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Overview

Foods that have excess saturated fat, salt and sugar and are often ultra-processed have been replacing
healthier foods globally, propelled by a powerful food and beverage industry that pours billions into
marketing its brands and products.™ High consumption of these products has contributed to rising
rates of diet-related noncommunicable diseases (NCDs) around the globe.® Front-of-package labels
have emerged as an effective tool to counter food and beverage industry marketing and provide
consumers with clear information about the nutritional content of the foods they purchase.

Replicating the practices of the tobacco and alcohol industry, the food and beverage industry has
historically used package designs and displays at the point of purchase to influence consumer behav-
ior. This includes using misleading health or environmental claims, cartoon characters, vivid colors and
appealing imagery. These tactics appeal to emotions and aspirations, encouraging the consumption of
unhealthy products. "

Governments have begun counteracting such strategies with front-of-package labels that offer
at-a-glance nutritional information. Labels that alert consumers to harmful ingredients and discourage
the purchase of unhealthy products are an especially effective way to regulate how the food and
beverage industry communicates with consumers and are a strong policy measure to address rising
rates of diet-related noncommunicable diseases. The practice of warning consumers of health-harm-
ing content has also been used with other industries. For instance, many countries mandate graphic
health warnings on tobacco products.

Specifically, front-of-package warning labels cut through the noise on food and beverage packages to
clearly and quickly signal to consumers when a product is unhealthy, helping consumers to identify and
avoid the foods and beverages that are the worst for our health.*™ A growing number of countries
have implemented or have proposed to implement front-of-package warning labels to communicate
the (un)healthfulness of foods and beverages and discourage consumption of unhealthy products.”

While front-of-package nutrition labels can take different forms reflecting different policy objec-
tives, this guide focuses on those that convey accurate, easily understandable, transparent and
comprehensible information on products, seeking to discourage unhealthy dietary choices and
making healthy choices the best and preferred option. In embodying these qualities, front-of-package
nutrient warning labels have been shown to effectively discourage less healthy dietary choices and
contribute to the enjoyment of human rights, compelling governments across the globe to act.

The strategies and resources in this guide are offered to help countries develop, implement and
evaluate effective, mandatory front-of-package labels. The strategies are meant to be planned and
implemented simultaneously and reiteratively rather than sequentially. While mandatory labeling
regulations must be led by the government, civil society and academia also play an important role in
the policy process. The guide offers information that is relevant to each of these stakeholder groups.
Developing a trusting working relationship among these three groups, free from conflict of interest,
will enhance the likelihood of successful policy design and implementation.
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STEP1

Define the public health problem,

Re ie identify the policy objective and
b W assess the food policy landscape.

1.1 The public health problem

Diets in many regions and nations have drastically changed over the last several decades as they enter
the stage of the nutrition transition characterized by a shift in dietary patterns toward high con-
sumption of foods with excess fat, salt, sugar and ingredients of public health concern that are often
ultra-processed and low in micronutrients and fiber.” Examples include packaged chips, cookies,
instant soups, soft drinks, packaged noodles, candy and other similar products.®

At the same time, the prevalence of overweight and obesity is rapidly rising, as are other diet-related
noncommunicable diseases (NCDs), including 13 of the 15 major cancers, Type 2 diabetes, hypertension
and other forms of coronary heart disease. Over 40% of the world’s population is overweight or obese,
including more than 37 million overweight children under five.” More than 93% of countries have ob-
served increases in obesity among youth over the last 30 years, emphasizing the urgent need to address
this pattern.®® Based on current trends, very few countries have met or will meet The World Health
Organization’s global nutrition targets by 2030: As of 2021, only three countries have met the target for
overweight among children.®

The shift toward ultra-processed products and the rise in diet-related noncommunicable diseases

are closely intertwined. Increased consumption of foods and beverages with excess fats, sodium and
sugar, which are often ultra-processed, has been directly tied to increased risk of obesity, cancer,
heart disease, Type 2 diabetes and poor mental health outcomes.® In fact, poor diets contribute to an
estimated 11 million preventable deaths globally each year, placing an unsustainable burden on people,
governments and society.” Thus, reductions in unhealthy diets, particularly avoiding ultra-processed
products, is key to reducing obesity and rates of NCDs and improving population health.”!

