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Introduction

The Health Survey for England 2019 found that ‘around three-quarters of people aged 45-74 in England are overweight or obese (NHS, 2020). Obesity-related diseases are costing the NHS an estimated 6.5 billion annually (Bell, 2022). Many solutions to this ongoing problem have been discussed within the government, to tackle the ever-rising obesity levels. In 2018, the government held a debate on calorie labelling for food and beverages provided outside the house. Following this, the government proposed legislation to require calorie labelling in major food enterprises (those with 250 or more employees) in the out-of-home sector (Department of Health & Social Care, 2021). Providing calorie labelling on menus is aiming to encourage people to make healthier, educated choices whilst ordering a takeaway or going out for a meal. The decision has caused controversy amongst people in the UK, with some believing it is helpful to see the calories in the meal they will be consuming, as they can make healthier choices. Whilst many have found calories being displayed on menus as triggering, especially for people suffering from, or recovering from an eating disorder, which is an estimated 1.25 million people in the UK (Beat, 2022). Although the new legislation is still fairly new, there have been studies carried out to see if the legislation has any benefit on the population's health. These studies will be investigated throughout this essay to explore how this legislation is affecting individuals and their health. For this legislation to be of benefit, people would need to know the basics regarding calories. How many calories an adult needs daily could then be compared to the calories a meal consists of. If people are unaware of the value of calories, they are unable to make better decisions when ordering food outside of their homes, as the number of calories in each meal would have no significance to them.


