
 

 
  



 

READ IT BEFORE YOU EAT IT 

Taking you from Label to Table 

Chapter 7 

Tricky Terms: The Most Manipulative Maneuvers Food Manufacturers 
Use to Get You to Buy Their Food 

Too Good to Be True? 

If I were to cite specific examples of how labels can be misconstrued, my book would be too heavy for you to lift! Instead, 

I’d like to highlight some of the terms that my patients get most perplexed about and some of the products that are brought 

to my attention because of misleading or confusing information that’s displayed on the label (or in the media).  

When you’re shopping, keep your eyes open for the following ingredients and claims —some of them are legit, but others 

have health halos beyond which they deserve and belong in the hall of shame.  

Here is my hit list: 

Agave Syrup 

Agave syrup is produced from sap of a plant that has been traditionally used in Mexico. It has become wildly popular, 

appearing in products ranging from cereal to soda, with the belief that it’s a healthy sweetener. It is a natural sweetener 

and has a lower glycemic index than sugar (meaning it doesn’t cause as great a surge in blood sugar levels). But before 

you stock up on agave, notice that it is slightly higher in calories than table sugar, at 20 calories per teaspoon, while sugar 

has 16 calories. It is sweeter than sugar, though, so you might use less agave than your usual table-top sweet stuff. Just so 

you’re aware, less is best.  

Brown Sugar 

Brown sugar is refined white sugar that has molasses added to it. Molasses is the syrup that is left over after sugar is 

processed. The addition of molasses makes brown sugar moister than refined white sugar, but it doesn’t make it a health 

food. You will find different types of brown sugar in the supermarket; light brown sugar contains about 3.5 percent 

molasses, while dark brown sugar contains about 6.5 percent molasses. 

  



 

Cane Juice 

Although the various types of cane juice you’ll find on food labels sound earthier than just plain old sugar, it’s all the same 

sweet stuff. In fact, the FDA published a nonbinding recommendation for food companies to stop using the term 

“evaporated cane juice” because it is confusing for consumers. This labeling suggestion is not mandatory, so for now, look 

for terms such as cane juice crystals, dehydrated cane juice crystals, unrefined cane juice crystals, raw cane crystals, 

washed cane juice crystals, unbleached evaporated sugar cane juice crystals, crystallized cane juice, and organic 

dehydrated cane juice.  

Fat-Free 

I remember the fat-free craze, when avoiding fat was like avoiding the plague. The words “fat-free” exploded on hundreds 

of products, including fat-free fat to spread on your fat-free muffins. Yes, those were the 600-calorie muffins, overloaded 

with sugar but certainly fat-free. Looks like someone forgot to tell us that it’s not just watching fat that’s needed to fight 

the battle of the bulge; rather it’s all about reducing a little bit of everything. But fat-free foods, and their accompanying 

labels, continue to attract carb lovers, and our country’s rate of obesity continues to climb. Studies have shown that 

consuming fat-free products can lead to overeating because these foods are less satiating and they provide the illusion of 

being free of calories and good for you. I’d suggest having a smaller portion of something that may be a little higher in 

calories, but also ranks higher on the taste scale, such as a small portion of part-skim or even regular cheese versus a block 

of fat-free cheese. (I call this “low light–soft music food” …something that may be richer, but it’s worth appreciating, but 

in a smaller quantity). 

Free-Range or Free-Roaming 

Free-range and free-roaming are methods of farming husbandry where the animals are allowed to “roam freely” instead of 

being contained in any manner. You’ll see this label stamped on eggs and on packages of meat and poultry. Farmers may 

do this to achieve Humane Certification, but these products also command higher prices. The problem is that there is no 

regulation imposed regarding whether the animals actually spend a good part of their lives outdoors or the amount space 

the birds have, and therefore this term may be misleading. Free range may mean that a hen has access through only a “pop 

hole” and not full-body access to roam freely outside. The rule for the label is only that outdoor access is made available 

for “an undetermined period each day,” which is vague at best.  

