HOW TO READ FOOD LABELS

HOW TO READ FOOD LABELS IS AN ESSENTIAL SKILL FOR ANYONE WHO WANTS TO MAKE INFORMED DIETARY CHOICES.
(UNDERSTANDING FOOD LABELS CAN HELP YOU NAVIGATE THE GROCERY STORE, ALLOWING YOU TO SELECT HEALTHIER OPTIONS
AND MAKE BETTER DECISIONS REGARDING YOUR NUTRITION. THIS ARTICLE WILL GUIDE YOU THROUGH THE VARIOUS COMPONENTS
OF FOOD LABELS, EXPLAIN WHAT EACH PART MEANS, AND PROVIDE TIPS ON HOW TO INTERPRET THE INFORMATION EFFECTIVELY.
BY THE END OF THIS COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE, YOU WILL HAVE A CLEARER UNDERSTANDING OF HOW TO READ FOOD LABELS AND
APPLY THAT KNOWLEDGE TO YOUR DAILY LIFE.

o [UNDERSTANDING THE NUTRITION FACTS PANEL

® |NGREDIENTS LIST AND ALLERGEN INFORMATION

e SERVING Si1zE AND PorTION CONTROL

o [UNDERSTANDING DAILY VALUES AND PERCENTAGES

o | ABEL CLAIMS AND MARKETING TERMS

e CoMMON MISLEADING LABELS

e PrACTICAL TIPS FOR READING FooD LABELS

UNDERSTANDING THE NUTRITION FACTS PANEL

THE NUTRITION FACTS PANEL IS A STANDARDIZED TABLE FOUND ON FOOD PACKAGING THAT PROVIDES ESSENTIAL INFORMATION
ABOUT THE NUTRITIONAL VALUE OF A FOOD PRODUCT. |T IS DESIGNED TO HELP CONSUMERS MAKE HEALTHIER CHOICES BY
OFFERING A CLEAR BREAKDOWN OF KEY NUTRIENTS. THE PANEL TYPICALLY INCLUDES INFORMATION ON CALORIES, FAT,
CHOLESTEROL, SODIUM, CARBOHYDRATES, FIBER, SUGARS, AND PROTEIN.

Key NUTRITIONAL COMPONENTS

EACH COMPONENT IN THE NUTRITION FACTS PANEL PLAYS A SIGNIFICANT ROLE IN ASSESSING THE HEALTHFULNESS OF A FOOD
ITEM. HERE ARE SOME OF THE KEY COMPONENTS YOU SHOULD PAY ATTENTION TO:

e CALORIES: THIS INDICATES THE TOTAL ENERGY PROVIDED BY ONE SERVING OF THE FOOD. MONITORING YOUR CALORIE
INTAKE IS CRUCIAL FOR MANAGING WEIGHT.

® TOTAL FAT: THIS INCLUDES SATURATED FAT AND TRANS FAT, WHICH SHOULD BE CONSUMED IN MODERATION FOR HEART
HEALTH.

o CHOLESTEROL: HIGH LEVELS CAN IMPACT HEART HEALTH, SO IT’S ESSENTIAL TO MONITOR THIS VALUE, ESPECIALLY IF
YOU HAVE SPECIFIC DIETARY RESTRICTIONS.

® SoDIUM: EXCESS SODIUM INTAKE CAN LEAD TO HIGH BLOOD PRESSURE, MAKING IT IMPORTANT TO CHOOSE LOWER
SODIUM OPTIONS.

o CARBOHYDRATES: THIS SECTION BREAKS DOWN TOTAL CARBS, DIETARY FIBER, AND SUGARS. UNDERSTANDING CARBS IS
VITAL FOR MANAGING BLOOD SUGAR LEVELS.

® PROTEIN: NECESSARY FOR MUSCLE REPAIR AND GROWTH, PROTEIN INTAKE SHOULD BE BALANCED ACCORDING TO YOUR
DIETARY NEEDS.



