


Information provided in this guide is solely for informational purposes only. The information 
presented in this work is by no way intended as medical advice or as a substitute for medical 
counseling. The information should be used in conjunction with the guidance and care of your 
physician.  Consult your physician before beginning this program as you would with any exer-
cise and nutrition program.  If you choose not to obtain the consent of your physician and/or 
work with your physician throughout the duration of your time using the recommendations in 
the program, you are agreeing to accept full responsibility for your actions.

By continuing with the program, you recognize that, despite all precautions on the part of 
Edge Body Boot Camp Omaha, there are risks of injury or illness which can occur because of 
your use of the aforementioned information and you expressly assume such risks and waive, 
relinquish and release any claim which you may have against Edge Body Boot Camp Omaha 
as a result of any future physical injury or illness incurred in connection with, or as a result of, 
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HELLO!

Thank you for downloading our Understanding Food Labels 101 e-book!  Inside I have 
compiled some great nutrition education and helpful tips so you can properly navigate a 
grocery store and select the right items to help you reach your health and fitness goals.  
Choosing healthier options will not only benefit you, but it can also benefit your entire 
family if you’re buying or cooking for more than one. 

I have coached numerous personal training clients and Boot Camp members on healthy 
eating and meal planning.  I always included the topic of reading food labels, and I’ve 
used my nutrition coaching spiel as the inspiration for creating this e-book.  What we eat 
is just as important as the time we spend in the gym.  I hope you find this information 
helpful and use it as a jump start to fine tuning your healthy eating and meal planning.

Happy shopping and cooking!!!

Melissa A. Henry, MS, ACSM EP-C, CSCS
Owner/Head Trainer 

Edge Body Boot Camp Omaha
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THE BASICS

Reading a food label can be a complicated business.  Needless to say, manufacturers 
want you to think of their product as wholesome and healthy, and will use whatever tricks 
they can that are within the law to ensure that you purchase their product, whether that’s 
through the use of jargon (‘natural’, ‘diet’, ‘low-fat’) or tricky serving sizes.

It’s not uncommon to pick up a product that proclaims, in green-colored font: “What’s 
inside?  100 calories!” only to flip the tiny package over and read that it contains 3.5 
servings of 100 calories.

Read on to learn how to interpret the nutrition label of your favorite foods!
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1. SERVING SIZE

Your serving size is otherwise known as your portion size, and constitutes how much of 
the product manufacturers say you should consume at one go.  

It should come as no surprise that manufacturers who want you to believe their product 
to be healthy or low-calorie will use very small serving sizes.  Making use of a kitchen scale 
to determine the real serving size of a food item can be a useful practice until you get the 
feel for how much food product 28g (28 grams or about an ounce, a common serving size) 
really represents.  

Gram measurements are more reliable than volume measurements such as “1 cup”.  
Many foods can easily be packed or arranged differently, having a dramatic effect on the 
nutritional information.

Check out some real-life serving sizes below: 

SERVING SIZES: note how little juice, pasta, and almonds make up one serving.

A good rule of thumb when you’re preparing food for yourself is the ‘hand’ rule: a serving 
of meat is about the size and thickness of the palm of your hand; a serving of cheese has 
about the dimensions of your thumb; and what fits in your loose palm is 1-2 servings of 
snack foods such as nuts.
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2. SERVINGS PER CONTAINER

This is a tricky one.  Most people naturally assume that a small package contains one 
serving; however, manufacturers can be really tricky with this one.

If you want to find out how many calories are represented by the food 
in the entire container, you should multiply:

(Calories) x (Servings Per Container) = (Total Calories)

So, if we were to use the Nutrition Label above:
(230 calories) x (8 servings per container) = 1840 calories per container

Note, too, that the manufacturer states that there are “about” 8 servings in the container; 
so this total calorie count will not be exact.  You would carry out this same sort of math to 
determine the total amount of fiber, fat, and any other nutrient.

It is also important to note that the serving size listed on the package may not be what 
YOU consume as “your” serving.  For example, the serving size of most cereals is listed 
as ¼ cup when most people fill up a bowl as “their” serving.  Do the math and know the 
difference when determining calories and grams you’ve actually consumed. 

3. CALORIES

While many consumers have wised up about “low calorie” foods, many still have the 
knee-jerk response of backing away from a food that has what they view to be too many 
calories per serving.  How many calories a food contains is not as important as where the 
calories are coming from.  Note that this food label states that 40 calories of 230 come 
from fat; that means that about 17% of this food’s calories are from fat, leaving the rest of 
the calories to be from protein or carbohydrates.  