You can check an egg carton for a “Certified Humane®” label from the Humane Farm Animal Care (HFAC) that 

does have strict definitions. HFAC’s Certified Humane® “Free Range” requires birds to have 2 square feet each, whereas 

HFAC’s Certified Humane® “Pasture Raised” requirement is 108 square feet per bird. 

Functional Foods 

Functional foods are a hot trend in the food industry, and although there is no formal definition for this term, it generally 

refers to foods or dietary components that may possess health benefits beyond the basic function of providing nutrients. 

Some foods naturally have these benefits, such as whole grains and fruits and vegetables, while other foods are being 

developed to contain beneficial components, like yogurt containing added fiber. There are many reasons for this fueled 

interest in the connection between diet and health, which includes both credible advances in science and technology and 

incredible claims about how these foods are considered to be a cure-all to any ailment. 

Although credible scientific research about a powerhouse of nutrients can be exciting, it can also open to the door to 

misleading claims and advertisements well beyond the health claims now permitted to be identified by the FDA. Claims 

related to the cholesterol-lowering ability of oats or the bone-building benefits of calcium-enriched foods have been 



 

condoned, as reflected on food labels and in related laws. Other claims, including the potential benefits of vitamins added 

to a sugary drink, need to be scrutinized. A potential problem with fortified foods is that they create a situation in which 

it’s possible to overconsume particular nutrients. For example, if someone is taking a multivitamin/mineral supplement 

providing 100 percent of their requirement for vitamin A, and they drink several bottles of vitamin A–enhanced beverages 

throughout the day, this practice would become harmful rather than helpful. 

Although many fortified, enriched, and enhanced foods carry great benefits, it’s always preferable to go for foods 

that provide a natural benefit. It’s better to get your omega-3s from fish than potato chips and vitamin C from a fruit than 

an energy bar. Eating a variety of foods will help you “function” best. 

High-Fiber 

Fiber has been popping up in places it’s never been before, in products ranging from ice cream and yogurt to baked goods. 

Even foods loaded with sugar can appear more valuable because of an ingredient called polydextrose, a substance used as 

a fiber supplement that is synthesized from glucose and sorbitol, a sugar alcohol (sugar substitute) found in “sugar-free” 

products like diet candies, chewing gum, and frozen desserts. Sorbitol has a laxative effect, causing diarrhea and 

gastrointestinal upset, so proceed with caution when using it. Polydextrose, along with other fiber additives like inulin 

(derived from chicory root) and maltodextrin (a filler produced from cornstarch), have recently been allowed by FDA 

approval, to attract those who would normally avoid fiber to welcome it. These fiber additives serve as bulking agents and 

are listed as and count toward the dietary fiber on the Nutrition Facts Panel. Although these fibers can be beneficial, they 

may not be as effective as the natural fiber within foods (i.e., the cholesterol-lowering ability of oats as opposed to any of 

the above fibers added to yogurt). Check the ingredient list to see which fiber you’re actually getting. 

This is not to say that these fibers are necessarily harmful, though experts don’t know for sure if the benefits of high-

fiber foods like beans, whole grains, and fruits and vegetables come from the natural fiber itself or from the rich nutrients 

they contain that work in concert with each other. 

 

 

 

Fast Fact 
When finding fiber for your diet, be aware that not all fibers are alike. Fibers from polydextrose, inulin, and maltodextrin may count 

toward your total fiber for the day but may not have the same benefits as those derived from naturally high-fiber foods like beans, 
whole grains, and fruits and vegetables. These foods are filled with vitamins, minerals, and powerful antioxidants that work in concert 
with each other. 

Hormone-Free or No Hormones (on Milk Cartons) 

The FDA has banned the use of claims such as “no hormones” or “hormone-free” on milk cartons because all milk 

contains naturally occurring hormones. This term was used to make the product look more attractive. There is some 

debate in the dairy and milk industry about non-organic dairy cows being injected with added, genetically-engineered 

hormones to increase milk production. This practice was approved by the FDA in 1993 and still considered safe for human 

consumption, but there is some concern about the effect on human and animal health.  

