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Restaurant Children’s Meals: The Faults with Unhealthy Defaults

de-fault (di fawlt) n. A choice automatically made by someone else.

In 2011-2012, 33% of U.S. children and
adolescents consumed fast food on a given day.!?
Children consume an average of 25% of their
calories from restaurant foods and beverages,?
and adolescents typically consume about 300
more calories on days when they eat a meal at a
fast-food restaurant.*

Research shows that people are more likely to

choose an option when it is presented as the
default. Even when people can “opt out,” they are

more likely to stick with the default than they are < 2
to select the same option on their own. Yet, the / v r»
default options for side dishes and drinks with

restaurant children’s meals are often unhealthy. Providing healthier default options for children’s meals
is crucial. Healthy defaults support parents by reducing barriers to feeding their children healthfully.

The Power of Defaults

Studies on retirement savings and organ donation show that people often stick

with the default option.>® They also show high acceptability of beneficial defaults.” People lead such
busy lives, especially parents, so it can be hard to recognize the choices that are made for us and change
them as we see fit. For example, it’s easier to accept the bundled kids’ meal that comes with a sugary
beverage and french fries, than to alter the order to include a water or low-fat milk and apple slices.

Healthy Default Options Support Healthy Eating
Making the standard default options healthier helps people eat healthfully at restaurants.

100

= Opt-Our ] = Children’s meals with healthier defaults at
Walt Disney theme parks resulted in 21% fewer

calories compared to children’s meals with
OClassic unhealthy defaults. Parents stuck with healthy
ety side dishes 48% of the time and healthier

o
47.9%

Percent Sold

30 T beverages 66% of the time, even though trips to
. theme parks are typically special occasions and
]Z more indulgent options were available.?

Side Item Beverage Entrée

pt out of the healthy default.

ot in to the healthy item

Figure 1. Percent of healthy and classic kids’ menu items sold at all Walt Disney World restaurants.


http://encarta.msn.com/encnet/features/dictionary/Pronounce.aspx?search=default

= When a large fast-food restaurant changed the default sides for its children’s meals by
reducing the size of the fries and adding apple slices automatically, the calories in the average
children’s meal purchased decreased by 19%.°

= A 2015 study reported that sales of strawberry and vegetable sides and milk increased and
sales of french fries and soda decreased after a regional chain restaurant implemented a
healthier children’s menu.*°

= At McDonald’s, the change of the default beverage resulted in 21 million more low-fat and
fat-free milk jugs and 100% apple juice boxes sold over a period of 11 months compared to
the same period a year earlier.*

= A 2015 study reported that more than half the children ages 8 to 12 surveyed who order
children’s meals said that they would be somewhat or very likely to order a children’s meal
that came with vegetables (56%) or fruits (79%).12

All Restaurants Should Provide Healthy Options as the Default in Children’s Meals
Some chain restaurants are offering and advertising children’s meals with fruit and vegetable side
dishes, such as apple slices, and healthy beverage offerings such as water, seltzer, low-fat milk, or 100%
juice.
= However, a study of the nation’s top 50 chain restaurants found that 97% of children’s meal
combinations do not meet expert nutrition standards.*?

o One study concluded that only 40% of the top fast-food and 20% of full-service
restaurants always include a fruit or vegetable as the default side dish.*?

o McDonald’s, Subway, Burger King, Wendy’s, Applebee’s, Panera Bread, Dairy Queen, Jack
in the Box, IHOP, and Longhorn Steakhouse have children’s menus free from sugary
drinks, yet most of the largest chain restaurants still have sugary drinks on their kids’
menu. 74% of the top 50 restaurant chains with kids” menus promote sugary drinks
through kids” menus, which is down from 93% in 2008. When looking at restaurant chains
by the number of locations, this translates to nearly half (43%) of restaurant outlets.
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on Children’s Menus
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Policy Options for Healthy Defaults

Restaurants should support parent’s effort to feed their children healthfully by offering healthier side
items and beverages as the default option with children’s meals.

Eleven localities, including Baltimore, Maryland, Lafayette, Colorado, and eight communities in
California, have passed ordinances to improve the nutritional quality of restaurant children’s meals. The
policies generally require that restaurants offer only healthier beverages as the defaults that come with
children’s meals.'> Most ordinances passed by unanimous vote,*® with the support of city officials and
residents.!’ San Francisco and Santa Clara County's policies set nutrition standards for restaurant
children’s meals that are sold with toys.*®
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For more information, contact the Center for Science in the Public Interest:
policy@cspinet.org.
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