods meet their taste and 

appearance expectations. 

78% of Moms would like 

to see more whole 

grains on kids’ menus. 

- ConAgra Mills KidsΩ Menu Concept 

Test, January 2011 
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On the Shelves 
Some manufacturers are already incorporating whole grains into retail kidsΩ products ς and reaping the 

rewards. In 2007, Mintel recorded 51 new whole grain ƪƛŘǎΩ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ƭŀǳƴŎƘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦{; in 2010, the 

launches had increased to 81. 
8
 IŜǊŜΩǎ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ŦƛƴŘΥ 

 

ConAgra Foods recognizes the benefits of adding whole grains to 

kidsΩ items and has seamlessly incorporated them into two of its 

own popular kidǎΩ brands. The majority of ConAgra FoodsΩ Kid 

Cuisine meals now contain items made with Ultragrain, such as 

Twist & Twirl Whole Grain Spaghetti and Campfire Hot Dog on a 

Whole Grain Bun. ConAgra FoodsΩ Chef Boyardee brand recently introduced a new line of 

whole grain products made with Ultragrain. The Whole Grain Beefaroni delivers 15% of kidsΩ daily whole 

grain needs. 

 

Pepperidge Farm Goldfish made with Whole Grain are a favorite with young snackers. 

Thanks to Ultragrain, each serving contains one-half serving of whole grains. Goldfish made 

with Whole Grain are the third most popular flavor in the Pepperidge Farm Goldfish line, 

and with sales 10% higher than a year ago, ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƴƻǿ a permanent fixture in the Goldfish 

family.9  

 

Other whole grain products that appeal to kids of all ages include KRAFT Macaroni & Cheese Dinner 

made with 50% whole grain, YŜƭƭƻƎƎΩǎ Pop-Tarts 20% DV Fiber, Kellogg's® Eggo® Nutri-Grain® Whole 

Wheat waffles and Perdue Whole Grain Chicken Nuggets. These manufacturers have figured out how to 

incorporate whole grains and still appeal to youthful taste buds. As more manufacturers follow their 

lead, conscientious moms, and their kids, will find a more balanced mix of good-for-you grains on their 

grocery shelves.  

 

On the Menu 
As for the foodservice landscape, tƘŜ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ƪƛŘǎΩ ƳŜƴǳ just ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƻǊ ŘŜǎƛǊŜǎ ƻŦ 

ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΦ hƴƭȅ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƛƴ мл ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ say their children eat healthfully when dining out.2 And a peek 

at the top-мл ƪƛŘǎΩ ƳŜƴǳ ƛǘŜƳǎΣ ŀǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ōȅ aƛƴǘŜƭΩǎ aŜƴǳ LƴǎƛƎƘǘǎ, may explain why3: 
 

1. Chicken Fingers 
2. Pasta - Macaroni and Cheese 
3. Sandwich - Grilled Cheese 
4. Burger 
5. Pizza - Cheese 

6. Burger - Cheeseburger 
7. Corn Dog 
8. Hot Dog 
9. Pasta - Spaghetti 
10. Burger - Mini Burger 

 
LǘΩǎ ǎŀŦŜ ǘƻ ŀǎǎǳƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ Ƙƛǘǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǇŀŎƪŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƻƭŜ ƎǊŀƛƴǎΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ 
ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ be. 
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All 10 of the kiddie classics listed above could easily be reformulated with whole grain while retaining 
the taste, texture and appearance of the original. How? Substitute Ultragrain flour for a portion of the 
refined flour in the breading on the chicken fingers, or in pastas, breads and buns. In fact, every item on 
the top 10 list has been reformulated with Ultragrain either at retail or in foodservice. 
 

Making Menus Better 
While restaurant menus have room for improvement, credit is due those operators ǿƘƻΩǾŜ ǇƛƻƴŜŜǊŜŘ 

the effort of providing healthful whole grains to their pint-size customers. These chains are pleasing kids 

and their parents with a taste-tempting array of whole grains options: 

 

Panera Bread offers its Panera Kids menu, where all sandwiches ς including grilled 

cheese ς are served on white whole grain bread with a side of squeezable organic 

yogurt.  

