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This fact sheet answers common 
questions about NPLAN’s 
Model Ordinance for Healthier 
Toy Giveaway Meals, which 
breaks the link between 
unhealthy meals and toys and 
gives the food industry an 
incentive to market healthy 
meals to kids.
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Healthier Toy Giveaway Meals

Questions and Answers about 			 
NPLAN’s Model Ordinance

Almost one-third of children and adolescents in the United States are overweight 
or obese,1 and experts warn that today’s young people may be the first in history to 
live sicker and die younger than their parents’ generation.2 Meanwhile, the fast-
food industry is spending hundreds of millions of dollars per year using toys to 
market unhealthy meals to children. NPLAN’s Model Ordinance for Healthier Toy 
Giveaway Meals addresses one of the industry’s primary tactics for marketing to 
children and supports parents who want their children to eat healthy meals. 

Q:	Childhood obesity has many causes. Why single out restaurants?
A:	Restaurant foods are often high in calories, fat, salt, and sugar, served in large 

portions and priced to make the most sizable servings more attractive.3 Not 
surprisingly, numerous studies have shown that eating out is associated with 
overeating, overweight, and obesity.4, 5,6,7, 8,9,10,11 

In a recent study, 93 percent of children’s meals at 25 of the nation’s largest 
chain restaurants failed to meet nutrition guidelines based on the USDA’s 
Dietary Guidelines for Americans.12 Restaurants often market unhealthy meals 
with toys to entice children, and NPLAN’s Model Ordinance for Healthier Toy 
Giveaway Meals sets nutritional standards for meals with toy giveaways to help 
break the link between eating unhealthy restaurant meals and getting a prize.     
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This model ordinance represents just one strategy to prevent 
childhood obesity. Because the obesity crisis has numerous 
causes, multiple strategies are needed. NPLAN has developed 
a variety of model laws, policies, and contracts to promote 
healthier eating (e.g., land use policies to support community 
gardens, farmers’ markets, and produce sales in underserved 
neighborhoods) and to increase physical activity (e.g., “ joint 
use” agreements to open school recreational facilities to 
community use after hours, and model physical activity 
standards for child care providers). These and other tools are 
available at www.nplan.org.

Q:	Does this ordinance ban toy giveaways?
A:	No. This model ordinance ensures restaurants will provide a 

toy only with a meal that is healthier for children to eat, one 
that is not excessively high in calories, fat, salt, or sugars.

Q:	Is it realistic to expect restaurants to meet these 
nutrition standards?

A: 	Absolutely. Some restaurants already have meal combos that 
do. For example, a McDonald’s Happy Meal with four pieces 
of chicken nuggets, apple dippers with low-fat caramel dip, 
and eight ounces of low-fat milk meets the model’s nutrition 
requirements and could be offered with a toy.13 When it comes 
to designing healthy meals for children, restaurants are limited 
only by their own creativity.

Q:	Why focus on toy giveaways?
A: 	Fast-food marketing to children plays a major role in the 

childhood obesity epidemic, according to the Institute of 
Medicine, an independent agency that serves as a national 
advisor on health policy. The restaurant industry spends more 
than $5 million every day marketing unhealthy foods to 
children. In 2006, fast food restaurants alone spent $520 million 
marketing fast food to children—including $360 million on 
toys—and sold 1.2 billion meals with toys to children.14 
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substantially benefits from work funded by the California Department of Public 
Health, through the Network for a Healthy California.

The restaurant industry knows that toys are a very effective 
way to market food to children. By limiting these aggressive 
marketing practices and ensuring that only healthier kids’ 
meals come with a toy, this ordinance can be one important 
component of a community effort to address the childhood 
obesity crisis.

Q:	Do local governments have the authority to enact such 
an ordinance?

A:	Many cities have the authority to enact basic business 
regulations. To protect the health, safety and welfare of 
residents, cities have required restaurants to post calories on 
their menus, prohibited restaurants from serving food with 
trans fat, and prohibited smoking in restaurants.15 Similarly, 
many cities have the authority to prohibit restaurants from 
using toys to entice children to eat unhealthy meals. Whether 
a local government has the power to implement this model 
ordinance is dictated by state law.
NPLAN’s Model Ordinance for Healthier Toy Giveaway Meals 
provides local policymakers with an opportunity to help break 
the link between unhealthy meals and toys. By giving the 
food industry an incentive to market healthy meals to kids, 
the ordinance supports parents who want their children to eat 
healthy food no matter the setting.
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