

[bookmark: _jlz5yr1utims]Restaurant Menu Categories Explained 
A complete reference guide for restaurant owners, menu designers, and food service professionals covering every menu category — from everyday staples to specialty and dietary sections — with clear definitions and practical dish examples.

[bookmark: _rhjpoxyuesu0]HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE
A well-structured menu is one of the most powerful sales tools a restaurant has. The categories you choose, and how you organise them, directly influence what guests order, how much they spend, and how quickly they make decisions. Use this guide to identify which categories suit your concept, understand what each section should contain, and draw inspiration from the examples provided. Not every restaurant needs every category — choose the ones that align with your cuisine, your guests, and your kitchen's capabilities.

[bookmark: _lgo3kjj26kh1]MENU CATEGORIES
1. Appetizers / Starters
2. Soups
3. Salads
4. Mains / Entrées
5. Grill Section
6. Sandwiches & Wraps
7. Burgers
8. Pasta
9. Pizza / Flatbreads
10. Seafood
11. Vegetarian / Vegan
12. Sides / Add-ons
13. Kids' Menu
14. Combos / Platters
15. Daily Specials / Chef's Specials
16. Brunch
17. Breakfast / All-Day Breakfast
18. Desserts
19. Hot Beverages
20. Cold Beverages
21. Alcoholic Beverages (Wine List, Beer List, Cocktail Menu)
22. Happy Hour
23. Takeaway / To-Go Combos
24. Build-Your-Own (BYO)
25. Seasonal / Holiday Specials
26. Tasting Menu / Prix Fixe
27. Raw Bar
28. Charcuterie / Meat & Cheese Boards
29. Street Food / Casual Bites
30. International Cuisine Sections
31. Health-Conscious / Fitness Menu
32. Gluten-Free Menu
33. Late Night Menu
34. Catering Menu
35. Signature Dishes / House Specialties
36. Small Plates / Tapas
37. Comfort Food Classics

[bookmark: _17bjm0qvaoo0]1. APPETIZERS / STARTERS
What it is: Small, shareable dishes designed to open the meal, stimulate appetite, and set the tone for the dining experience. This section also drives significant revenue through upselling and table spend. Items should be quick to prepare, visually appealing, and easy to share.
Menu design tip: Limit to 8–12 items. Too many choices here causes decision fatigue before guests even reach the mains.
Examples:
· Calamari rings with marinara dipping sauce
· Stuffed mushrooms with crab and cream cheese
· Artisanal cheese board with crackers, honeycomb, and seasonal fruit
· Bruschetta with vine-ripened tomatoes, fresh basil, and aged balsamic
· Jumbo shrimp cocktail with house-made cocktail sauce
· Spinach and artichoke dip with warm tortilla chips
· Mozzarella sticks with spicy marinara
· Buffalo chicken wings (mild, medium, hot, or dry rub)
· Loaded nachos with guacamole, jalapeños, and sour cream
· Antipasto platter with cured meats, marinated olives, and roasted peppers
· Coconut shrimp with sweet chilli dipping sauce
· Pan-fried pot stickers with ginger soy dipping sauce
· Bacon-wrapped scallops with lemon butter
· Hummus trio (classic, roasted red pepper, beetroot) with warm pita

[bookmark: _iwg9ajmi3dvd]2. SOUPS
What it is: Hot or cold liquid-based dishes that can serve as a starter, a light meal, or a comfort food option. Ranges from clear broths and consommés to hearty chowders, bisques, and cold preparations. A well-executed soup demonstrates kitchen craft and can be a powerful daily special.
Menu design tip: Offer one to three options — a classic, a seasonal, and a cold option in summer months. A "soup of the day" creates repeat visit interest.
Examples:
· New England clam chowder with oyster crackers
· French onion soup with Gruyère crouton and caramelised onions
· Roasted tomato and basil bisque with crème fraîche
· Classic chicken noodle with fresh vegetables and herbs
· Butternut squash soup with toasted pepitas and sage oil
· Minestrone with seasonal vegetables and fresh pesto
· Lobster bisque with sherry and a cream swirl
· Gazpacho — chilled Spanish tomato and pepper soup
· Vietnamese beef pho with rice noodles and fresh herbs
· White miso soup with silken tofu, seaweed, and spring onion
· Cream of wild mushrooms with truffle oil
· Spiced lentil soup with lemon and cumin
· Seafood chowder with mixed fish, prawns, and smoked bacon

[bookmark: _uykmks55nqq5]3. SALADS
What it is: Fresh, vegetable-based dishes that can function as a starter, side, or a complete meal depending on the protein and portion size. Includes green salads, grain bowls, warm salads, and protein-topped options. This category is increasingly important as health-conscious dining continues to grow.
Menu design tip: Always offer at least one substantial "meal salad" with added protein to cater to lighter eaters and health-focused guests.
Examples:
· Caesar salad with baby romaine, shaved parmesan, and house-made croutons
· Greek salad with feta, kalamata olives, cucumber, and red onion
· Cobb salad with smoked bacon, blue cheese, avocado, and hard-boiled egg
· Caprese salad with buffalo mozzarella, heirloom tomatoes, and fresh basil oil
· Quinoa power bowl with roasted sweet potato and tahini dressing
· Spinach salad with strawberries, candied walnuts, and poppy seed vinaigrette
· Arugula salad with pear, toasted walnuts, and goat cheese
· Beet and goat cheese salad with candied pecans and citrus dressing
· Asian sesame chicken salad with crispy noodles and ginger dressing
· Kale Caesar with massaged kale, anchovies, and lemon parmesan dressing
· Mediterranean quinoa salad with chickpeas, roasted peppers, and herbs
· Niçoise salad with seared tuna, olives, green beans, and soft-boiled eggs
· Taco salad with seasoned ground beef, black beans, and a crispy tortilla bowl

