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Understanding the Nutrition Facts Label
Learning to read nutrition labels is one of the smartest steps you can take 
to improve the quality of the foods you purchase. Manufacturers’ advertising 
statements on food packages are often misleading—it is the nutrition label and 
ingredients list that give you accurate information for making good product 
choices. Since the nutrition label format is mandated by the USDA, you also 
get accurate, consistent information for comparing products. Remember to 
look at both the nutrition and the ingredients. The nutrition label may look 
acceptable, but if the ingredients list does not, the food should be avoided. 

Let’s look at what makes up a nutrition label. Follow the example on page three.

1. Serving Size
The first section of the nutrition label shows the serving size. This tells you how 
large a serving is and indicates the nutrient amounts per serving. For example, 
the serving size on this label is one cup. It contains 7 grams (g) of total fat and 
4 milligrams (mg) of cholesterol per serving. The whole container has 42 g of 
total fat and 24 mg of cholesterol. 

Always check the serving size, because it isn’t always what you expect it to be. 
For example, Oreos have a serving size of three cookies. Most people will eat 
more than three cookies, so they will consume more than the amount of nu-
trients listed on the label. Even though a food might seem low in calories and 
fat, the serving size could be unrealistically small, meaning you would naturally 
eat more than one serving, leading you to increase the amount of calories and 
fat you eat. 

2. Calories
Below the serving size, the calories are listed. This tells you how many calories 
each serving of food provides and is a good way to manage the number of calo-
ries you eat. If you eat two servings, you will consume double the calories listed 
on the label. In this section, you are also told how many calories come from 
fat. As you can see, there are 250 calories in one cup (the serving size) and 30 
of the 250 calories are from fat, which means that almost 12% of the calories 
come from fat. You can use this along with the “Total Fat” section of the label 
as a way to watch your fat intake. 

3. Percent of Daily Food Value (% DV)
The Percent of Daily Value (DV) found in the right column of the label is used 
as a guide. It shows how much of each nutrient a serving of food contributes Ver. 1.25.17
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to your overall diet. You can use the Percent Daily Value 
column to help determine if a food is low or high in spe-
cific nutrients. The percentage refers to how much of each 
nutrient is recommended on a daily basis. For example, 
there are 4 mg/serving of cholesterol in this food, which is 
about 2% of your Daily Value. By paying attention to the 
Percent Daily Values, you can get a good idea of whether 
a serving of food contributes a little or a lot to your daily 
nutrient needs. The Percent Daily Values are based on a 
2,000 calorie diet, as a way to standardize all food labels. 
However, not everyone requires 2,000 calories per day.  
If you only require 1600 calories, increase the Percent 
Daily Value by 25%.

4. Total Fat/Cholesterol/Sodium Limit these nutrients
As you move down the label, you will find the first group-
ing of nutrients: total fat, cholesterol, and sodium. Com-
bined, these three make up the “nutrients to reduce” sec-
tion, which will be talked about later. 

Total Fat
You have probably heard contradictory information about 
fat in the past few years. Eating a balanced diet is impor-
tant, and this includes eating the right fats. Fat is needed 
for various healthy body functions (cell structure and 
healthy cell functions, insulation, and body temperature 
control). Fat is also required in the absorption process of 
certain vitamins and provides us with essential fatty acids 
such as omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids. 

Because of fat’s ability to store energy well, it is an easy 
way to consume excess calories. As a part of a balanced 
diet, fats should make up about 30% of your total calories 
for the day. The “total fat” category includes polyunsatu-
rated (good), monounsaturated (good) fats, saturated (in 
moderation) and trans fats (bad).

Saturated Fat
When looking at the label, the saturated fat content is 
the first one listed under “Total Fat”. Limit the amount 
of saturated fats you eat—the lower, the better! Foods 

high in saturated fats include red meats, dairy products, 
coconut and palm oil, and many baked goods (because of 
shortening). 

Nutrition experts agree that trans fat is truly harmful 
for the body and recommend that people eliminate it 
from their diets. The Food and Drug Administration has 
banned it beginning in June, 2018. 

Cholesterol
Found only in animal products such as meats, egg yolks 
and whole milk, cholesterol is not present in plants. Our 
bodies actually make cholesterol on their own, so the total 
cholesterol in our bodies comes from the foods we eat and 
from our body’s production of it. This fat-like substance 
is needed for cell structure and for the production of es-
sential substances in our bodies (steroid hormones, bile 
acids, and vitamin D). There are two types of cholesterol, 
LDL (bad) and HDL (good). These two molecules, LDL 
and HDL, work in opposite ways in the body. LDL mol-
ecules carry cholesterol to our tissues and HDL transports 
cholesterol away from our tissues. You want to have lower 
levels of LDL and higher levels of HDL to maintain a 
healthy body and reduce your risk for heart disease. Most 
of the foods that are high in cholesterol are also a signifi-
cant source of saturated fats, so eat such foods in moder-
ate amounts.

Sodium 
This nutrient has significant health implications and the so-
dium content on the label should always be checked when 
choosing foods. Sodium plays a vital role in the body. It 
is needed to maintain the correct amount of blood in our 
system and our blood pressure, as well as maintain normal 
functions of our nerves and muscles. We only need it in 
small amounts, about 2,300 mg/day (1 teaspoon). Most of 
the sodium people consume comes from processed foods, 
to which it is added in large amounts as a preservative and 
inexpensive flavoring agent. High sodium intake contrib-
utes to high blood pressure, heart problems, osteoporo-
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*Remember: On the label, “0 grams of 
trans fat” can have up to 0.5 grams of 
trans fat per serving, so be sure to also 
check the ingredients.