INGREDIENTS LIST AND ALLERGEN INFORMATION

THE INGREDIENTS LIST PROVIDES A DETAILED ACCOUNT OF EVERYTHING THAT GOES INTO A FOOD PRODUCT, LISTED IN
DESCENDING ORDER BY WEIGHT. THIS MEANS THAT THE FIRST INGREDIENT IS THE MOST PREDOMINANT , WHILE THE LAST INGREDIENT
IS PRESENT IN THE LEAST QUANTITY.

IDENTIFYING INGREDIENTS

\W/HEN READING THE INGREDIENTS LIST, IT’S IMPORTANT TO BE AWARE OF WHAT YOU ARE CONSUMING. HERE ARE SOME TIPS TO
HELP YOU NAVIGATE THIS SECTION:

® | OOK FOR WHOLE INGREDIENTS: THE SHORTER THE INGREDIENT LIST AND THE MORE WHOLE FOODS IT CONTAINS, THE
HEALTHIER THE PRODUCT IS LIKELY TO BE.

® AVOID ARTIFICIAL ADDITIVES: BE CAUTIOUS OF INGREDIENTS THAT ARE DIFFICULT TO PRONOUNCE OR ARE CHEMICAL-
SOUNDING, AS THEY MAY INDICATE PRESERVATIVES OR ARTIFICIAL FLAVORS.

o CHECK FOR ALLERGENS: COMMON ALLERGENS LIKE NUTS, DAIRY, GLUTEN, AND SOY MUST BE CLEARLY LABELED, EITHER IN
THE INGREDIENTS LIST OR IN A SEPARATE ALLERGEN STATEMENT.

SERVING Size AND PorTION CONTROL

SERVING SIZE IS A CRITICAL ASPECT OF READING FOOD LABELS, AS IT DETERMINES THE AMOUNT OF EACH NUTRIENT YOU ARE
CONSUMING. THE SERVING SIZE LISTED ON THE LABEL IS NOT ALWAYS THE SAME AS THE PORTION YOU MIGHT ACTUALLY
CONSUME.

UNDERSTANDING SERVING SIzES

HERE’S WHAT YOU NEED TO CONSIDER WHEN IT COMES TO SERVING SIZES:

e COMPARE YOUR PORTION: IF YOU CONSUME MORE THAN THE STATED SERVING SIZE, BE SURE TO ADJUST THE
NUTRITIONAL VALUES ACCORDINGLY.

o CONSIDER THE CONTEXT: SERVING SIZES CAN VARY WIDELY BETWEEN PRODUCTS, SO IT’S IMPORTANT TO BE FAMILIAR
WITH WHAT A STANDARD SERVING LOOKS LIKE.

e USE MEASURING TOOLS: T O ENSURE ACCURACY, USE MEASURING CUPS OR A KITCHEN SCALE TO DETERMINE SERVING SIZES
\WHEN NEEDED.

UNDERSTANDING DAILY VALUES AND PERCENTAGES

DAILY VALUES (D\/S) ARE REFERENCE NUMBERS USED TO HELP CONSUMERS UNDERSTAND THE NUTRITIONAL CONTENT OF A FOOD
PRODUCT IN THE CONTEXT OF A TOTAL DAILY DIET. THESE VALUES ARE BASED ON A DAILY INTAKE OF 2,000 CALORIES, WHICH
IS A STANDARD GUIDELINE FOR NUTRITIONAL LABELING.



INTERPRETING PERCENT DAILY VALUES

THE O/ODV LISTED ON THE LABEL INDICATES HOW MUCH A NUTRIENT IN A SERVING OF FOOD CONTRIBUTES TO A DAILY DIET.
HERE’S HOW TO INTERPRET THESE PERCENTAGES:

® 59% DV or LESS: CONSIDERED LOW FOR THAT NUTRIENT.
e 209% DV or MORE: CONSIDERED HIGH FOR THAT NUTRIENT.

UsING O/OD\/ CAN HELP YOU QUICKLY GAUGE WHETHER A FOOD IS HIGH OR LOW IN SPECIFIC NUTRIENTS, AIDING IN BALANCED
DIETARY CHOICES.