[bookmark: _n2uv2tf6asb]4. MAINS / ENTRÉES
What it is: The centrepiece of the menu — the primary, most substantial dishes that guests typically build their meal around. Includes meat, poultry, seafood, vegetarian, and plant-based options. This section defines your restaurant's culinary identity more than any other.
Menu design tip: Organise by protein type for easy navigation. Ensure you always have at least one strong vegetarian main and one fish option, regardless of concept.
Examples:
· Herb-roasted half chicken with rosemary jus and roasted potatoes
· Beef tenderloin with red wine reduction and truffle mashed potatoes
· Grilled pork chops with apple chutney and wilted greens
· Slow-braised lamb shanks with gremolata and root vegetable mash
· Pan-seared duck breast with cherry gastrique and lentils
· Grilled salmon with lemon beurre blanc and asparagus
· Lobster tail with drawn garlic butter and seasonal vegetables
· Vegetarian lasagna with house-made ricotta, spinach, and roasted tomato
· Stuffed bell peppers with ground turkey, brown rice, and smoked paprika
· Eggplant parmigiana with house marinara and fresh basil
· Moroccan chicken tagine with preserved lemon and couscous
· Blackened catfish with Cajun spices and dirty rice
· Mediterranean sea bass with olives, capers, and roasted cherry tomatoes

[bookmark: _otgshpqqv25t]5. GRILL SECTION
What it is: A dedicated section spotlighting open-flame or chargrilled dishes — primarily steaks, chops, and proteins where the cooking method is the feature. This section is typically where your highest price points and highest margins sit. Customisable with sauces, temperatures, and sides.
Menu design tip: Always offer a sauce selection and a choice of two to three sides alongside grill items. Customers who customise their plate tend to feel more invested and satisfied.
Examples:
· Ribeye (300g) with herb compound butter and hand-cut chips
· Filet mignon (225g) with béarnaise sauce and asparagus
· T-bone (450g) with roasted garlic and peppercorn jus
· New York strip (280g) with chimichurri
· Grilled chicken breast with smoky BBQ glaze and coleslaw
· Pork tenderloin with apple and calvados chutney
· Lamb chops with rosemary, garlic, and mint salsa verde
· Grilled portobello mushroom steak with balsamic reduction and polenta
· Vegetable and halloumi skewers with charred lemon
· Mixed grill platter with steak, chicken, merguez, and chimichurri
· Cedar-planked salmon with dill and lemon
· Slow-smoked BBQ ribs with house-made sauce and pickled slaw
· Grilled shrimp skewers with lemon, garlic, and fresh herb marinade

[bookmark: _puij6t3zxqjy]6. SANDWICHES & WRAPS
What it is: Handheld meals served on bread, rolls, baguettes, or wrapped in flatbreads or tortillas. A versatile and often high-margin category that works across lunch and casual dinner. Includes both classic and gourmet options.
Menu design tip: Always include one vegetarian option and one premium option. Serving with a side choice increases average spend.
Examples:
· Club sandwich with smoked turkey, crispy bacon, lettuce, tomato, and avocado
· Classic Reuben with corned beef, sauerkraut, Swiss cheese, and Russian dressing
· Pressed panini with prosciutto, fresh mozzarella, and sun-dried tomato
· Bánh mì with char siu pork, pickled daikon, carrot, and coriander
· Lamb gyro with tzatziki, red onion, and fresh tomato
· Falafel wrap with hummus, shredded cabbage, and tahini
· Chicken Caesar wrap with baby romaine and shaved parmesan
· Italian sub with salami, ham, provolone, and roasted peppers
· Philly cheesesteak with sautéed onions, peppers, and melted provolone
· Cuban with slow-roasted pork, smoked ham, Swiss cheese, and pickles
· Buffalo chicken wrap with blue cheese slaw
· Veggie wrap with roasted vegetables, hummus, and baby spinach

[bookmark: _xb5qoavettuy]7. BURGERS
What it is: A category in its own right for casual and burger-focused restaurants. Goes beyond the standard beef patty to include chicken, fish, lamb, and plant-based alternatives with a wide variety of premium toppings and custom builds.
Menu design tip: A strong burger menu needs a great base product first — focus on blend, fat content, and bun quality. Extras and toppings enhance; they cannot compensate for a mediocre patty.
Examples:
· Classic smash burger with American cheese and house sauce
· Double bacon cheeseburger with crispy streaky bacon
· Mushroom and Swiss burger with sautéed wild mushrooms and garlic aioli
· Smoky BBQ burger with crispy onion rings and hickory sauce
· Turkey burger with smashed avocado and alfalfa sprouts
· Salmon burger with dill mayo and cucumber ribbons
· Black bean and corn burger with chipotle aioli and pickled jalapeño
· Impossible™ or Beyond™ burger with vegan cheese and caramelised onions
· Blue cheese burger with caramelised onions and rocket
· Hawaiian teriyaki burger with grilled pineapple and sriracha mayo
· Lamb burger with crumbled feta, cucumber sauce, and mint
· Slider trio — choose from beef, chicken, or plant-based
· Bison burger with wild mushroom and truffle mayo

[bookmark: _2rzloiduts4t]8. PASTA
What it is: Dishes built around noodles or dumplings with sauces, proteins, and aromatics. Spans Italian classics, regional specialties, and modern fusion preparations. One of the highest-margin categories on any menu when executed well.
Menu design tip: Offer at least one fresh pasta option alongside dried pasta dishes — it significantly elevates the perception of quality and justifies a higher price point.
Examples:
· Spaghetti Bolognese with slow-cooked meat ragù and aged Parmesan
· Fettuccine Alfredo with brown butter and Parmesan cream
· Penne all'arrabbiata with San Marzano tomatoes and fresh chilli
· Classic lasagna with beef ragù, béchamel, and melted mozzarella
· Cheese and spinach ravioli with sage brown butter
· Linguine alle vongole — clams in white wine and garlic
· Gnocchi with gorgonzola cream and toasted walnuts
· Spaghetti alla carbonara with guanciale, egg yolk, and pecorino
· Cacio e pepe — the purist's pasta with black pepper and pecorino romano
· Lobster mac and cheese with truffle oil and breadcrumb crust
· Chicken parmesan with house marinara and fresh basil over spaghetti
· Seafood linguine with prawns, mussels, and clams in white wine broth
· Wild mushroom risotto with parmesan and truffle oil
· Shrimp scampi with garlic, white wine, and lemon