A guide to calories/serving
•	 About 40 calories/serving is low.
•	 About 100 calories/svg is moderate.
•	 About 400 calories/serving is high.

Be aware of serving sizes
Ask yourself two simple questions to 
help you gauge what you are eating:
•	 How big is a serving?
•	 How many servings do I usually eat?

Limit total fat, cholesterol, sodium!
Total Fat includes good and bad fats.
•	 Choose foods with good fats.
•	 Limit saturated fats to 10% of total calories.
•	 Look for 0 grams of trans fat.*
•	 Limit foods with high cholesterol; 

300 mg/day is the recommendation.
Sodium
Choose low-sodium versions of salty 
foods, using these guidelines: 
•	 5% or less of your %DV is low.
•	 10-19% of your %DV is moderate.
•	 20% or more or your %DV is high.

A guide to fiber
Fiber helps stabilize your digestive 
system when you eat it in the correct 
amounts. Current recommendations are: 
•	 Women:	25	grams	of	fiber/day
•	 Men:	38	grams	of	fiber/day	

A guide to percent of daily value 
•	 5% or less of your %DV is low.
•	 10-19% of your %DV is moderate. 
•	 20% or more or your %DV is high.

A guide to nutrients
Labels list four important vitamins and 

minerals and their % DV.

A guide to sugar
Avoid eating foods with more than 10 
grams of sugar per serving. 

The sugar section on the nutrition la-
bel includes both added and naturally 
present sugars. Look at the ingredient 
list to identify added sugars.

A guide to protein
Remember: Watch out for saturated fat 
content. Our protein needs are based 
on our weight: 0.4 grams of protein per 
pound of body weight. This is why there 
is no % Daily Value on the label! 

sis and kidney disease. Beware of canned goods, cheese, 
deli meats and pizza, as they all contain large amounts 
of sodium. Frozen, pre-packaged foods and many restau-
rant options (especially fast food) are also high in sodium. 
Choose low-sodium soups and cheeses and avoid high  
sodium deli meats such as ham. Foods that contain small 
amounts of sodium can be advertised as “sodium-free”.

5. Total Carbohydrates 
Carbohydrates fuel every cell in our bodies. As part of 
a balanced diet, 40-50% of calories should come from 
carbs. They provide muscles with excellent energy. Carbs 
are also essential for maintaining our blood glucose levels 
(blood sugar). On the nutrition label, you will see that 
fiber and sugar are both types of carbohydrates. 
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Fiber
There are two types of fiber, soluble and insoluble; your 
body does not digest either one. Each serves a different 
purpose in the body. Soluble fiber, which dissolves in wa-
ter, helps regulate your body’s cholesterol and glucose lev-
els. Insoluble fiber, which does not dissolve in water, helps 
move the contents through your digestive system. Over-
all, fiber helps with digestive stability by maintaining the 
health of your bowel (large intestine), regulates choles-
terol levels and controls blood sugar. Fiber slows down the 
digestion of sugar, which keeps your blood sugar stable 
for longer periods of time and gives you consistent energy. 
It is recommended that people get 20-30 grams of fiber 
a day from various sources. A great place to find fiber in 
general is through fruits (with the skins) and vegetables, 
as well as whole grain products. 

Sugar
Another key thing to look for on a nutrition facts label is 
sugar. Because sugar is typically added to foods in large 
quantities and doesn’t provide nutritive value, it is simply 
“empty calories” in your diet. On the nutrition label, you 
will notice there is not a Percent Daily Value for sugar 
because there is no set daily recommended amount for it. 
The World Health Organization (WHO) and American 
Heart Association recommend no more than 24 grams (6 
teaspoons) of added sugar per day for women and chil-
dren and 36 grams (9 teaspoons) for men.

6. Proteins
Protein is needed for growth, tissue repair, blood cell pro-
duction, immune system maintenance, production of 
hormones and enzymes, and for fluid and electrolyte bal-
ance. The daily recommendation for protein is 0.4 grams 
per pound of body weight. For example, a 200-pound 
man needs 80 grams of protein daily.

7. Vitamins & Minerals
We need vitamins and minerals to maintain our health: 
each has a distinctive purpose. Nutrition facts labels 

list four of the most important vitamins and minerals:  
vitamin A, vitamin C, calcium and iron. This section of 
the label does not provide grams per nutrient, but in-
stead lists a Percent Daily Value for each. Vary your foods 
throughout the day in order to achieve close to 100% of 
each nutrient. Thus, if one serving of a food provides 20% 
of the Percent Daily Value, you must eat five servings to 
get the amount you need. 

8. Ingredient List
Food manufacturers are required to list all ingredients 
in decreasing order by weight, meaning the ingredient 
weighing the most is listed first. This helps consumers 
identify a product’s main ingredients. The best approach 
is to choose foods with short ingredient lists that contain 
few preservatives. Avoid food products with these ingre-
dients: 

•	 High fructose corn syrup
•	 Partially hydrogenated and hydrogenated oils
•	 MSG (monosodium glutamate)—this flavor enhanc-

er’s safety is controversial.  
•	 Sugar, artificial sweeteners, and hidden sugars—avoid 

ingredients ending in “ose” such as fructose, sucrose, 
and dextrose. These other forms of sugar increase the 
calories in food without adding nutritive value.

•	 Artificial flavors and colors 

Conclusion
You now know what to look for when choosing a food 
product. Remember to evaluate the nutrition label with 
a reasonable portion size in mind and look for a short 
list of recognizable ingredients. When you first start to 
read nutrition labels, it will take more time to complete 
your shopping, but you will quickly learn to identify the 
important facts on the label and be able to choose which 
brands among similar products are the best for you and 
your family.


