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Reading a Food Label 
_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

About This Kit 
 
Much of the food you eat comes from packaged products you buy at the grocery store.  
Because of new laws in recent years, it is easier than ever to know exactly what’s in the 
food you buy.  And you can trust that the information on a food label is true and accurate.  
 
There are several ways reading a food label can help you eat healthy.  Knowing what to eat 
is important.  The food label tells the nutrient content of the food.  Facts about serving size 
can help you know how much to eat.  The food label along with your Heart Institute 
Prevention and Rehabilitation Centre (HIPRC) Food Diary will be an important tool to 
manage your weight and improve your health.  In this kit you will: 
 
Step 1. Know the definitions of key nutrition terms   
Step 2. Begin to learn how to read a Nutrition Facts label  
Step 3. Use the Nutrition Facts label to know if foods are heart healthy. 
Step 4. Determine the fat in foods when there is no food label 
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Step 1 
 

Know the Definitions of Key Nutrition Terms 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
You don’t need to be an expert on nutrition to know what to eat.  But understanding the 
meaning of a few key nutrition terms will be helpful.  These terms are likely to appear on 
the food label or in your HIPRC kits. 
 
Nutrition Glossary 
 
Nutrients – substances found in food that are needed to keep the body healthy.  There are 
six major nutrients:  proteins, carbohydrates, fats, vitamins, minerals and water.  
Carbohydrates, fats and proteins are the classes of nutrients that supply energy (calories). 
 
Calorie – a unit for measuring the amount of energy in a food or nutrient. 
 
Saturated fats – come primarily from animal sources and are usually solid at room 
temperature.  Saturated fats increase blood cholesterol levels.  Examples include high-fat 
meats, and dairy products such as butter, hard margarine, shortenings, cream and cheese.  
A few plants contain saturated fats – palm, palm kernel, and coconut oil.  These are 
unhealthy oils and should be avoided.  
 
Trans fats – come from all vegetable shortenings or partially hydrogenated vegetable oils. 
Examples include snack foods, fast foods and many ready-prepared foods. 
 
Unsaturated fats – polyunsaturated and monounsaturated fats come from plant sources and 
are soft or liquid at room temperature.  Examples include canola oil, olive oil, soybean oil, 
corn oil, safflower oil and sunflower oil.  Canola oil and olive oil are the best choices.  
 
Cholesterol – a fat-like substance found only in animal foods.  Eating foods high in 
cholesterol increases the risk of heart disease.  Examples of high cholesterol foods include 
meats, egg yolks, dairy products, and organ products such as liver. 
 
Sodium – a mineral that regulates the amount of fluid in the body.  Sources include salt and 
many processed foods.  Eating too much sodium can be a problem for people with high 
blood pressure or heart failure.  
 
Complex carbohydrates – starches found in foods such as breads, cereals, pasta, rice, dry 
beans and peas, fruits, and vegetables.  Complex carbohydrates are the body’s best source 
of energy. 
 
Dietary fibre – a type of complex carbohydrate found in plant foods such as bran, whole-
grain cereals, breads, fruits and vegetables.  Dietary fibre is not broken down or absorbed 
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by the human digestive system so no energy (calories) is provided from the fibre in food.  
Fibre is important for proper bowel function. 
 
Simple carbohydrates (sugars) – naturally-occurring or processed sugars such as those 
found in fruit juice, milk, honey, table sugar, and corn sweeteners. 
 
Protein – provides the building blocks for muscle, skin, blood, enzymes and hormones.  
Proteins promote healing and regulate important body processes.  Protein is found in both 
animal and plant foods and also provides energy. 
 
Calcium – a mineral that is important for formation of bones and teeth and for muscles to 
contract or move.  Sources include dairy products, broccoli and green leafy vegetables.   
 
If there are other nutrition terms you would like to know more about, write them here.  Ask 
your mentor to define them for you.  