[bookmark: _8dc1tkdlfkac]9. PIZZA / FLATBREADS
What it is: Baked dough bases topped with sauce, cheese, and a variety of toppings. Can be offered as personal portions or larger sharing sizes. Flatbreads offer a lighter, more refined alternative and work well as starters or bar snacks.
Menu design tip: Differentiate your pizza with a unique dough — sourdough, wood-fired, or long-fermented bases command premium prices and create a distinct identity.
Examples:
· Margherita with San Marzano tomato, fior di latte, and fresh basil
· Pepperoni with stretchy mozzarella and a honey drizzle
· Supreme with pepperoni, Italian sausage, roasted peppers, and red onion
· BBQ chicken pizza with red onion, smoked cheddar, and fresh coriander
· Bianca — white pizza with ricotta, roasted garlic, and mozzarella
· Meat feast with pepperoni, nduja, bacon, and smoky BBQ base
· Roasted vegetable pizza with buffalo mozzarella, courgette, and aubergine
· Prosciutto and rocket flatbread with shaved parmesan and lemon oil
· Mediterranean flatbread with feta, kalamata olives, and slow-roast tomatoes
· Baked calzone stuffed with ricotta, mozzarella, and Italian sausage
· Truffle and wild mushroom flatbread with goat cheese and fresh thyme
· Quattro formaggi — four cheese pizza with honey and walnuts

[bookmark: _ifjqp7hfs0y2]10. SEAFOOD
What it is: A dedicated section for fish and shellfish dishes prepared using a variety of methods, including grilling, pan-searing, steaming, frying, or serving raw. An important category for demonstrating culinary range and catering to health-conscious guests.
Menu design tip: Always indicate sourcing where possible — "sustainable," "line-caught," or "locally sourced" all add perceived value and appeal to environmentally aware diners.
Examples:
· Grilled salmon with lemon and herb beurre blanc
· Classic fish and chips with hand-cut chips and malt vinegar
· Pan-seared crab cakes with remoulade and pickled cucumber
· Lobster roll with lemon mayo or clarified butter on a brioche bun
· Mussels in white wine, garlic, and cream with crusty bread
· Fresh oysters on the half shell with mignonette and lemon
· Fish tacos with battered fish, cabbage slaw, and chipotle crema
· Sushi rolls: California, spicy tuna, dragon roll
· Sashimi platter with assorted fish and house-pickled ginger
· Seafood paella with clams, mussels, prawns, and saffron rice
· Blackened red snapper with Cajun spices and corn salsa
· Cioppino — San Francisco seafood stew with sourdough
· Grilled swordfish with mango, chilli, and coriander salsa

[bookmark: _8m4zu2ni6aq]11. VEGETARIAN / VEGAN
What it is: Dedicated section for plant-based dishes — vegetarian (no meat, may include dairy and eggs) or fully vegan (no animal products of any kind). This is no longer a niche section; it is a core menu category that drives significant guest traffic and reflects modern dining values.
Menu design tip: Never treat this as an afterthought. Investing in one or two genuinely exceptional plant-based dishes builds a reputation and attracts a highly loyal customer segment. Clearly label V (vegetarian) and VE (vegan) throughout your menu.
Examples:
· Impossible™ burger with smoked vegan cheese and pickled red onion
· Quinoa and black bean bowl with avocado, mango salsa, and lime crema
· Stuffed aubergine with spiced vegetables, pine nuts, and pomegranate
· Roasted vegetable Thai green curry with jasmine rice and toasted coconut
· Crispy tofu and broccoli stir-fry with black bean and ginger sauce
· Vegan pasta with cashew cream, roasted garlic, and fresh herbs
· Pulled jackfruit tacos with pickled slaw and chipotle sauce
· Cauliflower steaks with chermoula, roasted chickpeas, and yogurt
· Buddha bowl with quinoa, roasted sweet potato, edamame, and tahini
· Ratatouille with seasonal vegetables and herb oil
· Lentil and vegetable shepherd's pie with creamy mashed potato
· Chickpea tikka masala with basmati rice and warm naan

[bookmark: _bbr5j2m834y3]12. SIDES / ADD-ONS
What it is: Smaller complementary dishes served alongside mains. This is an often-underestimated revenue section — a well-curated sides menu drives meaningful incremental spend per table and allows guests to personalise their meal.
Menu design tip: Price sides fairly but consistently. Aim for a mix of classics and one or two "elevated" options (e.g., truffle fries, charred broccolini with anchovy butter) that feel special.
Examples:
· Classic fries or seasoned fries with aioli
· Sweet potato fries with chipotle mayo
· Thin onion rings with ranch dipping sauce
· Creamy coleslaw with apple cider vinegar dressing
· Garlic and herb bread with parmesan
· Roasted seasonal vegetables with lemon and herbs
· Steamed basmati or saffron rice pilaf
· Creamy mashed potatoes with brown butter and chives
· Truffle parmesan fries with fresh herbs
· Sautéed garlic spinach with lemon
· Roasted Brussels sprouts with smoked bacon and balsamic glaze
· Mac and cheese — classic or gourmet with breadcrumb crust
· Grilled corn with herb butter and cotija

[bookmark: _g2j8arvf6bhy]13. KIDS' MENU
What it is: A simplified section with smaller portions and familiar, approachable flavours designed specifically for children. A strong kids' menu increases family traffic, extends table dwell time, and builds brand loyalty with parents.
Menu design tip: Keep it to 6–8 items. Include at least one healthy option alongside the classics, and consider offering a choice of side (fruit vs. fries) to give parents options. Avoid overly processed-sounding descriptions.
Examples:
· Crispy chicken tenders with honey mustard dip and fries
· Grilled cheese sandwich on sourdough with tomato soup
· Mini cheeseburger with fries or fruit cup
· Spaghetti with butter and parmesan or tomato sauce
· Kid-sized mac and cheese
· Mini cheese or pepperoni pizzas
· Fish goujons with tartar sauce and peas
· Quesadilla with melted cheese and salsa
· Chicken nuggets with a choice of dipping sauce
· Fruit cup with seasonal fresh fruit
· Kids' dessert: ice cream with a choice of two toppings
· Drink selection: water, milk, apple juice, or orange juice

