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Abstract

IMPORTANCE Menu labeling has been implemented in restaurants in some US jurisdictions as early
as 2008, but the extent to which menu labeling is associated with calories purchased is unclear.

OBJECTIVE To estimate the association of menu labeling with calories and nutrients purchased and
assess geographic variation in results.

DESIGN, SETTING, AND PARTICIPANTS A cohort study was conducted with a quasi-experimental
design using actual transaction data from Taco Bell restaurants from calendar years 2007 to 2014 US
restaurants with menu labeling matched to comparison restaurants using synthetic control methods.
Data were analyzed from May to October 2023.

EXPOSURE Menu labeling policies in 6 US jurisdictions.

MAIN OUTCOMES AND MEASURES The primary outcome was calories per transaction. Secondary
outcomes included total and saturated fat, carbohydrates, protein, sugar, fiber, and sodium.

RESULTS The final sample included 2329 restaurants, with menu labeling in 474 (31 468 restaurant-
month observations). Most restaurants (94.3%) were located in California. Difference-in-
differences model results indicated that customers purchased 24.7 (95% CI, 23.6-25.7) fewer calories
per transaction from restaurants in the menu labeling group in the 3- to 24-month follow-up period
vs the comparison group, including 21.9 (95% CI, 20.9-22.9) fewer calories in the 3- to 12-month
follow-up period and 25.0 (95% CI, 24.0-26.1) fewer calories in the 13- to 24-month follow-up period.
Changes in the nutrient content of transactions were consistent with calorie estimates. Findings in
California were similar to overall estimates in magnitude and direction; yet, among restaurants
outside of California, no association was observed in the 3- to 24-month period. The outcome of
menu labeling also differed by item category and time of day, with a larger decrease in the number of
tacos vs other items purchased and a larger decrease in calories purchased during breakfast vs other
times of the day in the 3- to 24-month period.

CONCLUSIONS AND RELEVANCE In this quasi-experimental cohort study, fewer calories were
purchased in restaurants with calorie labels compared with those with no labels, suggesting that
consumers are sensitive to calorie information on menu boards, although associations differed by
location.
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Key Points
Question Is providing nutrition

information on menus associated with

calories purchased in a national fast food

restaurant chain?

Findings In this cohort study of 2329

Mexican-inspired fast food restaurants

in 6 US locations, menu labeling was

associated with 25 fewer calories

purchased per transaction in the first 2

years after implementation compared

with those with no labels. Findings were

similar over time, with 22 fewer calories

purchased in the 3- to 12-month

follow-up period and 25 fewer calories

purchased in the 13- to 24-month follow-

up period.

Meaning Menu labeling was linked to

fewer calories purchased over time

compared with no calorie information

on menu boards; these findings suggest

that, in combination with other food

labeling and population-level policies,

menu labeling may be associated with

decreased daily caloric intake.
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Introduction

Calorie labeling is a population-level strategy designed to reduce unhealthy food purchases by
providing nutrition information at the point of selection in retail food environments, with the goal of
supporting customers’ ability to accurately evaluate the healthfulness of foods and beverages.1 The
information provided by menu labels may thus help people choose lower-calorie meals in restaurant
settings and/or encourage retailers to offer lower-calorie items.2 This strategy may yield a reduction
in daily caloric intake and create a positive influence on population-level health outcomes, including
obesity and cardiovascular disease.3

Menu labeling became federal policy as part of the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act
of 2010, requiring that chain restaurants with 20 or more locations list the caloric value of standard
items on menu boards by May 2018.4 Before national rollout, menu labeling requirements were
proposed in more than 40 municipalities and states and implemented in 11 of those areas.5 Previous
studies have sought to evaluate the association between menu labeling legislation and calories and
nutrients purchased in restaurant settings, with mixed results.6 Some studies reported that menu
labeling led to a small decrease in the calories purchased,7-12 while other studies found no
association,13-20 with substantial variation in results by restaurant type,21 food item category,8 and
age group.22