 



Step 2 
 

Learn to Read a Nutrition Facts Label 
_________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Starting in 2005, the Nutrition Facts label is required by law to appear on all packaged 
foods.  Most processed meats and poultry foods carry a nutrition label.  Many stores 
voluntarily provide nutrition information for fresh, raw meats, poultry and fish, and raw 
fruits and vegetables.  At this time, restaurant foods and foods prepared on-site in grocery 
store bakery or deli departments are not required to provide a nutrition label.  

 
Here’s what you can learn by reading the Nutrition Facts food label: 
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similar foods.  

Serving Size – Amounts are given in household measures 
– cups, pieces, slices, or in weights, like grams.  All othe
facts on the label are based on this serving size – see 
“Amount.”  Unfortunately, this serving size may differ 
from serving sizes given on the Canada’s Food Guide and 
your HIPRC Food Diary.  And the amount you eat may 
not always match what the food label lists as one serving.  
For example, a food label may say one serving is two 
cookies, but you may eat four.  You’ll need to double the 
amounts given for calories, total fat, saturated fat, 
cholesterol, etc.  Use the serving size to compare sim
foods and to control how much you eat.  It’s easy to make 
comparisons among various brands because serving sizes 
on food labels are the same for all 
 

Calories– This lists the amount of total calories in one serving. If you eat more or less than 
one serving, you will need to adjust the number.   

 
Fat, Saturated Fat, Trans fat, Cholesterol, Sodium, Carbohydrate, Fibre, Sugars, Protein, 
Calcium – These are the nutrients of interest to most people.  If you are trying to manage 
your weight and health, the values for fat, saturated and trans fat, cholesterol, fibre, and 
sugars will be most important to you.  Amounts of each nutrient may be listed two ways: 
grams or milligrams and by % Daily Values.  Use these values to know the amount you are 
eating of a specific nutrient and to compare various foods.  Later, you will learn to enter the 
total number of fat grams from servings you eat in your HIPRC Food Diary.  Review your 
HIPRC Personal Action Plan for recommendations on saturated fat, cholesterol, sodium, 
fiber, sugar and calcium.  
 
% Daily Value – These are based on recommendations for a healthy diet. % daily value 
ranks nutrients on a scale from 0% to 100%. This scale tells you if there is little or a lot of a 
nutrient in one serving of a packages food. The example above indicates that 3 g is a 5% 
Daily Value. This indicates that one serving contains one twentieth of the recommended 
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daily intake for fat of 65g.  This number shows how a food fits into a daily diet of 2,000 
calories.  2,000 calories represents the calories per day for an “average” adult.   

 
Ingredient List - In addition to the Nutrition Facts, the food label includes an ingredient list.  
This lists all ingredients in the product in descending order from the most to the least.  
Foods high in saturated and trans fats will usually have one or more of the following 
ingredients near the beginning of the list: 

 beef fat 
 cream 
 butter 
 lard 
 palm oil 
 coconut oil 
 cocoa butter 
 Hydrogenated or partially hydrogenated oils (corn, cottonseed, safflower, sesame, 

soybean or sunflower) 
 vegetable shortening 

 
Health Claims on Food Labels 
 
Claims about what’s in the product and how it can improve your health often appear on the 
front of the food package or container.  These claims are strictly defined by law.  When 
you see key words and health claims on product labels, they mean what they say.  Here are 
a few you might see on products you buy. 
 
Reduced 
At least 25% less of a nutrient compared with a similar product. 
Reduced in calories – At least 25% less energy (calories) than the food to which it is 
compared. 
Reduced in fat – At least 25% less fat that the food to which it is compared. 
 
Low 
Always associated with a very small amount of a nutrient. 
Low fat – 3 g or less fat per serving. 
Low in saturated fat – 2 g or less saturated and trans fats combined per serving. 
Low calorie – 40 calories or less per serving. 
 
Free  
An amount of a nutrient so small, health experts consider it nutritionally 
insignificant. 
Fat –free – Less than 0.5 g of fat per serving. 
Sodium-free – Less than 5 mg sodium per serving. 
Cholesterol-free – Less than 2 mg of cholesterol, and low in saturated fat. Not necessarily 
low in total fat. 