[bookmark: _hj2v0zd4cnx7]14. COMBOS / PLATTERS
What it is: Bundled meals or sharing plates that combine multiple items at a set or value price. Combos increase average spend, simplify decision-making, and are particularly effective for lunch service, families, and group dining.
Menu design tip: Make the value clear. Guests should be able to see at a glance what they're getting and why it represents good value compared to ordering individually.
Examples:
· Surf and turf — steak and lobster tail with sides
· Mixed grill platter — steak, chicken, merguez, and chimichurri
· Sampler platter — wings, mozzarella sticks, and nachos
· Lunch combo — sandwich or wrap, side, and soft drink
· Family meal — choice of entrée, two sides, garlic bread, and dessert for four
· Seafood sharing platter — fish, prawns, and crab cakes
· Barbecue sharing board — ribs, brisket, and pulled pork with sides
· Taco combo — three tacos with rice, beans, and guacamole
· Pasta combo — salad, pasta, and garlic bread
· Pizza and salad combo
· Soup and sandwich combo

[bookmark: _yl9bmgnker9x]15. DAILY SPECIALS / CHEF'S SPECIALS
What it is: Limited-time dishes that showcase fresh, seasonal, or locally sourced ingredients, or highlight the chef's creativity. Specials generate excitement, create urgency, and are an effective tool for managing seasonal produce and reducing food waste.
Menu design tip: Train your floor staff to present specials with genuine enthusiasm and context — "tonight the chef is using the first spring asparagus from a local farm" adds storytelling value that increases order conversion.
Examples:
· Monday: Fresh catch of the day at market price
· Tuesday: Osso buco with saffron risotto Milanese
· Wednesday: Soup of the day with artisan bread
· Thursday: Chef's seasonal pasta creation
· Friday: Prime rib with Yorkshire pudding and red wine gravy
· Saturday: Whole lobster special with drawn butter
· Sunday: Roast chicken family dinner with all the trimmings
· Seasonal specials: Spring asparagus risotto, summer corn and tomato salad, autumn butternut squash bisque, winter braised short ribs
· Chef's five-course tasting experience
· Locally sourced ingredient spotlight

[bookmark: _agfdoxrh1esy]16. BRUNCH
What it is: A hybrid meal combining the best of breakfast and lunch, typically served from late morning to early afternoon. Brunch has become a significant revenue opportunity — often the most profitable service period of the week when well executed. Includes egg dishes, pancakes, pastries, and brunch cocktails.
Menu design tip: Bottomless brunch formats (with bottomless mimosas or Bloody Marys for a set price) drive high covers and strong beverage revenue. Always include one savoury and one sweet feature.
Examples:
· Eggs Benedict on a toasted muffin with hollandaise and back bacon
· Brioche French toast with berries, maple syrup, and mascarpone
· Buttermilk pancakes with whipped vanilla butter and seasonal compote
· Belgian waffles with fresh fruit and crème fraîche
· Avocado toast with poached egg, dukkah, and chilli flakes on sourdough
· Breakfast burrito with scrambled eggs, roasted peppers, and salsa verde
· Smoked salmon bagel with cream cheese, capers, and red onion
· Chicken and waffles with hot sauce and maple syrup
· Huevos rancheros with black beans and salsa verde
· Quiche Lorraine with smoked bacon and gruyère
· Fruit and yogurt parfait with house-made granola
· Brunch cocktails: Mimosa, Aperol Spritz, Bloody Mary, Bellini

[bookmark: _e6m43w69p0ir]17. BREAKFAST / ALL-DAY BREAKFAST
What it is: The first meal of the day — a well-constructed breakfast menu anchors early trade, and all-day breakfast options are one of the most searched meal types online. Includes eggs, cooked proteins, cereals, pastries, and beverages.
Menu design tip: All-day breakfast is a strong traffic driver — guests often choose a café or restaurant specifically because they know they can get eggs at any hour. Clearly label it "available all day" if that is your policy.
Examples:
· Full cooked breakfast — eggs your way, back bacon, sausage, grilled tomato, beans, and toast
· Three-egg omelette with a choice of fillings
· Scrambled eggs with smoked salmon and chives on sourdough
· Steel-cut porridge with brown sugar, banana, and toasted almonds
· Greek yogurt parfait with house granola and seasonal berries
· Breakfast sandwich on a toasted English muffin or brioche
· Acai smoothie bowl with granola, fresh fruit, and coconut flakes
· Bagel with cream cheese, smoked salmon, and capers
· Short stack buttermilk pancakes with maple syrup
· Biscuits and sausage gravy
· Breakfast quesadilla with eggs, cheese, and roasted peppers
· Pastry basket with croissant, pain au chocolat, and seasonal jam
· Coffee and pastry combo

[bookmark: _pg2zl0l9wwd8]18. DESSERTS
What it is: The final course — and a powerful last impression. A well-executed dessert menu closes the meal on a high note, encourages additional spend, and gives guests something to talk about. Includes cakes, tarts, puddings, ice creams, and signature sweets.
Menu design tip: Keep the dessert menu focused — six to eight items executed beautifully outperform a list of twenty mediocre options. One or two shareable desserts for two increases spend and creates a memorable moment.
Examples:
· New York-style cheesecake with berry compote and crème fraîche
· Warm chocolate fondant with molten centre and vanilla bean ice cream
· Tiramisu with espresso-soaked ladyfingers and mascarpone
· Classic crème brûlée with caramelised sugar crust
· Apple tarte Tatin with calvados crème anglaise
· Ice cream sundae with hot fudge, roasted nuts, and whipped cream
· Lemon sorbet with limoncello and fresh mint
· Warm chocolate chip cookies with salted caramel ice cream
· Key lime pie with graham cracker crust
· Sticky toffee pudding with butterscotch sauce and clotted cream
· Seasonal fruit crumble with vanilla custard
· Gelato — rotating flavours, made in-house daily
· Chocolate mousse with raspberry coulis and cocoa tuile

