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Introduction

Trend Explorer Is Back for More in 2026

After last year's success, Connections powered by CSSI and Acxion™ Foodservice is partnering with
Dot Foods Innovations to focus on 2026's exciting foodservice trends, giving participating
manufacturers a chance to put their products in the spotlight by showing a trend in action with samples
only served during the preview.

When is Trend Explorer?

« Wednesday, April 22,2026

e 4p.m.-6:30 p.m.CST

« Houston, TX - George R. Brown Convention Center: Halls A3-B3
 Participating exhibitors only.

The goal? To create a high-impact, multi-course tasting experience that captivates and

inspires operators with every delicious bite. Manufacturers have so much to gain for participating, and
it's absolutely free. This deck has all the details. Ready?
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P Introduction

Wh OS h ou l d b e Here is who we recommend to get involved:

Your culinary team, if applicable

N c lu d e d N t h [ S . Those involved in running your exhibit

p roces S? «  Anyone else you might need to execute your vision
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» Introduction

. Inclusion in the digital app that guides the operator
through Trend Explorer

. A high-impact chance to show operators how your
Wh at are t h e product is trend-relevant and flexible on any menu

. Cross-sampling opportunities, which can get your

b en eflts Of product in more places across the show, with
o e o increased branding and menu signage
participating?

. It’'s a fun and interactive reason for operators to visit
your booth- and a great conversation starter

. All of this and more, at no extra cost to you
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» About

ﬂConnections

Powered by CSS| We Bring Integration to a Complex Foodservice Landscape.

Together, with Acxion™ Foodservice, we are the largest, most
experienced sales and marketing agency in the foodservice
industry with unmatched access and connectivity.

Who is Connections . Strategy & Research
 Foodservice Branding

powered by CSSI? + Operator Engagement
e Content

 Digdital & Media
 Culinary
 Analytics
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» About

aodion

: Through a suite of complementary sales,
foodservice g b Y

marketing, and technology solutions, we drive
business growth, every day.

Operator Sales

Field Sales
K-12 & Colleges & Universities
Regional Chains

Who is Acxion™
Foodservice?

- Non-Commercial

Distributor Sales

Market Support

Back of House Services
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p About gCOﬂﬂeCJUOﬂS

Powered by CSSI

Your Connections power

Steve Madonna Rachel Royster Brandon Glaser
VP, CULINARY DIRECTOR OF STRATEGIC PLANNING ACCOUNT DIRECTOR
steve.madonna@acxion.com rachel.royster@acxion.com brandon.glaser@acxion.com
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P About

Your Dot Foods Team

Charlsie Pinkerton Eleni Tsaloufis Tim Gump
TRADE SHOW MANAGER DIRECTOR OF NATIONAL ACCOUNTS CORPORATE CHEF
charlsie.pinkerton@DotFoods.com ETsaloufis@DotFoods.com Tim.gump@DotFoods.com
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@ DATASSENTIAL

P Process

>TLEP 1:

Pick a trend. %% %

PLAYFUL FUNCTIONALLY PROTEIN
PLATES DIVERSE RENAISSANCE

Explore the trends illustrated in the
following slides, then select one that
your product can really bring to life
as a sample at the show.

Claim your trend by Friday,
February 6, 2026.

.y
.

NOT YOUR LOADED GLOBAL
MOTHER'S SNACKS & LAYERED COMFORT
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http://dottrendexplorer.com/

@R BUFFALO WILD WINGS

P 2026 Trends | NEW SAUCE DROP

Playful Plates

Playful, nostalgic, and rule-breaking food fun

WHAT IT IS WHY IT MATTERS ON THE MENU
* A shift from serious * Consumers crave * Chaos Cakes, creative .
3 . 2 Unlucky Ducky: Tequila, Rum, Vodka,
eating to joyful lighthearted, feel-good desserts, and Sl T B, S 2 SeT |
indulgence experiences imaginative beverages Pineapple juice, Starry , hwggi‘gars;‘vpimwmage
bR UTOASTIEVANDR .

* Embraces nostalgia, ° Breaks the “rules”to * Playful takes on

surprise, and spark curiosity and comfort food and “E\N

creativity — food conversation cross-cultural fusions é

that makes you smile : -
* Often ideal for social

* Bold colors, wild sharing
textures, and o
unexpected 86% of consumers are

interested in a whimsical
restaurant environment,
37% are interested in

combinations

PF.CLANG S N . |
N Toastieland, NYC Artisanal

chaos cakes, 25% are Grilled Cheese
interested in spaghetti Butternut Squash D.umpl.lngs: Velvety

butternut squash, rich miso butter sauce,
Uh-Ohs. fresh chives.

