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Quick Guide



Food Labelling Quick Guide
• Understanding how to read a food label is so important. It allows you to be able to choose 

between products and make a choice about which is healthiest or most related to your needs and 
goals.  

• This quick guide will give you the important points regarding food labelling from your phone that 
you can use when you are out or need to quickly check something. There will be a more 
comprehensive guide in the videos section.

• Make sure you familiarise yourself with the information in this guide and compare it with things in 
your cupboard or fridge and also when you go to the supermarket to improve your knowledge of 
the area. This will allow you to spend less time.

• The main areas you will see nutrition labels on food products are the front and rear.



Front of Pack
• The nutritional information on the front of a product is voluntary, so you may not see it on every 

product you buy. It makes for a really easy way to check at a glance how healthy a food is and how 
many calories it contains. It is often colour coded to make it easier for you to check if something 
contains ‘Low’, ‘Medium’ or ‘High’ amounts of a sugar, total fat, saturated fat and salt.

• The colour coded values are decided per 100g of the food. If a portion is over 100g then the per 
portion values for high (red) are used so just be aware of what coding is being used on the 
product you are buying. 

• The table on the following page shows an example of a front of packet traffic light label and 
explains what the values are based on for a food to be ‘low’, ‘medium’ or ‘high’. 



Energy
kJ (Kilojoules) and

kcal (Kilocalories) tells 
you how much energy is

in the product

Fat & Saturates
Fat tells you how much

total fat is in the product.
‘Saturates is another word for

Saturated fat.

(Per 200ml)

Energy
553kJ

132kcal

7%

Fat

7.4g

11%

Saturates

4.8g

24%

Sugars

9.4g

10%

Salt

0.2g

3%

Sugars
This tells you how much

total sugar is in the
product – Both natural

and added sugar

Salt
This tells you how much

salt is in the product

Portion Size
This is the 

manufacturers 
recommendation for 

one portion of the 
product. It is also used 

to work out the %RI

Reference Intake (RI)
This is the recommended maximum amount of energy and nutrients 

that you need for a balanced diet.
The % tells you how much of this RI the stated portion of the product 

contains. Some labels will also be colour coded: Low, Medium and 
High

Note: The RI is an average based on the population as a whole and 
will differ from person to person.

LOW
Healthier 

choice

Medium
OK most 

of the 
time

High
OK on 

occasion  

3g 
or 

less

5g
or 

less

1.5g 
or 

less

0.3g 
or 

less

3.1g 
to 

17.5g

5.1g 
to 

22.5g

1.6g 
to 
5g

0.3g 
to 

1.5g

More 
than 
17.5g

More 
than 
22.5g

More 
than 
5g

More 
than 
1.5g

Fat Sugar Saturates Salt

All values are per 100g



Rear of Pack
• The rear of the pack nutritional information is compulsory and gives details of ingredients, 

allergens, nutritional composition, date information (e.g. best before, use by) and the weight of 
the product.

• The ingredients are listed in order of what ingredient has the highest quantity down to the lowest 
quantity ingredient last. If you find sugar as the first ingredient then there is a good chance the 
product is going to be very high in sugar.

• You will find details of any allergens in the product listed on the rear of the product. A change of 
law now means that the ingredients which are likely to cause allergies must be highlighted in the 
ingredients list. The name of the allergy causing ingredients must be identified. (e.g. Wheat or 
milk).



Rear of Pack
• The nutrition information table on the rear of a product often displays the %RI as seen in the 

example below. RI stands for 'Reference Intake‘. This refers to amounts of nutrients, as set out in 
law. They are there to provide a guideline of the contribution nutrients can make to a balanced 
diet. Reference Intakes are the same across Europe and are based on a healthy adult eating a 
2000kcal diet. 

An example label 

Typical values Per 100 grams Per half a pizza %RI per half pizza

Energy 1205 kJ 1865kJ 22%

290 kcal 445 kcal 22%

Fat 11.8g 18.3g 26%

Saturates 5.4g 8.3g 42%

Carbohydrate 29.4g 45.5g 18%

Sugars 3.8g 5.9g 7%

Protein 14.2g 21.9g 44%

Salt 1.9g 2.9g 48%
Taken from foodlabel.org.uk



Top Tips for Food labelling
1. Always check how much of the pack counts as a portion to avoid over consuming calories. 

Remember that a lot of products will actually give the reference intake (RI) as a portion of the pack, 

not the full pack. E.g. A 500ml bottle of juice is often meant to be 2 servings which many people will 

not realise and will see the nutrition information as “per portion” but think it is the full bottle, not half 

of it.

2. Read the ingredients list! Everything that goes into your food will be listed by quantity from biggest 

to smallest. Ingredients that appear further down the list will be in smaller quantities. Remember 

though, that this doesn’t always mean they are insignificant. Things like vitamins and minerals that 

are commonly added to various foods, can make a positive impact on our diets. Likewise, small 

amounts of salt can make a significant contribution to the maximum recommendations of 6g a day. 

