
UNDERSTANDING NUTRITION LABELS 

 
One of the most important things you can learn when starting your fitness and nutrition 
journey is how to properly read a nutrition label. Labels are there for a reason, and they help 
you understand what it is you are putting in your body. Otherwise, you may sabotage your 
hard work in the gym or ingest other additives you want to avoid 
 
It is important to look at all aspects of the 
label, including: serving size, calories, fat, 
cholesterol, sodium, carbohydrates, sugar, 
fiber, protein, vitamins, minerals, ingredients, 
and other warnings. Reference the label on 
the right for the next part of our discussion:   
 
SERVING SIZE 
The nutrition facts listed on a package are 
typically for one serving at a particular 
measurement. However, there may be more 
than one serving in a package. You may think 
you’re eating something that is 250 calories, 
but finishing the whole thing may be 500 
calories or more! If you eat more than one 
serving, be sure to multiply the calories, fat 
content, etc. by the number of servings that 
you consumed for an accurate calculation. 
In our example, one serving size is 1/3 cup (dry) and there are approximately 2.5 servings in 
the package. 
 
CALORIES 
The calories listed will be a quick measure of what amount of energy is in the product for one 
serving. Be sure to look further at the label to see where these calories are coming from – fat, 
protein, carbohydrate, etc. 
In our example, 1/3 cup (dry) contains 180 calories. 
 
FAT (GRAMS) 
Find the fat in grams per serving. Fat contains 9 calories for every gram. Aim to avoid trans 
fats, and limit saturated fat as much as possible. 
In our example, there are 2.5 grams of fat, of which 0.5 grams come from saturated fat. There 
are 22.5 calories from fat in one serving. 
 
 
 
 



CHOLESTEROL (MILLIGRAMS) 
Cholesterol is found in animal products or items made with an animal product (meat, cheese, 
egg, etc.). Aim to ingest less than 300mg of cholesterol each day. Cholesterol does not have 
a separate caloric value. 
In our example, there is no cholesterol. 
 
SODIUM (MILLIGRAMS) 
Next, you’ll see the sodium (salt) content of the product. Food items that are boxed, 
packaged, canned, or frozen are typically higher in sodium. Aim for 2300mg or less of sodium 
each day.  
In our example, one serving contains 550 milligrams of sodium. 
 
CARBOHYDRATES (GRAMS)  
Each gram of carbohydrate contains 4 calories. Dietary fiber and sugars (discussed next) are 
also included in this overall count.  
In our example, one serving contains 33 grams of carbohydrate, or 132 calories from 
carbohydrate. 
 
FIBER (GRAMS) 
Fiber is included in the total grams of carbohydrate for each serving.  
In our example, 3 grams of the 33 grams of carbohydrate is dietary fiber. 
 
SUGARS (GRAMS) 
Sugars are listed next. Sugars naturally occur in many foods, but are often added to a ton of 
others. Aim to avoid added sugar as much as possible by checking the ingredients. 
In our example, 1 gram of the 33 grams of carbohydrate is sugar. 
 
PROTEIN (GRAMS) 
Protein contains 4 calories for every gram. Choose products that have a significant amount of 
protein. Remember that animal proteins are considered complete proteins, while most plant 
proteins are incomplete proteins and may need to be paired with another incomplete protein 
at your meal to form a complete protein. 
In our example, there are 6 grams of protein, or 24 calories from protein. 
 
% DAILY VALUES 
These values aim to describe what percentage of each item (fat, carbohydrate, protein, etc) 
accounts for your daily needs. These “needs” are generalized and recommended by the 
government, and are based on a 2,000 calories diet. Your calorie needs and the division of 
fat, carbohydrate, and protein in your diet may be different, so these percentages may not be 
accurate for you. Do your own math to determine what percentage each nutrient is 
contributing towards your daily goals. 
 
VITAMINS AND MINERALS 
You will see key vitamins and minerals listed on the label next to their % daily value. Again, 
consider that these values are based on a government-recommend 2,000 calorie diet and 
may not be accurate against your daily goals. Vitamins and minerals must be obtained 
through a variety of foods throughout the day. 
 

 
Always consult your doctor before beginning any new exercise, nutrition, or lifestyle program. 
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