
Reading Labels 
 
 

Transitioning food in  your pantry and the staples in your kitchen into clean, healthful 
options can be a bit overwhelming. We’ve been given these “tools” from the U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) to help us decipher what’s in the package food we choose to buy. 
However, they’ve done a fantastic job at misleading us as customers. With multi-colored, vibrant 
packing, buzz words, and marketing terms to coax us into buying their products, we have fallen 
into thinking we are making healthful choices. We couldn’t be more wrong. Taking the bold, yet 
powerful, move to transition your food into more clean options can be overwhelming in itself. 
When you add the marketing and advertising fluff that’s inundated our foods in the grocery 
stores, even stores who claim to be superior in health food products like Whole Foods and 
Central Market, you can become more massively overwhelmed. At this point, I’m sure you 
thinking, “What the heck do I eat?!” There are a few tips and tricks to help make this process 
easier, hopefully alleviating stress throughout your health journey. 
 
Nutritional Fact Label Requirements 
 

The Nutrition Facts labels is one of the most confusing tools the FDA has given us. It 
seems a bit straightforward, thinking, “Oh, okay. I see how much fat, calories, and sugar is in 
this. Perfect.” It seems easy enough, but the somehow brilliantly deceptive minds behind these 
claims have found a way to sneak in toxic ingredients, mislead our way of thinking, and deceive 
us by thinking we are making healthful choices. While the basic information of these labels are 
helpful, they still are a bit difficult to decipher. The Nutrition Facts label us required to list all 
ingredients in food on its label in accordance with these rules and regulations: 
 

● Ingredients must be listed in descending order, with the highest percentage of 
ingredients listed first. 

○ They must be listed in descending order by ingoing weight. This means the first 
ingredient listed is the largest contributor to the food product itself. The last 
product makes up the lowest percentage of the food. All the ingredients which 
make up a compound ingredient must be declared in the ingredient list, except 
when the compound ingredient is used in amounts of less than 5% of the final 
food. This means they can not disclose ingredients are less than 5%, which 
leaves room for deceptiveness. In this small percentage of food, there can be 
food allergies, toxic chemicals, additives, and other ingredients that can take a 
toll on your health, which is pretty frightening to think about. 

○ Always check the first 3 ingredients, as they make up the majority percentage of 
the food you’re eating. 

○ If the first ingredients include refined grains, a type of sugar, or hydrogenated 
oils, the product is inherently unhealthy. 

 



● Certain ingredients can be listed underneath broad/vague terms such as “artificial 
coloring,” “artificial flavors,” “natural flavors,” “spices,” and more.  

○ We’ve discussed earlier that natural and artificial flavors are toxic to your health, 
but we haven’t addressed the fact that other ingredients can sneak into these 
umbrella terms. Monosodium glutamate (MSG) can be included under “spices,” 
and this is one of the most popular and dangerous additives. MSG has been 
linked to brain damage, nervous disorders, and even cellular death.  
 

● The names of any FDA-approved color additives must be included in the label.  
○ This, yet again, does not mean an ingredient is healthy if allowed by the FDA. 

These colors include Blue No. 1, Yellow No. 5, Red No. 1 and No. 3, and more. 
They’re found in sodas, candies, packaged cereals, and more. While allowed on 
the U.S. Nutrition Label and in our food, they are banned in countries such as 
France, Finland, Norway, and other European countries. They are synthetically 
produced and can lead to brain tumors, chromosomal damage, bladder damage, 
lymphomas, hyperactivity, thyroid tumors, allergies, insomnia, aggression and 
violent behavior. 
 

● If a food contains one of the eight major food allergies, it must be included in the 
label.  

○ This includes: milk, eggs, fin fish, shellfish, tree nuts, peanuts, soybeans, and 
wheat. If a spice, color, or flavor includes one of these ingredients, they must be 
labeled separately in addition to the other ingredients. 

