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LEARNING POINTS
1   Food labels are a source of useful nutritional information, 

but they are often confusing and incomplete.

2   Parents or carers may need help on how to read and  
interpret food labels.

3   Nutritional information is mandatory with energy content  
and amounts of some nutrients alongside Reference Intakes 
displayed.

4   Fresh foods do not require a food label.

5   Reference Intakes (RI) on labels are set by a European 
Committee and are for adults not children. 

6   Reference Nutrient Intakes (RNI) are set by the Department 
of Health and are age-speci�c minimum recommendations 
for the UK. The are not shown on food labels.

7   Foods labelled as suitable for the age range of less than 
three years should comply with strict regulations on nutrient 
and pesticide content. Foods without such age-speci�c 
labelling do not have to comply with these regulations, even 
if they are packaged to appeal to young children.

8   In the UK there are two at-a-glance systems of labelling the  
nutritional values of foods: Traf�c lights and RIs. However, 
a red light or high value does not necessarily mean a food 
is unhealthy, as a healthy diet is composed of a balanced 
combination of different foods.

9   The amounts of salt, fat and sugar on a label denotes 
the total of the amounts naturally present in the fresh 
ingredients and the added amounts.
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Relevant Documents and Further Reading
European Food Labelling Laws are set out within EU Regulation No 1169/2011 Published 25.10.2011  
https://ec.europa.eu/food/safety/labelling_nutrition/labelling_legislation_en 

Processed cereal-based foods and baby foods for infants and young children are currently covered by EU Commission Directive 2006/125/EC 
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32006L0125

Reference Nutrient Intakes (RNIs) are listed in Department of Health (1991) Dietary Reference Values for Food Energy and Nutrients within the United Kingdom 
COMA Report No.41

Energy Requirements for Children 1-3 years are taken from Scienti�c Advisory Committee on Nutrition (2011) Dietary Reference Values for Energy 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sacn-dietary-reference-values-for-energy 

Food labels [Internet]. nhs.uk. 2018 [cited 10 December 2018]. Available from: https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well/how-to-read-food-labels/

Additional copies of this Factsheet can be downloaded from www.infantandtoddlerforum.org
The information contained within this Factsheet represents the independent views of the members of the Forum and copyright rests with the Forum members.

GLOSSARY OF TERMS FOUND ON FOOD LABELS
Antioxidants -  help foods last longer by preventing the fats, 
oils and certain vitamins from combining with oxygen in the air 
and becoming rancid and losing colour. If this happens it makes 
food taste �off�. Vitamin C, also called ascorbic acid or E300, is one 
of the most widely used antioxidants in food.

Colours - are added to food and drinks to give them a 
consistent colour. They may be used to replace the natural 
colour lost during food processing or storage. Natural colours 
come from foods e.g. caramel (E150a), which is used in products 
such as gravy and sweet drinks; and curcumin (E100), a yellow 
colour extracted from turmeric roots. Many colourings are 
arti�cially created and all are tested for safety. However the 
Food Standards Agency (FSA) warns that combinations of 
the following arti�cial colours: sunset yellow (E110), quinoline 
yellow (E104), carmoisine (E122), allura red (E129), tartrazine 
(E102) and ponceau 4R (E124) may be linked to a negative 
effect on children�s behaviour. These colours were often used in 
soft drinks, sweets and ice cream but most manufacturers are 
now replacing them.

E numbers - are food additives that have passed safety tests 
and been approved for use throughout the European Union. 
Some of these additives will be nutritious, such as vitamin 
C while others will be synthetic chemicals. The additives 
assigned E numbers include antioxidants, colours, �avour 
enhancers, preservatives and sweeteners. Additives may be 
labelled by their E number, their chemical name or both.  Some 
manufacturers use E numbers on labels and some do not.

Emulsi�ers - are additives such as lecithins (E322) that are used 
to help mix ingredients that would normally separate out (such 
as oil and water).

Flavour enhancers - are used to bring out the �avour in foods. 
Monosodium glutamate (E621), known as MSG, is the most 
well known and it is added to processed foods, especially 
soups, sauces and sausages. Savoury snacks, ready meals and 
condiments also contain them.

Flavourings - are controlled by different laws so they do 
not have E numbers. Flavourings are added in much smaller 
amounts than the other additives and they give a particular 
�avour or smell. They may be extracted from food or more 
usually they are synthetic copies of the chemicals in food that 
provide the �avour. They are considered very stable and very 
safe and do not have to be named on ingredient labels.

Gelling agents - are used to change the consistency of food. 
The most common gelling agent is pectin (E440), which is 
used to make jam.

Hydrogenated oil or fat -  hydrogenation is one of the 
processes that can be used to turn liquid oil into solid fat. The 
�nal product of this process is called hydrogenated vegetable 
oil, or sometimes hydrogenated fat. Hydrogenated fat contains 
more saturated fats and trans fats than fat that has not been 
hydrogenated.  It is used in some biscuits, cakes, pastry, 
margarine and other processed foods.

Ingredients -  are speci�c foods or food products which make 
up a food - milk, meat, oil, sugar or salt, for instance.

