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Reading labels 
Although it is always best to prepare your own food, our lives are busy and it helps to understand 

how to read the labels of packaged foods. It is important to understand how to read labels so that 

you know if you are following your plan.  

Labels that say things like “healthy”, “natural” and “lite” are not enough of a guide for good eating 

habits and there is a lot of room for clever marketing people to get around the labelling laws in 

South Africa, so a good rule of thumb is not to trust labels! 

Michael Pollan has written extensively about food systems and how the marketing of what he calls 

“food-like substances” (sugary breakfast cereals, snack foods and soft drinks for example) is largely 

responsible for the global obesity epidemic. 

His basic guide to healthy eating is to “Eat food [as in real food, not food-like substances]. Not too 

much. Mostly plants.” That is not to say that you can never have treats, but do be aware of what you 

consider a treat versus what you think of as healthy.  

One of the best examples of a “health” food that is really not healthy is low fat flavoured yoghurt, 

which contains about the same amount of sugar as Coca Cola. 

Eat real food that is not overly processed and that does not contain long lists of ingredients.  

Do not buy a food unless you have read the ingredients and you feel like you understand the 

nutritional content.  

Most raw fruit, vegetables and meat will not have nutritional content labels, which is why you have a 

portions guide.  

The portions guide that you have to go with your plan shows you how to translate nutritional labels 

into the portions.  

For example, the following snack bar contains the equivalent of 2 starch portions, 1 protein portion 

and 1 fat portion: 

Nutritional Information Per 68g serving Servings/portions according to plan 

Energy 239kcal 

Protein 11g = 1 protein (7g as the protein portion 
plus 4g associated with the starch 
portions, so rounded down) 

Total Carbohydrate 
Of which sugars 

33g 
26g 

= 2 starch portions (33/15=2.2 
portions, so round down) 

Fat 
of which saturates 

8g 
1g 

= 1 portion (5g as a fat portion plus 
some associated with the protein 
portion, so rounded down) 

Fibre 5g A high fibre food has 5g or more 
fibre per serving, so this is a good 
snack.  

Sodium <0.1mg Low sodium foods have less than 
140mg sodium per serving. 
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