 
 
Top Ingredients to Watch For 

 
Now that there is understanding of the rules and requirements the FDA has implemented 

for food labels, we should dive a bit deeper into what to avoid. While there are rules and 
regulations for Nutrition Facts labels, it’s clear to see that there are no measures regulation what 
is actually put into our food. One of the most infamous sayings in regards to choosing 
packaged foods is from Michael Pollen, who states, “Avoid food products that contain more than 
five ingredients.” It’s a generally acceptable rule, as long as those ingredients are whole-food 
based ingredients. A lot of you have probably heard the saying, “Don’t eat something you can’t 
pronounce,” or “Don’t eat something your grandmother wouldn’t recognize as food.” While these 
sayings are cheeky, and have whole-hearted intentions, they’re not necessarily applicable to 
everyone. You could be a brilliant, literate author who has a knack for pronouncing 
unrecognizable words a bit effortlessly. You could be a scientist who is able to pronounce 
ingredients and chemicals most of us have never heard before. Or, you could be a grandmother 
who enjoys Krispy Kreme powdered donuts and Lucky Charms or Raisin Bran for breakfast. I 
know this seems a bit dramatic in pointing out an extreme deviation away from those popular 
sayings, but it’s to enforce a point. Although we are able to read difficult to pronounce words 



and identify our grandmother’s favorite snacks, we need to be able to identify what is actually 
healthy or not.  

One rule of thumb to follow is: eat fresh, real, whole, unprocessed, unadulterated foods 
as much as you possibly can. While processed and packaged foods are there for convenience, 
the bulk of our diet should be fresh, real, whole foods. In addition to this, the top 3 ingredients 
should be unrefined whole foods, not preservatives, sugar, hydrogenated oils, or any added 
coloring or flavors. So, what are my top ingredients to avoid in packaged foods? 
 

1. Refined Grains 
2. Added Sugars 
3. Hydrogenated Oils 
4. Added Chemicals in the Form of “Enriched” Flavors, Preservatives, and 

Binders. 
 

 
 
Refined Grains 
 

Refined grains are one of the top contributors to leaky gut. Wheat, barley, rye, and 
non-gluten grains, such as sorghum, oats, buckwheat, make up a substantial amount of the 
ingredients in foods (even “healthful foods) such as cereals, granola, protein bars, and crackers. 
The majority of us have been told these are healthful staples to our daily diet, as they contain a 
substantial amount of fiber and beneficial ingredients such as B vitamins, zinc, iron, magnesium, 
and other minerals. However, over time, our transition into an industrialized society with 
mass-production of packaged foods has been a bit of a misfortune. Our food has become 
mass-produced, over-processed, and denatured. The once original healthy grains, which were 
sprouted, soaked, and saturated with health benefits, are now fortified, enriched, and now a 
poor mimicry of the original product. 

While we have become accustomed to including whole grains in our daily diet, most of 
our bodies aren’t equipped to handle the negative side effects and consequences of eating 
them. Although some people can not feel a direct, negative effect from grains, they are 
something that should be eliminated, or drastically reduced, when on a healing journey. If you 
have leaky gut, autoimmunity, chronic fatigue, biotoxin illness, or any other ailment that’s 
making you sick and unwell, eliminating any food products that can further perpetuate chronic 
inflammation is crucial. Grains, unfortunately, are a top contributor to inflammation, especially if 
you have an already damaged gut, which is at the root of most, if not all, chronic conditions. 
Grains are known to contain “anti-nutrients,” such as wheat gluten and wheat lectin,  which 
contribute to chronic inflammation and intestinal permeability, creating a pro-inflammatory 
immune response. 

Now, I definitely don’t want to demonize grains, as we have to live in moderation. While I 
believe everyone should remove gluten, others may be able to enjoy a beautifully fermented 
sourdough with ease if the occasion arises. Unfortunately, the grains in packaged food are 
mostly refined and processed, deeming them unhealthy for everyone.  



 
The list of grains you will see on a food packaging could be displayed as: 

● Whole (name of grain) 
● Whole Grain 
● Whole Wheat 
● Stoneground Whole Wheat 
● Brown Rice 
● Wheatberries 
● Oats, Oatmeal 
● Wheat 
● Semolina 
● Durum Wheat 
● Organic Flour 
● Stoneground 
● Multigrain 
● Enriched flour 
● Wheat flour 
● Degerminated 
● Bran 
● Wheat Germ 

 
The phrases “enriched flour, wheat flour, degerminated, bran, and wheat germ” never 

describe whole grains. What’s tricky about the phrasing “whole” is that is doesn’t necessarily 
guarantee that the product is whole grain. If there are multiple grain ingredients, and the second 
or third ingredient says “whole,” there may be a little as 1% and as high as 49% grain. That’s a 
drastic difference, huh? One rule of them: anything “enriched” or “refined” should be, without a 
doubt, avoided entirely. These ingredients have been shown to damage our intestinal lining, 
making us more susceptible to bacteria, food intolerances and allergies, leaky gut syndrome, 
and even contribute to developing celiac disease.  

