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Calories on menus 
having an effect

I’ve heard more 
localities are requiring 
restaurants to post 
calorie information. Is it 
having an effect?  

The trend toward posting calorie 
information is growing. It started in 
2008 when the New York City Board 
of Health began requiring restaurant 
chains with more than 15 stores 
nationally to clearly post calories on 
menus and menu boards. Since then, 
nearly two dozen jurisdictions have 
adopted or are considering adopting 
similar regulations, and two federal 
bills (the Menu Education and Label-
ing Act and the less-stringent Label-
ing Education and Nutrition Act) are 
making their way through Congress.

The idea behind such efforts is 
simple: People tend to pay atten-
tion to calorie information when it’s 
readily available, such as on Nutri-
tion Facts labels. In fact, in surveys 
conducted after those labels began 
appearing on foods in the early 1990s, 
three-quarters of consumers said they 
looked at the calorie and nutrition 
information, and about half said it 
affected their food choices. 

But today, an incredible amount of 
food we eat is purchased at restau-
rants. And fast-food has become a 
staple: A 2004 article in the Journal 
of American College of Nutrition 
revealed that one in four Americans 
eats fast food on any given day.

The chains that must comply with 
these regulations have highly stan-
dardized recipes and portion sizes, so 
it’s feasible for them to calculate calo-
rie counts. In fact, most already have 

that information available online or 
in brochures, but, in most places, it’s 
usually not right in front of consum-
ers when they order. That’s a prob-
lem: A study in the American Journal 
of Public Health conducted before the 
New York City regulation was put in 
place revealed that only 0.1 percent 
of consumers of fast-food restaurants 
took the time to approach a poster 
or computer screen or to read a nutri-
tion pamphlet to find nutrition infor-
mation before ordering. The authors 
concluded that if such information is 
to affect consumer decision-making, 
it must be displayed prominently, 
such as on menu boards, right along 
with the item’s price.

And the New York City regulation  
just may be having an effect. A survey 
released in February by Technomic, 
Inc., a food-service consultant, found 
that 86 percent of restaurant-goers 
said they were surprised at the calo-
ries counts listed. The information 
is affecting what many consumers 
order, and even what restaurants they 
frequent.

One hope behind the regulation is 
that not only will consumers make 
better choices, but restaurants will 
begin offering more lower-calorie 
options. That combination very well 
could stem the rising tide of obesity 
— and obesity-related diseases — 
across America.
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