Most prior work has used survey data and lacked sufficient power to detect small changes in
calories purchased.7,15,16,19,23,24 A few evaluations have used sales data from chain restaurants,8,10,11,25

but this work has several limitations, including limitations in causal inference and generalizability. For
example, Petimar et al10,11 lacked a comparison group when they used sales data from 3 restaurant
chains in Louisiana, Mississippi, and Texas. They found that menu labeling was associated with small
decreases in mean calories purchased after voluntary franchise labeling and nationally mandated
labeling, but their assessment could not account for natural variation in sales over time or unrelated
events that may have affected purchase decisions. Two other studies used sales data to assess menu
labeling laws in New York City and King County, Washington, including legislation requiring calorie
information on drive-through menu boards, and found small changes in calories purchased in New
York City and no changes in King County, Washington, with slightly larger changes for nonbeverage
items and lunch-time purchases at Starbucks locations in New York City.8,25 Geographic coverage in
these studies, however, was limited and results may not be generalizable to other locations.

We sought to address these limitations by using 9 years of transaction-level sales data from
1280 restaurants in a national chain, including data from restaurants in locations where menu
labeling was implemented before the national rollout and comparison restaurants in which labeling
was never implemented. Using a quasi-experimental design and a difference-in-differences model in
a cohort study, we examined menu labeling and calories purchased per transaction and assessed
potential differences by location, food item category, and time of day.

Methods

Data Sources
We acquired data from 10 575 Taco Bell restaurants in the US, including all unique restaurants that
opened and closed during the study period, representing 5.33 billion transactions from calendar
years 2007 to 2014. Transaction data included the name, number, and price of items purchased,
including customizations; the date, time, and location of the purchase; how the order was placed
(drive-through, eat-in, and takeout); and the type and size of beverages in drive-through
transactions. Menus are standard, so menu offerings do not vary across restaurant locations. Because
we could not assign calories to self-serve beverage purchases in eat-in and takeout transactions, we
excluded beverage data from in-store transactions. Per the Common Rule (45 CFR §46), institutional
review board approval was not sought because this study is not human participant research.
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Reporting followed the Strengthening the Reporting of Observational Studies in Epidemiology
(STROBE) reporting guideline for cohort studies.

Between 2007 and 2012, several localities mandated and implemented labeling, including
several states (California, Maine, and Vermont), counties (King County, Washington; Montgomery
County, Maryland; Albany County, New York; Schenectady County, New York; Suffolk County, New
York; Ulster County, New York; and Westchester County, New York), and cities (Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania; and New York City, New York).5 We identified dates of menu labeling implementation
using information from the Center for Science in the Public Interest, which tracks such legislative
efforts, legislation source text, peer-reviewed literature, news articles, and direct communication
with Taco Bell (Table 1). For restaurants in Maine and Vermont; Philadelphia, San Francisco, and New
York City; and Albany, Ulster, and Westchester Counties, New York, we either observed incomplete
data or no data, due to the staggered rollout of a new point-of-sales system during the
implementation of menu labeling.

In Montgomery, Suffolk, and Schenectady Counties, and Vermont, the implementation of
calorie labeling on in-store menu boards occurred at the same time as implementation on drive-
through menu boards (Table 1). In California, restaurants were required to implement labeling on
in-store menu boards by January 1, 2011, but the requirement did not extend to drive-through menu
boards until national legislation went into effect in 2018; thus, we excluded drive-through data from
analyses with California restaurants. In restaurants located in King County, Washington, legislation
required the addition of calorie labels to in-store menu boards on December 31, 2008, and to drive-
through menu boards on August 1, 2009. We confirmed that calorie information was added to menu
boards in accordance with the dates of location-specific legislation. For study inclusion, we required
that restaurants have monthly transaction data in the baseline period, which we defined as the 3 to 8
months before the date of location- and setting-specific (in-store, drive-through) menu labeling
(n = 474 restaurants) (eTable 1 in Supplement 1).