While avoiding all grains may be difficult for all, eliminating gluten is crucial on your path 
to a healthy gut. You don’t have to have celiac disease (a disease in which the small intestine is 
hypersensitive to gluten, leading to difficulty in digesting food) to have a reaction to gluten. 
Celiac is an autoimmune condition, and when gluten is consumed, it can damage the lining of 
the small intestines, make it harder to absorb nutrients, contribute to cellular damage, and leave 
you prone to allergies. Gluten intolerance and gluten allergy provoke an immune response and 
can still cause intestinal damage when consumed over time. Even if you have none of these 
conditions, eliminating gluten will only help you heal your gut and reduce inflammation. 

Gluten is a sneaky umbrella word, hiding a few names that are synonyms for gluten. This 
is extremely important to acknowledge, as even people with celiac should avoid oats, even 
when claimed to be “gluten free.” Current tests can measure gliadin, hordein, and secalin, but 
NOT avenin. Oats will never be gluten (avenin) free, even if they are described as gluten 
(gliadin) free. Australia doesn’t use “gluten free” on oats, understanding this concept, while 
America has yet to come to senses. 



 
● Gluten is found in wheat, barley, rye, and oats, but not ALL grains. 
● Gluten is a composite name, and so gluten represents the following proteins: 

- Gliadin in Wheat 
- Hordein in Barley 
- Secalin in Rye 
- Avenin in Oats 

 
Naturally gluten-free whole grains: 

- Quinoa 
- Millet 
- Buckwheat 
- Rice 
- Corn kernels 
- Sorghum 
- Amaranth 
- Teff 

Gluten containing whole grains: 
- Oats 
- Whole wheat 
- Freekeh 
- Rolled rye 
- Rolled triticale 
- Barley 
- Bulgur 
- Fargo 

 
We strongly suggest avoiding grains while healing your gut. However, if you’re confident 

that you can handle grains, please avoid any packaged or processed grains, only organic whole 
grains. Buy them in bulk from a direct source, and make sure you’re sprouting and soaking 
them, as this makes them easier to digest and more bioavailable for nutrients. 
 
 
 
Added Sugars 

 
Refined sugar is the villain of our new-age diet. Excess sugar (in the form of refined and 

processed sugars) is linked to diabetes, increased gut dysbiosis, decreased immune function, 
cancer, chronic inflammation, liver dysfunction, and hormonal issues. Sugar creates an 
atrocious environment for our gut, organ systems, and cells. Unfortunately, processed and 
packaged foods find any and every way to sneak sugar into the ingredients, as they know the 
power sugar has over our brains. Emotional and psychological dependence on sugar can be 
created by constantly consuming it. Studies have proven that sugar lights up the same parts of 



our brain as drugs do, such as cocaine and other amphetamines. While this is detrimental to our 
health (mentally, physically, and emotionally), this works in the food corporations’ favors. If they 
can sneak sugar and their substitutes into food without us realizing us, then they have us 
hooked. Literally. 
 

Here are multiple names for sugar and sweeteners to be aware of: 
 

○ Agave  
○ Brown rice syrup 
○ Barley malt extract 
○ Beet sugar 
○ Cane sugar 
○ Concentrated fruit juice sweetener 
○ Confectioner’s sugar 
○ Corn syrup 
○ Corn syrup solids 
○ Date sugar 
○ Dextrose 
○ Erythritol 
○ Fructose 
○ Fruit juice concentrate 
○ Glucose 
○ Glucose solids 
○ High fructose corn syrup 
○ Invert sugar 
○ Maltitol  
○ Malt syrup 
○ Matose 
○ Maltodextrin 
○ Mannitol  
○ Polydextrose  
○ Sorbitol 
○ Sorghum syrup 
○ Sucrose 
○ Xylitol  
○ Mannitol, xylitol, and sorbitol are fermentable fibers - gas, bloating, diarrhea, 

intestinal discomfort. 
 

