
 

Why Read a Food Label? 

Food labels give you information about a product. Understanding food labels can help you 
compare the nutritional value of similar products and make healthful food choices. You may 
find descriptions like “low fat” or “high fiber” on labels, which can help you choose foods that 
fit your nutrition goals. Sometimes you’ll find health claims on labels that describe how the 
food or nutrients in the food can help reduce the risk of certain diseases. For example, a 
manufacturer can advertise that their product is low in saturated fat and cholesterol. 

The ingredient list on a package can help you determine if a particular food is a healthful choice 
since ingredients are listed from most to least by weight. For example, if oils or butter are near 
the beginning of the list, the product is probably high in fat. For specific nutrition information, 
look at the Nutrition Facts panel. A Nutrition Facts panel gives specific nutrient and calorie 
information for a particular food. 

What’s on a Nutrition Facts Panel? 

Serving Size 

Serving size is based on a typical portion people eat as determined 
from the federal dietary intake surveys. This may be different than 
the amount you eat. The nutrients and calories on the Nutrition 
Facts panel are based on one serving size. Since the serving size on 
a label is the same for similar foods, it makes it easier for you to 
compare one food to another. 
 

Calories 
This is based on the number of calories in one serving. The calories 
from fat are also listed. 
 

% Daily Value 
These percentages tell you how the nutrients in one serving of the 
food fit into a 2,000-calorie diet. Use the Daily Values (DV) to see 
the amount of a nutrient a product contains. 

 

Nutrients Listed 
Only some nutrients required to be listed on the Nutrition Facts panel—the ones that are 
considered most important to your health. Other nutrients may be listed voluntarily. Over the 
course of the day, the goal is to not get more than 100 percent of the Daily Value for total fat, 
saturated fat, cholesterol, and sodium. For fiber, vitamins A and C, calcium, and iron, the goal is 
to get at least 100 percent of the Daily Value each day. 
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Daily Values Footnote 

The footnote (*) at the bottom of the Nutrition Facts panel shows the maximum amounts 
recommended for total fat, saturated fat, cholesterol, and sodium, and the target amounts 
recommended for total carbohydrate and dietary fiber on a 2,000-calorie and 2,500-calorie 
diet. In some cases, Daily Values may be higher or lower, depending on your calorie needs. For 
example, if you’re eating 1,000 calories a day, your Daily Values for total fat, saturated fat, and 
total carbohydrate would be half of that needed for a person eating 2,000 calories a day. Your 
cholesterol and sodium Daily Values would stay the same, regardless of your calories. The Daily 
Value for dietary fiber would be at least 20 grams for any calorie level under 2,000. 

You may find nutrition descriptions like “reduced fat,” “low calorie,” and “light” on some food 
labels. When these terms are used, they are required by law to mean the same thing for all 
foods. Here are some common food label terms: 

Label Term Definition (per standard serving size) 
Calorie free Less than five calories  
Low calorie 40 calories or less  
Reduced calorie At least 25% less calories than its regular counterpart  
Light or lite 1/3 fewer calories or 50% less fat; if more than half the calories are from fat, 

the fat content must be reduced by 50% or more  
Fat free Less than ½ gram of fat  
Low fat Three grams of less fat  
Reduced fat At least 25% less fat that its regular counterpart  
Low cholesterol 20 milligrams or less cholesterol and two grams or less saturated fat  
Very low sodium 35 milligrams or less sodium  
Low sodium 140 milligrams or less sodium  
Light in sodium 50% less sodium than its regular counterpart  
High fiber Five grams or more fiber  
High/rich in/excellent 
source of 

20% or more of the daily value for a specific nutrient  
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