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Today, there are more than 300,000 food products in the

marketplace including low-fat, low-carb, gluten-free, 

cholesterol-free, enhanced and enriched foods, and 

artificial substitutes for just about everything. We have

carrot cake that doesn’t contain carrots, fat-free products

that contain heart damaging fats, and “energy” is now

available in a can. So, how do you know what’s really

good for you? 

With clever marketing, food labeling loopholes, and

the “latest” health study influencing our buying behaviors,

understanding food is the first step to taking charge of

your health and simple changes to food choices can

make a big difference.

Once you truly understand food you can make better

choices for your overall well-being, and with the plethora

of information out there, sometimes that means we need

to read between the lines. 

Here are 3 essential facts you need to know about food:
• There are only two types of food

• There’s more to that label than you think

• Quality counts

Two types of food
There are really only two kinds of food—plant and animal

foods. Grasp this simple concept, and making good food

choices becomes easier. 

Plant foods are fruits, vegetables, grains, dry beans

and peas, nuts and seeds. Essentially, any type of food

that comes from a plant. When you think about “plant”

foods, think carbohydrates. 

Carbohydrates include sugar, fiber and starch, and

most carbohydrates come from plant-based foods. Dairy

products (milk, cheese etc.) are the only animal foods

containing a significant amount of carbohydrates. This is

due to the natural sugar or “lactose” found in dairy.

Plant foods do not contain cholesterol and only plant

foods contain fiber, a vital nutrient for good health. 

When you reference a Nutrition Facts label (found 

on most packaged foods) for plant-based foods (fruits,

vegetables, grains, dry beans and peas, nuts and seeds),

you’ll see a food pattern emerge:

• Plant foods have zero cholesterol 

• Plant foods contain carbohydrates 

• Only plant foods contain fiber

You may even find these foods labeled as “Cholesterol

Free” and of course they are, they’re plant foods.

All animal-derived foods—such as meat, fish, poultry,

dairy, and eggs—contain fat, saturated fat and cholesterol.

The amount varies depending on the product. When you

reference a Nutrition Facts label for animal-based foods,

the food pattern is as follows:

• Animal-derived foods contain fat, saturated fat and 

cholesterol

• Most animal-derived foods do not contain carbohydrates

Occasionally, carbohydrate content will show up on

(animal-based) Nutrition Facts labels. In most cases, this

is due to sugar or flour (plant-based foods) being added

to a product. Notice the Tilapia examples: one is a fresh

filet, the other is frozen and breaded. Both have fat, 

saturated fat and cholesterol, but only the breaded 

product contains carbohydrates.

Nutrition Fact labeling for fresh meat, poultry and fish

is optional. Get the facts prior to shopping. Search online

or in my latest book, Are the Blueberries in Your Waffles

Really Blueberries?, a reference guide to eating smart.

You may be surprised just how much fat you can eliminate

by simply choosing a different cut or grade of meat. 
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Are the blueberries in your waffles really blueberries? Are fat free
products truly fat free? What’s better, low carb or low fat food? 

Serving Size 1 half

Calories 43

Total Fat 0g

Saturated Fat 0g

Trans Fat 0g

Cholesterol 0mg

Sodium 4mg

Carbohydrates 12g

Fiber 1g

Sugar 1g

Protein 0g

Serving Size 4 spears

Calories 14

Total Fat 0g

Saturated Fat 0g

Trans Fat 0g

Cholesterol 0mg

Sodium 5mg

Carbohydrates 2g

Fiber 1g

Sugar 0g

Protein 2g

Pears (canned) Asparagus (frozen)

Serving Size 4oz filet

Calories 108

Total Fat 2g

Saturated Fat 1g

Trans Fat 0g

Cholesterol 56mg

Sodium 58mg

Carbohydrates 0g

Fiber 0g

Sugar 0g

Protein 22g

Serving Size 4oz filet

Calories 250

Total Fat 12g

Saturated Fat 3.5g

Trans Fat 0g

Cholesterol 25mg

Sodium 480mg

Carbohydrates 23g

Fiber 1g

Sugar 1g

Protein 12g

Tilapia (fresh) Tilapia (frozen, breaded)

A couple of tips:

Increase fiber three-fold by choosing a fresh pear over canned.

Choose a New York Steak over Porterhouse and save 15 grams of fat.
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There is more to that label than you think!
Balance is the key to success. The most important thing however, is finding the right balance of food. 

The basic guidelines for eating healthy are 1) eat foods low in fat, especially saturated fat, trans fat and cholesterol;

2) avoid high levels of sodium; and 3) get plenty of fiber. 

One easy way to balance these nutrients (fat, saturated fat, trans fat, cholesterol, sodium, fiber, etc.) is to reference

Percent (%) Daily Values. Percent (%) Daily Values are the percentage of a nutrient in a serving of food for one day.

Percent (%) Daily Values are found on a Nutrition Facts label. 

Nutrition Facts
Serving Size 1 cup (228g)
Servings Per Container  2

Amount Per Serving

Calories 250 Calories from Fat 110

% Daily Value*
Total Fat 12g 18%
Saturated Fat 3g 15%
Trans Fat 3g

Cholesterol 30mg 10%
Sodium 470mg 20%
Total Carbohydrate 31g 10%
Dietary Fiber 0g
Sugars 5g

Protein 5g

Vitamin A 4%
Vitamin C 2%
Calcium 20%
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.

