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Understanding Food Labels
The information on the left side of the label provides total amounts of different nutrients per serving. To make wise food choices, check the total amounts for:

· calories 

· total fat 
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saturated fat 

· cholesterol 

· sodium 

· total carbohydrate 
· fiber
Using the information found in total amounts

Total amounts are shown in grams, abbreviated as g, or in milligrams, shown as mg. A gram is a very small amount and a milligram is one-thousandth of that. For example, a nickel weighs about 5 grams. So does a teaspoonful of margarine. Compare labels of similar foods. For example, choose the product with a smaller amount of saturated fat, cholesterol, and sodium and try to select foods with more fiber.

Calories

If you are trying to lose or maintain your weight, the number of calories you eat counts. To lose weight you need to eat fewer calories than your body burns. You can use the labels to compare similar products and determine which contains fewer calories. To find out how many calories you need each day, talk with your dietitian or certified diabetes educator.

Calories from Fat

The Calories from Fat will give you a quick indicator of how much of of the calories in their selected food are “empty calories” versus calories from healthier sources. Some calories from fat is OK, but if the majority of the calories on the label you are reviewing are coming from fat, it is likely not the best source of nutrition for you. 

Total Fat 

Total fat tells you how much fat is in a food per serving. It includes fats that are good for you such as mono and polyunsaturated fats, and fats that are not so good such as saturated and trans fats. Mono and polyunsaturated fats can help to lower your blood cholesterol and protect your heart. Saturated and trans fat can raise your blood cholesterol and increase your risk of heart disease. The cholesterol in food may also increase your blood cholesterol. Learn more about specific types of fat.

Fat is calorie-dense. Per gram, it has more than twice the calories of carbohydrate or protein. Although some types of fats, such as mono and polyunsaturated fats, are healthy, it is still important to pay attention to the overall number of calories that you consume to maintain a healthy weight. If you are trying to lose weight, you'll still want to limit the amount of fat you eat. That's where the food label comes in handy.


Unhealthy Fats

To lower your risk of heart disease, try to eat less of the unhealthy fats – saturated and trans fats.

Saturated Fats – rasises blood cholesterol levels. High blood cholesterol is a risk factor for heart disease.

Trans Fat – tends to incrase blood cholesterol levels as well, and is actually worse for you than saturated fats.  You want to eat as few trans fats as possible.  In ingredient lists, look for words like hydrogenated oil or partially hydrogenated oil.
Saturated Fat

High-Fat Dairy

High-Fat Meats

Lard

Butter

Cream Sauces

Chocolate

Poultry Skin

Trans Fat

Stick Margarine

Shortening

Deep-Fried Foods

Healthy Fats

You can help to protect your heart by eating more healthy fats.
Monounsaturated Fats – are called “good or healthy” fats because they can lower your bad (LDL) cholesterol.

Polyunsatured Fats – are also “healthy” fats and should be included in your diet.

Omega-3 Fatty Acids – help to prevent clogging of the arteries.

Monounsaturated Fats

Avocado

Canola Oil

Some Nuts

Olive Oil

Peanut Butter

Sesame Seeds

Polyunsaturated Fats

Corn Oil

Safflower Oil

Soybean Oil

Sunflower Oil

Walnuts

Tub Margarine

Omega-3 Fatty Acids

Albacore Tuna

Herring

Mackerel

Rainbow Trout

Sardines

Salmon

Sodium

Sodium does not affect blood glucose levels.  However, many people eat much more sodium than they need.  Table salt is very high in sodium.  You might hear people use "sodium" in lieu of "table salt," or vice versa.
With many foods, you can taste how salty they are, such as pickles or bacon. But there is also hidden salt in many foods, like cheeses, salad dressings, canned soups and other packaged foods.  Reading labels can help you compare the sodium in different foods.  You can also try using herbs and spices in your cooking instead of adding salt.  Adults should aim for less than 2400 mg per day (~ 1 teaspoon).  If you have high blood pressure, it may be helpful to eat less.  

Total Carbohydrate 

If you are carbohydrate counting, the food label can provide you with the information you need for meal planning. Look at the grams of total carbohydrate, rather than the grams of sugar. Total carbohydrate on the label includes sugar, complex carbohydrate, and fiber. If you look only at the sugar number, you may end up excluding nutritious foods such as fruits and milks thinking they are too high in sugar. You might also overeat foods such as cereals and grains that have no natural or added sugar, but do contain a lot of carbohydrate. 

Dietary Fiber

Fiber is part of plant foods that is not digested. Dried beans such as kidney or pinto beans, fruits, vegetables and grains are all good sources of fiber. The recommendation is to eat 25-30 grams of fiber per day. 
The grams of sugar and fiber are counted as part of the grams of total carbohydrate. If a food has 5 grams or more fiber in a serving, subtract the fiber grams from the total grams of carbohydrate for a more accurate estimate of the carbohydrate content.

Sugars

Sugar is the simplist form of carbohydrate, and the one most easily processed by your body. 

Before they can be absored from your digestive tract into your bloodstream, complex carbohydrates from starches are broken down to the simplest sugars.  Then in your bloodstream, single sugars move into your body cells, where they’re converted to energy. Expect for fiber, all carboydrates – sugars and starches – break down to single sugars during digestion.  Your body doesn’t distinguish what foods they came from.
Sugar alcohols (also known as polyols) include sorbitol, xylitol and mannitol, and have fewer calories than sugars and starches. Use of sugar alcohols in a product does not necessarily mean the product is low in carbohydrate or calories. And, just because a package says "sugar-free" on the outside, that does not mean that it is calorie or carbohydrate-free. Always remember to check the label for the grams of carbohydrate and calories. 

List of Ingredients

Ingredients are listed in descending order by weight, meaning the first ingredient makes up the largest proportion of the food. Check the ingredient list to spot things you'd like to avoid, such as coconut oil or palm oil, which are high in saturated fat. Also try to avoid hydrogenated oils that are high in trans fat. They are not listed by total amount on the label, but you can choose foods that don't list hydrogenated or partially hydrogenated oil in the ingredient list. 
The ingredient list is also a good place to look for heart-healthy ingredients such as soy; monounsaturated fats such as olive, canola or peanut oils; or whole grains, like whole wheat flour and oats.

Primary Source: The American Diabetes Association - www.diabetes.org
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