Source 
Always associated with a “significant” amount. 
High source of fibre – at least 4 g of fibre per serving. 
Source of fibre – at least 2 g of fibre per serving 
Source of omega-3-fats – at least 0.3 g of omega-3-fats per serving. 
Good source of calcium – 165 mg or more of calcium. 
 
Light 
When referring to a nutritional characteristic of a product, it is allowed only on 
foods that are either “reduced in fat” or “reduced in energy” (calories. 
Explanation on the label of what makes the food “light”’ this is also true if “light” refers 
to sensory characteristics, such as “light in colour”. 
 
Other 
No sugar added or unsweetened – May still be high in natural sugars. 
 
 
Health Check 

Health Check is a food information program developed and run by 
the Heart and Stroke Foundation of Canada. Foods that display the 
Health Check logo meet specific nutrient criteria to ensure they are 
part of a healthy diet. The Health Check logo can be found on food 
products in all food groups identified in Canada's Food Guide to 
Healthy Eating. For more information and healthy shopping tools by 
Health Check go to www.Healthcheck.org. 
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http://www.healthcheck.org/
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Step 3 
 

Use the Nutrition Facts Label to Know  
If Foods are Heart Healthy 

_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Your HIPRC Meal Plan allows 20-35 percent of your total calories from fat.  This is the 
recommendation based on Dietary Reference Intakes (DRI). DRIs are a comprehensive set 
of nutrient reference established by Canadian and American scientists through a review 
process overseen by the National Academy of Sciences, which is an independent, 
nongovernmental body. The DRIs reflect the current state of scientific knowledge with 
respect to nutrient requirements.  

Eating some fat is an essential part of a balanced diet. Make sure most fat you eat is an 
unsaturated kind.  

If trying to lose weight your calories need to be reduced. 20-35% of total calories from fat 
means: 
 For a woman about 35-60 g fat/day (based on 1500 calories per day). 
 For a man about 40-70 g fat/day (based on 1800 calories per day).  

 
Fat contains more calories than any other nutrient – nine calories per gram compared to 
about four calories per gram for carbohydrates and proteins.   
 
Tips for Reading Labels 
 Always compare the serving size on the package to the amount that you eat. 

 Look for foods that have less saturated and trans-fats.  

 When choosing crackers, cookies and snacks look for 3 grams or less of total fat per 
serving  

 Compare the sodium content and choose products with lower sodium content. On the 
label, 150 mg of sodium per 100 calories of food is a considered a low sodium choice. 

 For people with diabetes, carbohydrate is an important nutrient to note. Starches, sugars 
and fibre are all carbohydrates. Except for fibre, the different types of carbohydrate 
affect blood sugars. Eating high fibre foods may lower blood sugar and helps you feel 
full. Aim for 3 grams of fibre or more when choosing cereals, breads and other grains. 
A low-sugar choice of cereals is one with 4 grams or less of sugar per serving. 

 Take a virtual shopping tour (http://www.healthyeatingisinstore.ca/vgs/vgs) through 
an on-line grocery store. You can take the tour either in French or English. This virtual 
shopping tour has been brought to you by Healthy Eating is in Store for You™ 
(HESY). For information about Healthy Eating is in Store for You™ and how it can 
help you to choose a healthy diet, you may read and/or download our complete Fact 
Sheets. 

http://www.healthyeatingisinstore.ca/vgs/vgs_en.html
http://healthyeatingisinstore.ca/factsheet_logo.asp
http://healthyeatingisinstore.ca/factsheet_logo.asp
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 Other useful websites to guide you with label reading:  
www.healthyeatingisinstore.ca 
www.healthcanada.ca/nutritionlabelling.ca 

 

You need to know the maximum number of fat grams you can eat each day.  You should 
try not to exceed this number.  This number is provided in your HIPRC Personal Action 
Plan.  Your mentor will write it in your Food Diary.  Later, you will learn to record the 
number of grams of fat you eat each day in your Food Diary.  Practice looking up the 
number of fat grams on food labels.  It is listed beside “Total Fat.” 
 
Important Tips 
 
 All snacks should be low-fat foods.  Aim for 3 g or less of fat per serving. 
 Just because a food is low in fat does not mean it is low in calories.  Today there are 

reduced-fat versions for some of the foods previously available only in a high-fat form.  
Be cautious.  Some products have taken out some of the fat, but the food is still high in 
calories. 