If it seems like the percentage of calories from fat is very low in comparison to the 
total calories, you are probably looking at something that is carb-rich... and you should 
examine the number of grams of sugar to make sure that the calories aren’t coming solely 
from there!

www.EdgeBodyOmaha.com 6



When you look at calories, you must also look at serving size (as stated above) if you want 
to know the total amount of calories you consumed or what is in the entire package. 

Let’s sum that up in a nut shell:

Instead of immediately looking at the total # of calories on the food label to determine if 
it is a healthy choice, you should first be looking at where these calories are coming from.  
The # of grams of sugar and protein, as well as the ingredient list are a couple areas that I 
look at first.  See these respective categories for more details on why. 

As a foundation of knowledge, remember that grams and calories are not equal for each 
macronutrient (protein, carbs & fat).  Protein and carbohydrates each contain 4 calories 
per gram while fat provides 9 calories per gram.  100 grams of protein and fat are very 
different when it comes to calories count…..400 versus 900 total calories.

4. FAT, SATURATED FAT, AND TRANS FATS

In general, it’s wise to keep in mind that the percentages on the nutrition label are still 
based on a high-carbohydrate, low fat diet.  For example, you can see that 8 grams of fat 
is meant to be 12% of one’s daily intake, while 37 grams of carbohydrates (#7) – far more – 
also represent 12% of carbs.  Therefore, the FDA is recommending you take in less than 65 
grams of fat, but 300 grams of carbohydrate every day, if you take in 2000 calories – and it 
doesn’t even add the ‘less than’ that it does for fat, saturated fat, cholesterol, and sodium.
To put it into perspective, this number of carbs is the equivalent of three full bags of 
Quaker rice cakes, or approximately thirty pieces of whole-grain toast each day!

Ignoring those pesky percentages and recognizing that each individual must decide on 
the best fat-protein-carbohydrate ratio for oneself, we can focus on the number of grams 
rather than percentage daily value of fat to help guide our decisions.

Saturated fat is a much-maligned nutrient that contributes to the health of hair, nails, skin, 
and the nervous system.  However, trans-fats have been linked to the development of a 
wide variety of diseases, and should be avoided if at all possible.

Who doesn’t love a good BBQ?  Check out this blog article
 to learn how to keep your grill master on the healthy side!
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5. CHOLESTEROL
Less than 20% of the cholesterol in our blood at any given time is from diet – we make 
over 80% of our cholesterol in our own bodies.  That said, that 20% can significantly 
contribute to arterial plaques and other cardiovascular problems if you already have a 
problem with cholesterol, or if you have any sort of chronic, inflammatory condition.

If you are healthy, however, you should not feel guilty about having two eggs in one 
sitting: a meal that would put you over the top for cholesterol for the day, at 375-mg (the 
recommended daily value is 300-mg).  Especially if you are doing any personal training 
or intense workouts, eggs, with their high protein and easy digestibility, should not be 
omitted from the diet!

6. SODIUM

We need sodium for our bodies to function properly; sodium is crucial to help your cells 
open and close their gates that let large molecules in and out.  However, too much sodium 
can cause bloating, impede circulation and digestion, and increase blood pressure.  
Just as with cholesterol, there is no reason to go on a ‘low sodium’ diet if your blood 
pressure is normal, and increasing your sodium intake may actually be helpful if your 
blood pressure is low.  Aim for 2,000-mg or less per day unless otherwise directed.

7. TOTAL CARBOHYDRATES

Under ‘total carbohydrates’ are dietary fiber and sugar; also, see ‘Fat, Saturated Fat, and 
Trans Fats’ for more information on total number of carbohydrates per day.

Remember, carbs are not the enemy!  It is what the carbs are made up off that is most 
important.  For example, 100 grams of carbs from plain oatmeal is very different than 
100 grams of carbs from your favorite ice cream.   The quantity of food you are eating 
will be very different too.   That’s why we need to pay attention to sugar and fiber intake 
(more fiber, less sugar).  Focus on sprouted or whole grains, vegetables (fruits sparingly), 
potatoes and rice as main sources of carbohydrates. 
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DIETARY FIBER

Dietary fiber is sometimes further divvied up into soluble and insoluble fiber.  Soluble 
fiber is fiber that can be broken down or dissolved through the process of digestion, and 
some of it is considered prebiotic – that is, supporting the growth of healthy bacteria in 
the gut.  Insoluble fiber cannot be digested as well or by the bacteria in the gut, and so it 
helps remove waste which is where the reputation for keeping your regular comes from. 
Both soluble and insoluble fiber are important to human health, reducing the risk of colon 
cancer and slowing the absorption of sugars as well as supporting healthy gut bacteria.  A 
person on a 2000 calorie diet should aim to get approximately 25 grams of fiber over the 
course of the day.