  



 

Light 

A perfect example of how this term can be confusing is in “light” spreads that contain less fat than typical butter or 

margarine. Although they are lower in fat content than their full-fat counterparts, they can still be loaded with fat, so use 

them sparingly. “Light” olive oil, for example, has the same calories as a thick, rich, dark olive oil – it’s just lighter in 

color and flavor. 

Local 

What does local mean to you? Does it define a food that’s grown in your own backyard, your own community, your own 

city, your own state, or your own region of your own country? Unlike the word “organic,” which represents specific 

criteria for growing/handling/labeling/inspecting such foods, the concept of “local” eating means different things to 

different people and has no standard definition. The closest description of this word was characterized in 2005 when the 

term “locavore” was coined by food writer Jessica Prentice for World Environment Day to promote the practice of eating 

a diet based on food harvested from within an area most commonly bound by a hundred-mile radius. Local also means 

supporting the use of small farms, consuming foods in season, and eating in a more ecologically sound fashion. 

The bottom line on local foods is that they may taste better, fruits and vegetables have a longer period to ripen, and 

they can be seasonal (and thereby cost less), reduce the risk of contamination (less distance to travel), and support local 

providers. Foods that are local may be loaded with pesticides, so don’t assume otherwise.  

In some cases, you may want to ask your store manager where his or her food comes from, and even request that 

their store purchase food from local vendors. Even better, find a local farmer’s market so you can ask the farmers directly 

where the food is grown!  

Low-Impact Carbs, Net Carbs 

Early in 2005, not only were there low-carb products in the supermarkets, but there were low-carb aisles in these stores, 

similarly to how there are now gluten free aisles. Advocates of high-protein diets rejoiced as they loaded up their shopping 

carts with scores of snacks that had the words “low-impact carbs” and “net carbs” sprawled across their packaging. These 

were terms we hadn’t heard before this craze—what did they mean? Well, if you looked to the FDA for an answer, you 

would have been disappointed. This carb lingo was never defined or approved by the FDA. 

It didn’t take a genius to figure out that if you saw a label that displayed, “only 2 grams net carbs” on the front, and 

the product’s Nutrition Facts Panel showed that it had 25 grams of carbohydrate, that something was wrong with the 

picture. The manufacturer mislead you into believing that this creation would not have any “impact” on your blood sugar 

(or your weight for that matter) because they deducted the amount of fiber and sugar alcohol the item contained from the 

total amount of carbohydrates. What they didn’t want you to know, however, was that some sugar alcohols have almost as 

much countable carbohydrate as sugar, and you cannot simply deduct them. In fact, the way to calculate sugar alcohols is 

by including half of the number of grams displayed on the Nutrition Facts Panel in the number of total carbs. The fiber 

content of your food should not be discounted if it contains less than 5 grams of carbohydrate. 

The good news is that you will see fewer of these labels around because the public is finally waking up to the fact 

that most of these products were just sugary candy labeled differently, and that they caused their blood sugar levels and 

weight to go up instead of down after eating them. 

  



 

Made with Real Fruit 

When it comes to juice, be sure that the product you’re buying is 100 percent fruit juice. Don’t be fooled by labels that 

call themselves a “juice beverage,” “juice cocktail,” or “juice drink.” These products are a combo of water, sugar, and 

perhaps some fruit juice, but don’t expect much in nutritional value. Be sure to check the ingredient list to make sure the 

beverage isn’t pumped full of cane juice and other sweeteners. You can also check the percent Daily Value listed on the 

Nutrition Facts Panel. Compare one juice to another to determine which one is worth your money. 

 

This term is often displayed on a lovely package that looks wholesome and pure. Expect to see earth-tone colors and 

maybe even a picture of a farm in the background. I caution you to look beyond the cozy label, because the FDA has still 

not set a definition for the word “natural.” Moreover, there’s no real consistency among manufacturers regarding this 

term. A review from Mintel Global’s new products database shows that in 2008, food and drink claims classified as 

“natural” were the most frequently featured around the globe, appearing on 23 percent of new products. Here in America, 

the numbers made an even greater impact, with one-third of new products carrying the “all natural” claim. 