- (JpComgptions
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P 2026 Trends

Functionally Diverse

From maxxing to mixing

WHAT IT IS

 Shift from “maxxing”
nutrients to mixing
ingredients for
balance

* Embraces variety over
rigidity—a holistic,
inclusive view of
wellness

* Focuses on diverse
plants—fruits, grains,
legumes, vegetables,
nuts, and seeds—as
well as lean proteins
and fermented foods.

2 @ Connections
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ON THE MENU

* Global plant-forward
blends like grain &
legume bowls, mixed-
vegetable stir fries,
and fermented flavor
add-ons

WHY IT MATTERS

* Variety supports gut
health and overall
wellness

* Encourages discovery
across cultures,
colors, and flavors

* Gut-friendly variety
through diverse nuts,
seeds, pulses, and
vibrant veggie-centric
mashups

aoion

foodservice

Green blend (contains
kale, banana, pineapple,
and coconut milk) topped
with blueberry flax
granola, banana,
strawberry, sliced
almonds, chia seeds, and
honey

sweetgreen

Garlic parmesan
cauliflower, caramelized
balsamic onions, roasted
sweet potatoes, garlic
breadcrumbs, wild rice,
organic shredded kale,
roasted romesco sauce,
creamy basil dressing

Gin, orange juice, and eucalyptus syrup
essence topped with kombucha and
sparkling edible “opal dust”

Kerry Group 2025 via Nutraceutical Business Review
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P 2026 Trends

Protein Renaissance

Flavorful protein satisfaction

Short Rib Grilled Cheese

WHAT IT IS WHY IT MATTERS ON THE MENU Ty e
* Consumers are * 72% of consumers say * Trending dishes:

adding protein in animal meat is more chicken Singapore

abundance to their satisfying than plant- noodles, birria tacos,

diets based sauced meatballs, 7

DOUBLE EAGLE

. Consu.mers are often . 67% say there are zmiizggiir;lad, . e ——

returning to the flavor, dlshes.where p,lant— burnt ends, protein

texture, and comfort of based just can’t Sddons

real meat and compare

seafood :

* A meat-centric

* Protein add-ons and comeback pairs

meat in unexpected indulgence with global

offerings is popping flavor inspiration Wagyu Meatballs

up on menus

Lobster Esquites

- ﬂglopbrlgptions
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P 2026 Trends

Not Your Mother’s Snhacks

Snacking goes from filler to lifestyle

WHAT IT IS WHY IT MATTERS ON THE MENU Aperitivo Italian Box—Focaccia,
Marinated Olives, Giardiniera, Ndjua
* Upscale snacking and « “Having a snack” ranks ¢ Grazing Boards, mini SF?S“"" Fg’"_‘ze”‘;ﬂa: SFl?iceg Nuts,
little luxuries as a top self-careritual  crudité cones, e
- - whipped feta flights
* Builds on “little treat * Snacks reflect mood,
culture” with an creativity, and identity * Micro classics, two-
upscale, premium bite sliders, tiramisu

* Opens space for

spin 3 s jars
innovation in flavor and
* Perfect for noteworthy format for snacking * Mezzes, global bites,
happy hours and 7 kimchi crisps, labneh
girls’ nights 26% consumers snack with chili crunch
more often today than a
» Often lower prices for year ago

smaller portions

Mini burger, mini fries, and a mini
beer for $8—Clinton Hall, NYC

Strawberry Chocolate
Ganache Mini Pies, Yoder’s,
Sarasota, FL

2 (JpCopbrwcgctions
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P 2026 Trends

Loaded & Layered

WHAT IT IS

* The rise of loaded
indulgence: creamiin
sodas and energy
drinks, loaded and
layered comfort foods

* Embraces over the
top, flavor, and
nostalgia— no
napkin-shaming here

* Visual, social, and
sensory — food
meant to be
experienced, not
perfected

. &Connections
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WHY IT MATTERS

* Counterbalances
“clean eating” culture
with unapologetic
pleasure

* Appeals to younger
consumers who value
authenticity and fun
over polish

* Encourages
shareability — the
more over the top, the
better

ON THE MENU

* Pit-to-plate favorites
— brisket ends, rib
tips, charred corn
elotes

* Hangover heroes —
gravy biscuits,
Nashville hot hash,
maple-bacon slab

, SMOKED BRISKET } o427,
CHILI CHEESE FRIES '

FIRST

H
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P 2026 Trends

Global Comfort

Familiar feels, global flavors

WHAT IT IS

* Comfort food goes
international, blending
nostalgia with
discovery

* Dishes rooted in
warmth, indulgence,
and tradition — from
around the world

* Combines emotional
satisfaction with
cultural curiosity

2 @ Connections
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WHY IT MATTERS

* Consumers are craving
comfort with a twist —
familiar formats, new
flavor stories

* 63% are interested in
Basque cheesecake,
59% in butter chicken,
and 49% in ras malai

