The
Guide
How to help shoppers
understand front of pack
nutrition information.

A guide for the food
industry
We want to help and encourage people to use nutrition
labels accurately, so we have used our consumer insights to
develop a series of explanatory messages for shoppers. This
guide contains those messages and advises marketing and
communications teams how they can apply them within their
consumer facing communications.
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10-11

Core messages

IGD authorises you to:

• Extract small amounts of text, tables and charts for inclusion
within internal company documents for limited distribution.
IGD must be referred to as the source of information when this

• Sell, license or dispose of material for commercial or any
other gain
• Alter the material in any way
Whilst every effort has been made to ensure that the
information contained in this publication is correct, neither
IGD nor any of its staff shall be liable for errors or omissions
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howsoever caused.
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advice on any specific product or food area. You must seek your
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The research underpinning these recommendations
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12-13 Support messages

This publication is a guide only and does not provide specific
own independent legal advice or advice from nutrition experts
in all cases.

The way in which nutrition information is presented on pack is governed by EU ‘Food Information to Consumers’ Regulation1 and
Department of Health Guidelines2. Please refer to these to ensure you are fully compliant and up to date.
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Foreword

We now need
support from
industry to
translate our
work into
actions so that
together, we
respond to a
vital shopper
need.
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“

Our Healthy Eating Programme involves
working with companies to encourage
healthier eating in the UK. The programme
has three parts: nutrition information on
pack, healthy eating in the workplace and
reformulation.
The aim of this guide is to help more shoppers
use the information on pack effectively to make
healthier food choices. The UK has led the world
in voluntary front of pack nutrition labelling
with industry and government working together
to provide more information and display it in a
helpful way.
However, our research shows that the job is
not yet complete. Although about a quarter
of shoppers use this information regularly, the
majority do not and there is plenty of confusion
surrounding the detail.
We have also found that many people want to
improve their understanding and would welcome
some help. This is why we have invested in four
rounds of shopper research to develop messages
that can resolve much of the confusion.
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We have joined forces with marketing experts,
behaviour change specialists, industry
nutritionists and shoppers to design the
messages. We now need companies and other
organisations to help spread them.
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We are extremely grateful for all the support
that has helped us to get this far. We now need
that support from industry to translate into
action so that together, we respond to a vital
shopper need. We will monitor and evaluate the
use of our messages and if necessary evolve
them to further meet shoppers’ needs.
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I hope you find this guide useful and feel inspired
to use these messages.
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Consumers are confused by front
of pack nutrition labelling
1.

Encourage food companies in the UK to
help inform the public on how to use front
of pack nutrition labels
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Provide a series of key messages that
everyone can use, so consumers receive
consistent communications

help improve public health.
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This is restricting use of the label and
sometimes leading to misinformed decisions.
We want to help clear up the confusion and
empower shoppers to make healthier choices.
Using consistent evidence-based messages
will help ensure the information consumers
receive is uniform and, therefore amplified to
help prevent confusion2.

The aim of this guide is to:

?

Over the last decade many companies in the
UK have added nutrition information to the
front of pack to inform shoppers. This helps
empower consumers to make healthier choices.
However, nutrition is not a simple topic and
our research3 shows that many people are
confused about how to use the information
correctly.
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This guide contains a series of messages
for companies to use in public facing
communications to help shoppers use front of
pack nutritional labels.
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These simple messages provide
consumer clarity

Our research highlighted a number of common areas
consumers find most confusing in relation to front of pack
nutrition labelling. In response, we have designed a set of
messages to tackle the confusion and help shoppers use
nutrition labels more effectively.
The overarching theme of the messages; “Know your” was
developed because shoppers told us they want to see
inclusive language that encourages them to act and learn
more.
Know
your

colours

Know
your

portions
Know
your

daily
allowance

Why you should use
this guide
Nutrition information on pack represents a significant
investment across the food industry. Having made
this investment, it makes sense to help people use the
information effectively.
Our messages are the result of extensive shopper
research and testing (see page 18-19 for more details).
The messages have been created with nutritionists,
behaviour change experts and shoppers. We have clear
evidence that many shoppers would welcome information
in this area.
We already have the support of many leading companies
that have advised and contributed to this project. Please
help us to spread these messages further. By doing so
you will be meeting shoppers’ needs, joining in a major
programme and demonstrating your commitment to the
health of the nation.
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How to use this guide
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Consumer messaging
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Our messages are not intended for use on the pack or labels themselves but should be used in
marketing materials.
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There are five overarching themes and our research suggests there is an ideal sequence.