LABEL CLAIMS AND MARKETING TERMS

FOOD PRODUCTS OFTEN FEATURE VARIOUS CLAIMS ON THEIR PACKAGING, SUCH AS “LOW FAT,” “HIGH IN FIBER,” OR “SUGAR-
FREE.” THESE TERMS CAN BE APPEALING BUT MAY ALSO BE MISLEADING WITHOUT PROPER CONTEXT.

UNDERSTANDING CoMMON CLAIMS

HERE ARE SOME COMMON MARKETING TERMS AND WHAT THEY GENERALLY MEAN:

o ORGANIC: INDICATES THAT THE PRODUCT MEETS SPECIFIC USDA ORGANIC STANDARDS.
¢ NATURAL: CAN BE VAGUE; DOES NOT HAVE A STRICT DEFINITION AND CAN VARY BY PRODUCT.
o FAT-FREE: CONTAINS LESS THAN 0.5 GRAMS OF FAT PER SERVING.

® WHOLE GRAIN: MUST CONTAIN AT LEAST 51 O/o WHOLE GRAIN INGREDIENTS TO BE LABELED AS SUCH.

CoMMON MISLEADING LABELS

SOME LABELS CAN BE DECEPTIVE, LEADING CONSUMERS TO BELIEVE A PRODUCT IS HEALTHIER THAN IT ACTUALLY IS. BEING
AW ARE OF THESE MISLEADING LABELS CAN HELP YOU MAKE BETTER CHOICES.

IDENTIFYING DECEPTIVE PRACTICES

HERE ARE SOME RED FLAGS TO WATCH OUT FOR:

® SERVING SIZE DISCREPANCIES: SOME PRODUCTS MAY LIST UNREALISTICALLY SMALL SERVING SIZES TO MAKE NUTRITION
FACTS APPEAR BETTER.

¢ VAGUE HEALTH CLAIMS: TERMS LIKE “LIGHT” OR “HEALTHY" CAN BE MISLEADING WITHOUT PROPER CONTEXT.

¢ HIDDEN SUGARS: SUGAR MAY BE LISTED UNDER DIFFERENT NAMES (E.G., SUCROSE, FRUCTOSE, CORN SYRUP), MAKING IT
HARDER TO IDENTIFY TOTAL SUGAR CONTENT.



PrRACTICAL TIPS FOR READING FooD LABELS

T o ENHANCE YOUR ABILITY TO READ FOOD LABELS EFFECTIVELY, CONSIDER THE FOLLOWING TIPS:
o MAKE IT A HABIT: ALWAYS CHECK LABELS BEFORE PURCHASING ANY FOOD ITEM, ESPECIALLY PROCESSED FOODS.
o EDUCATE YOURSELF: FAMILIARIZE YOURSELF WITH COMMON TERMS AND SERVING SIZES TO MAKE INFORMED CHOICES.
o COMPARE PRODUCTS: USE LABELS TO COMPARE SIMILAR PRODUCTS AND CHOOSE THE HEALTHIER OPTION.

BE MINDFUL OF YOUR DIETARY NEEDS: T AILOR YOUR LABEL READING TO MEET YOUR SPECIFIC HEALTH GOALS OR DIETARY
RESTRICTIONS.

BY UNDERSTANDING HOW TO READ FOOD LABELS, YOU EMPOWER YOURSELF TO MAKE HEALTHIER CHOICES THAT ALIGN WITH
YOUR NUTRITIONAL GOALS. KNOWLEDGE IS KEY IN NAVIGATING THE COMPLEX WORLD OF FOOD PRODUCTS AND ENSURING YOU
ARE MAKING INFORMED DECISIONS FOR YOUR HEALTH.

Q: \WHAT IS THE MOST IMPORTANT PART OF A FOOD LABEL?

