
‘Whole grain’ makes  
it sound like you’re getting  
a good dose of fiber.
Examples It seems like the Chex cereal and the Sara Lee buns 
provide the fiber and nutrients of whole grains.

The predominant ingredient in the buns is enriched, 
bleached flour, and they provide only 1 gram of fiber per serving; 
the Chex cereal, made with whole-grain rice, provides even less. 
A reasonably good source of fiber has at least 3 grams per 
serving. So always check the fiber content on the Nutrition 

Facts label, and scan the ingredient list 
for whole grains such as whole-

wheat flour. Refined white flour 
(aka enriched wheat flour, 

unbleached wheat flour, or 
wheat flour) shouldn’t 

appear, or it should show  
up near the end. 

Food label
tricks & truths
What’s really in the stuff you’re eating?

ow many times have you stood blocking the 
grocery aisle while you tried to make sense  
of a food label, only to give up in frustration 
and just toss something into the cart? It’s  
not just you. A recent review of 19 studies 

showed that most people find nutrition labeling 
confusing, and apparently lots of folks have just given up. 
A Food and Drug Administration study found that one 
out of every five of us don’t even bother to read labels (in 
the 35-and-under crowd, that number jumps to about 
one in three).

One problem is that food labels are mostly product 
advertising and can be very misleading. Those marketing 
come-ons that decorate the front of the package—with 
claims like “heart healthy” or “natural”—can easily trick 
you into thinking that products are more healthful than 
they actually are. And sometimes manufacturers go  
too far: The FDA recently warned General Mills that its 
cholesterol-lowering claims made Cheerios sound more 
like a drug than a cereal, and Dannon has settled a 
lawsuit over misleading claims relating to its Activia and 
DanActive products. (More on that later.) Smart 
Choices, one of a slew of new food-labeling programs 
designed to make it easy to spot good nutritional 
choices, recently stirred up outrage after the logo was 
spotted on Froot Loops and other sugary foods.

In this story, we expose some of the sneakiest label 
tricks used by food manufacturers. We’ll also get you  
up to speed on the latest nutrition seals of approval  
that you’ll be seeing at supermarkets. And don’t miss  
our clip-and-shop guide and the easy label-reading tips 
starting on page 28 so that you can skip the hype and go 
straight to the facts you need to know—and toss food  
into your cart with confidence.

H

Added nutrients  
camouflage junk.
Example These Pop-Tarts with added fiber look like 
they would be a nutritious way to start the day.

Yes, you get a reasonable amount of fiber 
per serving, but it comes along with high-fructose 
corn syrup (a controversial sweetener that has raised 
health concerns) and hydrogenated oil. The lesson: 
Even with some fiber or vitamins thrown in, junk food 
is still junk. Don’t be suckered.
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claims make the 
food sound like it will 
cure what ails you.
Examples The boxes say that eating Cheerios  
will cut your cholesterol and Activia will get your 
digestive system back on track.

The FDA allows food labels to say 
soluble fiber from whole-grain oats can help cut 
heart-disease risk, but the agency says General 
mills crossed the line by implying that Cheerios 
works like a cholesterol-lowering drug. (evidence 
for the claim is a small study, paid for by General 
mills, that determined that people could reduce 
bad cholesterol by eating two servings of about 1½ 
cups daily as part of a low-fat and reduced-calorie 
diet.) Dannon recently settled a class-action 
lawsuit in which it was charged with misleading 
advertising and says it will better qualify its claims. 
The bottom line: No one food will make or break 
your diet—it’s overall eating patterns that count.

Examples The crackers are filled with yummy cheddar cheese, 
and the bars are loaded with fresh berries—or at least that’s 
what it seems based on the packaging.

There’s more vegetable oil and sugar than there is 
cheese in the Keebler Cheese Crackers. And the first mention 

of fruit in the ingredients list for the mixed Berry Nutri-Grain 
bars is “apple purée concentrate,” which pops up after 
high-fructose corn syrup, glycerin, and sugar. The bottom  
line: Terms “made with” or “made from” are virtually 
meaningless because they don’t tell you how much of an 
ingredient was actually used.

