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Introduction

It’s no surprise that there’s a resurgence of interest in eating good food. Eating the right type of foods for your own body can make a big positive difference in the way you feel throughout the day, including both during and after exercise. Not only that, the experience of how much more delicious foods truly are when made without unnecessary artificial additives has increased the demand for real food all the more.

This pocket guide is designed as a handy reference book to take along with you whenever and wherever you go grocery shopping. It provides at-a-glance information about what to look for when shopping for nutritious, great-tasting, high-quality foods—in short, good foods.

You’ll find out what to look for when reading food labels, definitions of key words and terms commonly used on labels and signage, and how to buy in season. At home, it is an indispensable guide for what to actually do with the food: from how to cook a variety of products and at-a-glance information such as which foods are quickest to prepare to how to store foods for optimum nutrition and food safety.

For more detailed, unique descriptions about a wide variety of good foods from the common to the curious and information on what to do with them, insights on their origins, how they are grown or processed, sustainability considerations, their nutritional attributes and impact on health, and why foods react the way they do within the cooking process, be sure to pick up a copy of New Good Food: Essential Ingredients for Cooking and Eating Well, the definitive guide to exploring and enjoying good foods for today’s shopper.

Words and Terms to Know

Enriched: Replaces five nutrients lost in grain processing: thiamin, riboflavin, niacin, folic acid, and iron.

Fortified: Food with nutrients added at levels higher than would be found in the original unprocessed food.

Fresh frozen: Food that’s been quickly frozen while still fresh. Blanching before freezing is permitted.

Fresh: Food in a raw state—neither frozen nor subjected to any form of thermal processing or preservation. Exceptions include FDA-approved waxes on raw fruits and vegetables, pesticides applied before or after harvest, pasteurization of milk, produce treated with a mild chlorine or acid wash, and irradiation of raw foods not exceeding 1 kilogray (a unit of measure of radiation).

Genetically modified: The manipulation of an organism’s genes by eliminating or rearranging specific genes or by introducing genetic elements from one or more other organisms, including across species boundaries.

Gluten-free: A food that neither contains nor is derived from wheat, barley, farro, grano, Kamut, rye, spelt, or triticale, and does not include 20 parts or more per million of gluten.

Imitation: A novel food that resembles and is used as a substitute for a traditional food. Foods must be labeled “imitation” if they contain less protein or a lesser amount of any essential vitamin or mineral than the traditional foods they replace.

Irradiation: A process in which food is exposed to gamma radiation from radioactive materials such as cobalt-60 or cesium-137, or through linear accelerator electron beams, to kill bacteria, insects, or parasites that may be present. However, even after irradiation, careful handling and proper storage and cooking of these foods is still necessary, despite all the marketing of irradiation as a food safety solution. Labeling of irradiated products is not required for all ingredients in a multi-ingredient product. The phrase “treated with irradiation” and the flowerlike irradiation logo have been required on single-ingredient foods for many years, although the term “pasteurization” might be allowed in some instances if other criteria for pasteurization are met. The FDA allows foods that have been irradiated at levels no higher than 1 kilogray (a unit of measurement for radiation) to be labeled as “fresh.”

Natural: Minimally processed, with no added colorings or artificial ingredients.

Organic: A labeling term that designates the food or product is certified to have been produced according to certain production and handling standards based on enhancing the health of the soil and harmony of the ecosystem. In the United States, a list of substances allowed or prohibited in organic farming, production, and processing is maintained as part of the national organic standards. Processed products labeled “Made with Organic Ingredients” must contain at least 70% organic ingredients and list up to three of the organic ingredients on the principal labeling panel.

Quickly frozen: Food frozen using a system such as blast freezing, allowing it to quickly freeze to the center of the food with virtually no deterioration.

Trans fats: A type of fatty acid formed when liquid oils are processed into more solid fats, like partially hydrogenated fats, vegetable shortening, and hard margarine, creating a molecular structure that seldom occurs in natural fats. Trans fats have been linked to a long list of health problems, including obesity, infertility, increased risk of cancer and heart disease, and accelerated aging and degenerative changes in tissues. Trans fats are typically found in vegetable shortening, some margarines, and crackers, cookies, snack foods, and other foods made with or fried in partially hydrogenated oils.

Vegan: A diet that contains no meat, seafood, poultry, eggs, dairy products, or products derived from them, including honey and animal fats. Most vegans also avoid other animal products, such as wool and leather.

Vegetarian: A diet that contains no meat, seafood, or poultry. Lacto-vegetarian includes the use of dairy products, and lacto-ovo-vegetarian includes the use of dairy products and eggs.