Comparison Group
Restaurants in which labeling was never implemented before national implementation (n = 8441)
were considered eligible for inclusion in the comparison group. We required that comparison
restaurants have at minimum monthly transaction data that matched the data availability of each
restaurant in the menu labeling group during the baseline and 24-month follow-up period, and we
required that all restaurants have complete data on all matching variables (n = 2979).

Table 1. Distribution of Restaurants in Menu Labeling Group and Comparison Group by Location

Location

Date of menu labeling implementation No. (%)
Unique comparison
restaurants in analysis,
No. (% of eligible
comparison)

No.

Drive-through In-store

Unique treated
restaurants in
analysisa

Unique eligible
comparison
restaurantsb,c

Counties,
comparison
restaurants in
analysis

States,
comparison
restaurants in
analysis

King County, WA Dec 31, 2008 Aug 1, 2008 3 (1.3) 1743 (58.5) 410 (23.5) 139 27

Suffolk County, NY Oct 28, 2010 Oct 28, 2010 16 (3.4) 1519 (51.0) 519 (34.2) 201 31

Schenectady County, NY Sept 12, 2010 Sept 12, 2010 1 (0.2) 1468 (49.3) 100 (6.8) 77 24

Montgomery County, MD Jan 1, 2011 Jan 1, 2011 3 (0.6) 1481 (49.7) 216 (14.6) 101 24

California May 1, 2018d Jan 1, 2011 450 (94.3) 1855 (44.1) 1512 (81.5) 402 34

Vermont May 18, 2012 May 18, 2012 1 (0.2) 1313 (62.3) 100 (7.6) 67 21

Overall 477 (100) 2979 (100) 1855 (62.3) 411 34

a Approximately 0.63% of restaurants were excluded from the analytic sample because
of a lack of data available in the relevant baseline period (ie, 3-8 months before menu
labeling implementation).

b Restaurants in which labeling was never implemented before national implementation
(n = 5721) were considered eligible for inclusion in the comparison group before
matching and weighting. For inclusion, comparison restaurants were required to have
monthly transaction data in the baseline period, defined as the 3 to 8 months before
the date of location-specific and setting-specific (in-store, drive-through) menu

labeling; and were also required to have monthly transaction data in the 24-month
follow-up period. In addition, restaurants were required to have complete data on all
matching variables.

c The sum of the percentages exceeds 100% because comparison restaurant units can
be used more than once (ie, replacement).

d Date of national rollout.
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We used synthetic control methods to construct a comparison unit for each restaurant in the
menu labeling group, using a suite of restaurant- and community-level characteristics (eTable 2 in
Supplement 1). Synthetic control methods allow for the construction of a single synthetic comparison
unit matched to each treatment unit by calculating a weighted average of the outcome variable from
a source of multiple potential comparison units similar to the treated units in the baseline period.26-28

Thus, each synthetic comparison unit in our study represents a weighted average of data from
multiple restaurants in the potential comparison pool, matched by relative month of implementation
of menu labeling by location. To optimize computational efficiency, we first restricted the pool of
potential comparison restaurants to the 100 most characteristically similar restaurants with
Mahalanobis distance matching, which is an approach to pairing units that have similar covariates on
a Euclidean distance.

For the 474 restaurants in the menu labeling group, we estimated 474 synthetic control units
(with each unit weighted to 1 to match the treatment unit), using the tidysynth package in R, version
4.1.2 (R Foundation for Statistical Computing), which was used for all statistical analyses (eMethods
in Supplement 1 provides the code). Restaurant- and community-level characteristics of treatment
and comparison groups were similar between treatment and comparison groups after weighting
(eTable 2 in Supplement 1). In the final analytic sample, comparison restaurants were located in 878
counties in 35 states (Table 1). eFigure 1 in Supplement 1 presents a map of the geographic locations
of comparison restaurants by treatment location.