A: THE NUTRITION FACTS PANEL IS OFTEN CONSIDERED THE MOST CRUCIAL PART OF A FOOD LABEL, AS IT PROVIDES ESSENTIAL
INFORMATION ABOUT CALORIES, NUTRIENTS, AND SERVING SIZES, HELPING CONSUMERS MAKE INFORMED DIETARY CHOICES.

QI How CAN | DETERMINE IF A FOOD IS HEALTHY BASED ON ITS LABEL?

A: To DETERMINE IF A FOOD IS HEALTHY, CHECK THE NUTRITION FACTS PANEL FOR LOW AMOUNTS OF SATURATED FAT,
SODIUM, AND ADDED SUGARS, WHILE LOOKING FOR HIGH FIBER AND PROTEIN CONTENT. THE INGREDIENTS LIST SHOULD ALSO BE
SHORT AND CONSIST MAINLY OF WHOLE FOODS.

Q: WHAT DOES ‘ORGANIC’ MEAN ON A FOOD LABEL?

A: 'ORGANIC’ ON A FOOD LABEL INDICATES THAT THE PRODUCT MEETS SPECIFIC USDA ORGANIC STANDARDS, WHICH
GENERALLY MEANS IT IS PRODUCED WITHOUT SYNTHETIC FERT|L|ZERS/ PEST|C|DES/ OR GENETICALLY MODIFIED ORGANISMS
(GMOs).

Q: ARE FOOD LABELS REQUIRED BY LAW?

A: YES, FOOD LABELS ARE REQUIRED BY LAW FOR MOST PACKAGED FOOD PRODUCTS IN MANY COUNTRIES, INCLUDING THE
UNITED STATES, WHERE THE FDA MANDATES THAT SPECIFIC INFORMATION, SUCH AS THE NUTRITION FACTS PANEL, MUST BE
INCLUDED.

Q: WHAT SHOULD | LOOK FOR IN THE INGREDIENTS LIST?

A: LOOK FOR WHOLE FOOD INGREDIENTS, AVOID ARTIFICIAL ADDITIVES AND PRESERVATIVES, AND CHECK FOR ALLERGENS. THE
SHORTER THE LIST WITH RECOGNIZABLE INGREDIENTS, THE HEALTHIER THE PRODUCT IS LIKELY TO BE.



Q: WHAT poes 9%DV MEAN ON A FOOD LABEL?

A: o/oDV, OR PERCENT DAILY VALUE, INDICATES HOW MUCH A NUTRIENT IN A SERVING OF FOOD CONTRIBUTES TO A DAILY DIET
BASED ON A STANDARD QIOOO‘CALORIE DIET. |T HELPS CONSUMERS GAUGE WHETHER A FOOD IS HIGH OR LOW IN A PARTICULAR
NUTRIENT.

QI How DOES SERVING SIZE AFFECT NUTRITIONAL INFORMATION?

A: SERVING SIZE IS CRUCIAL BECAUSE ALL NUTRITIONAL INFORMATION PROVIDED ON A LABEL IS BASED ON THAT SPECIFIC
AMOUNT. |F YOU EAT MORE THAN THE STATED SERVING SIZE, YOU NEED TO ADJUST THE NUTRITIONAL VALUES ACCORDINGLY.

Q: CAN FOOD LABELS BE MISLEADING?

A: YES, FOOD LABELS CAN SOMETIMES BE MISLEADING. CLAIMS LIKE “LOW FAT” OR “SUGAR-FREE” MAY NOT TELL THE WHOLE
STORY, AS THE PRODUCT COULD STILL BE HIGH IN CALORIES OR CONTAIN UNHEALTHY INGREDIENTS.

Q: WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN 'NATURAL' AND 'ORGANIC’ LABELS?

A: 'NATURAL' DOES NOT HAVE A STRICT LEGAL DEFINITION AND CAN VARY BY PRODUCT, WHILE 'ORGANIC’ MUST MEET SPECIFIC
USDA STANDARDS CONCERNING HOW THE FOOD IS PRODUCED, INCLUDING RESTRICTIONS ON SYNTHETIC PESTICIDES AND
FERTILIZERS.
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