
When AJ Hunter bit into the second of five courses at Trummer’s on Main, he was taken aback.
The grape, one of the 8-year-old’s favorite school snacks, was delicately wrapped in prosciutto.

“It tasted so good!” he says.

In a food-obsessed era, where Instagram dictates dining choices and children have their own
celebrity television chefs, chicken fingers are being replaced by seared fish and fizzy mocktails
on restaurant menus.

High-end dining spots are increasingly offering sophisticated meals for children, as they look to
attract families, ramp up sales and broaden peak eating times, says Darren Tristano, chief
executive at CHD-Expert, a food market-research firm.

“If you are losing out on family dining, you are not just losing the kids, you are losing the
parents,” he says.

While top-end restaurants have long frowned on parents bringing babies and toddlers into
dining rooms, many are now welcoming older children who are less likely to throw tantrums
and disturb other diners, Mr. Tristano says.

At Andiron Steak & Sea, a white-tablecloth spot in Las Vegas, children under 12 can order from
a chilrens menu featuring classic steakhouse fare such as seared salmon, steak and asparagus.
Meals cost $10-$19 and include sides, a dessert and drinks. The cranberry spritzers and
sparkling lemonades are offered in highball-style glasses.

For 11-year-old Ruben Mede, ordering a steak, prepared in the same way as his mother’s, makes
him feel grown up. Before digging in to the 7-ounce New York strip (precut, with a side of fries),
Ruben uses his own steak knife to cut the meat into even smaller, bite-size pieces.
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“I always have it medium,” the sixth-grader says. “It’s crispy on the outside, but on the inside
it’s soft and juicy.”

Not all dishes make a smooth transition to the pint-size set; chewier lamb chops “weren’t super
popular,” says Elizabeth Blau, the restaurateur behind Andiron who launched the children’s
menu in 2015.

But presentations that mimic a restaurant’s main menu can turn children into loyal diners by
the time they are in high school, according to Mr. Tristano. For parents, set menus keep them

‘Just because [parents] have this small child, doesn’t mean their preferences have changed,’ says Melissa Elders, founder of
Nibble+squeak. PHOTO: EMILY BURKE FOR NIBBLE+SQUEAK

The children’s salmon entree at Andiron Steak & Sea in Las Vegas comes with a side, dessert and a drink for $17. PHOTO:
JENNA DOSCH FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL



from having to share their entrees or simply ordering sides for children and, perhaps more
important, allow them to visit restaurants they love without having to book a babysitter.

“Just because [parents] have this small child, doesn’t mean their preferences have changed,”
says Melissa Elders, founder of Nibble+squeak, a company that hosts fine-dining food events for
small children and parents.

Emer Duffy recently attended one such event at Per Se in New York City with daughters Orla, 6,
and Maeve, 8. Before the meal, there was a 40-minute Champagne/juice and canapé reception.
While adults mingled, children were encouraged to play in an unused room of the restaurant,
which had a crafts station and a play space. The area remained open during the meal.

While Ms. Duffy dined on Atlantic tilefish and chargrilled cauliflower, her daughters ate
fettuccine chicken Alfredo followed by burgers and fries.

“I liked the sliders,” says Maeve, a third-grader. “It was nice to be at a fancy restaurant without
behaving like it.” Tickets to the sold-out event were $298 per adult, including a wine pairing,
and $22 for children.

Other fine-dining spots are turning out prix fixe menus specifically for children, like AJ
Hunter’s five-course meal at Trummer’s on Main. The Clifton, Va., restaurant launched its $38
petit gourmand tasting menu four years ago to help parents feel more relaxed when eating their
own $70-a-person prix fixe meal, says service director Jonathan Harding.

“If the adults want to do a tasting menu, the kids felt left out,” Mr. Harding says, ready to leave
when they’re done with their own meals.

Emer Du�y brought her daughter Orla to a Nibble+squeak event at New York’s Per Se restaurant, where parents and kids both
enjoyed �ine-dining. PHOTO: EMILY BURKE FOR NIBBLE+SQUEAK



The children’s menu changes daily, with the halibut filet and short ribs among the favorites. The
s’mores-style dessert can be heated at the table.

AJ’s mother, Jane Hunter, uses the petit gourmand menu as a training ground for her three
children. The business development consultant recently took AJ there for his eighth birthday.
Between the five courses, which included seared salmon and a fried risotto ball, Ms. Hunter
slipped in some etiquette pointers for her son. “How else do you learn manners as a kid unless
your parents take you some place really nice?” she says.

At Plume, a Michelin-starred Washington, D.C., restaurant, the kid’s menu includes beverage
pairings—nonalcoholic, of course. After young diners choose their meal from a leather-bound
menu, servers roll up with a drink cart of sparkling juices and suggest pairings.

Drinks such as the Cuvee No. 25, a sparking mix of sloe plums, Aronia berries, pears and
currants, are served in a miniature Champagne glass for $12. Children eat with smaller, animal-
themed silverware designed to fit tiny hands.

Accommodating the children “is a nice way to break the ice at the table,” says general manager
Sean Mulligan.

AJ Hunter waits for the �inal course of his ‘petit gourmand’ birthday dinner at Trummer’s on Main, which his mother uses as an
opportunity to talk about etiquette. PHOTO: JANE HUNTER



The current menu includes crudité with ranch dressing ($8), roasted tomato soup with bacon
grilled cheese ($12) and roasted chicken breast with mashed potatoes ($18). The restaurant,
inside the Jefferson Hotel, plans to revise the children’s entrees this summer, says Mr. Mulligan.
Peanut butter and jelly will be swapped for seared duck breast.

To keep dinner adult-focused, some restaurateurs are coming up with brunch-only offerings.

At Mott Street, an Asian-inspired restaurant in Chicago, chef-partner Edward Kim created a
children’s brunch menu in November. It has helped attract families to the restaurant right when
it opens at 10 a.m., extending the time the restaurant is busy on Sunday mornings by several
hours.

Brunch dishes are simplified for children—but “without dumbing it down,” Mr. Kim says. The
Kimchi Udon is adjusted for young palates by removing smoked bonito fish flakes and salty
flying fish roe, though the spicy fermented cabbage remains. Also on the menu: Congee (rice
porridge) with sausage, a dollar-sized version of the restaurant’s coconut pancakes, and a kale-
cucumber-apple “sipper.”

At $8 each, children’s menu items are priced as “loss leaders,” Mr. Kim says, but the menu
“sends the message to the parents that it’s OK that I bring my kids here.” The restaurant doesn’t
offer a children’s menu during dinner.

One drawback of offering sophisticated menus for children: fighting off budget-savvy adults.
During a recent brunch, one adult diner asked about ordering the children’s coconut pancakes.
Mr. Kim was quick to decline: “I had to say ‘no’ to that.”

Plume in Washington, D.C., o�ers nonalcoholic beverage pairings for kids’ meals using a table side cart. PHOTO: PLUME AT THE
JEFFERSON HOTEL
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Chicago restaurant Mott Street’s brunch menu for children, which includes dishes such as kimchi udon, was launched last fall to
attract families on Sunday mornings. PHOTO: RYAN BESHEL�VIIVX GROUP