Lupins - are plants and the seeds of some types can be used 
in foods such as seeded bread and can also be ground to 
make lupin �our, which is used sometimes in foods such as 
pastries. This is more common in Europe than the UK.

Nutrients - are chemicals within foods that are needed by the 
body - protein, fat, carbohydrate, sugar, vitamins, minerals such 
as iron, zinc and sodium. For a full list of nutrients and their 
functions, sources and requirements see Factsheet 1.1i.

Preservatives - delay food from �going off� giving it a longer 
shelf life. Most food that has a long shelf life is likely to include 
preservatives, unless another method of preserving has been 
used such as pasteurising, freezing, canning or drying. For 
example, to stop mould or bacteria growing, dried fruit is 
often treated with sulphur dioxide (E220); and bacon, ham, 
corned beef and other cured meats are often treated with 
nitrite and nitrate (E249 to E252) during the curing process. 
More traditional preservatives such as sugar, salt and vinegar 
are also still used to preserve some foods. For example 
sugar in jam and tinned fruit, salt in cheese and vinegar to 
pickle vegetables. Foods containing the preservative sodium 
benzoate (E211, most commonly found in soft drinks) in 
combination with the colours listed above should not be 
given to toddlers as a recent study has shown that it may have 
a negative effect on behaviour. Some antioxidants (see above) 
are also preservatives.

Stabilisers - such as locust bean gum (E410) made from carob 
beans, help stop mixed ingredients such as oil and water from 
separating out.

Sweeteners - are often used instead of sugar in products 
such as �zzy drinks, squash, yogurt and chewing gum. �Intense 
sweeteners�, such as aspartame (E951), saccharin (E954) and 
acesulfame-K (E950) are many times sweeter than sugar and 
so only very small amounts are added. Toddlers do not need to 
completely avoid sweeteners but the less they have the better 
as sweeteners are arti�cial chemicals. 

The sweetener sorbitol (E420) is often used in quantities that 
can cause diarrhoea in toddlers and should be avoided.

Thickeners - such as wheat starch, help give body to food in 
the same way as adding �our thickens a sauce. 
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UNDERSTANDING FOOD LABELS
GUIDANCE & TIPS FOR PARENTS

�  Food labels contain a lot of useful information. 
But they can be confusing and do not always 
tell you everything you need to know.

�  By law food labels must include nutritional 
information, an ingredients list, guidance on 
storage, a �best before� date, allergy advice and 
instructions for use.

�  There are 14 ingredients that commonly cause 
allergies. If a food contains any of these, they 
must be emphasised in the ingredients list.

�  Food labelling laws do not apply to fresh food 
or individual packs within multipacks.

�  If a food is labelled as suitable for children 
under three years old, it should comply with 
strict rules on what it can and cannot contain. 
If the food does not contain an explicit age 
recommendation, these rules do not apply, 
even if the food is clearly packaged to appeal to 
young children. 

�  RI means Reference Intake. It is set for adults not 
children. 

�  RNI means Reference Nutrient Intake. It gives 
the recommended intake for speci�c ages.
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�  Traf�c light colours on labels offer a quick way to judge 
the amount of calories, fat, saturated fat, sugar and salt 
in a food. It uses red, amber and green labels to show 
whether a food or drink has a high, medium or low 
amount of the following: 

    �  calories  �  fat �  saturated fat
    �  sugar  �  salt 

�  A red or amber light does not necessarily mean a food 
is unhealthy. You need to judge its overall content, and 
consider it within a healthy balanced daily diet. For 
example cheese is a nutritious food for toddlers because 
it contains calcium, protein and certain vitamins, but it will 
be labelled as high in saturated fat and salt because of 
how cheese is made. Milk and fruit are healthy foods but 
both contain natural sugars. Foods containing milk or fruit 
will therefore usually be labelled high in sugar. 

�  When looking for low sugar foods it is best to compare 
the sugar contents of comparable foods.

�  Do not expect any foods to be sugar-free because there 
are natural sugars in most foods. It is important that 
toddlers enjoy their food and a little sugar is normal.

�  If you want to know more about the content of a food 
you can visit the food company�s website or contact 
it directly. For more detailed dietary advice you can 
contact a registered dietitian via your GP, Primary Care 
Trust or www.freelancedietitians.org.

Reference Intakes Recommended Nutrient Intakes 
or Dietary Reference Values

Adult Boys 1-3 yrs Girls 1-3 yrs

Energy in Kilocalories 2000kcal Calories 765�1171kcal 717�1076kcal

Fat 70g Fat 30�45g 28�42g

Saturated Fat 20g Saturated Fat 9�14g 9�13g

Carbohydrates 260g Carbohydrates 96�146g 90�135g

Sugars 90g Free sugars* 9.6�14.6g 9�13.5g

Protein 50g Protein 14.5g 14.5g

Salt 6g Salt 2g 2g

* Fat calculated as 35% of energy
* Saturated fat calculated as 11% of energy
* Carbohydrates calculated as 50% of energy
*  Free sugars calculated as 5% of energy. They include table sugar, added sugars in various forms and fructose in fruit juices and processed  

fruit. They do not include lactose in milk and milk products, nor fructose in fresh whole fruit.
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