
The National Movement to Improve  
Restaurant Children’s Meals 

National organizations including the American Heart Association,1 American Cancer Society,2 
Center for Science in the Public Interest, Interfaith Center for Corporate Responsibility,3 and 
MomsRising4 are encouraging improvements to restaurant children’s meals at the local, state, and 
national level. Although leading restaurant companies and local jurisdictions have made some 
progress in recent years, much more is needed.

Many of the biggest restaurants nationwide are improving their children’s menus. 

In 2013, McDonald’s became the first major restaurant chain to agree to stop listing sugary beverages 
on its children’s menus.5 Since then, Burger King, Wendy’s, Dairy Queen, Applebee’s, and Jack in 
the Box have made similar commitments, responding to public health concerns that sugary beverage 
consumption adversely affects children’s health.6 

As a result, fewer restaurants had sugary 
beverages—soda, lemonade, and fruit 
punch—on their children’s menus in 
2016 than in 2012 and 2008. However, the 
majority of top chains (74%) still have 
sugary drinks on children’s menus.7 Public 
health organizations are encouraging 
Chili’s,8 Bojangles’ (a regional chain 
popular in the southeast),9 and other major 
restaurant chains10 to stop using their 
children’s menus to push sales of sugary 
drinks.

Some restaurants are also improving the 
nutritional quality of the foods they offer. 
McDonald’s and Walt Disney theme parks 
have changed the default sides that come 
with their children’s meals. Over the 
first 12 years that it has served apples in 
Happy Meals, McDonald’s served 2 billion 
packages of apples.11 Disney’s healthy defaults resulted in 21 percent fewer calories compared to 
meals with unhealthy side dish and beverage defaults.12 

Nationwide, more than 100 companies participate in the National Restaurant Association’s Kids 
LiveWell program, which is designed to encourage healthy options on restaurant children’s menus.13 
Participating restaurants offer one meal combination and one side dish that provide a positive 
contribution to children’s nutrition (by including a fruit or vegetable, for example) and are moderate 
in calories, saturated fat, and sodium.14 However, among the 50 largest restaurants nationwide, the 
proportion of children’s meals that are healthy only rose from 1 percent to 3 percent from 2008 to 
2012.15
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Communities across the nation are championing healthy restaurant children’s meal policies.

Five cities in California have passed ordinances to improve the nutritional quality of restaurant 
children’s meals. The cities of Davis, Stockton, and Perris require that restaurants in their 
jurisdictions offer only healthier beverages as the defaults that come with children’s meals.16 All 
three ordinances passed by unanimous vote,17 with the support of city officials and residents.18 
Additionally, San Francisco and Santa Clara County have laws that set nutrition standards for 
restaurant children’s meals that are sold with toys.19 

As of March 2017, healthy kids’ meal bills are pending before the Vermont20 and New York21 state 
legislatures and the New York City Council.22 Additional kids’ meal bills are expected in localities in 
California, Colorado, Illinois, Kentucky, and Maryland. 

Technical assistance is available to communities that would like to implement restaurant children’s 
meal policies. For more information, please contact the Center for Science in the Public Interest at 
nutritionpolicy@cspinet.org. 
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