Label Reading 101


	Choose foods that are minimally processed (and therefore retain most of their original nutrient value) and that don’t have added artificial ingredients, preservatives, or hydrogenated fats.

	Buy organically grown whenever possible. It’s a good choice for both our environment and our own overall well-being.

	Always opt for products that contain only real food items with recognizable names. The shorter and less complex the ingredients list, the better.

	Ingredients are listed in order of weight, from most weight to least. Trace ingredients are not required to be listed on the ingredients panels if they’re considered incidental and have no function or technical effect in the finished product.



Smart Shopping Tips


	Save money by purchasing fruits and vegetables in season.

	Buy grains, flours, pastas, beans, nuts, and seeds in bulk to avoid packaging costs and waste.

	Buy in quantity if you can store larger amounts appropriately.

	Reuse paper sacks or plastic grocery bags each time you shop. Or, better yet, use a cloth tote bag to further help reduce unnecessary production of paper and plastic bags.

	Avoid products that are obviously overpackaged.

	Look for packages made from recycled materials, and try to buy items with packaging that’s easy to recycle. Plastic packaging with resin codes #1 PET and #2 HDPE are generally easiest to recycle.



Bulk Buying Tips


	Only buy in bulk if the area looks clean and tidy.

	Bulk bins should look like they are easy to remove and clean.

	Gravity-feed bins that require no handling of scoops are best. When bulk systems rely on customers to use scoops, each bulk bin should have a designated scoop that cannot be used in other foods.

	To prevent young children from touching the food within, the bins should be high up or difficult to open.

	At home, for best flavor retention, food safety, and freshness, transfer bulk items from paper or plastic bags to glass jars or other containers that can be tightly sealed.



Nutrition Facts Labels

Most food and products sold within the United States, and many beverages, are required to provide nutritional information through a specific Nutrition Facts label. Exceptions include food served in restaurants or intended to be consumed on the premises where it was made and food manufactured by small retailers with low-volume sales of food products and few full-time equivalent employees. Also exempt are foods that provide no significant nutrition, such as spices.

Key information found on the Nutrition Facts panel includes serving size, servings per container (except for single-serving containers), and quantities of certain nutrients and substances found within the food: total calories, calories from fat, total fat, saturated fat, trans fat, cholesterol, sodium, total carbohydrates, dietary fiber, sugars, protein, vitamin A, vitamin C, calcium, and iron.

Other nutritional information, such as amounts of potassium, soluble and insoluble fiber, sugar alcohols, monounsaturated fat, polyunsaturated fat, or vitamins and minerals for which Reference Daily Intake levels have been established, may also be voluntarily listed; the percent of vitamin A present as beta-carotene may also appear. Listing of these voluntary nutrients is required, however, if they are added to the food or if the label makes a nutrition claim about them.

WHAT ARE DAILY VALUES?

Daily Values (DVs) were devised to help consumers see whether foods contribute just a little or a lot of particular nutrients. DVs are the recommended daily amounts established for adults and children age four and older of nineteen vitamins and minerals, as well as total fat, saturated fat, cholesterol, total carbohydrate, dietary fiber, sodium, potassium, and protein, based on a daily intake of 2,000 calories—the average amount of calories consumed by most adults and children aged four or older. DVs are calculated based on dietary advice generally consistent with the U.S. Dietary Goals, which are updated by the U.S. Department of Agriculture every five years.

The % Daily Value is based on 100% of the Daily Value for each nutrient. As a frame of reference, 5% or less of the Daily Value of a nutrient is considered low, while 20% or more of the Daily Value of a nutrient is deemed high. In general, it is best to limit total fat, saturated fat, cholesterol, and sodium, staying below 100% of the DV for each of these per day. In contrast, try to get enough dietary fiber, vitamin A, vitamin C, and calcium, working toward getting 100% of the Daily Value for each of these each day.

Daily Values aren’t provided for the following:


	Trans fat, since the recommendation is to keep consumption of trans fats as low as possible.

	Sugars, since the recommendation is to limit the intake of sugars, especially sugars added to food. Although confusing, the total amount listed for sugars on a food label includes both naturally occurring sugars and sugars added to the food.

	Protein, since scientific evidence has shown that inadequate protein consumption isn’t a common public health concern in the United States for adults and children over four years old.



Food Labeling Claim Definitions

All food labeling claims are oriented to the reference amount as included in the serving size indicated on the label.

CALORIES

Calorie-free: Contains less than 5 calories.

Low-calorie: Contains 40 calories or less. Prepared/packaged meals and main dishes claiming “low calorie” must have no more than 120 calories or less per 100 grams.

Reduced calorie: Contains at least 25% fewer calories than a food representative of the same type.