1. Know your label

2. Know your
colours

3. Know your
portions

4. Know your daily
allowance

5. Know your
calories

How to introduce or summarise the topic

This is a good next step
because most people like
the colour coding system

Portion size is an easy
concept but many people
don’t check this information
so drawing attention to it
will help make people stop
and think

This is potentially very helpful
information but people need
guiding through it

Awareness of calories is high
but many think it is just for
dieters

If your brand does not use
colour coded front of pack
labels skip the ‘know your
colours’ messages

10-11 Core messages
12-13 Support messages

Using examples and
annotating the label helps
shoppers

14-15 Core and support messages
in situ
16-17 Displaying the messages
18-19 The research underpinning
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20
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} Leaflets
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} Direct mail

10-11 Core messages

} Social media content

12-13 Support messages

Giving too much information at once can turn consumers off. Therefore, we have divided
our messages into two groups - core and support.

Support messaging

Core messaging

C

The most vital information shown
as simple single messages.
Example usage:
} Print and digital display advertising
} Point of sale
} Social media advertising

S

More detailed information for the
engaged consumer.
Example usage:

14-15 Core and support messages
in situ

Where there are multiple messages under one theme you can use one message at a time or
group together depending on the communication method you are applying.

16-17 Displaying the messages
18-19 The research underpinning
these recommendations
20
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Before we share the messages, a few points on how to apply them.
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You will know the most effective way of talking to your audience. So while retaining the
words of the key messages, you can always ‘top and tail’ them with extra words that fit your
in-house style, imagery and design.
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Please apply these three principles.
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possible, please do not change the wording of the messages. We
1. Where
developed them with shoppers and tested them thoroughly for tone and
comprehension, so we know they work.

2.
3.

The ordering of the messages is based on solid research so by following them,
you will maximise their effectiveness. However, this is not an unbreakable rule there may be situations where this is not possible or appropriate.
Please consider carefully our suggestions on how to display
the messages (page 16). We consulted shoppers extensively on this, so our advice
is your customers’ advice.

10-11 Core messages
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14-15 Core and support messages
in situ
16-17 Displaying the messages
18-19 The research underpinning
these recommendations
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If in doubt, contact IGD and we will be happy to discuss
your circumstances. Please email Healthyeating@igd.com
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C

Core messages
The most vital information

These have been thoroughly researched with consumers and should be used in full
wherever possible. Where there are multiple messages under one theme you can use one
message at a time or group together depending on the communication method you are
applying.

Know your
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Label

Colours

Portions

Daily allowance

Calories

7

How to use this guide

‘Checking the nutrition label
is a good way to compare
products, make healthier
choices and eat a
balanced diet.’

‘The red, amber and green
colours show at a glance
whether a product is high,
medium or low for fat,
saturates, sugars or salt.’

‘Check the pack for the portion
size, this is what the numbers
on the nutrition label are
based on.’

‘Reference Intake (RI) has
replaced the term Guideline
Daily Amount or GDA.’

‘To make the choice that is
right for you, use the calorie
information to compare
products.’

8

Messaging overview
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‘The numbers on the label show
you how many calories and how
much fat, saturates, sugars
and salt a portion of food or
drink contains, both in number
of grams and as a share (%) of
your daily allowance (RI).’

‘Use the colour coding to
compare two products. If one
sandwich has less red and more
green than another, it’s the
healthier choice.’

‘Aim to stay below 100% of
your daily allowance (RI) for
calories, fat, saturates, sugars
and salt when you add up
everything you consume in a
day.’

!
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10-11 Core messages
‘Check the pack for the
number of calories there are
in a portion and 100g of a
food or 100ml of drink.’
You can adapt the wording
slightly if you are applying the
message to just food or just
drinks i.e. for drinks ‘check
the bottle for the number of
calories there are in a portion
and a 100ml of the drink’.

If you have any questions on how to use these messages,
please contact IGD, on Healthyeating@igd.com

12-13 Support messages
14-15 Core and support messages
in situ
16-17 Displaying the messages
18-19 The research underpinning
these recommendations
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C Example applications demonstrating how the core messages could be used

Know your calories

Know
your daily
allowance

Reference Intake (RI) has replaced
the term Guideline Daily Amount
or GDA.

Check the bottle for the number of calories there are
in a portion and a 100ml of the drink.

Magazine advert
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12-13 Support messages

Know your
colours

Online grocery banner

Know your label

The red, amber and green
colours show at a glance
whether a product is high,
medium or low for fat,
saturates, sugars or salt.

Checking the nutrition label is a good way to compare
products, make healthier choices and eat a balanced diet.

Till divider
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14-15 Core and support messages
in situ

Biscuits

Check the pack for the portion size, this is what the
numbers on the nutrition label are based on.