Outcomes
Our primary outcome was mean calories per transaction and secondary outcomes included grams of
total fat, carbohydrates, protein, saturated fat, sugar, and dietary fiber, and milligrams of sodium.
We assigned calories and nutrients to unique menu items (n = 3517) using MenuStat, a nutrition
database of foods and beverages served by national chain restaurants.29 Using both automated and
manual matching of menu items with nutrition information (eMethods in Supplement 1), we matched
more than 95% of total purchased items every quarter.

Statistical Analysis
Data were analyzed from May to October 2023. We excluded data from 2 months before and 2
months after the date of menu labeling implementation to account for variation in the
implementation of menu labeling by restaurant owners and variation in awareness of menu labeling
among customers. We also dropped 4 restaurant-month observations with implausible values of the
primary outcome (<50% of mean calories per transaction per restaurant). We compared the
differences in the calories purchased per transaction before and after menu labeling implementation
between menu labeling and comparison restaurants across all locations using a 2-way fixed effects
regression model, with time modeled as relative month from implementation by location and
calendar month fixed effects to control for seasonality (eMethods in Supplement 1 provides the
equation).30

Given that approximately 94% of the restaurants in our sample were located in California, we
assessed heterogeneity by location by stratifying our primary model by California and non-California
restaurants. To understand heterogeneity by time of day, we stratified by late night (12:00-3:59 AM),
breakfast (4:00-10:59 AM), lunch (11:00 AM-1:59 PM), afternoon (2:00-4:59 PM), dinner (5:00-8:59
PM), and evening (9:00-11:59 PM). To understand potential mechanisms underlying the response to
calorie labeling, we analyzed count of items transacted per restaurant-month by item category (taco,
burrito, salad, other entree, dessert, and beverage). To understand potential heterogeneity by order
setting, we also stratified by in-store and drive-through orders among the sample of non-California
restaurants. For all analyses, we estimated the average effect size of menu labeling in the 3 to 24
months following menu labeling, using the mean of the monthly difference-in-differences estimates
per period.
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To assess whether results were robust to key model specifications, sensitivity analyses included
reestimating our primary model using (1) no matching, (2) 10- and 12-month baseline periods, and
(3) only restaurants that were open for at least 12, 15, 18, 21, and 24 months following menu labeling
implementation (to address potential treatment effect size heterogeneity over time). We assessed
whether changes to the number of calories of existing menu items may have contributed to the
estimates by comparing mean calories purchased between the baseline and follow-up periods for the
treatment and comparison groups for only the 100 highest-selling items sold in both periods, and
reestimating our primary model excluding items introduced in either period. We used a 2-sided α
level of .05 as the threshold for statistical significance.

Results

The final sample size was 2329 unique restaurants and 31 468 restaurant-month observations, with
474 restaurants in the menu labeling group and 474 synthetic control units. The eMethods in
Supplement 1 reports changes to sample size for each restriction per group. In the baseline period,
mean (SD) calories per transaction was 1035 (135) in the menu labeling group and 1056 (137) in the
comparison group (Table 2). Taco orders (which could include multiple tacos) represented most sales
by item category (50.9%) (eFigure 2 in Supplement 1). Transactions during lunch (34.6%) and dinner
(27.8%) represented most sales by time of day (eFigure 3 in Supplement 1); the mean (SD) calories
per transaction was highest during dinner (1143 [142]) and evening (1088 [186]).

Changes in calories purchased were approximately parallel between menu labeling and
comparison groups in the baseline period (Figure 1). Customers purchased 24.7 (95% CI, 25.7-23.6)
fewer calories per transaction from restaurants in the menu labeling group in the 3- to 24-month
follow-up period vs the comparison group, including 21.9 (95% CI, 20.9-22.9) fewer calories in the
3-month and 25.0 (95% CI, 24.0-26.1) fewer calories in the 13- to 24-month follow-up periods
(Table 3; eTable 3 in Supplement 1). Changes in the nutrient content of transactions were consistent
with calorie estimates, with small decreases in the amount of each macronutrient and micronutrient
purchased in restaurants in the menu labeling group (eTable 4, eFigure 4 in Supplement 1). Findings
in California were consistent with our overall estimates, with 26.1 (95% CI, 25.0-27.2) fewer calories
purchased in the 3- to 24-month follow-up period (Figure 2). Among non-California restaurants,
however, we observed no association in the 3- to 24-month follow-up period (difference-in-
differences, −1.8; 95% CI, −7.1 to 3.5).