Light or Lite: If 50% or more of the calories are from fat, then fat must be reduced by at least 50% per reference amount; if less than 50% of calories are from fat, then fat must be reduced at least 50% or calories need to be reduced at least ⅓ per reference amount.

FAT

Fat-free: Contains less than 0.5 gram of fat.

Low in fat: Contains 3 grams of fat or less per serving. Prepared/packaged meals and main dishes claiming “low in fat” must have 3 grams or less per 100 grams and not more than 30% of calories from fat.

Reduced fat: At least 25% fewer calories than a food representative of the same type.

Lite or Light: If 50% or more of the calories are from fat, then fat must be reduced by at least 50% per reference amount. If less than 50% of calories are from fat, then fat must be reduced at least 50% or calories need to be reduced at least ⅓ per reference amount.

SATURATED FAT

Free of saturated fat: Less than 0.5 gram saturated fat and less than 0.5 gram trans-fatty acids.

Low in saturated fat: 1 gram or less per reference amount and 15% or less calories from saturated fat. Prepared meals and main dishes claiming “low in saturated fat” must be 1 gram or less saturated fat per 100 grams and less than 10% of calories from saturated fat.

Reduced or Less saturated fat: At least 25% less saturated fat than a food representative of the same type.

CHOLESTEROL

Cholesterol-free: Less than 2 mg.

Low in cholesterol: 20 mg or less. Prepared/packaged meals and main dishes must be 20 mg or less per 100 grams.

Reduced or Less cholesterol: At least 25% less cholesterol than a food representative of the same type.

Special considerations: Cholesterol claims are only allowed when the food contains 2 grams or less of saturated fat per reference amount. The amount of total fat must be declared next to cholesterol claims when fat exceeds 13 grams per reference amount and labeled serving. Prepared/packaged meals and main dishes using cholesterol claims are only allowed to use “cholesterol-free” claims per labeled serving size or per 100 grams for “low” and “reduced/less” claims. The amount of total fat must be declared next to cholesterol claims when fat exceeds 19.5 grams per labeled serving for main dishes or 26 grams for meal products.

Comparative Nutrient Content Label Claim Definitions





	Claim
	% of Daily Value (DV) per Reference Amount
	Where Used


	“More”
“Added”
“Extra”
“Plus”
	Indicates the addition of 10% or more of the
Daily Value per reference amount for a specific
nutrient or fiber.
	May only be used in regard to vitamins, minerals, protein, dietary fiber, and potassium.



	“Good Source of”
“Contains”
“Provides”
	Indicates that a meal or main dish product contains a food that contains between 10 and 19% of the Daily Value per reference amount for a specific nutrient or type of dietary fiber. To use the word “contains” or “provides” for nutrients without DVs, the specific amount of the nutrient must be stated.
	May be used to describe protein, vitamins, minerals, dietary fiber, or potassium per reference amount. May not be used for total carbohydrate since it has no established Daily Value.



	“High”
“Rich in”
“Excellent Source of”
	Indicates that a meal or main dish product contains a food with 20% of the Daily Value per reference amount for a specific nutrient or type of dietary fiber.
	May be used to describe protein, vitamins, minerals, dietary fiber, or potassium per reference amount. May not be used for total carbohydrate since it has no established Daily Value.



	Adapted from “A Food Labeling Guide,” U.S. Food and Drug Administration, Center for Food Safety and Applied Nutrition (October 2004).




SODIUM

Sodium- or Salt-Free: Less than 5 mg.

No salt added and Unsalted: Must list conditions of use and must declare “This is not a sodium free food” if food is “sodium free.”

Low in sodium: 140 mg or less. Prepared/packaged meals and main dishes claiming “low in sodium” must be 140 mg or less per 100 grams.

Very low sodium: 35 mg or less per reference amount. Prepared/packaged meals and main dishes claiming “very low sodium” must be 35 mg or less per 100 grams.

Reduced or Less sodium: At least 25% less sodium per reference amount than a food representative of the same type which, itself, is not already considered “low sodium.”

Lightly salted: 50% less sodium than normally added to reference food, and if not “low sodium,” it must be so labeled on information panel.

Light (when used on sodium-reduced products): May be used if food is “low calorie” and “low fat” and sodium is reduced by at least 50%.

Light in sodium: If sodium is reduced by at least 50% per reference amount. On prepared or package meals, “low in sodium” claim must be used instead.

SUGAR

Sugar-free: Less than 0.5 gram of sugars.

Reduced or Less sugar: At least 25% less sugars per reference amount than a food representative of the same type.

No added sugars and Without added sugars: Allowed if no sugar or sugar-containing ingredients are added during processing.

Unsweetened and No added sweeteners: Must be based on fact as applies to the food on which the claim is made.
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