A guide for the food industry

10-11 Core messages

Trolley poster

Know your portions

2

Hanging banner

16-17 Displaying the messages
18-19 The research underpinning
these recommendations
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S

Support messages
More detailed information for the engaged consumer

Where there are multiple messages under one theme you can use one message at a time
or group together depending on the communication method you are applying.

Know your
Label
‘The nutrition label shows you
how many calories and how
much fat, saturates, sugars
and salt is in a portion.’
‘Nutrition labels often include
red, amber and green colours,
giving you an at-a-glance
view of fat, saturates, sugars
and salt levels.’
‘The design of front of
pack nutrition labels may
sometimes differ between
products but if you know
what to look out for, you
can still make an accurate
comparison.’

Colours
‘For a healthier choice choose
products with more greens and
fewer reds.’
‘You don’t have to avoid all
foods with a red colour on the
nutrition label but eating fewer
reds and less often can help
you achieve a healthier diet.’

Portions

Daily allowance

Calories

‘If you are eating more or
less than the portion size
shown, you need to adjust
the numbers shown on the
nutrition label.’

‘Use the percentages on the
nutrition label to track whether
you’re under or over your
daily allowance (known as a
Reference Intake or RI).’

‘The average woman needs
2,000 calories per day, the
average man 2,500 and
children fewer than 2,000
depending on their age.’

‘The daily allowances (RI)
are recommended by an
independent panel of scientific
experts and endorsed by the
Department of Health.’

‘You’ll usually see two values
on labels, kcal and kJ, but
look out for kcal or calories.’

‘A food could be high (red) in
sugars but low (green) in fat,
for example, so look out for the
overall balance in your diet.’

Consumers need support
to understand how to track
their RI, using an example
helps them to do this e.g ‘if
a sandwich’s RI for salt is
50% this means it contains
half your recommended
maximum salt intake for one
day’.

‘If two products have the same
colour coding on the nutrition
label, look at the numbers to
compare in more detail.’
‘The colour coding for fat,
saturates, sugars and salt on
nutrition labels is set by the
Department of Health.’

12

!

If you have any questions on how to use these messages,
please contact IGD. Please email Healthyeating@igd.com
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S Example applications demonstrating how the support messages could be used

Know your
calories

Know your daily allowance
The daily allowances (RI)
are recommended by
an independent panel
of scientific experts
and endorsed by the
Department of Health.

The average woman needs 2,000
calories per day, the average man
2,500 and children fewer than 2,000,
depending on their age.

Direct mail

Website information

Biscuits

Know your
portions

If you are eating more or less
than the portion size shown,
you need to adjust the numbers
shown on the nutrition label.

Editorials
13
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Know your label
The nutrition label shows how many calories
and how much fat, saturates,
sugars and salt is in a portion.

Recipe card

A guide for the food industry

10-11 Core messages

Know your
colours
A food could
be high (red) in
sugars but low
(green) in fat,
for example, so
look out for the
overall balance
in your diet.
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C Core messages in situ
Further examples showing how these core messages can be used in real life
Less is more
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Use real life imagery
Annotate the label
especially for the
daily allowance (RI)
messages.
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See page 17 for more
consumer insight tips
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Support messages in situ

Further examples showing how these support messages can be used in real life
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Get the tone right

12-13 Support messages
Use nutrition
label image
Light on copy

14-15 Core and support messages
in situ
16-17 Displaying the messages
18-19 The research underpinning
these recommendations
20

15

References, further
information and links

Displaying the messages
Our consumer research reveals eight top tips to
guide your consumer
The messages have been extensively tested with shoppers,
so please use the exact wording. However, the display can
be adapted to fit your in-house style and communications.
Our shopper testing provides a clear steer on how to
present the messages, so please consider these top tips.

2

A guide for the food industry

3

Contents

4

Foreword

5

Consumers are confused by
front of pack nutrition labelling

6

Why you should use this guide

7

How to use this guide

8

Messaging overview

9

Principles to follow

10-11 Core messages
12-13 Support messages
14-15 Core and support messages
in situ
16-17 Displaying the messages
18-19 The research underpinning
these recommendations
20

16

References, further
information and links

Use real life images
Other imagery
Should be engaging, strike
an emotional chord and be
easy to relate to. Most people
prefer a style that is relatively
fun and light hearted.

Using real life images of food or
packaging helps your consumer to
engage and relate with the message.

Use the nutritional label
image
Providing an image of the
nutrition label helps put the
message into context and
improves understanding.

Light on copy
If people are confronted with
big blocks of text they assume
it will be ‘hard work’ to read.

Annotating the label
Arrows or lines pointing to the
part of the label the
message refers to helps to
increase understanding. This is
especially so for the daily
allowance (RI) messages.

