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Another thing to look out for are these words:  
 

• Partially hydrogenated oils 
o This is because ‘partially hydrogenated oils’ is a 

common label for trans fats, and is especially 
important to keep out of your diet.  
 

• Enriched/bleached/refined flours 
o Enriched, bleached, or refined flours are stripped of 

their nutrients and therefore have no nutritional 
value. 
 

• BHT (butylated hydroxytoluene) and BHA (butylated 
hydroxyanisole) 

o BHT and BHA are both heavily used in the food 
industry and are known carcinogens. 
 

• Sodium nitrate/nitrite 
o Technically, sodium nitrate/nitrite is harmless, but 

only until ingested, because it forms nitrosamines 
when mixed with stomach acid. 

First of all, it’s important to know that the 
ingredient list is organized by quantity, from 
largest to smallest. The ingredient which is 
used the most will be the very first item on the 
list. If this item is something like sugar or 
corn syrup, it’s best to stay away. On this 
label, the product is mostly water. 

Food labels can be tricky to read if you don’t know what to look 
out for. Companies often use keywords or phrases to make it 
seem like their product is healthier than it is. It’s up to us, the 
consumers, to recognize when they’re lying.  
 



 

The percentage daily value (%DV) is a scale from 0% to 
100%. It tells you how much of one nutrient is in a product. 
You want fat, saturated fat, trans fat, sodium, and cholesterol 
to have low numbers, where as you want fiber, vitamin A, 
vitamin C, iron, calcium to be high. In general, less than 5% of 
a nutrient is low, and more than 15% is high. 

Now onto the nutrition facts. Always pay attention to the 
serving size listed, as a ‘single portion’ is often much smaller 
than you’d assume. For example, many pickle brands will list 
the serving size as ‘per ½ pickle’. This is often because the 
company wants to avoid listing certain things, since the FDA 
allows companies to round down percentages less than 1%. 
For example, pretend you’re eating a bag of chips and the 
serving size is ‘per 4 chips’. If those 4 chips account for 0.5% 
of your daily trans fats, then the company could round down 
the percentage and claim that there are no trans fats. This is 
a problem because even though the bag says there are no 
trans fats, when you’ve finish the whole thing you’ll have 
consumed a lot of them. 

Aside from the main label, the packaging should also be read 
cautiously. Certain claims, such as ‘low in sugar’ or ‘made with 
whole grains’ can be misleading since neither phrase is 
regulated by the FDA. Even claims which are regulated should 
be taken with a grain of salt, because the FDA may allow a 
margin of error on them. For example, the margin of error on 
calorie count is a whopping 20%. 

Some nutrient claims you still might want to look out for are: good source of           
(fiber, vitamin A, iron, calcium, etc…), reduced in calories/fat, sodium-free, 
cholesterol-free, and the word ‘light’, which is only allowed on foods which have 
been reduced in fat or energy. 