[bookmark: _og1k1yjpk0ob]19. HOT BEVERAGES
What it is: Coffee, tea, and warm drink offerings are typically served during and after the meal. A strong coffee programme is increasingly a differentiator — especially for brunch and all-day dining concepts. Specialty coffee is one of the highest-margin categories on any menu.
Menu design tip: Consider partnering with a specialty coffee roaster and naming them on the menu — it adds credibility, supports a local business, and creates talking points with guests.
Examples:
· Espresso — single or double shot
· Cappuccino with velvety steamed milk foam
· Flat white with microfoam
· Latte with full cream, oat, almond, or soy milk
· Americano — espresso with hot water
· Cortado — equal parts espresso and warm milk
· Mocha with dark chocolate and whipped cream
· Earl Grey with bergamot
· English Breakfast tea
· Jasmine green tea
· Herbal infusions: chamomile, fresh mint, lemongrass, and ginger
· Masala chai latte with whole spices
· Hot chocolate — classic or dark with orange
· Irish coffee with whiskey and lightly whipped cream
· Seasonal mulled wine or spiced apple cider

[bookmark: _xv1zrq425ip7]20. COLD BEVERAGES
What it is: Non-alcoholic cold drinks including soft drinks, fresh juices, iced coffees, smoothies, and specialty cold beverages. This category is an important revenue stream and is often under-curated.
Menu design tip: Develop one or two signature house-made cold drinks — a house lemonade, an agua fresca, or a cold brew — that cannot be ordered elsewhere. These become talking points and are easily upsold.
Examples:
· Fresh-squeezed orange or watermelon juice
· House-made lemonade — classic, elderflower, or raspberry
· Iced tea — sweet, unsweetened, or peach
· Cold brew coffee with cream or oat milk
· Seasonal smoothies: mango and passion fruit, strawberry and banana, green power
· Fresh fruit agua fresca
· Sparkling water with fresh citrus
· Kombucha on tap or bottled
· Milkshakes — classic vanilla, chocolate, or strawberry
· Virgin mojito with fresh mint and lime
· Shirley Temple with grenadine and orange
· Still and sparkling mineral water

[bookmark: _w3m0ds8f8i1x]21. ALCOHOLIC BEVERAGES
What it is: Beer, wine, spirits, and cocktails — the beverage programme that often determines overall profitability. Alcoholic beverages carry the highest margins of any menu category, and a well-curated drinks list significantly elevates the guest experience.
Menu design tip: Your drinks menu should reflect and reinforce your restaurant's identity. A craft-casual concept needs a strong local beer and cocktail focus; a fine dining room needs a serious wine list. Invest in staff training — a confident wine recommendation from a server is one of the most powerful revenue tools you have.
[bookmark: _myxi1pak3fzt]Wine List
Red wines: Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Pinot Noir, Shiraz/Syrah, Malbec, Sangiovese, Tempranillo
White wines: Chardonnay, Sauvignon Blanc, Pinot Grigio, Riesling, Viognier, Chenin Blanc, Albariño
Rosé wines: Provence rosé, Pinot Noir rosé, White Zinfandel
Sparkling wines: Champagne, Prosecco DOC, Cava, Crémant d'Alsace, Méthode Cap Classique (MCC)
Dessert wines: Sauternes, Port, Muscat, Pedro Ximénez
[bookmark: _kkm2dzo88tuk]Beer List
Draft: Local craft IPA, wheat beer, lager, stout, session pale ale
Bottled/canned: International selection, premium lagers, craft beer rotation
Specialty: Seasonal ales, sour beers, Belgian ales, barrel-aged
[bookmark: _8q2bime4af0b]Cocktail Menu
Classics: Old Fashioned, Negroni, Manhattan, Martini, Margarita, Daiquiri, Aperol Spritz
Signature cocktails: House specialty creations, seasonal recipes using local ingredients
Spirit selection: Top-shelf whiskey, premium vodka, aged rum, small-batch gin, tequila, and mezcal
Low- and no-alcohol options: Seedlip, alcohol-free wines, non-alcoholic beers

[bookmark: _jkb5ennydscx]22. HAPPY HOUR
What it is: Discounted food and drink items served during designated off-peak hours — typically late afternoon between service periods. Happy hour drives traffic during slow periods, introduces new guests to the venue, and builds a loyal local customer base.
Menu design tip: Keep it simple and consistent — the same time, the same days, the same deals. Guests plan their visits around happy hour, and reliability builds habits.
Examples:
· Half-price appetizers — wings, nachos, mozzarella sticks
· Discounted house cocktails — margaritas, mojitos, espresso martinis
· Draft beer specials — pints at a set price
· Wine by the glass at reduced prices
· Oysters on the half shell at happy hour pricing
· Slider trio at a set price
· Discounted pizza or flatbread slices
· Sangria pitchers for sharing
· Specialty cocktail of the day at a reduced price

[bookmark: _qlqeawtwrdlh]23. TAKEAWAY / TO-GO COMBOS
What it is: A menu section designed specifically for carry-out and delivery — featuring items that travel well, maintain quality in transit, and are easy to package and portion. This is an increasingly important revenue channel for all restaurant formats.
Menu design tip: Not everything on your dine-in menu belongs on your delivery menu. Edit ruthlessly — choose items that survive 20–30 minutes in transit without losing quality. Packaging matters enormously for brand perception.
Examples:
· Family meal deal — whole chicken with sides and rolls
· Lunch box — sandwich or wrap, side, and cookie
· Pre-packed salads with dressing on the side
· Pasta containers with garlic bread
· Pizza and wings delivery combo
· Taco party pack — a dozen tacos with all the sides
· Sushi bento boxes
· Soup and salad combo containers
· Burger and fries to-go special
· Breakfast burrito meal deal
· Barbecue family pack with two to three meats
· Dessert boxes for celebrations

[bookmark: _9ljb8u7uco7s]24. BUILD-YOUR-OWN (BYO)
What it is: A customisable menu concept where guests select components to build a personalised meal. Highly effective in fast-casual formats and increasingly popular in full-service dining. BYO menus increase guest satisfaction, reduce decision fatigue, and cater to a wide range of dietary preferences simultaneously.
Menu design tip: Limit each BYO section to a structured choice — based, protein, sauce, and two extras. Too much choice creates anxiety; too little defeats the purpose.
Examples:
· Grain bowl builder — choose base (rice, quinoa, greens), protein, veg, and sauce.
· Burger customisation — patty type, cheese, toppings, bun (brioche, pretzel, lettuce)
· Taco bar — choose protein, beans, salsa, and toppings
· Pasta bar — noodle type, sauce, protein, and extras
· Stir-fry station — protein, vegetables, sauce, noodles, or rice
· Build-your-own pizza — size, crust, sauce, cheese, and up to five toppings
· Salad bar — base greens, proteins, toppings, and house dressings
· Omelet station — egg style and choice of fillings
· Create-your-own flatbread
· Baked potato bar with various toppings
· DIY sundae with ice cream base and toppings