SUGARS AND ADDED SUGARS

On May 20, 2016, First Lady Michelle Obama announced that there would be new rules on 
the way manufacturers convey how much sugar is present in their products.

Soon, there will be a new category entitled ‘Added Sugars’ that describes how much 
pure sugar was added to the food product, distinguishing it from the naturally-occurring 
sugars already in whole foods.  There will also be a percent daily value listed beside 
‘Added Sugars’, based off of the USDA and the HHS’s recommendation that no more than 
10% of total calories should come from added sugars.  This new percentage should be 
considered to apply to adults, not children, on a 2000 calorie diet.

Added sugars will be distinguished from naturally-occurring sugars because naturally 
high-sugar foods like fruit also naturally contain fiber that slows the sugars’ absorption.  
When manufacturers add sugar, they can create a food with very little fiber and high 
amounts of sugar.  These new guidelines will make it easier for the consumer to spot this 
kind of food.

It will also prompt manufacturers of super-sugary foods to be required to state that their 
product contains 210% of the daily recommended value, which explains why this change 
was in the works for two years before it was finally adopted! 

So what’s the bottom line on sugar?  Sugar has more negative side effects in the body 
than ‘fat’ ever will.  Most people look at a food label to stay away from added fat in their 
diet, but they should really be leery of too much sugar.  How much is too much sugar in 
a food item??  As a trainer, I advise my clients to avoid products containing more than 6-7 
grams of sugar. You need to make sure the arguably healthy items like Greek yogurt, still 
need to be less than 7 grams of sugar! Added sugar means more unhealthy carbs, which 
can be a main culprit when it contributes to weight gain.
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8. PROTEIN

Protein, along with carbohydrates and fats, is one of the most important things on your 
nutrition label.  The amount of protein needed depends on gender, weight and activity 
level.  Athletes or avid exercisers can need as much as 0.9-1.6 grams per pound of 
bodyweight to sustain the maintenance and growth of lean muscle mass and to aid in 
recovery.  So ALWAYS be looking for items higher in protein for fitness and health goals.  
We need that lean muscle!!! 

What’s considered higher in protein?  A good serving of protein per meal or snack is 
around 20-30 grams depending on your goals.  Be sure to look out for things like Protein 
Cheerios which only offer 4 grams of protein per serving and are more of a marketing trick!

Why is Protein important and how much is needed?  
Read this blog article to learn more.

9. NUTRIENTS

Everyone needs vitamins and minerals in order to ensure their body functions optimally.  
However, it is important to be aware that there are many other important nutrients 
besides the few generally listed on a nutrition label.  You can find out how much of each 
vitamin and mineral are in different whole foods by searching on a database such as 
nutritiondata.com.
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READING  
THE INGREDIENT LIST

ORDER OF INGREDIENTS

The rule for nutrition labels is that items are listed in order from greatest to least 
percentage of the product, generally by mass.  If your first ingredient is barley, there is 
more barley in the product than any other ingredient, and there is very little of the last 
ingredient in the product.

You can use this knowledge to judge certain foods: for example, you might wish to avoid 
foods for which sugar is one of the first few ingredients; this means that a high percentage 
of the food is made of sugar.

MANUFACTURERS AVOID USING NAMES CONSUMERS 

RECOGNIZE AS UNHEALTHY.

Here is another spot where the manufacturer can try to pull the wool over the eyes of the 
consumer!  Below is a brief and incomplete list of things that are, at their heart, sugar; 
each contributes 4 calories per gram, unless otherwise stated:

Agave, Agave Nectar, Barley Malt Extract, Brown Rice Syrup, Brown sugar, Corn 
sugar, Corn sweetener, Corn syrup, or corn syrup solids, Crystalline Fructose 
Dehydrated Cane Juice, Dextrin, Dextrose, Evaporated Cane Juice, Evaporated 
Cane Syrup, Fructose Fruit juice concentrate, Glucose, High-fructose corn syrup, 
Honey Invert sugar (golden syrup), Lactose, Maltodextrin, Malt syrup, Maltose, 
Mannitol (2.6 calories), Maple syrup, Molasses, Raw sugar, Rice Syrup, Saccharose, 
Sucrose, Sugar, Sorbitol (2.6 calories), Sorghum syrup, Syrup, Treacle, Turbinado 
Sugar, Xylose
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There are a few language tricks you can use even when manufacturers try to change things 
up: anything with ‘sugar’ or ‘syrup’ in it is sugar, of course, but so are words that end in –ose 
(the chemical ending for sugars’ names), and some that end in –ol are sugar alcohols.

