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Eggs make frozen 
custard smoother

What’s the difference 
between frozen custard 
and soft-serve ice 
cream?

The official difference is egg: By 
law, frozen custard must have at least 
1.4 percent egg yolk solids, while “ice 
cream” contains less than that (typi-
cally, none at all). That amount — 1.4 
percent — might not sound like a lot, 
but to frozen-treat lovers everywhere, 
it makes a huge difference.

Not only does egg yolk give a richer 
flavor to the whipped concoction, 
it also makes it more smooth and 
creamy. Lecithin (from the egg) part-
ners with casein (from the cream) as 
an additional emulsifier to produce 
a smoother product. At the risk of 
getting too technical, emulsifers 
work by modifying the surface of fat 
globule membranes. That weakens 
the surface of the fat globules and 
allows them to stick together during 
freezing, improving the smoothness 
of the final product.

Since the fat is more evenly spread 
throughout the mixture, it’s more 
easily whipped. And that, combined 
with a lot less air being beaten into 
a custard mixture than in regular 
ice cream, produces a smooth, rich, 
dense, delightful concoction. 

Custard is also known as french ice 
cream — the added egg is why french 
vanilla ice cream is a creamy yellow 
compared with regular vanilla’s milky 
white color. But if you ask frozen cus-
tard aficionados, really the only way 
to truly appreciate frozen custard is 
when it’s freshly made, either at home 

or at the corner ice-cream store.
If you like frozen custard, you’ll 

probably also enjoy gelato — Italian 
for “ice cream.” Like frozen custard, 
gelato doesn’t have as much air 
whipped into it. Gelato may or may 
not contain egg yolk; unlike ice cream 
and custard, the Food and Drug Ad-
ministration has no set standard for it 
in its code of federal regulations.

The calories in freshly prepared 
custard can be difficult for consum-
ers to determine. “Frozen custard” 
isn’t listed in the the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture’s Standard Nutrient 
Database. The database does list “soft-
serve french vanilla ice cream,” which 
contains 190 calories and 11 grams of 
fat in a half-cup, but it’s hard to say 
how well that reflects what you get at 
your favorite custard place. National 
chains often have nutrition informa-
tion online, and it wouldn’t be a bad 
idea to take a peek at that informa-
tion if you find yourself indulging 
more than once in a while.

According to the International Ice 
Cream Association, total U.S. sales of 
ice cream and frozen desserts reached 
nearly $23 billion in 2006. Of that 
total, $8.9 billion was spent on prod-
ucts for consumption at home, while 
$13.9 billion was spent on “away from 
home” purchases at scoop shops and 
other retail sales outlets.
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