We observed a decrease in the total count of items purchased in the menu labeling vs
comparison group in the 3- to 24-month follow-up period (eTable 4 in Supplement 1). The outcomes
of menu labeling differed by food item category and time of day (eFigure 5 and eFigure 6 in
Supplement 1). For example, the decrease in the total count of items purchased per restaurant-
month was larger for tacos in the 3- to 24-month period (difference-in-differences, −723.4; 95% CI,
−843.9 to −603.0) compared with other food items. Menu labeling of calories purchased during
breakfast hours in the 3- to 24-month period (difference-in-differences, −67.4; 95% CI, 70.7 to −64.2)
was larger than calories purchased in transactions made during other times of day, and we observed
no association between calories purchased during late night hours in the 3- to 24-month period
(difference-in-differences, −10.3; 95% CI, −43.4 to 22.8). We also observed that, among
non-California restaurants, menu labeling was associated with fewer calories purchased in the drive-
through setting (difference-in-differences, −13.7; 95% CI, −17.1 to −10.2) and yet more calories
purchased in the in-store setting (difference-in-differences, 25.2; 95% CI, 17.9-32.5) vs the
comparison group (eTable 4, eFigure 7 in Supplement 1).

In sensitivity analyses, we found that our results were robust to different baseline periods, the
exclusion of new menu items, and the length of time restaurants were open following menu labeling
implementation (eTable 5, eTable 6, and eFigure 8 in Supplement 1), indicating that restaurant
closures were not associated with our findings. There was no statistically significant difference in the
calorie count of the 100 highest-selling items sold in the baseline vs follow-up periods in the menu
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labeling and comparison group restaurants (eTable 7 in Supplement 1), suggesting our results were
likely not associated with product reformulation (eg, reducing calorie count of popular items in
response to menu labeling implementation).

Discussion

Calorie labeling policies may have the potential to facilitate small behavioral changes in diets. In our
study, we found that implementation of menu labeling in restaurants led to approximately 25 fewer
calories purchased per transaction over a 2-year follow-up period compared with restaurants in areas
with no such legislation. This finding differed by location and order setting, with fewer calories
purchased in California, where menu labeling was only implemented in the interior of restaurants,
and also in drive-through transactions in non-California restaurants and, in contrast, relatively more
calories purchased inside of non-California restaurants in the menu labeling group. This could reflect
differences in customer responses by region, which differ in terms of customer attitudes to calorie
labels and order setting, where the presentation and awareness of calorie labels may differ. We plan

Figure 1. Difference-in-Differences (DID) Estimates of Calories Purchased per Transaction After Implementation
of Menu Labeling, Overall
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Table 3. Difference-in-Differences Estimates of Calories Purchased per Transaction After Implementation
of Menu Labeling, Overall and by Location

Variable

3- to 24-mo Follow-up period, average monthly effect size, β (95% CI)a

Difference, menu labeling
restaurantsb

Difference, comparison
restaurantsc Difference-in-differencesd

Overall −0.8 (−2.9 to 1.3) 23.9 (22.8 to 24.9) −24.7 (−25.7 to −23.6)

Californiae 9.8 (7.9 to 11.7) 35.9 (35.1 to 36.7) −26.1 (−27.2 to −25.0)

Non-Californiaf −29.7 (−39.0 to −20.4) −27.9 (−31.9 to −23.9) −1.8 (−7.1 to 3.5)

a Defined as the 3 to 24 months after the date of location-specific and setting-specific menu labeling.
b Estimates represent the difference between the average calories purchased per transaction during the baseline period

and the average calories purchased per transaction in the 3- to 24-month follow-up period for the menu labeling group
(difference 1).

