
 

 

 

WHAT FOOD LABELS TELL YOU 

Food Labelling 

Despite attempts to regulate and standardise food labelling, it is still difficult to know what 
some food products contain.   
 

1. List of nutrients 
Nearly all ingredients must be listed starting with the biggest ingredient first.  
Ingredients are listed in descending order of weight at the time they were used to 
make the food.  Most food products also include a summary of the sugar, salt and fat 
content of their products.  This is normally stated as an amount per 100g or the 
amount in a serving.  Below are useful guidelines on how to interpret these figures 
per 100g of the food. 
 

 HIGH LOW 

Sugar 10g – 15g 2g – 5g 

Salt 1.25 – 1.5g 0.25g – 0.30g 

Sodium *0.5g *0.1g 

Total Fat 20g 3g 

Saturated Fat 5g 1g – 1.5g 

*To calculate salt from sodium, multiply sodium by 2.5 
 

2. Traffic Light Approach 
Some supermarkets have opted for a traffic-light labelling with reference to calories, 
fat, saturated fat, sugar and salt.  Simply using colours: green = low; amber = 
medium and red = high.  Generally though, the more green lights on the food 
packaging, the healthier the choice. 

 
3. Number based system and percentage of an adult’s guideline daily amount 

Other supermarkets and many of the big food manufacturers will not use the traffic-
light system but a number based system which puts the food contents in terms of 
calories and weight in grams of salt, sugar, saturated fat, etc., to show how these 
relate to ‘guideline daily amounts’. 
 

Guideline daily amounts for average adults: 
 

 Women Men 

Energy (Calories) 2 000 2 500 

Protein  45g 55g 

Carbohydrates 230g 300g 

   Of which sugars 90g 120g 



 

 

 

Fat 70g 95g 

  Of which saturates 20g 30g 

Fibre 24g 24g 

Sodium 2.4g 2.4g 

  Equivalent as salt 6g 6g 

*For weight loss it is advised to reduce calories by approximately 500 calories.  Ideally, reduce calories 
by 200 and burn the additional 300 through exercise. 
 

Tips for Reading Labels 
 

1. Remember that ingredients are listed in order of their quantity.  This means that the 

first 3 ingredients matter far more than anything else.  The top 3 ingredients are 

what you are primarily eating. 

2. If you don’t understand the wording of an ingredient or it contains long, chemical-

sounding words that you cannot pronounce – then put it back on the shelf.  It is likely 

to contain various toxic chemicals.  Why would you want to eat them?  Stick with 

ingredients you recognise.  

3. Do not be fooled by fancy sounding herbs or ingredients that appear very far down 

the list.  A food manufacturer that includes “goji berries” towards the end of the 

ingredients list is probably just using it as a marketing gimmick on the label and to 

promote their sales.  The actual amount of goji berries in the product is likely to be 

tiny. 

4. Remember that ingredients lists do not have to list chemical contaminants.  Foods 

can be contaminated with pesticides, solvents, acrylamides, PFOA, BPA, perchlorate 

(rocket fuel) and other toxic chemicals without needing to list them at all.  The best 

way to reduce your intake of toxic chemicals is to buy organic (if you can afford it) or 

go with fresh, local produce or minimally processed foods. 

5. Do not be fooled by the word ‘multi-grain’ in cereals (Tesco Multigrain Hoops).  

Advertised as healthier options – they tend to have red lights for both sugar and salt.   

6. Again, do not be fooled by the word “wheat” when it comes to flour. All flour derived 

from wheat can be called wheat flour even if it is processed, bleached and stripped of 

its vitamins and minerals.  Only ‘whole grain wheat flour’ is a healthy form of wheat 

flour. 



 

 

 

7. Don’t be fooled into thinking that brown products are healthier than white products.  

Brown sugar is just white sugar with brown colouring and flavouring added.  Some 

brown breads may be no healthier than white bread unless it is made with whole 

grains and seeds.   

8. Watch out for small servings.  Food manufacturers use this trick to reduce the 

number of calories, grams of sugar or grams of fat.   

9. Manufacturers hide sugars by calling them different names (fructose, glucose, 

sucrose).  Usually if you see any ingredient ending in ‘-ose’ it is a different name for 

sugar.   


