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How Restaurants Impact Health 
 

Facts about Restaurants and U.S. Eating Patterns 
 
Children and families eat out more than ever. 

 Meals prepared outside of the home have become a major source of food for kids and 
adults, accounting for 35 percent of total daily calories for kids.1 

 In 2010, households spent almost half of their food budgets on foods prepared outside of 
the home.2 

 On a typical day, nearly a third of children consume fast food.3  Children who regularly 
eat fast food consume more calories, fat, and added sugar and less fiber, milk, fruits, 
and non-starchy vegetables than children who do not eat fast food on a regular basis.4 

 
Restaurant food tends to be less healthy than food prepared at home. 

 Restaurant food contains more calories per meal, more total fat and saturated fat per 
calorie, and less fiber, calcium, and iron than food prepared at home.5 

 Many restaurant items contain more fat than is recommended for an entire day, and 
many menu items that seem healthy or are promoted as “healthy” can have a significant 
amount of hidden fat.6 
 

Healthy options are difficult to find in most restaurants. 
 A study of the top 25 chain restaurants in the United States found that 93 percent of all 

possible children’s meal combinations are too high in calories, 45 percent are too high in 
saturated fat, and 86 percent are too high in sodium.15 

 In telephone interviews, menu developers and marketing executives at chain restaurants 
said they believe there is low demand for healthier foods.  They also reported obstacles 
to offering healthy foods, including the short shelf life of produce, the greater amount of 
preparation time required, low sales, and high labor costs.17 

 
Many restaurants encourage unhealthy eating behaviors. 

 Children eat almost twice as many calories when they eat a meal at a restaurant (765 
calories) compared with an average meal at home (425 calories).  Children and 
adolescents also eat more fat and saturated fat when eating at a restaurant than they do 
when dining at home.18 

 Fast food restaurants tend to offer discounts for ordering larger quantities of food.  Most 
restaurants do not provide nutritional information on the menus, and restaurant signage 
is three to four times more likely to encourage unhealthy eating than healthy eating. 

 Unhealthy options are almost always the same price or less expensive than healthier 
choices.19  

 
 



Unhealthy restaurants are often located in lower income neighborhoods and 
communities of color. 

 Lower-income areas have roughly a third more fast food restaurants than higher-income 
areas. 

 African-American neighborhoods have higher proportions of fast food outlets than 
predominantly white neighborhoods.20 

 
People have trouble estimating the number of calories in restaurant meals. 

 In general, people are unable to accurately estimate the amounts of fat, saturated fat, 
sodium, and calories in foods.21 

 One study found that nine out of ten people underestimate the number of calories in 
unhealthy menu items by an average of 600 calories.22 

 Even trained dietitians underestimate calorie counts by 200 to 600 calories.23 
 
Restaurant customers use nutritional information to 
make healthier choices. 

 Providing nutritional information leads many 
customers to select lower-calorie meals.24, 25 

 In one study, parents selected meals for 
themselves and their children from a McDonald’s 
menu.  Parents who saw nutritional information 
about menu items ordered 100 fewer calories for 
their children, on average, than parents who did 
not see nutritional information.26 

 Not everyone makes use of nutritional 
information.  People who consider dining out as a 
necessity are more likely to use nutritional 
information at a restaurant than people who see 
dining out as an indulgence.27 
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