There currently exists a “triple burden” of malnutrition where over-nutrition, or excess consumption of
nutrients and energy that can lead to overweight and obesity, and under-nutrition, or a lack of nutrients
and insufficient energy supply that can lead to stunting and wasting, coexist alongside micronutrient
deficiencies at normal weight ranges.??? As people increasingly consume cheap, convenient ultra-pro-
cessed products, which lack essential nutrients but are dense in nutrients of concern, their con-
sumption of healthier nutrient-rich foods is displaced.® This triple burden is especially pronounced

in low- and middle-income countries, where obesity rates are now surpassing those in industrialized
nations and more people suffer from micronutrient deficiencies.®® As many nations have decreased
the prevalence of underweight, the prevalence of overweight and obesity has increased significantly
among adults, adolescents and children.®

WHO advises countries to adopt front-of-package labeling as a key policy to promote healthier food
environments and help lower the prevalence of diet-related noncommunicable diseases. Reducing
consumption of foods and beverages with excess fat, sodium or sugar is a global priority that provides
impetus for governments to adopt front-of-package labels and other complementary policies.
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1.2 The consumer environment

Prepackaged ultra-processed products have become readily available in virtually every community
across the globe, regardless of income level or population density.3%* This trend has drastically
changed the way people eat by replacing traditional healthier foods and ingredients with those that
are more processed and less healthy.™ In some countries, ultra-processed products now make up
more than half of the calories people consume.®*% In other countries that have lower overall intake of
ultra-processed products, consumption is rapidly increasing, particularly in food-scarce environments
because of their lower cost.**

Ultra-processed products are generally developed to be shelf stable, ready-to-eat or ready-to-heat
and highly palatable. Yet, they are also high-in energy density, added fats, sodium, sugar and refined
carbohydrates and low in beneficial nutrients (e.g., fiber), all of which have been linked to rising obesity
and chronic diseases.®**3 Ultra-processed products also typically contain nonsugar sweeteners,
flavors, colorants and other additives that may be harmful to health.

Not only have food and beverage products become less healthy over time, but also the sheer num-
ber of choices in stores makes it difficult and confusing for consumers to select healthier foods.**
Typically, shoppers take just seconds to select grocery items—not enough time to read and interpret
complicated nutrition information.*>*” Back-of-pack nutrition panels, which many countries now
have, can be complicated to interpret and, as a result, do not enable quick, informed decision-mak-
ing.”8 Simpler, more effective options are needed.*9%°

Adding to the confusion, the food and beverage industry has increasingly made misleading health and
nutrition claims on product packaging. Claims related to a particular nutrient (e.g., “high-in calcium” or
“low-fat”) and direct or indirect claims about a food’s potential health benefits can give an otherwise
unhealthy product a “health halo effect” that leads consumers to misunderstand its nutritional quality.5™
This is where front-of-package warning labels can add value and clearly communicate to consumers
which foods contain high levels of nutrients of concern, aiming to decrease purchases and consumption.
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> ‘ Country-level considerations:

How and where do people shop for food in your country?

How accessible are ultra-processed products?

How are ultra-processed products marketed and priced relative to healthy foods?
. Is healthy food easily accessible and affordable?

How prevalent are ultra-processed products in people’s diets?

How does consumption of ultra-processed products vary by demographic group?
What research do you need to further understand these issues in your context?

Noos®N -






What's in Our Food? A guide to introducing front-of-package nutrient labels

1.3 Define the policy objective and review existing labels
and policies

Define the policy objective

Establishing a clear, evidence-based policy objective is a foundational step in designing and imple-
menting effective front-of-package labeling policies. This objective is critical to:

1. Communicate the policy’s intended public health purpose.

2. Limit the food and beverage industry’s opportunities to advocate for labeling formats that
serve commercial rather than public health interests.

3. Lay the groundwork for robust policy evaluations and sustained implementation.

In countries where policy objectives have been vaguely defined or include multiple conflicting goals,
industry actors can exploit this ambiguity. For instance, some countries use labeling systems that prior-
itize product comparisons (e.g., Nutriscore) rather than guiding consumers away from unhealthy foods.
Without a strong, singular objective grounded in public health evidence, governments risk adopting
ineffective labeling systems that fail to achieve meaningful dietary improvements.

To help ensure the proposed front-of-package labeling system contributes to better health outcomes,
countries should consider the following while developing the policy objective:

1. Identify the core public health issue: Front-of-package labels are a tool to address the grow-
ing burden of diet-related noncommunicable diseases, which are driven by high consumption
of foods and beverages with excess added fat, salt and sugar, that are often ultra-processed.

2. Define a specific, evidence-aligned goal: The World Health Organization recommends reduc-
ing consumption of foods and beverages with excess fat, salt or sugar as a global priority.”

3. Determine the intended policy outcome: The intended function of front-of-package labels
is to influence consumer behavior to enable them to make informed choices about the food
they consume.