This term is “supposed to” convey that the product has no artificial ingredients or intentional additives, but you’ll 

find many of these “natural” foods filled with sugar, fat, and preservatives. According to the FDA, the words “natural 

flavorings” refer to those that are “derived from a spice, fruit or fruit juice, edible yeast, herb, bark, bud, root, leaf or 

similar plant material, meat, seafood, poultry, egg, dairy product…whose significant function in food is flavoring rather 

than nutritional.” 

When the word “natural” is applied to meat or poultry, it generally means the product contains no artificial flavoring, 

colors, chemical preservatives, or synthetic ingredients. In 2009, the USDA announced its intention to clear up this 

“natural” progression of confusion through an Advanced Notice of Proposed Rulemaking. The intent is to coordinate both 

their FSIS and Agricultural Marketing Service’s (AMS) definitions of “natural” and “naturally raised.” At this point, both 

of these terms are used voluntarily. It’s a step in the right direction. Perhaps clarity in this arena will lead to a change in 

when and how manufacturers will be allowed to display a “natural” food label, and hopefully it will help consumers 

distinguish which products are healthiest. 

 

Fast Fact 
Look before you leap for products that boast that they are labeled “natural.” The FDA has not yet set a definition for the word 

“natural.” 

90% Fat-Free 

Don’t be tricked by the promotion of a food claiming to contain a low percentage of fat. These percentages are based upon 

the weight of a food. So, for example, a label marked “90% fat-free” might lead you to believe that out of 100 calories, 

only 10 of them come from fat. This isn’t true. It really means that 90 percent of the food is fat-free by weight, so if a food 

weighs 100 grams, 10 grams (90 calories) will come from fat. 

The Nutrition Facts Panel will help you to determine just how much fat your food truly contains by checking the 

grams of fat. Milk is a good example of this confusing claim. Whole milk contains 3.5 percent fat (3.5 grams of fat per 

100 ml). Although this sounds like a pretty low number, when you check the label, you’ll find that whole milk contains 8 

grams of fat per 8-ounce cup. That’s like having a cup of skim milk with almost two pats of butter melted in it. (One pat of 

butter has 5 grams of fat.) When choosing milk, stick with skim (fat-free) or 1 percent fat types to reap the benefits 

without the fat. 

  



 

No-Sugar-Added 

This label means that no sugars were added during processing. The product may not contain any “added” sugar, like 

poured out of the sugar bowl sugar, but it can contain “natural” (and we already know how we can’t trust this word) 

sugar. Natural sugars are found in fruit juice concentrates, such as pear nectar, or fruit. Gram for gram, they contain the 

same amount of sweetness as ordinary sugar and the same calories.  

Conversely, don’t assume that the amount of sugar on a label means that sugar has been added. A good example of 

this is the sugar content of milk. Some of my patients come to me thinking that every gram of sugar in every food should 

be avoided. This is not true for most natural sugars. Milk sugar, or lactose, is accompanied by a host of nine other 

important nutrients, including protein, calcium, phosphorous, potassium, vitamins A, D, and B12, riboflavin, and niacin. If 

you need to control your blood sugar, as in the case with diabetes, you may tolerate milk very well because the protein in 

milk might produce a buffered effect from the carbohydrate (natural sugar) within, thus slowing down the way the 

carbohydrate is absorbed in your body. To be certain you know where your sugar is coming from, be sure to check the list 

of ingredients. If you see sugar or high-fructose corn syrup listed early on in the list, you’re probably getting more refined 

sugar “added” to the product than you contemplated.  

Good news is coming soon, however! The new Nutrition Facts Panel that will soon adorn packaged foods (by 2018) 

will have an “added sugar” row underneath the “sugars” row now on the Nutrition Facts Panel to hopefully clear up the 

confusion surrounding added sugars.  

Plus 

This term is often used on foods that are fortified with vitamins, minerals, calcium, and a host of other nutrients. The good 

news is that these sorts of claims fell 20 percent in 2008 according to Mintel Global’s new products database, but they still 

appeared on one in twenty new products launched worldwide. Less use of this word is a “plus” because we should be 

eating more whole foods that are naturally rich in nutrients instead of those pumped up with added ingredients. 