c Estimates represent the difference between the average calories purchased per transaction during the baseline period
and the average calories purchased per transaction in the 3- to 24-month follow-up period for the comparison group
(difference 2).

d Represents the difference between the differences for the menu labeling group and the comparison group, averaged
over the 3- to 24-month follow-up period.

e Excludes beverage data.
f Includes beverage data from drive-through.
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to examine such differences in a future analysis by evaluating the national rollout of menu labeling
legislation, when the implementation of menu labeling was extended to the drive-through setting of
California restaurants. The lack of beverage data for in-store transactions may have also informed
our results, since changes in beverage transactions in response to menu labeling may also differ
by region.

In terms of food item categories, the changes observed with menu labeling appear to have been
associated with fewer calories purchased from taco orders, the categories with the largest sales. Taco
restaurants allow customers to customize orders, which could be one way customers reduced
calories, in addition to reducing the type or number of items ordered. We also observed differences
by time of day, with greater differences during breakfast hours, and no substantial change during late
night hours. These results suggest that customers who purchase meals at off-peak times of day may
differ from those who frequent the same restaurants during peak hours, potentially with different
attitudes or perceptions about the energy density of meal options.

Two previous quasi-experimental studies analyzed sales data with mixed results.8,25 Using retail
data from 14 Taco Time locations in King County, Washington, Finkelstein et al25 found that calories
purchased did not change after calorie information was posted on drive-through menu boards. In
contrast, Bollinger et al8 used Starbucks data to analyze menu labeling in New York City and found
customers ordered 15 fewer calories in the year after implementation, which is consistent with our
results. Both studies, however, were limited by their narrow geographic coverage and relatively short
follow-up periods. Our results are also consistent with labeling in other settings, such as a workplace
cafeteria labeling program (approximately 20 fewer calories purchased) and calorie labeling of
prepared foods in supermarkets (eg, approximately 10-18 fewer calories purchased).31,32 In a pair of
studies using an interrupted time-series design, Petimar et al10,11 analyzed sales data from 3 chain
restaurants in the southern US and found that labeling was associated with a decrease in calories
purchased 2 years after franchise labeling and 1 year after nationwide labeling (approximately 43-73
calories), which is relatively larger than our effect sizes. These studies, however, did not have
comparison groups, which makes it difficult to eliminate potential bias.

Limitations
Our study has several limitations. We lacked data related to food intake and were not able to observe
the number of people per transaction. Other work, though, has shown that virtually all food
purchased in fast food restaurants is consumed.18 These limitations are also a necessary trade-off of

Figure 2. Difference-in-Differences (DID) Estimates of Calories Purchased per Transaction
After Implementation of Menu Labeling, by Location
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having a rich and large set of objective data. Another weakness was that we could not determine the
type or number of refills for self-serve fountain beverages, and thus excluded beverage purchases
from eat-in and take-out orders. Our matching approach may be biased if comparison restaurants
differed in unobserved ways related to menu labeling.

Conclusions

Our analysis adds to a growing body of evidence that suggests people adjust their food choices based
on calorie labels. Small decreases in calories purchased could lead to small population-level
improvements in health,33 especially in combination with other types of healthy eating policies (eg,
nutrition warning labels), and labeling across multiple types of retailers may lead to even larger
decreases in daily calories purchased over an extended period. In the future, it will be important to
consider additional distributional outcomes of menu labeling legislation to estimate whether the
policy impact is greater among subgroups of the population. Previous work, for example, suggests
that outcomes associated with menu labeling may differ by age group and income.10,34 It will also be
necessary to examine the differential impact of menu labeling by restaurant setting (eg, sit-down
restaurants), where the use of calorie information may differ, and whether changes to the design and
placement of calorie information provide additional benefits.
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