By a similar token, manufacturers of high fructose corn syrup knew that their product was 
getting a poor reputation and attempted to rebrand their product as ‘fructose’.  Be aware 
of such trends by frequenting health blogs and showing a healthy skepticism when you 
see an ingredient name that you don’t recognize.

NUMBER OF INGREDIENTS

Though this is far from a hard and fast rule, generally foods with fewer ingredients tend 
to be healthier and more wholesome.  Try to focus on products that offer a shorter 
ingredient list, meaning fewer items went into making this product, and the ingredients 
should be healthy on their own, meaning they are whole food items (i.e. almonds, oats, 
bananas). 

Finding a healthy food can be confusing. 
 This article covers 4 foods that aren’t as healthy as you think.
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THE REST  
OF THE PACKAGE

Don’t be fooled by words such as ‘natural’, ‘all-natural’, ‘wholesome’, ‘diet’, ‘low-fat’, or 
‘low-calorie’, as these terms are relatively meaningless in terms of contributing to your 
overall health.

‘Organic’ food must meet very specific requirements: the food must be grown and 
processed in a certain way, with the use of some fertilizers and pesticides and not 
others.  However, organic does not mean ‘healthy’: it only means produced following 
certain guidelines.  For example, a product may be made of organic wheat, organic sugar, 
organic brown sugar and organic maple syrup, but if each ingredient is organic and the 
company pays for the label, then the product is certified organic... despite the fact that it 
is composed of almost 100% sugar.

Finally, there are some claims that seem deliberately misleading.  Products labeled ‘low 
fat’ often have very high sugar to compensate for their lack of fat because they need to 
add in flavor some other way.  Manufacturers know that fats cause customers to feel full 
and satisfied, and that their customers like the taste of fats; when they remove fats from 
their foods, they feel they must substitute more sugar.  The same goes for ‘high fiber’ 
foods: check their grams of added sugar before you buy. 
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One of the most unusual and strange habits of food manufacturers is the tendency to 
add nutrients they can place on their label, but that the body cannot utilize.  As a science 
experiment, get a box of your favorite cereal, but it has to state that it contains at least 
25% of your daily iron.  Now, get a magnet and drop it to the bottom of the box.  Yank it 
out.  What has happened?

That’s right – some manufactures put iron filings in your cereal to say it had lots of iron.  It 
may not surprise you to hear that you can’t digest that.

This is an extreme example, but cereals often have added nutrients that are difficult for 
the body to access and digest, based off of the form they are in, though they may claim to 
provide ‘complete’ nutrition.  It is better to eat a variety of foods in order to obtain a wide 
variety of vitamins and minerals and take a high-quality supplement to further support 
your health.

Nutrition is important and this guide is intended to help you dial
 that in.  The combination of working out with nutrition will really help 
you see results. When looking at all the different workout options, take 
a look into High-Intensity Training. This article outlines the benefits 

of High-Intensity Training and is definitely worth a read.  
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THANK YOU

First and foremost, I want to thank you for downloading our 
Understanding Food Labels 101 e-book!  I hope that it has 
been helpful and will continue to be a resource for you as you 
work towards your health and nutrition goals.  

At Edge Body Boot Camp, we believe nutrition is a key 
component in reaching your goals which is why we offer 
nutrition coaching to help.  You can also take advantage of our 
workouts that are designed to push you past your boundaries 

by combining high-intensity cardio and strength training.  The implementation of proper 
nutrition with our workouts will not only help you achieve the goals you have set for 
yourself, but also help you blow past limits you didn’t think were possible.

My favorite part about Edge Body is the community of members and trainers that wel-
come you and help hold you accountable to the goals you’ve set for yourself.  I guarantee 
you will find yourself at home here so much so, that I invite you to try out a FREE SESSION 
and see for yourself!  

No obligation, simply sign-up for our FREE SESSION and you’ll get a goal assessment, nu-
trition consultation, personalized plan of action and personalized workout. This also
allows you come in and meet us, check out the facility, and see firsthand what sets Edge
Body apart.
 

CLICK HERE & SIGN-UP FOR YOUR FREE SESSION TODAY!

Please reach out if I can help answer any questions you have. I hope to coach you in a 
class soon!  What are you waiting for???

Melissa A. Henry, MS, ACSM EP-C, CSCS
Owner/Head Trainer 

Edge Body Boot Camp Omaha
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