[bookmark: _drx32khm6ulf]25. SEASONAL / HOLIDAY SPECIALS
What it is: Rotating menu items tied to a specific season, occasion, or calendar event. Seasonal menus create urgency ("available this month only"), demonstrate culinary relevance, and give guests a reason to return throughout the year.
Menu design tip: Plan seasonal menus at least six to eight weeks ahead so procurement, training, and marketing can align. A seasonal special that runs out on day three does more harm than good.
Examples:
· Spring: Asparagus risotto, pea and mint soup, Easter brunch packages
· Summer: Grilled peach and prosciutto salad, corn dishes, BBQ specials
· Autumn: Pumpkin soup, truffle pasta, apple cider cocktails
· Winter: Braised short ribs, hot toddies, mulled wine, holiday roast dinners
· Valentine's Day: Romantic dinner for two, chocolate fondue, Champagne pairings
· Mother's Day / Father's Day: Themed brunch and dinner packages
· Christmas: Prime rib, festive cocktails, Christmas pudding, yule log
· New Year's Eve: Tasting menu, Champagne on arrival, midnight celebration
· Eid / Diwali / Other cultural events: Culturally relevant themed dishes and packages
· Oktoberfest: German sausage, beer, and pretzel specials

[bookmark: _ypfvuq7xt5zy]26. TASTING MENU / PRIX FIXE
What it is: A set multi-course menu at a fixed price, typically showcasing a chef's best work in a progressive sequence. Most common in fine dining and upscale casual formats. Tasting menus deliver a high average spend, a memorable experience, and strong word-of-mouth.
Menu design tip: Always offer an optional wine pairing alongside a tasting menu — it can double or triple the per-head revenue and significantly enhance the experience. A non-alcoholic pairing option with juices and teas is increasingly expected.
Examples:
· Three-course set menu: Starter, main, dessert at a fixed price
· Five-course tasting: Amuse-bouche, fish, meat, cheese, and dessert
· Seven-course chef's menu with optional wine pairing
· Chef's table experience: Multi-course meal prepared and presented tableside
· Vegetarian tasting menu: Fully plant-based multi-course experience
· Seafood progression: Multiple seafood courses with wine pairings
· Seasonal tasting journey: Menu changes monthly with available produce
· Date night package: Tasting menu for two with Champagne on arrival
· Business lunch express: Three courses within 60 minutes
· Anniversary celebration package with personalised menu card

[bookmark: _hpt154gblxb5]27. RAW BAR
What it is: A dedicated section of fresh, uncooked seafood typically served on ice, with accompaniments. A strong raw bar signals freshness, quality, and confidence. Common in seafood restaurants, oyster bars, and upscale casual concepts.
Menu design tip: Source provenance matters enormously here — naming the origin of your oysters or the fishery your tuna comes from adds value and builds trust. Rotate varieties with availability to keep the menu fresh.
Examples:
· Selection of fresh oysters with mignonette, cocktail sauce, and lemon
· Littleneck clams on the half shell
· Jumbo shrimp cocktail with house-made cocktail sauce
· King crab legs with lemon and drawn butter
· Oyster shooters with vodka, horseradish, and hot sauce
· Tuna tartare with avocado, sesame oil, and crispy wontons
· Salmon sashimi with wasabi, pickled ginger, and soy
· Tiger prawn ceviche with lime, coriander, and red chilli
· Crudo with olive oil, sea salt, and micro herbs
· Mixed raw bar sharing platter for two or four

[bookmark: _ypt5nrxawwaq]28. CHARCUTERIE / MEAT & CHEESE BOARDS
What it is: Curated selections of cured meats, artisanal cheeses, and complementary accompaniments presented as a shareable experience. One of the highest-perceived-value items on any menu with excellent margins when composed thoughtfully.
Menu design tip: Tell the story of the components — naming the producer or region of origin (e.g., "24-month Manchego, La Mancha" or "house-cured bresaola") transforms a board into an experience and justifies premium pricing.
Examples:
· Prosciutto di Parma with honeydew melon and grissini
· Salami, sopressata, and coppa selection
· Aged cheddar, gruyère, and goat cheese
· Brie and Camembert with fig jam and toasted baguette
· Manchego with quince paste and Marcona almonds
· Serrano ham with roasted peppers and bread
· Bresaola with rocket, lemon, and shaved Parmesan
· Roquefort and honey with candied walnuts
· Cornichons, whole grain mustard, and pickled vegetables
· Seasonal dried fruits and fresh grapes
· House-made pâté with port jelly and crackers
· Wine and cheese pairing board with suggested matches

[bookmark: _hvlqznqo6mym]29. STREET FOOD / CASUAL BITES
What it is: Dishes inspired by global street food traditions — typically handheld, boldly flavoured, small in portion, and built for quick enjoyment. This category reflects the most exciting food trends globally and appeals strongly to younger diners and adventurous eaters.
Menu design tip: Rotate one or two items seasonally and acknowledge the cultural origin of dishes — it shows respect for the cuisine and educates guests.
Examples:
· Baja fish tacos with beer-battered cod, cabbage slaw, and lime crema
· Korean BBQ sliders with gochujang glaze and quick-pickled kimchi
· Bánh mì with char siu pork and pickled daikon
· Beef or chicken empanadas with chimichurri
· Pan-fried gyoza with soy and sesame dipping sauce
· Steamed bao buns with crispy pork belly or fried tofu
· Elote — Mexican grilled corn with cotija, lime, and chilli mayo
· Chicken satay skewers with peanut and lime sauce
· Falafel with tahini, pickled turnip, and flatbread
· Arancini — Sicilian fried risotto balls with tomato sauce
· Churros with dark chocolate dipping sauce
· Takoyaki — Japanese octopus balls with bonito and mayo

[bookmark: _fec3gikb07sg]30. INTERNATIONAL CUISINE SECTIONS
What it is: Dedicated menu sections that spotlight specific global culinary traditions. Effective in restaurants with a broad concept, multi-cuisine formats, or those wanting to organise international dishes in a way that makes the menu easier to navigate.

