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Subject of
Review:

Food prepared away from home (FAFH)—whether eaten in restaurants, fast food and other locations,
or a take-out or delivery meal eaten at home—is now an important part of the diets of U.S. consumers.
The share of total food expenditure spent on FAFH rose from 25.9 percent in 1970 to 54.8 percent in
2019. Previous ERS research has suggested that FAFH has been considered as a contributor to poor
diet. Over time, however consumers buy more pre-prepared items in grocery stores such that the
differences between FAFH and food at home (FAH) may have diminished; therefore, a better
understanding of how consumers’ diets at home and away from home have evolved over time and how
these changes compare to dietary guidance motivates this study. We examine data from nationally
representative food consumption surveys conducted by the Federal agencies with consistent data on
food sources— FAH, FAFH, restaurants with waiter service, fast food establishments, school, and
other FAFH. We analyze the diets of U.S. consumers in terms of intake amount, distribution, and
density (intake amount from foods that contain 1,000 calories) by food source for 12 nutrients and food
components and 35 food equivalents groups among individuals age 2 and above in total and by selected
socio-income and demographic subgroups—age, gender, race and ethnicity, household income, and
educational achievement among adults. The density measures are compared to the recommendations
put forth in the Dietary Guidelines for Americans to provide the most comprehensive assessment of
how individuals’ diets compare to the 2020-25 dietary guidance, how diets have evolved between 1977
and 2018, and the differences in the dietary quality of foods by food source and population subgroups.
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The purpose of the review is to ensure the high-quality of the economic analysis, transparent
explanation of methods, objective interpretation of results, and effective communication to
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