Are calorie labelling menus improving the UK’S Obesity levels?
The new legislation has caused controversy, but it is important to explore if it has been beneficial for members of the public or not, and most importantly has it had an impact on the rising obesity rates and consumption of calorific meals. Numerous studies have recently been carried out in the UK and America, researching if calorie labelling menus have an impact and if so, a positive or negative one. A research study carried out by Haynos et al, had 716 adult female participants in an online survey who were randomly allocated to receive a restaurant menu with or without calorie information. To examine their eating pathology, participants completed the Eating Disorder Examination Questionnaire (Fairburn & Beglin, 1994). This score was also used to make diagnoses of anorexia nervosa, bulimia nervosa, and binge eating disorder. The study then looked at how menu label condition, disordered eating, and the menu label by disordered eating interaction affected hypothetical meal choices and associated characteristics. From the research study, it was found people suffering from anorexia and bulimia ordered significantly fewer calories on the menu than people who suffered from binge eating disorder (Haynos and Roberto, 2017). This study shows that calorie labelling on menus certainly influences people suffering from eating disorders (Haynos and Roberto, 2017). In 2012, McDonald's voluntarily labelled its menus with calories, providing an opportunity to assess the impact of this initiative on purchases. Researchers collected receipts and administered questionnaires to 2971 adults, 2164 adolescents, and 447 parents/guardians of school-age children in four New England cities from 2010 to 2014 (Petimar et al, 2019). The collected data was analysed in 2018 using difference-in-differences analyses to estimate associations of calorie labelling with calories purchased (actual and estimated) and predicted probability of noticing calorie information on menus. It was found that calorie labelling at McDonald's had no effect on calorie purchases in adults, adolescents, or children. Although participants were more likely to notice calories on menus after labelling, there was no improvement in their ability to estimate calories purchased accurately (Petimar et al, 2019). However, it could be said that the reason for there being no effect on calories consumed when labelled on menus at McDonald's could be because when going to eat at McDonald's you would generally be expecting to eat a highly calorific meal anyways as it is a fast-food restaurant. From looking at previous studies already performed it was deemed that menu labelling with calories alone had no effect on the number of calories selected or consumed. The inclusion of contextual or interpretive nutrition information on menus appeared to help consumers choose and consume fewer calories. The effect of menu labelling on calorie selection and consumption was influenced by gender, with women using the information to select and consume fewer calories (Sinclair, Cooper and Mansfield, 2014). In another study by Roberto et al, 2010, the impact of restaurant menu calorie labels on food choices and intake were studied. 300 participants were randomly assigned menus, some had menus with calories shown for each meal, some contained no calorie information and one showed calorie information for each meal and stated the recommended daily caloric intake for an average adult. This study found that calorie labels on restaurant menus influenced food choices and intake; adding a recommended daily caloric requirement label boosted this effect, implying that menu label legislation should require such a label (Roberto et al, 2010). There have been concerns expressed about how people affected by eating disorders would respond to calorie labelling on menus. Calorie counting frequently plays a dominant role in eating disorders and is taken to extremes far beyond normal dieting (Hill, 2016). Eating disorders can cause low self-esteem, perfectionism, impulsive behaviour, a variety of health problems, and troubled relationships (Haerens, 2012). In a recent study conducted, it was found that individuals with anorexia and bulimia are more likely to order food with significantly fewer calories when making hypothetical food choices from a menu with a calorie count, whereas people with binge eating disorder are more likely to order food with significantly more calories (Haynos and Roberto, 2017). These findings highlight the possibility that this legislation will exacerbate the disordered thoughts and behaviours of people suffering from eating disorders, as well as cause harm.Among 1830 adults in the general population, only 52.7% were aware of calorie information while purchasing a restaurant meal in the past month and, of those, more than a third reported it did not alter their order (Larson et al. 2018). In many cases, calorie labelling is not even noticed whilst purchasing a meal at a restaurant. After researching numerous studies carried out in various different ways, both in the UK and America. It can be said from research that calorie labelling menus does not have a massive impact (Larson et al. 2018), one that was hoped would occur by the government when bringing this legislation into place. It has been found that calorie labelling menus have caused stress amongst people suffering from eating disorders and can be very triggering for people who have suffered from eating disorders in the past (Haerens, 2012).Whilst calorie labelling on menus became new legislation in the UK in 2021. In America, calorie labelling menus became law in 2018. The adult obesity rate in the United States is currently 42.4 percent (Wexler, 2016), marking the first time the national rate has surpassed the 40 percent mark and providing further evidence of the country's obesity crisis. Since 2008, the national adult obesity rate has increased by 26% (Kiszko et al., 2014). This could suggest that calorie labelling menus is not making the biggest of impacts on encouraging people to choose healthier options when eating out or ordering a takeaway.
The arguments for and against calorie labelling menus are some of the following, it is beneficial as displaying nutritional information on menus, means that customers are more informed. However, the study by McGeown, 2019, shows that the nutritional information displayed is not noticed at times, only 52.7% were aware of calorie information while purchasing a restaurant meal, only 52.7% were aware of calorie information while purchasing a restaurant meal (McGeown, 2019). However, as previously mentioned, Tom Quinn the founder of the eating disorder charity, Beat, discussed how calorie counts on menus could very well contribute to the worsening of harmful eating disorder thoughts and behaviours (Derrick, 2022). Quinn also expressed how he felt there was very limited evidence that calorie labelling on menus would be of benefit and has urged the government to take an evidence-based approach when creating health policies (Derrick, 2022). It could be said that forcing restaurants to display the calories in each meal may encourage eateries to offer a wider range of healthier options to customers. The new legislation has also brought on added stress to restaurant bosses and people working in hospitality, having to create new up to date menus with nutritional information displayed can become costly. It has also been suggested by members of the public, that when they are eating out at a restaurant, it is usually a time to treat themselves and they don’t want to feel guilty about doing so, this could discourage people from eating out. This being said, as previously mentioned, obesity is costing the NHS an estimated 6.5 billion pounds annually (NHS, 2020). If the obesity rates decreased this would not only help individuals, but it would also save taxpayers money. According to the British Nutrition Foundation, while the new rules may help the public make healthier choices, they will not be enough to address the UK's obesity crisis on their own (British Nutrition Foundation, 2019). According to a recent study published in the British Medical Journal, calorie labelling in US fast-food restaurants resulted in a 4% reduction in calories per order, but that small calorie reduction was not maintained a year later (Kiszko et al, 2014). It was reported by ‘The Guardian’ in September 2022, that Government ministers have been directed by the Treasury to conduct an official review of the government's anti-obesity strategy. As a result, menu calorie counts may be phased out as part of a 'red tape-cutting drive.’ The review could see the anti-obesity strategy of calorie labelling menus completely scrapped, meaning restaurants and cafes would’ve spent time and money on printing new menus that won’t even need to be used anymore (The Guardian, 2022). There have been no more up-to-date articles published on the status of the new legislation and details on if it will be staying or going. Since the Guardians article was published in September 2022, there is a new prime minister. I believe it would be fair to say that in order to tackle the ongoing obesity crisis in the UK, displaying calorie labelling on menus is not going to solve the problem. Much more needs to be done in order to stop increasing obesity levels, many people are unaware of the mental and physical impacts an unhealthy diet can cause. It also does not help that fast food is cheap and easily accessible, making it convenient for people to purchase. It would be fair to say the government should focus more on easily accessible and cheap fast food instead of keeping legislation in place, which seems to be of no major benefit and one of which is causing stress amongst people, especially those with/recovering from eating disorders. A surgery was carried out by the AHDB, found that 55% of people believed calorie labelling menus would be ineffective, whilst 39% believed it would be very effective. The survey also found that people believed the most effective policy to tackle obesity in the UK would be to receive better support from their GP and referrals to weight management services. 





Conclusion
To conclude, there is a definite need for action to be taken against the ever-growing levels of obesity in the UK. This being said, after research and studies being carried out. It seems calorie labelling on menus does not have a large impact on reducing the amount of highly calorific meals ordered in restaurants (McGeown, 2019), this has been proven by studies carried out which explored exactly that. Sometimes the nutritional information on menus isn’t even noticed, and for many of the UK’s population, they may be unaware of what nutritional information even means, if the information has no meaning to them and they are unaware of the number of calories that they should be consuming daily to lead a healthy life, then nutritional information is included on menus is quite meaningless for many people and therefore would be of no benefit. Action needs to be taken to reduce the increasing obesity levels in the UK, but I believe it is fair to say that calorie labelling on menus is not the way forward to do so. The UK Government should look at the findings from these studies to assess the benefits of calorie labelling menus and explore new options to reduce the increasing obesity rates in the UK. 
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