Food Labels

A Primer

By Jacqueline Jacques, ND

If you are trying to eat a healthy diet and make good food choices,
you will often get the advice: “become a label reader.” This is said
in reference to the Nutrition Label found on virtually all foods sold
in grocery stores in the United States.

Food labels are required by the Food and Drug Administration
(FDA) so that consumers can make an informed choice about the
food they eat. When you know how to read them, you can under-
stand valuable information about the ingredients in a food, its nutri-
tional value as part of your diet and much more.

Nutritional labels on food are required by the FDA under the Food,
Drug and Cosmetics Act and are regulated by the Office of Nutri-
tional Products, Labeling and Dietary Supplements. The regulations
set forth by this office literally regulate almost everything on a food
label such as:

What specific ingredients are called

How the information is presented graphically

What size type needs to be used

How to use descriptive terms like “low,” “reduced” and
“free” for fat, salt and calories

What foods have to be labeled?

These days, most foods sold in your grocery store are required to
have some sort of label. The obvious exceptions are fresh fruits and
vegetables and fresh cuts of meat or fish. Foods like sandwiches
made in the grocer’s deli and those sold in bulk bins are also not
required to be labeled.

Other foods that are exempt form labeling include:

e Foods sold in restaurants, hospital cafeterias and airplanes or
sold by food service vendors (including vending machines)

e Food shipped in bulk — that which may be shipped to a res-
taurant for food preparation

e Medical foods
e Plain coffee, tea and spices

e Very small business - provided they inform the FDA and
meet the criteria for this exemption

Mandatory ltems
e Total calories

e Calories from fat e Calories from saturated fat

e Total fat e Polyunsaturated fat

e Saturated fat e Monounsaturated fat

e Trans fat e Potassium

e Cholesterol ¢ Dietary fiber

e Sodium e Soluble fiber

¢ Total carbohydrate e Insoluble fiber

e Sugars e Sugar alcohol (i.e. xylitol,

¢ Protein mannitol and sorbitol)

e Vitamin A e Other carbohydrate

e Vitamin C (difference between total car-

e Calcium bohydrate and sum of dietary

e Iron fiber, sugars, and sugar alco-
hol if declared)
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Nutrition Information that Should be
Present in the Nutrition Facts Box

Non- mandatory items that
should be included

e Percent of vitamin A present
as beta-carotene




What should you look at when you
look at a label?

Start here to check
serving size and

Most people never get past the front of
a food label when they are shopping —
and that is what most manufacturers
hope for. The front of a label is gener-
ally a modified ad for the food — maybe
a picture that suggests a way to eat the
food, catchy information like “low fat”
or “part of a healthy diet,” and perhaps
a slogan that is familiar to consumers as
part of a bigger advertising campaign.

calories in each
serving

limit
If you are a health-conscious shopper,
the front of a label generally tells you
very little of what you need to know.
There are, however, a few things that
are required to be present in this area of
the label under FDA guidelines. These
things include the name of the food and
the quantity of the product in the con-
tainer (ounces, grams, etc.).

In some cases, the manufacturer also

must describe the form of the food —

meaning they should tell you if the milk
is skim or whole, the cheese is sliced or
shredded or the pineapple is sliced or in
chunks, etc. Virtually everything else is
there by the choice of the manufacturer.

food.

This is general

age.

Reading
the Food Label

Turn the package over!

If you really want to know about a food, the front of the label does-
n’t tell you what you need to know most of the time. The best place
to start looking on a food label is the area — usually on the back or
side of the package — called the Nutrition Facts Box. (If you are
looking at a dietary supplement, this will be called a Supplement
Facts Box.)

The Nutrition Facts Box

If you know what to look at, the Nutrition Facts Box actually pro-
vides a lot of information. Table 1 shows you an example of a box
and the box on page 1 provides a list of the nutrition information
that needs to be inside it.

From the top of the box, you can start by looking at the serving size
and the number of servings in a container. For products like bread,
where the serving is usually one slice, this is typically easy to un-
derstand. For foods that don’t come in neat portions, consumers
often do not use the serving size that the manufacturer recommends.

A great example is cereal. For many cereals, the serving size is 1/3
to 1/2 cup. That’s about a medium handful for most adults — and it
doesn’t even come close to filling your cereal bowl. When pouring
cereal, many of use three to four times the “serving” size. Same

goes for foods like juice, pasta, chips, crackers, nuts, ice cream and

Cholesterol, fat and
sodium are nutrients
that you may need to

Many people want to
know how much
sugar and protein
they are getting.