 

/ŀƳƛƭƭŜΩǎ {ƛŘŜǿŀƭƪ /ŀŦŞ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ ƪƛŘǎ ŀ άBanana WrapέΥ peanut butter, sliced bananas 

and honey wrapped in a honey-wheat tortilla. 

 

WŀǎƻƴΩǎ 5Ŝƭƛ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ all of their Kidwich sandwiches on a choice of whole grain 

wheat, white or organic wheat wraps.  

 

5ƻƳƛƴƻΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀƴƴƻǳƴŎŜŘ the expansion of its Smart Slice School Lunch Pizza program, 

which offers pizzas made with a 51% Ultragrain crustΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇƛȊȊŀ ƳŜŜǘǎ ǘƘŜ άǿƘƻƭŜ 

grain-ǊƛŎƘέ qualification of the new school nutrition standards.  

 

ConAgra Foodservice promotes The Max, a line of school products 

made with Ultragrain. By incorporating whole grains into many ƪƛŘǎΩ 

items, The Max helps school foodservice operators offer nearly a full serving of whole 

grains with every meal. Products such as whole grain pancakes with blueberry glaze and 

stuffed-crust whole grain cheese pizza please kids while giving them important nutrients. 

Other manufacturers ǎǳǇǇƭȅƛƴƎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ /ƻƴ!ƎǊŀ aƛƭƭǎΩ {ǳǇŜǊYƛŘǎ Whole Grain 

Sampling Program, which helps school foodservice programs incorporate products made with Ultragrain 

ƻǊ {ǳǎǘŀƎǊŀƛƴ ό/ƻƴ!ƎǊŀ aƛƭƭǎΩ ǳƭǘǊŀ-high fiber whole grain), into breakfast and lunch 

ƳŜƴǳǎΦ {ǳǇǇƭƛŜǊǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ YŜƭƭƻƎƎΩǎΣ U.S. FoodserviceΣ {ǳǇŜǊ .ŀƪŜǊȅ ŀƴŘ 5ƻƳƛƴƻΩǎ 

participate, giving K-12 school foodservice directors the opportunity to sample products 

from a variety of trusted food companies and bakeries. The SuperKids Program 

promotes improved nutrition and healthier eating through whole grain goodness. 
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The Bottom Line 

With kids and moms giving their endorsement to whole grain foodsΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ never been a better time to 

get those reformulations going. Our research shows that moms look for, and would order, whole grains 

for their kids. And when whole grain options are made with Ultragrain, ƪƛŘǎ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǘŜƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ 

between the whole grain versions and their traditional favoritesτhelping to make the whole grain 

versions their new favorites.  

 

CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƪƛŘǎΩ ŦŀǾƻǊƛǘŜǎ ƳŀŘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ¦ƭǘǊŀƎǊŀƛƴ ŦƭƻǳǊ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ 

manufacturers. ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘȅ ŦƻƻŘǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ operators can feel confident introducing whole grain products 

across kidsΩ menus. Manufacturers can continue to enjoy the success ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ whole 

grain introductions by boosting the nutritional value of other kid-friendly items.  

 

!ǎ ǿŜΩǾŜ ǎƘƻǿƴΣ ǿƘƻƭŜ grains make sense in any format across foodservice, retail, and school products. 

And whole grain ingredients like Ultragrain flour make reformulation easy.  

 

For more information 

LŦ ȅƻǳΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƴƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜΣ ƻǊ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ 

contacting the manufacturers making products with Ultragrain, email us at info@conagramills.com. To 

learn mƻǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ¦ƭǘǊŀƎǊŀƛƴ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǿƘŜŀǘ ŦƭƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ /ƻƴ!ƎǊŀ aƛƭƭǎΩ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜ ƭƛƴŜ ƻŦ ǿƘƻƭŜ ƎǊŀƛƴ 

ingredients, visit www.conagramills.com.  
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