* Great opportunity to
add global flavors to
familiar favorites

ON THE MENU

* Sweet Comforts:
Basque cheesecake,
ras malai, mochi cake

* Savory Staples:
Butter chicken, salted
egg yolk pasta, birria
mac & cheese

* Fusion Favorites:
Global spins on soups,
sandwiches, and
snackables

aoion

foodservice

Matcha Crepe
Cake,Double Chin,
Boston, MA

Birria Mac & Cheese,
Brewski’s Bar & Grill,
Bronx, NY,

Dirty Chai Martini, Laughing
Buddha, Ontario

Salted Egg Pasta: tossed in arich
salted egg yolk cream sauce, buttery
lump crab, and finished chili heat.
Brewski’s Bar & Grill, Bronx, NY

Datassential 2026 Trends



P Process

STEP 2: Let your fellow booth preview exhibitors use your

product as part of their sample concepts. It's optional but
Wa nt to s h a re participating gives your brand greater visibility and more
y O u r p - O d u ct Wit h call-outs on menu signage at the show. Keep in mind:
other manufacturer :

* Supplying your products to others should be
atno costtothem.

Reciprocally, using products from other
og o ) exhibitors will be supplied to you at no cost.
eXh [ b |t0 rs ° This can be a fun way to see how your product meets

other trends. Sign up to offer your product no later than
Friday, February 6, 2026.

. @ Conpections
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P Process

Need help brainstorming an idea for your
S EEP-3: trend? Or are you curious about how to make

= your concept stand out at the show?
Get free culinary
Book a consultation call with the culinary
SuU p p ort. team at Connections powered by CSSI; the
chefs are happy to help work out logistics,

provide inspiration, or be the "pes, and..."
you're looking for.

Appointments are available from Monday,
February 23-Monday, March 2, 2026.

. &Connections
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P Process

STEP 4: Once you have a delicious sample
recipe concept that fits your

S U b m it yo ur trend perfectly, we want to know
: about it. Submit your recipe.
recipe concept

Deadline for submission is
Friday, March 13, 2026.

. &Connections
acxiion
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http://dottrendexplorer.com/

P Process

2T EP b5~

Submit your
recipe image*

Once you've perfected the recipe,
we'd love it if you could share a
photo with us. Recipe photos to be
used in promotional material.

Deadline for submissionis

. @Connections Friday, March 27, 2026.
CICXIO“ *Optional 19
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» Key Dates

Mark your calendars!

Join the Connections Powered by CSSI team as we discuss the program on Tuesday, January 6", 2026,

from 2-3 PM CST or Friday, January 9%, 2026, from 11-12 PM CST

STEP ACTION DEADLINE
1 Trend Sign-up 2/6/26
2 Submit your product as an option for product crossover 2/6/26

Window for consultations to review concept with Connections powered

2/9/26

Monday 2/23:10 am - 3 pm CST
Tuesday 2/24:9 am -5 pm CST

2 (JPCophqeptions
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Your signage will be provided at the conference.

3 Thursday 2/26:11am - 2 pm CST
by Csslteam Friday 2/27:10 am - 1 pm CST
Monday 3/2:10 am - 5pm CST
Submit your recipe concept and final date to request crossover sampling
4 3/13/26
product from manufacturer.
5 OPTIONAL: Submit your recipe concept image 3/27/26

4/22/26

20



P Your Next Steps

Please Fill These Out on dottrendexplorer.com

XX XE

Please sign up for If you planto allow Schedule your Please submit your Please submit a
one trend to use other manufacturers one-on-one recipe concept photo of your
as inspiration for to use your consultation with based on the trend recipe concept
your concept. product(s) in their Connections you signed up for. (optional).
concept for the show, Powered by CSSI.

please use the link
below to sign up.

Trend Sign Up

Form

Product Crossover Schedule Concept Photo
Form Consultation Submission Submission

- @Connections
aodon 21
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https://dottrendexplorer.com/#trend-selection
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http://dottrendexplorer.com/
https://dottrendexplorer.com/
http://dottrendexplorer.com/
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https://calendly.com/steve-madonna-acxion/new-meeting?preview_source=et_card&month=2025-02
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http://dottrendexplorer.com/
http://dottrendexplorer.com/
https://dottrendexplorer.com/#photo
https://dottrendexplorer.com/#photo

Key Dates

Questions about
Trend Explorer?

Join us during our Office Hours.

Dot & Connections Powered by CSSI
will be hosting two virtual office
hours sessions to help assist with any
questions leading up to the event.

¢ Exhibitor Resources:

* Attendee Registration - Wednesday, January 14

* Premium Booth Selection - Wednesday, January 28

* Premium Plus Booth Selection - You will be notified
by January 21 with your assigned space

. ZConnections
aocion
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Trend
Office Hours

Recipe
Office Hours

Thursday, January 29, 2026
10:30-11:30 AM CST

Friday, March 6™, 2026
10:30-11:30 AM CST

22
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