Serving Size 

Although this is not a deceptive term, I couldn’t help but mention it in this chapter, because this one really pushes my 

buttons. By manipulating and shrinking the serving sizes of their products, manufacturers can twist reality, showing 

shockingly low calories, low sugar, and low fat values. For example, “1 cookie” may be listed on the Nutrition Facts Panel 

as a serving size, but when was the last time you ate just one cookie? This conundrum will hopefully be cleared up as the 

regulations suggested by the FDA for the new Nutrition Facts Panel (coming soon in 2018) encouraged food 

manufacturers to make serving sizes more realistic so consumers can easily understand the nutrition content of their food. 

Sugar-Free 

To make sure that a product doesn’t derive most of its carbohydrate content from sugar, check the ingredient listing for 

words that are sources of sugar, like corn syrup, glucose, sucrose, fructose, maltose, dextrose, honey, high-fructose corn 

syrup, and molasses. “Sugar-free” is not synonymous with calorie-free, nor is it necessarily low calorie. A sugar-free 

chocolate bar could still be laden with fat and sodium. Calories in such products can also get a boost from other starches 

and artificial sweeteners and sugar alcohols such as sorbitol, mannitol, and xylitol. These substances, in small amounts, 

can be enjoyed without having an effect on blood sugar levels, but when taken in excess can cause numbers to climb. In 

addition, sugar alcohols can cause gas and diarrhea, so you may want to cut back on portions to curtail gastrointestinal 

distress.  

  



 

Sustainable 

This is a hot word on so many lips…even though many people don’t even know what it means. Sustainability includes 

buying food as close to home as possible and it involves food production methods that respect workers, provide fair wages 

to farmers, support farming communities, do not harm the environment, and that are healthy and are humane to animals. 

Buying local food (see above), however, does not guarantee that it is sustainably produced. Pesticides, chemical 

fertilizers, factory farming, hormone use, and non-therapeutic use of antibiotics can all be involved in local food 

production. 

Wheat Bread 

Just because you just chose a dark brown bread from the supermarket doesn’t necessarily mean you are getting a product 

bursting with fiber or whole grains. The color could be the result of molasses or caramel coloring. When selecting bread, 

be sure the first ingredient is 100 percent whole wheat or a whole grain. 

Almost all flour comes from wheat and can be called “wheat flour,” even if it is processed, bleached, and stripped of 

important nutrients. Products with “wheat” in their name may not necessarily be carrying the whole-grain goodness even 

if the label shows a stalk of wheat swaying in the wind. Be sure to check your ingredient list to see which grains are being 

used in the product. The words “whole grain” or “100% whole wheat” should be mentioned first on this list to be sure 

you’re getting the nutrient-rich carbohydrate you’re paying for. Take note, however, that even if bread is not 100 percent 

whole wheat, it can still be nutritious. Enriched breads made from oats, sprouted wheat, cracked wheat, and wheat bran 

can be a part of a healthy diet. 

0 Grams Trans Fat 

When reading labels, you can find trans fats listed as “hydrogenated” or “partially hydrogenated” fats. In 2006, food 

manufacturers were required by the Food and Drug Administration to list the trans fat contents of all food on the Nutrition 

Facts Panel. But buyer beware! There was a loophole: The FDA allowed food manufacturers to label any product that has 

less than a gram of trans fat per serving as “0 grams trans fats.” That means you could be getting 0.49 gram of trans fat in 

a single serving and not know it. Does 0.40 equal 0? Not exactly. This may not seem like a big deal, but if you couple this 

with unrealistic serving sizes, the likelihood is that you could be consuming a lot more trans fat than you bargained for. 

Portion distortion problems are common, as reflected in improbable serving sizes listed on packages that do not reveal the 

larger quantities we actually ingest. 

But there’s good news too. In 2015, the FDA announced a ban on the inclusion of artificial trans fat in the food 

supply in America. This requires food manufacturers to remove partially hydrogenated oils from their products over the 

next couple of years. 