These are important
nutrients that you need
to get enough of from

dietary information,
and is not specific to
the food in the pack-

Nutrition Facts

Serving Size 1/2 cup (57g)
Servings Per Container 15

Amount Per Serving
Calories 230 Calories from Fat 100

%% Daily Value®
17%

10%

Total Fat 11g
Saturated Fat 2g
Trans Fat Og

Cholesterol Omg 0%

Sodium 95mg 4%

Total Carbohydrate 329 11%
Dietary Fiber 3g 12%
Sugars 18g

Protein 59
]
Vitamin A 0% = \itamin C 0%

Calcium 4% « lron 10%

"Percent Daily Values are based on a 2,000 calorie
diat. Your daily values may be higher or lowar
depending on your calorie needs
Calones 2,000 2,500
Less Than 654 B80g
Less Than 209 259
Chaolesterol Less Than 300mg 300 mg
Sodium Less Than 2400mg 2.400mg
Total Carbohydrate 300g 375g
Dietary Fiber 25q 30g

Calories per gram
Fata = Carbghydrate4 + Protein4

Total Fat
Saturated Fat

other things where the serving size may differ a lot from what most
people eat.

Two examples that | find bothersome are bottled drinks and nutri-
tion bars. Many bottled drinks (from juice to soda) and packaged
bars that look like single servings are actually 1 % to 2 servings per
container. So, if you eat the entire contents of the package, you
need to multiply the calories, fat content, etc by 1.5 or 2 to know
what you are actually eating.

Everything else in the Nutrition Facts box is based on a single serv-
ing of the product — not on the amount that you typically eat. As
you move through the box, keep this in mind. If you are trying to
limit calories, fat, salt (sodium) or cholesterol, you can now much
more easily know how much you are getting. If you want to make
sure you get enough protein or fiber every day, you can see that as
well.

Finally, you can also use the box to know how much iron, calcium,
vitamin A and vitamin C you are getting each day. Other nutrients
such as B-vitamins, vitamin E, D, K, and most minerals are not
required, but can be listed voluntarily by the manufacturer.

You also see some percentages (%) in the Nutrition Facts box.
These percentages tell you that for the listed nutrients how much of
the Recommended Daily Value you get with a serving of that food.



The Daily Value (DV) is the suggested amount of a nutrient (a vitamin,
mineral, protein, fat, fiber or carbohydrate) that you should get each
day. The Percent Daily Value (% DV) is the amount of that nutrient
you should get based on an assumed calorie intake. For all nutrients, if
they provide 5 percent or less of the DV, the food is low in that nutri-
ent; if they provide 20 percent or more, they are high in that nutrient.

The FDA (Food and Drug Administration) generally assumes an intake
of 2,000 calories for an average adult. Optionally, the manufacturer can
show you percentages based on an intake of 2,500 calories as well.
Also voluntary, but commonly shown, are the number of calories per
gram of fat, carbohydrate and protein.

The Ingredients

The Nutrition Facts box is helpful, but the information in it is still lim-
ited. Foods are also required to have a complete listing of all the ingre-
dients that they contain. This is required for all foods that have more
than one ingredient. Usually this information is listed directly below or
adjacent to the Nutrition Facts box. Ingredients are listed by weight.

While fewer ingredients don’t always make a healthier food, it is not
uncommon to find that foods with long, complicated ingredient lists
contain more additive, more fillers and more non-nutritional ingredi-
ents.

By reading this list carefully, it can help you to compare not just the
simple nutrition facts in the box, but also the quality of your food. You
might be amazed when you start to compare foods like catsups, breads,
soups and more just how much variation there is for individual types of
foods.

Allergens

The newest label regulations require specific information for ingredi-
ents that have been identified as potentially harmful allergens. The
allergens that must be declared on food labels are:

Nutrient Content Claims and Health Claims

It is becoming increasingly common for manufacturers to market
health claims about their food. Whether it is margarine that helps your
heart, cereal that lowers cholesterol or simply something that is
“healthy” compared to the other choices on the shelf. You might be
surprised at how regulated this language is by the FDA.

A nutrient content claim is one that tells you that compared to a simi-
lar food, the food from brand X is lower in something (like fat or
sugar), free of something (like sodium or cholesterol) or provides a
better than average source of a nutrient (like calcium or protein). Vir-
tually every term from “light” to “high” has a strict definition that
manufacturers must meet to use the term, or they risk serious penalties
and fines. The table on the next page gives a list of common terms
and their criteria.

Actual health claims for foods are extremely limited. To date, there
are only 12 that the FDA has allowed, though they are considering
others. In addition, there are two approved claims based on authorita-

Comparing Ingredients

It's a good idea to read the entire
ingredient list and really see what
is in your food. This is especially
helpful when you are trying to
compare foods. The below sam-
ples show the ingredient lists from
two kinds of strawberry low fat yo-
gurt. It is pretty easy to see from
the ingredients what the healthier
choice is.

Strawberry Yoqurt #1

Ingredients: cultured grade a reduced fat milk, sugar, straw-
berries, fructose syrup, high fructose corn syrup, modified
corn starch, contains less than 1% of whey protein concen-
trate, kosher gelatin, natural flavors, citric acid, pectin, citric
acid, sodium citrate, malic acid, potassium sorbate (to main-
tain freshness), monocalcium phosphate, red 40, blue 1. con-
tains active yogurt cultures including |. acidophilus.