3. Check out the nutritional information! Taking the above point into account, it is important to 

understand what the breakdown of nutritional information means. For example, if salt is the last 

ingredient on the list, it doesn’t mean it is insignificant. By looking at the salt content in the nutritional 

information will give you clarification on this. The most important things you should be looking for in 

the nutritional information is “energy plus 4” which is energy (calories), total fat, saturated fat, sugar 

and salt. Use the per 100g/100ml column instead of per portion to allow you to give a fair comparison 

of foods as it can be hard to tell the differences between different portion sizes rather than the actual 

content.



Top Tips for Food labelling
4. Look at the types of fat! Fat is the most calorific macronutrient at 9kcals per gram so it is important 

to understand that high fat foods will contain more calories. It is also important to remember that fat 

is important for the body so you need to check what type of fat is contained (saturated or 

unsaturated). Unsaturated fats are better for your heart health and these are found in foods such as 

avocado, nuts, oily fish and seeds. Too much saturated fat can increase cholesterol, which increases 

the risk of coronary heart disease.

5. Be aware of nutrition claims! Remember that nutrition claims are often used on products by 

companies looking for a way make the product sound better to customers. Things like reduced fat or 

low fat versions of foods aren’t necessarily the healthiest option. Sometimes the fat that is taken out 

is replaced with sugar which isn’t a healthier choice. Check out the video and download to find out 

more about nutrition claims and what they all mean.

6. Know how to spot sugar! Added sugars or ‘free sugars’ include all sugars that are added to foods 

as well as sugars that are found in fruit juices. Sugar is added for many reasons, including 

preserving and flavouring. The important thing to remember is that sugar can sometimes disguised 

under different names including: 

• Honey

• Syrup

• Anything ending in ‘ose’ such as glucose, fructose, dextrose & maltose

• Nectar

• Molasses

• Fruit Juice Concentrate



Top Tips for Food labelling
7. Don’t rule out naturally occurring sugars! Some foods may be high in sugar but the sugar can be 

naturally occurring, for example from fruit or milk products. This is not as much of a problem as the 

sugar will be coming along with other nutrients, such as calcium or fibre. Although the sugars in 

unsweetened fruit juice are naturally occurring, the fibre has been removed from the whole fruit. One 

glass of fruit juice contains the juice of several fruits, meaning it can be relatively high in calories. 

Due to the fact the sugars are not contained within the structure of the food, it is therefore classified 

as ‘free/added sugar’. 

8. Consider your goals! Just because something is classed as ‘high’ in something, it doesn’t mean it 

is the wrong choice. Your goals should dictate what is better for you. For example. If you are looking 

to lose fat then your main goal is to reduce your calorie intake, so high calorie foods would not be the 

best choice. However, if you do a lot of distance running things like sweets can be used in place of a 

sports gel on the run which is useful and would actually make them a good choice for you, providing 

you are eating them at the right times.

9. Beware of salt! Salt is added to a lot of everyday foods, including things that might not even cross 

your mind as being salty such as bread, cakes and biscuits so make sure you are always checking 

labels. Over time, too much salt can increase your blood pressure which can increase the risk of 

developing heart disease and stroke. The recommended maximum intake of salt is 6g per day whichi

s the equivalent to about 1 teaspoon. Be careful when looking at salt on labels, it can sometimes be 

labelled as ‘sodium’. If this is the case, you need to multiply the sodium amount by 2.5 to give you 

the salt content. Sodium can sometimes be listed in milligrams instead of grams so remember to look 

out for that.



Top Tips for Food labelling
10. Know your portion sizes! It is important to remember that the portion sizes on products are the 

manufacturer’s recommendation and can vary between brands. The per portion information will be 

found on the label on the back of the packet as well as on the front if there is one. Remember that 

the portion size on the packet might be different to yours. If you go by the product portion, it might be 

smaller than yours which means that you may end up consuming more calories than you actually 

realise.

11. Remember that not everything has a nutrition label! Foods like fresh fruit & veg, herbs and spices, tea 
and coffee, flour, vinegar, alcohol etc are exempt from nutrition labels so you might find that there isn’t any 
nutritional information for these products. If you are wanting to find out this information, check the tables in 
the resources section. If the product is not there, just let me know and I will get the reliable information for 
you.



Total fat

High: more than 17.5g of fat per 100g 

Low: 3g of fat or less per 100g 

Saturated fat

High: more than 5g of saturated fat per 100g 

Low: 1.5g of saturated fat or less per 100g

Sugars

High: more than 22.5g of total sugars per 100g 

Low: 5g of total sugars or less per 100g

Salt

High: more than 1.5g of salt per 100g (or 0.6g sodium) 

Low: 0.3g of salt or less per 100g (or 0.1g sodium) 

Government guidelines for what is classed as ‘high’ and ‘low’ 

for the ‘big 4’