The label makes it 
sound like it’s a good-for-
you food, but it’s not.
Example It seems as though these fruit snacks are a better 
choice than others because they’re fat-free.

many fruit snacks—and jelly beans for that 
matter—are fat-free. But none of them are healthful foods. 
Sorry to be a killjoy, but oranges, apples, and grapes are 
fat-free, too, and they’re a far more nutritious alternative to 
candylike fruit snacks.

‘made with’ highlights a minor ingredient.

it’s promoted as a special 
diet food, but it’s not special.
Example Special K cereal appears to be a great diet food. “Drop a 
jean size in 2 weeks” screams the box. It even offers a $10 coupon 
for those new, slimmer jeans.

Is there really anything special about Special K if 
you’re on a diet? Not at all. Sure, you could drop a few pounds if 
you follow the Special K plan. But you’ll have to replace two meals 
a day with a tiny 1-cup serving of cereal, skim milk, and fruit—
around a 300-calorie meal (if you can call it that). You can also eat 
veggies and Special K snacks. But even the 2002 Kellogg’s-
sponsored study that backs up the claim concluded that the type 
of food didn’t matter. And nutrition-wise you could do a lot better 
than Special K—which has only 1 gram of fiber and gets 30 percent 
of its calories from sugar—especially if you don’t want to walk 
around hungry. (Hint: A little more protein would help.) But the 
real question is: once those two Special K weeks are over, how 
long do you think you’ll fit into those new jeans? 

 ‘less’ is more  
than you might think.
Examples The labels say “less sodium” and “98% fat free,” 
so these chilis can’t be too bad for you.

The first can has less sodium than the regular 
version, but it still packs 710 milligrams per serving, about 
30 percent of your daily allotment. The second can has even 
more: 1,230 mg. Taste buds respond to sugar, salt, and fat, 
so if one of those is cut food makers might bump up others. 
Also, “less” or “reduced” just means it has one-quarter less 
of a nutrient or of calories than, say, the regular version.
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The mark of a healthful product?
new food labels are hitting supermarket shelves, but they aren’t what they seem
These days many products, including juice drinks and chips, 
sport some sort of official-looking stamp of approval. They 
look like a shortcut to the most healthful products—but they 
can be misleading. Some are even put there by the food maker 
itself, so they’re not unbiased. Also, they don’t all use 
consistent, or even what would appear to be rational, criteria. 
one new front-of-package logo, Smart Choices, caused so 
much uproar after it was spotted on boxes of Froot Loops 
cereal that a congresswoman called for an FDA investigation. 
The agency says it’s monitoring the situation. “A lot of the 
foods being identified—sugary cereals, full-fat mayonnaise—
wouldn’t fit our definition of a ‘healthy’ food,” according to 
mike Taylor, adviser to the FDA commissioner. But Smart 
Choices is just one of many questionable industry- and 

company-sponsored labels. A chain of grocery stores has also 
started using its own nutrition-rating system. Although that type 
of system is presumably free from food-industry ties (so there’s 
no pressure to give a thumbs up to, say, Froot Loops), the 
nutritional scoring system is kept secret, so it’s impossible to 
evaluate. even seals of approval bestowed by reputable third 
parties aren’t always very helpful. For example, just because a 
pasta sauce meets the American Heart Association’s standards 
doesn’t mean that it’s the best one on the shelf because only 
food makers that pay for the seal can use it. Below are some 
self-serving company seals. on page 28 you’ll learn about 
some other new labels. The bottom line: Don’t rely on 
front-of-package labels if you’re trying to make the best 
choices for your family.

Loony Logos
some labels that look official but are put there by the manufacturers

it says ‘natural’ 
but it contains 
unnatural stuff.
Examples According to the label, this drink and 
snack appear to be healthful choices because 
they’re made with “natural” ingredients.

The Snapple contains high-fructose 
corn syrup and packs 160 calories, and 
nutritionally bankrupt Cheetos get more than 
50 percent of their calories from fat—more 
than french fries from mcDonald’s. The 
problem is that the FDA doesn’t have an official 
definition for the term “natural,” though it 
recently said that natural foods should be free of 
artificial or synthetic substances, including 
high-fructose corn syrup. Snapple has replaced 
HFCS with sugar in its new “all natural” bottled 
drinks. (pepsi has also replaced HFCS with 
sugar in a soft drink.) But this new canned drink 
with “natural flavors” has HFCS. So check the 
ingredients; HFCS and trans fat might still lurk in 
healthful-looking packaging. Also look for highly 
saturated palm and coconut oils: With trans fats 
on the no-no list, they’re making a comeback.