4. Avoid conflicting or ineffective objectives: Objectives such as enabling product compari-
sons or encouraging healthy choices often open the door to weaker labeling models that fail to
reduce harmful consumption. See more below.
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Non-interpretive (or reductive) nutrient-specific labels provide nutrient-level information with little to
no interpretation.?’ Examples include calorie labels, Facts Up Front and Guidelines for Daily Allowance.
The Guidelines for Daily Allowance labels were developed by the food and beverage industry and

are implemented voluntarily. These types of labels have been found to be unhelpful and confusing for
consumers.” Similarly, the non-interpretive nutrition facts panel is infrequently used by consumers,
indicating a need for more accessible, user-friendly nutrition information.>¢°

There are also a wide range of interpretive labels. This category includes nutrient-specific models
(multiple traffic lights, nutrition content claims, health claims and warning labels) and summary indica-
tor models such as health logos and rating labels (e.g., Healthy Choices, Health Star Rating, Nutriscore).

Not all labels are equally effective in reducing the purchase of unhealthy foods. For example, research
shows that Australia’s Health Star Rating system, a summary front-of-package labeling system that
assesses the healthiness of foods on a scale of 0.5 to 5 stars based on their content of “risk” and
“positive” nutrients, has technical weaknesses, design flaws and governance limitations that have
enabled packaged, ultra-processed foods to be misinterpreted as “healthier.”® For example, various
snack bars that contained added sugar as well as nuts and seeds led to a higher Health Star Rating,
allowing the company to advertise its products as healthy despite the added sugar.®'

In contrast to Australia’s Health Star Rating system, nutrient warning labels are designed to give one
type of information so these types of discrepancies in perceived healthfulness do not occur. Warning
labels alert consumers to excess levels of nutrients of concern to discourage them from choosing
these products, and do not make any positive claims about the product to help consumers easily
identify unhealthy products without confusion.5?

Of all interpretive and non-interpretive front-of-package labels, warning
labels are the only labels that have shown a real-world impact on reducing
consumption of unhealthy foods and beverages.

Consumers respond differently to different types of labels, and these responses can influence
diet-related health outcomes.®? Research to date indicates that interpretive front-of-package

labels are more effective than non-interpretive (reductive) front-of-package labels in facilitating
healthier choices and are more likely to be used and understood by consumers.>9696364 |nterpretive
nutrient-specific labels, and warning labels in particular, are more effective in discouraging purchases
of ultra-processed products than other labeling systems.®265¢6 On the other hand, summary labeling
systems (see Figure 1) categorize products as "healthier” and “less healthy,” which raises the risk that
consumers will try to choose “healthier” options from an array of unhealthy products.

1
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According to the Global Food Research Program at University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill, key
elements of an effective front-of-package labeling policy that aims to reduce purchases and con-
sumption of foods high-in nutrients and ingredients of concern include:®2

Q Making the policy mandatory, which requires placing front-of-
package labels on all relevant packaged products based on a
nutrient profile model. Voluntary labels should be discouraged (see
section 4 on industry interference).

Q Using a strong nutrient profile model to set clear and meaningful
criteria for the labels (see section 1.4). The policy objective for the
nutrient profiling model should be to discourage consumption of
unhealthy products with excess nutrients and ingredients of concern
as detailed in the nutrient profile model.

Q Employing warning label designs that are interpretative, simple and
immediately visible, with set size limits for all types of packaging.
This also includes using simple formats, colors and icons.

Ensuring the policy is government-led.

Restricting health and nutrition claims on products containing
warning labels, since products containing both a warning label and a
health or nutrition claim can be confusing to consumers.

P ‘ Country-level considerations:

1. What labels or claims are currently visible on food and beverage packages in
your country?

Which labels or claims are allowed or restricted?

What policies are there regarding food packaging and labels?

. Does your country have back-of-package labeling requirements?

How are nutrition labeling requirements verified? E.g., does the government
conduct verification analysis on the nutrient content of foods?

6. What are consumers’ perceptions of packaged foods? Ultra-processed foods?

oW N
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1.4 Nutrient profile models

The World Health Organization describes nutrient profiling as “the science of classifying or categoriz-
ing food and drink products according to their nutritional composition for reasons related to prevent-
ing disease and promoting health.”®® Nutrient profile models categorize food and drink products to
establish thresholds of nutrients of concern. Nutrient profile models should also include sweeteners
and potentially other ingredients and additives that are harmful to health when consumed in excess
and therefore should be limited in standard diets.®?

Nutrient profile models can either be adapted from existing nutrient profile models from WHO
regional offices or other countries or developed from scratch. Nutrient profile models should all be
adapted or developed using a systematic, transparent and logical process. Further, classification of
foods and beverages should be comprehensive, clear and consistent to ensure all intended products
are targeted.®® Clear nutrient profile models can be used to underpin multiple food policies, such as
food labeling systems, food taxes, school nutrition policies, food procurement regulations on health
or nutrition claims and restrictions on marketing.