Strawberry Yoqurt #2

Ingredients: milk, nonfat dry milk, strawberries, honey, guar
gum, carrageenan, |. acidophilus, s. thermophilus, I. bulgari-
cus, |. casei, |. rhamnosis, b. bifidum cultures.

® Milk

® Eggs

® Fish (e.g., bass, flounder, cod)

e Crustacean shellfish (e.g., crab, lobster, shrimp)
® Tree nuts (e.g., almonds, walnuts, pecans)

® Peanuts

o \Wheat

® Soybeans

Manufacturers can declare the source of the ingredient directly in the
ingredient list, or they can place this information in a separate state-
ment following the ingredient list. (This will usually be preceded by
the phrase “This product contains...””) While wheat is on this list,
many medical authorities have commented that gluten is not, and per-
haps should be. The FDA is currently reviewing the criteria for adding
gluten to this list as well as looking to clearly define “gluten-free.”

tive statements from scientific bodies that are allowed. One is for
whole grains, heart disease and cancer and states:
“Diets rich in whole grain foods and other plant foods and
low in total fat, saturated fat, and cholesterol may reduce the
risk of heart disease and some cancers.”

The other is for potassium, high blood pressure and stroke, and reads:
“Diets containing foods that are a good source of potassium
and that are low in sodium may reduce the risk of high blood
pressure and stroke.”

How to Get More Information about a Food

One final thing that is required on all food labels is contact informa-
tion. Food manufacturers and distributors are supposed to provide at
least their name, address (if they are unlisted), city, state, country (if
outside the U.S.) and zip code. While not required, many now provide
a phone number and/or a Web site. If you have a question about a
product that you can’t find on the package, it can never hurt to ask at
the source.



Nutrient Content Claims and Their Requirements

Claim Requirements

Fat Free Less than 0.5 grams of fat per serving with no added fats or oils
Low Fat 3 grams of fat or less per serving

Less Fat 25% or less fat than a comparable food

Saturated Fat Free

Less than 0.5 grams of saturated fat per serving and less than 0.5 grams of trans fat per
serving

Cholesterol Free

Less than 2 mg of cholesterol per serving and 2 grams or less of saturated fat per serving

Low Cholesterol

20 mg or less of cholesterol per serving and 2 grams or less of saturated fat per serving

Reduced Calorie

At least 25% fewer calories than a comparable food

Low Calorie 40 calories or fewer per serving

Extra Lean Less than 5 grams of fat, 2 grams of saturated fat, and 95 mg of cholesterol per 100
grams serving of a meat, poultry or seafood

Lean Less than 10 grams of fat, 4.5 grams of saturated fat, and 95 mg of cholesterol per 100
grams serving of a meat, poultry or seafood

Light (Fat) 50% less fat (or more) than a comparable food

Light (Calories)

1/3 fewer calories (or less) than a comparable food

High Fiber

Containing 5 grams of fiber or more per serving

Sugar Free

Less than 0.5 grams of sugar per serving

Sodium Free

Less than 5 mg of sodium (salt) per serving

Low Sodium

140 mg or fewer of sodium per serving

Very Low Sodium

35 mg or fewer of sodium per serving

Healthy

A food that is low in fat, saturated fat, cholesterol, and sodium that contains at least 10%
of the Daily Value for Vitamin A, Vitamin C, Iron, Calcium, Protein or Fiber

High, Rich in, or Excellent Source

20% or more of the Daily Value for a given nutrient per serving

Less, Fewer or Reduced

At least 25% less of a given nutrient or 25% lower in calories than a comparable food

Low, Little, Few or Low Source of

Compared to comparable foods, the food can be consumed frequently without exceeding
the Daily Value for a given nutrient

Good Source of, More or Added

The food provides 10% more of the Daily Value for a given nutrient than a comparable
food
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market to read and compare.

Dr. Jacques is a member of the OAC Board of Directors.

To obtain more consumer information about reading and using food
labels, visit the FDA Web site at www.cfsan.fda.gov/~dms/
foodlab.html or contact the FDA at (888) 463-6332.
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The Obesity Action Codlition (OAC) is a National non-profit organization dedicated
to giving a voice to- individuals affected by obesity and helping them
along their journey toward better health. Our core focuses are to

elevate the conversation of weight and its impact on "\ YT
health, improve access to obesity care, provide X;@yvggg{wfgg

science-based education on obesity and its
treatments, and fight to eliminate weight

bias and discrimination. ]g
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The OAC knows that the journey with weight can be challenging
but we also know that great things happen when we learn,
connect and engage. That is why the OAC Community exists.

Our Community is designed to provide quality education, ongoing
support programs, an opportunity to connect, and a place to take
action on important issues.

Through the OAC Community,
you can get access to:

Y 7\2626

K\:/ Community

JOIN TODAY: GO TO OBESITYACTION.ORG/JOIN

info@obesityaction.org @ObesityActionCodlition
(800) 717-3117 | (813) 872-7835 | Fax: (813) 873-7838 0 O g @ObesityAction