[bookmark: _wpol6p1859ew]Asian
· Sushi rolls: California, spicy tuna, dragon roll, rainbow roll
· Pad Thai with prawns or tofu, bean sprouts, and peanuts
· Wok-fried rice with egg, vegetables, and your choice of protein
· Tonkotsu or shoyu ramen with slow-cooked pork and soft egg
· Dim sum: har gow, siu mai, char siu bao, turnip cake
· Thai green curry with jasmine rice and fresh Thai basil
· Korean bibimbap with rice, vegetables, and gochujang
· Miso-glazed black cod
· Beef bulgogi with pickled vegetables and steamed rice
· Vietnamese summer rolls with peanut hoisin sauce
[bookmark: _oz92p2n6hatd]Mexican
· Chicken enchiladas with salsa verde and crema
· Cheese and chicken quesadillas with house guacamole
· Slow-cooked beef or chicken fajitas with peppers and onions
· Carnitas tacos with coriander, white onion, and salsa roja
· Chiles rellenos with rice and refried beans
· Mole negro with chicken and sesame seeds
· Fresh ceviche with lime, tomato, and coriander
· Tres leches cake with whipped cream and cinnamon
· Churros with cinnamon sugar and chocolate sauce
· Agua fresca or tamarind horchata
[bookmark: _6at7wkxymth2]Italian
· Wild mushroom risotto with parmesan and truffle oil
· Osso buco with gremolata and polenta
· Antipasto misto with cured meats, marinated vegetables, and olives
· Chicken piccata with lemon, capers, and white wine sauce
· Veal Marsala with wild mushrooms
· Minestrone with fresh pasta and pesto
· Sicilian cannoli with sweetened ricotta and pistachios
· Tiramisu with espresso and dark cocoa
· Espresso or affogato
· Limoncello digestif
[bookmark: _z9o6os8hckph]Mediterranean
· Warm pita bread with hummus and olive oil
· Lamb and beef kofta kebabs with tzatziki
· Classic Greek salad with feta, olives, and cucumber
· Moussaka with layers of lamb, aubergine, and béchamel
· Stuffed grape leaves (dolmades) with lemon and herbs
· Spanakopita — flaky spinach and feta pastry
· Baklava with pistachios, honey, and orange blossom
· Turkish coffee or mint tea
· Shared mezze platter for the table
[bookmark: _5mjpqdxai4kf]Indian
· Chicken tikka masala with basmati rice and warm naan
· Tandoori chicken with yogurt marinade and mint chutney
· Vegetable biryani with aromatic spices and raita
· Lamb Rogan Josh with basmati rice
· Crispy vegetable samosas with tamarind and mint chutney
· Dal tadka with lemon and ghee
· Garlic, plain, or cheese naan
· Mango lassi
· Gulab jamun with rose syrup
· Masala chai

[bookmark: _d3unp8j5sx2f]31. HEALTH-CONSCIOUS / FITNESS MENU
What it is: A dedicated section for health-focused diners featuring dishes with clean ingredients, transparent nutritional information, and lean preparation methods. This is no longer a trend — it is a mainstream guest expectation, particularly for lunch service.
Menu design tip: Provide calorie counts and macro information where possible. Guests who are actively tracking their nutrition will actively seek out restaurants that make this easy.
Examples:
· Grilled chicken protein bowl with quinoa, roasted veg, and tahini (approx. 500 kcal)
· Superfood salad with kale, blueberries, hemp seeds, and lemon dressing
· Zucchini noodles with lean turkey meatballs and fresh tomato sauce
· Grilled salmon with steamed broccolini and brown rice (approx. 400 kcal)
· Acai bowl with house granola and fresh seasonal fruit
· Keto bowl with cauliflower rice, avocado, and grilled protein
· Turkey lettuce wraps with Asian ginger and sesame sauce
· Chia seed pudding with almond milk, mango, and toasted coconut
· Egg white omelette with grilled vegetables and feta (approx. 250 kcal)
· Baked sweet potato with black beans, Greek yogurt, and chilli
· Green detox smoothie with kale, cucumber, pineapple, and ginger

[bookmark: _8kshppm8gy72]32. GLUTEN-FREE MENU
What it is: A clearly identified section — or menu-wide labelling system — for dishes free from gluten-containing ingredients. Essential for guests with coeliac disease (a serious autoimmune condition) and increasingly sought by those with gluten sensitivity.
Menu design tip: Always note if your kitchen is "gluten-free friendly" versus fully certified gluten-free. The distinction matters enormously to guests with coeliac disease, and transparency protects both the guest and your business from liability.
Examples:
· Gluten-free pasta with house marinara or pesto
· Lettuce bun burger with all toppings
· Corn tortilla fish tacos with cabbage and lime crema
· Wild mushroom risotto (naturally gluten-free)
· Grilled salmon with quinoa pilaf and greens
· Cauliflower crust pizza with GF-certified toppings
· GF-certified bread available for sandwiches on request
· Rice noodle pad Thai
· Corn and potato chowder (thickened without flour)
· Flourless dark chocolate cake with berry coulis
· Polenta with wild mushroom ragout
· Certified gluten-free beer options
· Fruit sorbets and premium ice creams

[bookmark: _i55r0loqgbx6]33. LATE NIGHT MENU
What it is: A simplified, reduced menu available after the main kitchen has wound down — typically from 10 pm or 11 pm onward. Late-night menus cater to bar guests, late-shift workers, and entertainment-district traffic. Items should be quick to prepare, satisfying, and familiar.
Menu design tip: Keep late-night menus to 8–10 items maximum. Speed of service matters most at this hour. Focus on high-margin, crowd-pleasing items that your kitchen can produce quickly with reduced staffing.
Examples:
· Crispy buffalo wings with blue cheese dip
· Loaded nachos with jalapeños, cheese, and sour cream
· Classic cheeseburger with fries
· Pizza slices — pepperoni, margherita, or supreme
· Mozzarella sticks with spicy marinara
· Chicken or cheese quesadillas with salsa
· Sliders — set of three with fries
· Loaded potato skins with bacon and sour cream
· Chicken tenders with honey mustard
· Chilli cheese fries
· Grilled cheese with tomato soup
· All-night breakfast burrito
· Ice cream sundaes and milkshakes

