
Medical Weight Loss
Session 1: How to read a food label



Importance of Reading Food Label
 Increases awareness

 Allows one to make healthier choices

 Breaks down ingredients that are placed into products

 Can educate you what ingredients are placed into products



Food Label

Did you know that the food label is based on a 2,000 
calorie diet? – Therefore, it is not individualized for 
you! Please meet with your dietitian to obtain calorie 
range



Serving Size
The serving size is a measured amount of food.

Above the serving size it will show “servings per container.”

For instance, in a small bag of chips there may be 2.5 servings. This 
would mean you would have to multiple every number shown on the 
food label by 2.5. 

Looking above, we see there are 8 servings. We would have to multiple 
230 calories by 8 servings to get 1,840 calories. This would then be 
continued for all items listed beneath calories. Such as total fat, 8g 
would be multiplied by 8 servings to get 64 g of total fat. 



Serving Size

On the example above it notes the serving size as 1 c. Let’s say 
we had 3 servings, how many cups would you have consumed? 
Answer noted at the bottom of the page.

Check the serving size on food labels to determine if the 
number of servings you are eating is smaller or larger. This will 
help you stay within your daily calorie goal. 

Answer: 3 c



Daily Value (DV)
Understanding the Percent Daily Values (% DV) on a food label can help you 

choose foods high in good nutrients and low in bad nutrients. 

The % DV is based on a 2,000-calorie diet. If you eat less than 2,000 calories a day, 
your daily value may be lower than what is listed on the label. If you eat more 

than 2,000 calories a day, your daily value may be higher. 

5% DV or less is low 

20% DV or more is high

Choose foods with a low % DV for fat, saturated fat, trans fat, cholesterol, or 
sodium. 



Summary of % Daily Value



Calories

The number of calories is the total amount of energy the food provides. 

Pay attention to calories. If you eat more OR less calories than your body uses, 
over time you may gain weight. 

Wait, if I under eat I can gain weight? YES. Your body goes into starvation 
mode, where it then wants to hold onto all food you take in and store it as fat. To 
reduce this likelihood, we recommend to have 5-6 small frequent meals 
throughout the day!
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Another important part of the label is the number of calories from fat. You should limit 
the number of calories from fat to 20-35% of your total daily calories. 

How do we figure out how many calories from fat are in this product? 

You would take 110 calories from fat divided by total calories. In the display above, this 
would be 110 calories from fat/250 total calories in ONE serving. This would then give us 
0.44. To make this a percentage, we would multiple by 100 (or move the decimal 2 places.) 
With that, we would know that 44% of the calories from this product comes from fat.

Any product that goes over 50% this would not be a healthy choice. Try to aim for 20-35% 
coming from fat to stay within daily goal. 



Nutrients to Limit
What nutrients should I limit? 

Saturated fat, trans fat, cholesterol, and 
sodium, are those that should be limited 
within the diet as these  can increase the risk 
for heart disease, cancer, or diabetes. 

Total fat is important to monitor, but 
saturated fat and trans fat are those that 
should be monitored closely. These fats may 
raise your blood cholesterol level, which can 
increase your risk of heart disease. 

Choose foods containing less than 10% of 
calories from saturated fat. 



Phrases on Food Packages
Often times food packets note phrases that can be confusing. Please use this 
slide as a guide to monitor sodium intake. If you have hypertension it is 
important to monitor sodium intake, where it is recommended to consume 2300 
mg sodium or less daily. 

Sodium free/ salt free <5 mg per serving

Very low sodium 35 mg or less per serving

Low sodium 140 mg or less per serving

Reduced/less sodium At least 25% less than regular 
version

Lightly salted At least 50% less than regular 
version

Unsalted/ no salt added No salt added to product during 
processing



Phrases on Food Packages

In addition to sodium, we often see various wording regarding fat. Below explains what each 
phrase entails. Please use this as a guide when purchasing various products at the store. These 
often can be found on milk, sweet treats, condiments (such as sour cream or salad dressing,) 
chips, coffee creamer, and even canned goods (such as refried beans.)

Fat free <0.5 g per serving

Low Saturated Fat 1 g or less per serving or 15% or less of calories

Low Fat 3 g or less per serving

Reduced Fat At least 25% less than regular version



Phrases on Food Packages: Sugar
What about no added sugar vs. sugar 
free?

No added sugar refers to containing 
natural sugar. The sugar content 
within the product was not placed into 
the product during processing.

Based on a 2,000 calorie diet, it is 
recommended to limit added sugar to 
50 g or less daily. 

Sugar-free refers to having less than 
0.5 g of sugar from both natural or 
added sugar. 



This an example of a product reading “No sugar added.” 

Again please note this means sugar was NOT added during 
food processing



Zero Sugar or Sugar Free

Often times these products are high in sugar alcohol. 
Sugar alcohol is a product that was created by men that 
has around 2 calories for each gram (less than regular 
sugar.)

It should be noted that consuming in excess may cause 
diarrhea. 





Ingredients – Words for Sugar
• High fructose corn syrup (HFCS)

• Agave nectar

• Dextrin

• Maltose

• Sucrose

• Molasses 

• Ethyl maltol

• Evaporated cane juice (fruit juice)

• Invert sugar

• Look for words that end in “ose”

• Look for “syrup”

• Look for “sugar”  - cane sugar



Summary of 
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