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Reading and understanding nutrition fact labels is not always the easiest thing to do, especially if you 
are in hurry to get through the grocery store. Learning to quickly read and understand labels is a handy 
tool to use on your next grocery trip. 
 
Nutrition fact labels are designed to provide you, the consumer, with nutritional fact pertaining each 
food item. As well, nutrition fact labels are great for helping to make comparisons between products 
and helping you make better food choices. In Canada most commercially packaged food items will 
provide a nutritive fact label on the back or the side of the item. You may have noticed not all labels 
contain the same list of nutrients, however all nutrition fact labels will provide you with the most 
important nutrients in that product. The macronutrients (fat, protein and carbohydrate) are always 
listed regardless to if they are present or not in the product. Micronutrients such as sodium, and other 
minerals and vitamins may only be listed if they are present in significant amounts. You may also have 
noticed that not all nutritive fact labels represent the same serving sizes. It is extremely important when 
comparing products to check the serving size to ensure you are making a fair comparison.  
 

One can get overwhelmed with all the nutrients that are listed on 
labels, but to keep it simple focus on these four key nutrients along 
with the serving size to help you make wiser food choices. The four 
key nutrients are fat, sodium, carbohydrate and protein. Total 
amount fat is provided with a breakdown of the types of fats 
(saturated, trans, omega 3, omega 6). It is best to choose products 
that are low in total fat, and particularly low in saturated and trans 
fats. Next on the list of key nutrients is sodium. If you are managing 
or concerned with hypertension, sodium is a nutrient to watch. 
Because packaged and canned items are frequently high in sodium 
finding products low in sodium is often difficult. Aim for a product 
that contains less than 5% of the daily recommendation or about 
100 mg of sodium. The amount of sugar and fibre present in our 
food is listed under the total amount of carbohydrates. Fibre is 
known to help maintain a healthy body weight and should be a part 
of our daily diet. Look for items that contain a good source of fibre 

such as multigrain products. The amount of sugar listed is often referring to sugar added to the product 
and therefore the amount of sugar present should be minimized to help promote optimal health and 
body weight. Lastly, protein is a nutrient of interest because it provides the body with the essential 
components needed to build and maintain body tissues. A diet containing protein is also good for 
helping to maintain the sensation of fullness after a meal. You can expect to find a significant amount 
of protein in extra lean-meat, legumes, nuts and seeds.  
 
When comparing food products, or if you are unsure of what the label indicates, using the daily value 
percentage (%DV) can provide a good indication of how much that nutrient represents of your total 
daily needs. This method of comparison is particularly useful if you have similar products that have 
different serving sizes and you do not want to do complex calculations. Select products that have a low 
% DV for nutrients that should be limited such as fat, saturated fat, trans fat and sodium. On the 
contrary select products with a high %DV for nutrients that should be increased in our diet such as 
fibre, calcium and iron. A good guideline to what is considered a low %DV is less than 5 % and a high 
% DV is greater than 15 %. Whether you are looking for a low sodium product or the product high in 
fibre, the nutrition fact label is the key to nutrition information in the foods you feed your body. 
 
 Always remember- becoming a savvy food shopper does not compensate for the need of daily 
physical activity. Combine your new shopping skills with at least 30 minutes of moderate activity to 
get the most for your health!  


