McKinley Health Center
An Easy Guide to Reading Nutrition Labels
Breaking down the nutrition fats labels
Reading Nutrition Facts labels can be difficult, especially if you don’t know what to look for. The Nutrition Facts
Label gives a lot of information but the key is to know how to use it to help you make healthy food choices.
1. Serving size
This is the food’s recommended serving size. It can include a
weight measurement (for example: one cup) or a number of pieces
of food (12 pretzels).
Serving per Container
This is the suggested number of servings. For example, if a food
has four servings per container and you eat half of the bag, you
would be eating two servings. It is always important to look at
these numbers because you may be eating more than you think!
2. Calories
This is the amount of calories per serving (using the correct serving
size). Eating too many calories promotes weight gain. Calorie
needs are based on individual needs.
Calories from Fat
These are calories solely from fat. Choose foods with less than
30% of calories coming from fat.
3. Total fat
This is the total fat per one serving in grams and in % Daily Value.
Choose foods with less fat.
Saturated Fat
This is fat from animal and dairy products and tropical oils
measured in grams. A diet high in saturated fat is a risk factor for
coronary artery disease. Choose foods with 2 grams or less
saturated fat.
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Serving Size 1 cup (228g)
Servings Per Container 2
Amount Per Serving

2

Calories 260

Calories from Fat 120

3

Total Fat 13g
Saturated Fat 5g

% Daily Value*

4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12

20%
25%

Trans Fat 2g
Cholesterol 30mg

10%

Sodium 660mg

28%

Total Carbohydrate 31g

10%

Dietary Fiber 0g

0%

Sugars 5g
Protein 5g
Vitamin A 4%

y

Vitamin C 2%

Calcium 15%

y

Iron 4%

* Percent Daily Values are based on a 2,000 calorie diet.
Your Daily Values may be higher or lower depending on your
calorie needs:

Total Fat
Sat Fat
Cholesterol
Sodium
Total Carbohydrate
Dietary Fiber
Calories per gram:
Fat 9
y

Calories:

2,000

Less than
Less than
Less than
Less than

65g
20g
300mg
2,400mg
300g
25g

Carbohydrate 4

y

2,500
80g
25g
300 mg
2,400 mg
375g
30g

Protein 4

• Labels may also list monounsaturated and polyunsaturated fats. These are unsaturated fats that may help
protect your heart, however all fats should be used in moderation.
4. Trans fats
Trans Fats are now listed on every nutrition label. Trans fats are formed by chemically changing the oil called
hydrogenation, which increases product shelf life and flavor. A diet high in Trans fats has shown to increase
cholesterol levels, which increases risk of heart disease. If a food has the words “partially hydrogenated oil” on
the label it contains Trans fats. It is recommended by the American Heart Association to avoid Trans fats.
5. Cholesterol
This is another form of fat measured in milligrams. Too much dietary cholesterol is another risk factor for heart
disease. Cholesterol is found in organ meats, dairy products, shrimp, and egg yolks. Limit intake to 300
milligrams daily.
• Use foods with 5% or less saturated fats and cholesterol and avoid those with over 20% of the daily value.
6. Sodium
This is a nutrient that helps regulate blood pressure and fluid balance measured in milligrams, which most
people consider “salt”.
Research has suggested that a high sodium intake can be related to high blood pressure. The RDA for sodium
is 2300 milligrams per day. For example, one teaspoon of table salt has ~2000 milligrams of sodium.
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7. Total carbohydrate
This is the amount of total carbohydrate per serving measured in grams. Carbohydrates are primarily found in
starches, vegetables, fruits, sweets and milk. Carbohydrate counting is used in diabetes meal planning.
8. Dietary fiber
This is the amount of indigestible bulk from plant foods such as fruits, vegetables, whole grains, oats, nuts and
seeds and is measured in grams. Foods high in fiber are shown to be beneficial for weight control, diabetes,
high cholesterol and some forms of cancer. Foods with five grams of fiber or more are considered “high fiber”
foods.
9. Sugars
These are part of the Total Carbohydrate content and are measured in grams. These contain sugars from
natural and artificial sources. There are no daily reference values for sugars.
10. Protein
This is the amount of total protein the food contains measured in grams. Protein contains amino acids found in
meat, poultry, fish, dairy, eggs, nuts, beans, grains and some vegetables. Protein needs are individualized
based on height, weight, age and physical activity level.
11. Vitamins and minerals
These are micronutrients measured in percentages. The goal is to consume 100% of each of these nutrients
daily to prevent nutrition related diseases.
12. Percent daily values
The Percent Daily Value shows the amount of each of the nutrients listed above needed daily in a 2000 and a
2500-calorie diet. This is the percentage of each nutrient recommended to meet the needs of the average
person each day and is measured in grams and milligrams depending on the nutrient. The Percent Daily Values
are listed on the top half of the food label and are based on recommendations for a 2,000 calorie diet, not a
2,500 calorie diet. Five percent or less of the % Daily Value is considered low, whereas 20% or more is
considered high.

Ingredients list
The ingredient list is another part of the Nutrition Label. Items are listed by weight in descending order of
predominance. Spices, artificial coloring and flavors are listed on the ingredient list.

If you are a registered University of Illinois student and you have questions or concerns,
or need to make an appointment, please call: Dial-A-Nurse at 333-2700
If you are concerned about any difference in your treatment plan and the information
in this handout, you are advised to contact your health care provider.
Visit the McKinley Health Center Web site at: http://www.mckinley.uiuc.edu
nutrition_labels
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