For now, the only way to tell if an item truly has 0 grams of trans fat is to look through the ingredient list. If any of 

the ingredients are either hydrogenated or partially hydrogenated fat, then bingo…trans fats are in that product. 
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The Ultimate Better Than Dieting Grocery Shopping List 
A well-stocked fridge, freezer and pantry means you’re never far from a healthy meal! 

 
 
 PRODUCE AISLE 

Fill up your cart with fruits and vegetables of 
every color in the rainbow…plus white! 

•  Asparagus  
•  Broccoli   
•  Carrots  
•  Cauliflower  
•  Cucumbers 
•  Eggplant 
•  Fresh herbs 
•  Lettuce/Greens  
•  Spinach, Kale 
•  Mushrooms 
•  Onions  
•  Peppers 
•  Potatoes  
•  Squash  
•  Sweet potatoes 
•  Tomatoes  

•  Zucchini 

•  Apples 
•  Avocados 
•  Bananas 
•  Berries 
•  Cherries 
•  Citrus fruits 
•  Grapefruit 
•  Grapes 
•  Kiwis 
•  Melon 
•  Nectarines 
•  Peaches 
•  Pears 

•  Plums 

FREEZER AISLE 
Be sure to stop by the freezer aisle 

for some great nutritious finds! 

•  Frozen fruit (with no added 

sugar) 

•  Frozen vegetables (with no 

added preservatives)  
•  Veggie Burgers (made with 

ingredients you can 
recognize) 

•  Whole grain waffles 

 

PANTRY STAPLES: CONDIMENTS / SAUCES / CANNED FOODS 
It’s important to read the label of condiments and sauces because they’re often the 

source of added sugar and sodium! 

•  Apple cider vinegar    
•  Balsamic vinegar    •  Low sodium soy sauce 
•  Beans    •  Maple syrup 
•  Broth/stock    •  Mustard 
•  Canned tomatoes   •  Nuts (unsalted) 
•  Coffee    •  Red wine vinegar 
•  Dried fruit (no added sugar)  •  Salsa 
•  Extra virgin olive oil, avocado oil •  Spices 
•  Honey    •  Sunflower seeds 
•  Jam / Jelly     •  Tea 
•  Ketchup / BBQ sauce   •  Tomato / Pasta sauce 
•  Lentils    •  Worcestershire sauce 

DAIRY 
Look for low-fat dairy products. 

•  Cheese  •  Kefir 
•  Cottage Cheese •  Milk 
•  Greek yogurt 

 
DAIRY ALTERNATIVES 

Be sure to Read It Before You Eat It to choose 
dairy alternatives that are unsweetened!  

•  Almond milk or soy milk 
•  Coconut yogurt, plain flavor 
 

OTHER REFRIGERATED PRODUCTS 
•  Eggs 
•  Hummus 
•  Firm and/or extra-firm tofu 

MEAT and FISH 
When possible, look for organic, 

grass-fed meat and wild fish from 
a trusted source. 

•  95% lean beef sirloin 
•  Chicken breast 
•  Turkey breast 
•  Ground turkey, 90% lean 
•  Wild salmon 
•  Wild frozen shrimp 

•  Wild caught canned tuna 
 

BREAD and GRAINS 
Have fun exploring a variety of whole grains! 

•  Ancient grains (amaranth, bulgur, teff) 
•  Buckwheat pasta 
•  Brown rice 
•  Panko breadcrumbs 
•  Plain oatmeal packets 
•  Popcorn 
•  Quinoa 
•  Rolled oats 
•  100% whole grain bread, tortillas, 

crackers 
•  Whole wheat pasta 

Food Shopping Myths - Information 

"Shop the perimeter." But don't forget to make the most of the middle aisles for nuts, beans, grains, etc. 
"Only buy natural foods." Keep in mind that sugar, fat and salt are natural...this word says nothing about nutrient value. 
"Always buy organic." Organic is not a guarantee of healthfulness. Organic candy is still candy.  
Bottom Line: #ReadItB4UEatIt 

Let’s get social! 

Instagram: @BonnieTaubDix 
Twitter: @eatsmartbd 
Facebook: BonnieTaubDix.RDN 
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