Calories: 2,000 2,500
Total Fat Less than 65g 80g
Sat Fat Less than 20g 25g

Cholesterol Less than 300mg 300mg
Sodium Less than 2,400mg 2,400mg
Total Carbohydrate 300g 375g
Dietary Fiber 25g 30g

Quality Counts
Reviewing a product’s Ingredients list will help you determine

the overall quality and potential health benefit of any given

product. Today, it’s absolutely essential. 

Are the blueberries in your waffles really blueberries

or, are they little blue clumps of unhealthy trans fats? 

The only way to find out is to reference a product’s

Ingredients list.

Ingredient lists are required on labels of foods with

more than one Ingredient and are listed in descending

order of weight.

Whole wheat flour is the first Ingredient on the

Ingredients list; therefore, this product’s main or primary

Ingredient is whole wheat flour. Yellow 6 (an artificial color)

is the last Ingredient meaning less was used.

Avoid partially hydrogenated oils
Partially hydrogenated oils contain trans fats. Trans fats

not only raise your total cholesterol, they deplete good

cholesterol, which protects us against heart disease. 

Trans fats are found in every food that has “partially

hydrogenated” followed by a vegetable oil, such as 

soybean, cottonseed oil etc. on the Ingredients list. 

The FDA allows foods containing less than 0.5 grams

of trans fat per serving to be labeled as “0g.” When 

a label shows 0 grams of trans fat but lists “partially

hydrogenated” oil, the product may actually contain up 

to 0.49 grams of trans fat per serving. This can quickly

add up. Note too, the words “per serving” on a packaging

label are an indicator that the product might contain 

trans fat.

Although a daily value has not been set for trans fat,

the suggested intake is less than 1% of your total daily

calories. If you consume 2,000 calories a day, that works

out to two grams of trans fat or less. One fat gram = 9

calories.

Always read the Ingredients list. Partially hydrogenated

oils are now found in “healthier” foods such as oatmeal

and frozen skillet dinners such as vegetable stir fries.

Look for whole grains
Whole grains are filled with essential nutrients and fiber.

Like fruits and vegetables, whole grains contain disease

fighting phytochemicals.

To find “whole” grain products, look at the Ingredients

list. The first or predominate ingredient should be whole—

“whole” oat, “whole” wheat etc. the key word here is

“whole.” 

Bread, crackers and cereal products that are wheat,

multi-grain, 9-grain or even 100% multi-grain are not 

necessarily whole grains foods. Take time to read the

Ingredients list and take advantage of the health benefits.

Make it a habit
Armed with these few simple rules of the road, you’ll 

learn to make sense of food labels and better balance

each meal you serve yourself, your family and your

guests. When you invest the time to carefully examine 

the foods you purchase, eating loses its “unpredictable

adventure” properties and becomes truly satisfying.

The Percent (%) Daily Value column is found on the far right

side of a Nutrition Facts label. 5% or less of a nutrient is low

and 20% or more is high. 

Limit nutrients such as fat, saturated fat, trans fats, 

cholesterol and sodium. While some of these nutrients are

necessary, over-consumption is a root cause of disease. Be

sure to get enough fiber, vitamins and minerals. 

You can use the Percent (%) Daily Values as a quick 

reference for managing daily intake of nutrients essential for

healthy eating. This is an excellent tool for comparing foods 

to see which ones are lowest in fat or highest in fiber.

Take a closer look
In the example to the left, look at the % Daily Value column on

the right hand side. Sodium’s % Daily Value is 20%, meaning

this product is “high” in a nutrient that needs to be limited. 

The serving size in the Nutrition Facts example is 1 cup.

If you eat two cups, then you’ll need to double the amount of

sodium (and all other nutrients). You’ve now consumed 40%. 

If you eat five one-cup servings, you’ve just consumed 100%

of a day’s worth of sodium. 

When you find a product containing 20% or more of a

nutrient that should be limited; either look for another product

containing less, reduce your serving size or simply watch your

intake for the rest of the day.

A Footnote is often provided at the bottom of a Nutrition

Facts label. The Footnote outlines the recommended 

% Daily Value for total fat, saturated fat, cholesterol, sodium, 

carbohydrates and fiber. The Federal Drug Administration

(FDA) has not established a % Daily Value for trans fats, sugar

or protein.

Footnote verbiage such as “Less than” is a reminder to

“limit” nutrients such as fat, saturated fat, cholesterol and

sodium. A greater emphasis is on carbohydrates and fiber,

meaning eat more plant-based foods.

A Nutrition Facts label is always based on a 2,000 calorie

diet. This established amount is based on the average person

who needs 2,000 calories each day to stay healthy.

INGREDIENTS: WHOLE WHEAT FLOUR, HIGH 

FRUCTOSE CORN SYRUP, PARTIALLY HYDROGENATED

SOYBEAN AND/OR COTTONSEED OIL, SALT, 

YELLOW 5, YELLOW 6.

Example list

Celeste Bumpus, author of Are the Blueberries 
in Your Waffles Really Blueberries and founder 
of Cr-eating Balance, specializes in healthy living
made simple. From eating smart to simple life 
balance strategies, Celeste helps others build a
healthy lifestyle that works! What’s Your Food IQ? 
Go to www.Cr-eatingBalance.com 

In her latest book, Celeste Bumpus decodes 
nutrition labels for more than 2,000 whole and
processed foods, empowering you to make 
better health choices by making simple changes. 
The book is available at Bumpus’ web site,
www.cr-eatingbalance.com, Amazon.com, 
or Barnes and Noble online.
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