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New calorie labelling regulations in England

One small step in the right direction
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Regulations came into effect on 6 April® requiring restaurants, cafes, and takeaways in
England to provide calorie information on menus and food displays, including those online.
The legislation applies only to businesses with over 250 employees, with exemptions for
charities, hospitals, care homes, and temporary menu items. But this is still an important
milestone in government obesity policy—an area where promised interventions are not
always delivered.?

The global burden of diet-related ill health is growing.®4 In England, 68% of men and
60% of women are overweight or obese.® Recent estimates suggest a huge jump in rates of
childhood obesity. Over 40% of 10-11 year olds were overweight or obese in 2020-21
compared with 35.2% the year before, and obesity rates are twice as high among the most
deprived children as in the least deprived.®

The introduction of calorie labelling regulations should be applauded. Up to a quarter of
adults’ calories are consumed outside the home.” The policy should have some, albeit limited,
effect through changes to consumer behaviour and reformulation. One systematic review
found that calorie labelling on menus led to a 7.8% (95% confidence interval 2.5% to 13.1%)
reduction in calories purchased.® Other systematic reviews found limited evidence of a
reduction in calories purchased® or menu reformulation, although this may be because of a
lack of larger studies.?® In the US, where calorie labelling has been mandatory for large
chains since 2018, reductions have been reported in both calories purchased and the number
of calories in food items.*? In New South Wales, Australia calorie labelling has also had a

positive influence on consumer behaviour.*3
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Policies that aim to benefit everyone by working at the population level and require
limited personal resources to benefit, such as a sugar tax, are more likely to reduce overall
disease burden and be equitable than individual level policies aimed at high risk individuals,
such as referring people to exercise classes.*

Compulsory calorie labelling is a population level policy with both high agency
(individuals making choices) and low agency (menu reformulation) mechanisms of action.
Evidence suggests that benefits may vary across socioeconomic groups,*® including data from
the US suggesting calorie labelling may have a greater influence on calorie intake among
people from higher socioeconomic groups.®

Other concerns include the possibility of adverse effects on people with eating
disorders,!’ although businesses covered by the regulations must provide menus without
calorie labelling on request. While there is limited evidence of harm from countries that

already mandate calorie labelling, this should be monitored closely as the policy is rolled out.

Missed opportunity

Diet-related ill health needs a multifaceted, cross-government response®® that combines
individual level approaches for those at high risk with an increased emphasis on population
level, low agency policies®® that are implemented and evaluated appropriately.? England’s
current obesity strategy includes some population level policies such as banning
advertisements for unhealthy food before 9 pm on television and at all times online, and
ending multibuy offers in large retail outlets.?

The introduction of calorie labelling may be seen as a missed opportunity to provide more
comprehensive nutritional information on menus. Labelling policies for packaged foods in
Brazil, Chile, and Mexico, for example, mandate clear black and white warning labels on
foods high in salt, sugar, or saturated fat. Other schemes include traffic light labelling?! (red,
amber, green) to indicate whether a food contains high, medium, or low levels of fat,
saturated fat, sugar, and salt. The Nutri-Score system,?? which assigns foods one of five
colours (red to green) and a letter (A-E) based on multiple nutrients and components, has
been used on packaged foods since 2017—on a voluntary basis—in France, Belgium,
Switzerland, Germany, Luxembourg, Spain, and the Netherlands. Both colour coded labels
and warning labels have been associated with healthier consumer choices.?® Labelling foods

according to their effect on the environment could have added benefits for planetary health.?*
26
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The policies outlined in England’s obesity strategy are unlikely to lead to the profound
changes in our food environment required to reverse current obesity trends. England’s
National Food Strategy argues that consumers and businesses are stuck in a “junk food cycle”
that “We cannot escape ... without rebalancing the financial incentives within the food
system.”?’ Calorie labelling on food eaten outside the home could encourage food outlets to
reduce the calorie content of their foods,?® but it’s not the radical change called for. The food
strategy’s recommendations include a sugar and salt reformulation tax with some of the
revenue raised funding subsidies for fresh fruit and vegetables.

The impact of the calorie labelling policy will be monitored though regular reports by
food authorities and the secretary of state for health and social care, and by an independent
scientific evaluation.?® It must be considered as just one part of a much broader approach to

reshape the food system.
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