[bookmark: _l9zakcl7qste]34. CATERING MENU
What it is: Large-format menu options specifically designed for group bookings, corporate events, weddings, private parties, and functions. Catering menus use a different format — larger portions, buffet-style setups, or pre-packaged boxes — and represent a significant additional revenue stream.
Menu design tip: Make enquiries easy. A clear, well-presented catering menu with pricing per head and minimum numbers removes the friction that prevents bookings. Include your contact details prominently.
Examples:
· Party platters (serves 10–20 people) — mezze, antipasto, or sharing boards
· Family-style pasta dishes in large service bowls
· Buffet setup with chafing dishes and a full service option
· Individually boxed lunches for corporate meetings
· Wedding reception packages — canapés, three courses, evening buffet
· Taco bar station with all fixings
· Assorted sandwich and wrap platters
· Hot appetiser trays — wings, spring rolls, mozzarella sticks
· Dessert platters — mixed pastries and individual sweets
· Breakfast catering — pastries, fruit, and coffee service
· Holiday feast packages for offices and families
· Full event coordination with menu planning consultation

[bookmark: _3l753rcyq1gb]35. SIGNATURE DISHES / HOUSE SPECIALTIES
What it is: The dishes that define your restaurant's identity and cannot be found anywhere else. Signature items are your most powerful marketing asset — they are the dishes guests return for, tell friends about, and photograph for social media. Every restaurant should have two to four truly signature items.
Menu design tip: Develop at least one signature dish in each of your major sections. Give them names, tell their story, and train staff to describe them with passion. Consider marking them with a distinct icon or visual highlight on the menu.
Examples:
· Chef's 48-hour braised short ribs with bone marrow jus
· House-smoked brisket with a proprietary dry rub (recipe never shared)
· The signature burger with house sauce, pickled cucumber, and aged cheddar
· Nonna's Sunday meatballs with slow-cooked tomato ragù
· Award-winning clam chowder — unchanged since opening day
· House-cured salmon with dill cream cheese and pickled mustard seeds
· Signature cocktail created exclusively by your head bartender
· The famous chocolate fondant — twelve minutes, made to order
· House-made pasta of the day with rotating seasonal sauce
· The sharing platter is named after the restaurant itself

[bookmark: _94nn69x1cfxx]36. SMALL PLATES / TAPAS
What it is: Smaller portioned dishes designed for sharing, grazing, and building a progressive meal across multiple courses. This format encourages guests to order more, stay longer, and try a wider range of the menu — all of which increase average spend.
Menu design tip: Small plates work best when your floor team actively guides the ordering experience. Train staff to recommend the number of plates for the table and to suggest combinations.
Examples:
· Jamón ibérico with manchego and pan tumaca
· Patatas bravas with spicy bravas sauce and aioli
· Gruyère croquettes with béchamel centre
· Medjool dates stuffed with goat cheese and wrapped in prosciutto
· Grilled octopus with lemon, olive oil, and smoked paprika
· Beef carpaccio with rocket, capers, and shaved parmesan
· Crispy calamari with lemon and aioli
· Gambas al ajillo — garlic prawns in sherry
· Chorizo in red wine with crusty bread
· Tortilla española with alioli
· Pan con tomate on grilled sourdough with sea salt
· Marinated olives with orange zest and fresh herbs
· Burrata with roasted cherry tomatoes and basil oil

[bookmark: _gz15ckgjgx3f]37. COMFORT FOOD CLASSICS
What it is: Nostalgic, hearty dishes that evoke warmth, familiarity, and emotional satisfaction. Comfort food is perennially popular and tends to perform particularly well during colder months, economic uncertainty, and any period when guests are seeking reassurance over novelty.
Menu design tip: The key to great comfort food on a restaurant menu is to elevate the familiar — better ingredients, better technique, better presentation — without making it unrecognisable. The soul should stay intact.
Examples:
· Slow-braised beef pot roast with glazed root vegetables and mashed potatoes
· Classic meatloaf with caramelised onion gravy and garlic mash
· Chicken and dumplings in a rich herb broth
· Shepherd's pie with slow-cooked lamb and buttery mashed potato crust
· Ultimate mac and cheese with three cheeses and panko breadcrumb crust
· Buttermilk fried chicken with honey, hot sauce, and a warm biscuit
· Slow-cooked beef and Guinness stew with crusty bread
· Chicken pot pie with golden shortcrust pastry
· Grilled cheese and tomato soup — elevated with aged cheddar and sourdough
· Biscuits and sausage gravy — Southern-style comfort
· Chicken and waffles with hot honey and maple syrup
· Warm apple crumble with vanilla custard or clotted cream

[bookmark: _jp4a6sd5l6nq]MENU DESIGN BEST PRACTICES: KEY TAKEAWAYS
Before finalising your menu categories, keep these principles in mind:
Less is more. A focused menu with fewer, better-executed items consistently outperforms a large menu with diluted quality. Aim for depth over breadth.
Navigation drives decisions. Guests scan menus rather than read them. Use clear headings, logical flow (starters to mains to desserts), and visual hierarchy to guide the eye toward your highest-margin items.
Dietary labelling is non-negotiable. Clearly mark vegetarian (V), vegan (VE), gluten-free (GF), and the 14 major allergens. Failing to do so is both a legal risk and a guest experience failure.
Seasonal updates build loyalty. A menu that changes with the seasons gives guests a reason to return. Even small changes — a soup, a dessert, a special — signal freshness and relevance.
Pricing tells a story. Avoid ending every price in a round number — varied pricing (189, 215, 175) reads as more thoughtful and less formulaic. Remove currency symbols where possible to reduce "price pain."
Your menu is a marketing document. Every word, every description, every category choice communicates something about your brand. Invest in professional copywriting for your menu descriptions — the return on that investment is measurable.
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