The label misleadingly 
advertises zero bad stuff.

Example It seems like this 
butter alternative is a good 
choice because it says “no 
trans fat per serving.”

Read the 
ingredient list and you’ll 
see partially hydrogenated 

soybean oil, a source of trans fat. The problem: the FDA 
defines trans-fat-free as less than 0.5 gram per serving. 
That’s not a lot, but it can add up, especially if you eat a few 
pats of this butter substitute every day. (A serving of Country 
Crock is just 1 tablespoon.) So if you see “no trans fats” on 
the label, don’t assume you’re in the clear. Check the 
ingredients for partially hydrogenated oils.

‘HEaRT HEaLTHy’
mazola proudly proclaims 
that its corn oil is free of 
cholesterol and trans fat, 
which isn’t saying much 
because all vegetable oils 
are cholesterol-free. But 
what really caught our eye 
was a “heart healthy” logo. 
We weren’t aware corn oil 
was good for the ol’ ticker. 
Sure enough, the fine print 
says, “FDA concludes there 
is little scientific evidence 
supporting this claim.”

‘sEnsIbLE 
soLUTIon’
Capri Sun juice drink was 
awarded a health logo by 
its manufacturer, Kraft,  
for having somewhat less 
sugar than other sugar-
water drinks. That’s sort of 
like a first place award in 
the loser’s bracket. milk, 
100 percent juice, or even 
plain water would be a 
much more “sensible” 
solution.

‘EaT smaRT’
Hellmann’s mayo sports a 
self-congratulatory “eat 
Smart” check. The fine 
print highlights that it’s 
trans-fat free. But it’s still 
loaded with fat—all of the 
90 calories in a one-
tablespoon serving come 
from fat. Why couldn’t the 
manufacturer just put the 
check on its light version, 
with half the calories? 
C’mon, unilever!

‘WHoLE gRaIn 
gUaRanTEEd’
General mills gave itself  
a whole-grain check mark 
because this cereal is  
made “with Whole Grain 
Guaranteed.” But in fact, 
the sugary cereal has only  
1 gram of fiber per serving. 
Cheerios, made by the 
same company, provides 
three times the fiber and 
less sugar. 

‘good source’  
might not be great.

Example You would think these 
granola bars, labeled a “good source 
of calcium,” might be a perfectly 
fine alternative to cereal and milk 
for breakfast.

Foods need only supply 
10 percent of a specified nutrient to 
be labeled a “good source.” These 
bars have just 8 percent of your 

daily calcium needs, or less than one-quarter of the amount 
in an 8-ounce glass of milk. That means those bars don’t 
even meet the standard if you eat just one daily. Quaker gets 
around the issue with tiny print under the calcium claim that 
says “10% daily value per 40 grams,” which is 1⅔ bars.
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CLIp & sHop gUIdE
A sampling of label terms and their basic definitions per serving. check out 
the eco-labels center at www.greenerchoices.org for lots of other label info.

scan labels 
like a pro
4 fast and easy steps to spot 
nutrition winners and losers

The new ‘seals of approval’
Here are some of the seals you’ll be seeing at the supermarket. in our view, they aren’t 
a replacement for reading nutrition facts on the labels of soup cans and other foods.

The front of a food package is basically an 
advertisement and usually doesn’t give you 
much info to help you choose. But the Nutrition 
Facts box on the back, which is required by the 
FDA, neatly summarizes what’s in that package 
of food you’re looking at. The trick is learning 
what to focus on so that you can quickly pluck 
out the most important facts and figure out what 
to buy. Here’s a four-step plan to make it easy:

n Cholesterol-free Less than 2 mg  
of cholesterol and 2 grams or less  
of saturated fat per serving.
n Fat-free Less than 0.5 gram  
of fat, with no added fat.
n Low calorie 40 calories or less.
n Low cholesterol 20 mg or less of 
cholesterol and 2 grams or less of 
saturated fatty acids. 
n Low fat 3 grams or less.
n Low sodium 140 mg or less.