An effective nutrient profile model should align with WHO recommendations by setting clear thresh-
olds for nutrients and ingredients of concern based on the WHO Population Nutrient Intake Goals.*®
When a food or beverage product exceeds these thresholds, the model should classify the product
as having excess amounts of a nutrient(s) of concern. A well-designed nutrient profile model should
be applicable across the general population, not just specific subgroups such as children, and should
distinguish between solid and liquid products using a single threshold per category. Front-of-package
labels based on such a model would mean that products exceeding these thresholds trigger the use
of a label, such as a warning label—supporting the policy objective of informing consumers of excess
nutrients or ingredients of concern to reduce their consumption of unhealthy products. It is worth
noting that the nutrient profile model should apply exclusively to processed and ultra-processed
products to prevent unnecessary restrictions on unprocessed or minimally processed foods.

The nutrient profile models developed by the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO), World
Health Organization South-East Asia Region (SEARO) and World Health Organization Regional Office
for Africa (AFRO) include caloric denominator thresholds that can be applied to the entire population,
including children, and they are consistent with WHO's recommended intake limits for nutrients of
concern.® This approach is clearer and more consistent when compared to nutrient profile models
that define the cut-off as a percent of daily value, grams per serving or serving, since companies can
easily manipulate serving sizes on packages to avoid labels.

18
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1.5 Human rights foundation for the adoption of front-of-
package warning labels

Human rights can be a powerful legal and advocacy tool for countries seeking to adopt and implement
front-of-package labeling, including for countering industry interference. While the food and beverage
industry often threatens to sue governments that take action to prevent noncommunicable diseases
(NCDs), rights-based frameworks not only allow but in fact require governments to act. Under inter-
national human rights law, governments have an obligation to prevent NCDs by tackling risk factors,
including unhealthy diets." This requires taking measures that are effective toward that end, including
regulating the food and beverage industry.

The right to health is broadly recognized in international human rights law. This right extends to the
underlying determinants of health, which require governments to take effective measures to tackle
social, commercial, legal or other conditions shaping people’s daily lives in ways that can hamper their
achieving the “highest attainable standard of physical and mental health.”°** This requires promoting
conditions that foster the enjoyment of a good level of health, while modifying those that undermine it.

Under international human rights law, governments have three levels of obligations: to respect, protect
and fulfill human rights. The obligation to respect requires governments to refrain from interfering
either directly or indirectly with the enjoyment of human rights, which includes, for example, incentiv-
izing the consumption of unhealthy foods and beverages.™

Second, under the obligation to protect, governments must take legislative and other measures to
prevent nongovernment actors, including corporations, from interfering with the enjoyment of human
rights." In the context of nutritional labeling, this entails an obligation to regulate the activities of
nongovernment actors, including food and beverage companies, to ensure that they convey accurate,
easily understandable, transparent and comprehensible information on their products.™ Equally, it
requires preventing the food and beverage industry from using labels that create misconceptions
about the nutritional quality of foods, such as nutrition and health claims, as well as from using labels as
a mean to promote products that present risk factors for NCDs.™
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Barbados youth advocate leading a call to action for front-of-package warning labels. Image from Heart and Stroke
Foundation of Barbados Inc.
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STEP 2

Test label designs and identify the

Research sz

Identifying effective label designs is crucial for countries both with and without existing labeling
policies. Both new label designs and any proposed adaptations to current label designs should be
based on research that demonstrates their effectiveness among the target population. Since the
objective of front-of-package labels should be to make consumers aware of what is in their food and
discourage them from purchasing unhealthy products, the primary research question to answer is:
“which label will help consumers avoid unhealthy food?” Research should not focus on which labels
consumers like best or which labels encourage healthy choices.

Research phases to answer this question include exploratory research to understand public knowl-
edge on food, food ingredients, and decision-making; qualitative research to test perceptions about
the design, which can be used to adjust the label design, phrasing, size, location, etc.; and randomized
controlled trials (RCTs) to test the effectiveness of the label.

It is also important to note that based on the type of label selected and experience from the region,
the type of research needed and the research order may change. If there is strong evidence from
the region that consumers easily understand front-of-package warning labels and perceive them as
effective, you might move to the RCT stage to test it more robustly.

2.1 Public knowledge and understanding

To ensure that labels resonate with the public, it’s vital to first understand how people will respond

to a proposed label. Conducting exploratory research—such as focus groups—can reveal which
images and messages are most meaningful, as well as identify barriers to comprehension, especially
for people with lower literacy. A quantitative-qualitative mixed-method of study is the preferred
methodology for this testing: the quantitative rating exercise allows for an objective assessment of the
label's effectiveness, while the qualitative discussion allows for a deeper understanding of the types
of messaging that resonate with the audience and the audience’s perception of the design. Please
note that focus groups are not the best method to determine which label is most effective.

Key areas to explore should include:

o people’s decisions around purchasing food, particularly ultra-pro-
cessed packaged food

Q their knowledge of the food’s ingredients

e the influence of product packaging and promotion on their knowl-
edge and decisions
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