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Subject of Review:  Restaurant foods are typically higher in calories than meals consumed at home.   A 
goal of the Patient Protection and Affordable Health Care Act of 2010 is to encourage 
healthier food choices at restaurants by informing consumers about the calorie content 
of menu items. However, doesn’t a well-informed consumer already know that a 12-
piece bucket of chicken has more calories than a salad?  Following studies in 
marketing and behavioral economics, we assume that a representative consumer uses 
simple heuristics to judge the calorie content of restaurant meals when explicit calorie 
information is not available.  For example, as a rule of thumb, he or she believes that 
deep fried foods are higher in calories, whereas meals containing fruits and vegetables 
are lower in calories.  Information was then collected for 361 meals available at major 
fast food chains and 5,752 meals available at major full-service restaurant chains. We 
use these data to test the association between the calorie content of actual restaurant 
meals and a handful of rules of thumb.   
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