n Very low sodium 35 mg or less.
n sodium-free or salt-free Less than 
5 mg of sodium.
n sugar-free Less than 0.5 gram.
n healthy A food low in fat, 
saturated fat, cholesterol, and 
sodium. must also contain a certain 
amount of vitamins, minerals,  
protein, or fiber. 
n high in, rich in, or excellent  
source of 20 percent or more of the 

recommended Daily Value for the 
designated nutrient. 
n Less or reduced At least  
25 percent less of a nutrient or 
calories than the comparison food.
n Light 50 percent less fat or 
one-third fewer calories than the  
food it’s being compared to. This  
term can also mean that a low-fat, 
low-calorie food has at least  
50 percent less sodium.

smaRT CHoICEs Logo
The good news is that this logo is designed 
to replace many of the confusing and often 
misleading marks of different manufacturers 
and, in general, it’s a quick way to check 
calories in a serving and servings in a 
package. The bad news is that although the 
ratings program has the noble stated goal of 
helping shoppers easily identify smarter 
food choices, it’s not unbiased. Reps from 
food makers like Kraft and Kellogg’s sit on the board of 
directors, and the companies pay to display the check 
symbol. And though the program is generally based on 
sound nutritional criteria, in a few areas it bends rules to the 
breaking point. Cereals can contain up to 12 grams of added 
sugar in a serving, for example. That helps Froot Loops earn 
a check mark. mayonnaise also makes the cut. (Food 
manufacturers can load up their sugary or otherwise 
unhealthful products with good things such as vitamins and 
fiber to make them seem like they’re good for you.) 
Furthermore, the logo is only meant as a way to compare 
foods within a category, so the fact that a fruit-flavored 
popsicle gets the Smart Choices check mark doesn’t mean 
it’s as nutritious as fresh fruit.

HannafoRd gUIdIng 
sTaRs Logo
Hannaford, a supermarket chain in the 
Northeast, worked with a group of 
nutrition and medical experts to develop a 
system of 0 (worst) to 3 (most nutrient-
dense) stars for more than 25,000 food products. Food Lion 
and Sweetbay also use this nutritional logo system. 
Hannaford won’t share its full criteria, so we can’t evaluate it. 
But we think it’s a good sign that less than 25 percent of store  
items qualify for a star.

nUVaL sCoRE  
The NuVal system also uses a 
proprietary formula to assign foods 
a numerical score of 1 (worst) to 
100 (most nutritious), which is 
stamped on packaging. The system 
was developed by medical and nutrition researchers led  
by David Katz, m.D., director of the Yale prevention Research 
Center. It’s now in use by price Chopper, Hy-Vee, and  
meijers. Like Hannaford, the NuVal system is independent 
from the food industry.

sTEp 1 Check 
the calories and 
serving size. 
make sure they 
jibe with how 
much you really 
eat. If a can of 
soup says it has 
2.5 servings and 
you usually eat it 
all, do the math 
so you know 
exactly what 
you’re eating.

!

sTEp 2 scan the percent 
Daily Values (%DV) on the 
Nutrition Facts label. Don’t 
worry about deciphering all 
those grams and milligrams. 
the %DV is a rough estimate 
of your nutrient needs based 
on a 2,000-calorie diet. all 
you really need to remember 
is that a %DV of 5 percent 
or less is considered low;  
20 percent or more is high, 
so plan meals accordingly.

sTEp 3 In general, you 
should limit nutrients listed at 
the top of the table—fats 
(particularly saturated and 
trans fat), cholesterol, and 
sodium—and make sure you 
get enough of the vitamins 
and minerals listed at the 
bottom. another key stat is 
fiber. Watch out for products 
that don’t deliver what you 
expect—a cereal with just a 
gram, for example.

Guiding Stars
Nutritious shopping made simple.
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sTEp 4 Look at the 
ingredients list. here you’ll 
find everything that’s in your 
food in decreasing order 
of amounts. Check the first 
couple of ingredients. If  
a juice drink lists water and 
sugar first, for example, you 
can bet it doesn’t have much 
real juice. also look for things 
you wouldn’t expect to find: 
high-fructose corn syrup and 
palm or coconut oil.
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