Get the tone right
This is one of the most important
elements of messaging. The tone
needs to be engaging, empowering
and ‘adult to adult’ so the reader
doesn’t feel they’re being preached
at or talked down to.
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Less is more
Keeping it simple is key, it is better to
have a series of messages (akin to a
series of tweets) rather than trying to
cover the whole ground at once.

i
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Be colourful

16-17 Displaying the messages

Bright colours stand out,
grab attention and signal that
the information is important.

18-19 The research underpinning
these recommendations

For more information see our report bit.ly/IGD-labelling-message-testing
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The research underpinning these
recommendations
We set out to understand
the biggest areas of shopper
confusion with nutritional
labels and the main barriers to
usage, to inform the solutions
we provide.

Through 2015 and 2016 we
carried out four rounds of
extensive research, beginning
with a review of the published
work on this topic, through to
testing in stores, discussing
at focus groups and testing/
adapting the messages
with shoppers.

This confirmed that nutrition
labelling is used and valued
by many shoppers but the
limiting factors included:
confusion around terminology,
the time needed to make
comparisons, and the difficulty
of tracking nutrition across
the whole diet1,5.

We found the most common
areas of confusion were:
• Reference Intakes
• Portion size information
• Correctly interpreting the
colour code
• Energy (kcal and kJ)
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Desk-based research

Instore interviews and
eye tracking

Summer 2015

Nov 2015

Focus groups

Message testing

Summer 2016

Autumn 2016
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For more information on what this research found, see our report bit.ly/IGD-labelling-shopper-research
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we provide.
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For more information on what this research found, see our report bit.ly/IGD-labelling-shopper-research
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“
What the message testing
revealed
We developed the messages
with the help of a behaviour
change expert agency and
adapted them using the input
from shoppers. We used both
focus groups and an online
survey for this.

out is just as important as
what to include to influence
behaviour change.
Use of examples and actions
- Using illustrative examples
makes a big contribution to
understanding.

The key findings were:
Tone - is vital because a
message won’t be read and
believed if the style of voice is
not right. No-one likes being
talked down to but they do like
being given helpful information.
The tone needs to be positive,
empowering and ‘adult to adult’.
Simplicity – Most people are
time pressured and in our tests,
people wanted us to shorten
and simplify wherever possible.
Experts might feel the need
to explain every element of a
nutrition label but shoppers
want to know just enough for
their needs. So what to leave
19

Use of label imagery and
annotations - An image of a
nutrition label with annotations
greatly helped people to
understand the messages.
Relevance – People are quick
to consider whether a message
is really relevant for them. For
instance, if we mentioned that
a recommendation is based on
an ‘average-sized woman doing
an average amount of activity’
many switch off because they
don’t see themselves in that
category. ‘Average’ should
only be used where strictly
necessary.

How can I remember all this, and
add it up and have time to live my
life?!

Cognitive effort - Many people
are intimidated by the thought
of mental arithmetic, such
as ‘tracking’ daily Reference
Intakes or working out what the
amount of fat would be if you
changed the portion size.
Colour coding – is widely
recognised and appreciated
although many people are
confused about the rules
behind the coding and precisely
how to interpret the colours.
Terminology – Certain
terminology used on the label is
neither well understood nor well
received, in particular:
• Reference Intake - Daily
Allowance was consistently
viewed as more selfexplanatory.
• Energy, calories and
kilojoules – The link between
energy and calories is not
well understood. Many
perceive energy as positive

“

and calories as negative and
so their equivalence does not
ring true. Calories are often
associated with dieters and
so people who are not trying
to lose weight thought it was
irrelevant information for
them.
• Nutrient – Most people
think of nutrients as being
something nutritious, i.e.
positive in the diet. They
were therefore confused
when this term was used in
the context of limiting their
consumption.
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If you have any questions about
any of this work please get in
touch. For more information on the
findings from the comprehension
testing, see our presentation
bit.ly/IGD-labelling-message-testing
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PepsiCo Europe
National Farmers Union
British Retail Consortium
Coca-Cola Great Britain &
Ireland
Mondelez International
Wm Morrison Supermarkets
Mars Chocolate UK
Marks and Spencer
Sainsbury's
Brakes
Nestle UK
ASDA Stores
Kellogg Europe
The Co-operative Group
Waitrose
British Nutrition Foundation

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Nomad Foods Group
Alpro UK
Food & Drink Federation
The Kraft Heinz Company
Netherlands
Tesco Stores
Premier Foods Group
Agriculture and Horticulture
Development Board
Musgrave Retail Partners
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Allied Bakeries
Compass Group
Greencore Group
Arla Foods UK
Dairy Crest Group
Unilever UK

• Food Standards Scotland
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bit.ly/NHS-food-labelling
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