Example:     Fat Grams Calories 
1 regular chocolate chip cookie  3.7  68 
1 low-fat chocolate chip cookie  1.0  60 
 

 If you are trying to lose weight, pay attention to the total amount of food you eat as 
well as the fat in foods. 

 

Examples of High-Fat Foods 
 

 Serving Size Total 
Calories 

Calories 
from Fat 

Fat Grams % Calories 
from Fat 

Bacon 1 slice 35 28 3.1  80 
Hot dogs 1 145 119 13.2 82 
Bologna 1 oz. (25g) 90 75 8.3 83 
Cheese (32% MF) 1 oz. (25g) 106 80 8.9 75 
Donuts one 2.2 oz.(60g) 235 120 13.3 51 
Choc. chip cookie 1 68 33 3.7 49 
Choc. Cake 
w/frosting 

1/12 of cake 388 153 17.0 39 

Potato chips 1 oz. (25g) 159 101 11.2 63 
Pepperoni pizza 2 slices 530 216 24 41 
Margarine/butter 1 tsp. (5mL) 36 36 4 100 
Regular mayo 1 Tbsp.(15mL) 100 99 11 99 
Vanilla ice cream ½ cup (125mL) 134 65 7.2 48 

http://www.healthyeatingisinstore.ca/
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Step 4 
 

Determine the Fat in Foods  
When There is No Food Label 

_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

You have learned how useful a food label can be in helping you decide what to eat.  But 
not all the food you eat will come in a package with a food label on it.  It is hard to know 
what is in food when you eat out or when food has been prepared from “scratch” at home. 

 
However, there is help.  You can use a fat gram booklet or the Heart Smart Fitness Wheel 
to help you know the amount of fats in foods when there is no food label.   

 
Using the Fat Gram Booklet 
 
 Find the food category for the food, and then turn to that section of the booklet. 
 Find the specific food of interest to you.  Foods are listed in alphabetical order. 
 If the food is one you eat frequently, highlight the food in some way so you can find it 

again easily. 
 Check the serving size.  Is that the amount you typically eat?  Make adjustments if you 

eat more or less than the serving size given. 
 If the food is high in fat, try to find a lower-fat choice.  



Version 08/2010  N3-10 
Copyright © 2000 INTERxVENTCANADA, Inc.  All Rights Reserved. 

Reading a Food Label 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Before Your Next Visit 
 
In the time between your visits with your mentor, you should read and complete your 
educational kits.  Use this sheet to record your work.  Think of this as “homework.”   
 
 Are you becoming familiar with “Foods to Choose” and  Yes No 
 “Foods to Decrease/Avoid” in each group? 
 
 Are you finding low-fat foods to eat when you are hungry? Yes No 
 
 Are you reading food labels when you shop for food or  Yes No 
 prepare food? 
 
 Are you able to use the fat gram booklet to find the  Yes No 
 amount of fat in foods when there is no food label? 
 
 
 Complete the statements in “Check Yourself” to be sure you understand the key 

concepts in this kit. 
 
Check Yourself 

1. Fruits and vegetables are good sources of complex carbohydrates, dietary _ _ _ _ _, 
vitamins, and minerals. 

2. Cholesterol is found only in _ _ _ _ _ _ foods. 
3. The healthiest oils to use are _ _ _ _ _ and _ _ _ _ _ _ oil. 
4. The most unhealthy oils to use are palm, palm kernel, and _ _ _ _ _ _ _ oil. 
5. Meat, egg _ _ _ _ _, dairy products, and organ products are high in cholesterol. 
6. The body’s best source of energy is _ _ _ _ _ _ _   _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _. 
7. Water is a _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _. 
8. Animal foods usually are high in cholesterol and _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ fat. 
 
Answers:  1) fibre; 2) animal; 3) olive, canola; 4) coconut; 5) yolks; 6) complex carbohydrates; 7) nutrient; 
 8) saturated 

 
Write any questions for your mentor here.  
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