● Artificial sugars include: 
○ Aspartame 
○ Acesulfame Potassium 
○ Neotame 
○ Saccharin 



○ Sucralose 
○ Aspartame, saccharin, and sucralose are synthetic sweeteners that negatively 

alter our gut microflora, alter insulin response, negatively affect blood sugar, 
increase sugar cravings, and increased risk for metabolic syndrome 
 

What are some better options for sweeteners? 
 

● Coconut sugar - it’s unrefined, low-glycemic, and has an abundance of trace 
minerals 

● Honey - raw honey is known to have incredible antimicrobial benefits, is loaded 
with antioxidants, and has a large amount of healthful minerals  

● Maple Syrup - when found in it’s unprocessed form, maple syrup is a 
low-glycemic sap, and contains antioxidants and minerals 

● Molasses - although it is a bit more bitter due to the sugar extraction in 
processing, it’s rich in antioxidants 

● Stevia - naturally derived from the stevia plant, it’s a whole-food based sweetener 
that doesn’t cause havoc in the digestive tract 

● Whole dates and figs - what better what to sweeten your food than with whole 
foods themselves? 

 
 
Hydrogenated Oils 
 

Fats are incredible for us. They provide a source of energy, aid in the absorption of fat 
soluble vitamins A, D, E, and K, act as building blocks for cell membranes and hormones, and 
serve as a protective lining for the organs of the body. We require fats to maintain a healthy, 
robust body. Prostaglandins are hormone-like substances that the body cannot do without, and 
they are formed from elongated forms of Essential Fatty Acids. They have a wide range of 
positive effects on our bodies, but one of the most important functions is to control the 
inflammatory processes in our body. Our body needs both processes, as we need to inflame 
and un-inflame when needed. There are multiple groups of prostaglandins, two having an 
anti-inflammatory effect, and one having a pro-inflammatory effect. The effects are dependent 
on the type of fat we consume. Consuming hydrogenated oils immediately can inhibit these 
necessary processes.  

Adultured fats are toxic, and they interfere with the essential roles fatty acids play within 
our body. To identify them on a food label, these adulterated fats include: hydrogenated fats, 
partially hydrogenated fats, highly processed vegetable oils, and fried fats. The more 
unsaturated a fat is, the more unstable it is. When light, heat, and oxygen are applied to 
unstable fats, they become rancid and detrimentally toxic to our body. Unfortunately, most of the 
oils in packaged and processed foods are hydrogenated fats. They’re most commonly seens as 
“trans fats” on the Nutrition Food label. 



What happens with hydrogenation? Well, it’s a process in which a liquid unsaturated fat 
is turned into a solid by adding hydrogen. When this process occurs, the molecular shape of the 
fats are altered. This results in an abnormal “trans” shape, hence the name “trans fats.”  
The most common hydrogenated and processed oils are found in plant-based oils that are liquid 
at room temperature, then hydrogenated so they can form a more spreadable consistency: 

● Canola/rapeseed oil 
● Corn Oil 
● Cottonseed Oil 
● Peanut Oil 
● Soybean Oil 
● Sunflower Oil 
● Safflower Oil 

 
If you do find oils in the packaged foods, make sure they’re “cold-pressed,” “expeller-pressed” or 
“unrefined.”  
 
 
Added Chemicals in the Form of “Enriched” Flavors, Preservatives, and Binders 

 
Here comes the fun part: added chemicals in our food. Added chemicals in the forms of 

natural and artificial flavors, preservatives and binders all are detrimental to our health. In 
summary, they can collectively cause cancer, ulcers, increase tumor growth, disrupt hormones 
in the body, cause neurological disorders, cause organ damage, lead to heart disease, and the 
list goes on. They are poisons to our body, and although they don’t kill us immediately, the 
collective amount over time is what is slowly toxifying us and deteriorating us. This is a long list, 
so please don’t be overwhelmed by it. However, you should avoid any of these ingredients in 
your food: 
 

Avoid Completely: 
○ Diacetyl (2,3-butanedione) - microwave popcorn 
○ Artificial flavors - BHA, Vanillin 
○ Annatto 
○ Bixin 
○ Artificial colors - blue, red, yellow, green, citrus red, caramel color 
○ Sweeteners - high fructose corn syrup, aspartame, acesulfame potassium, etc. 

(mentioned above) 
○ Theobromine  
○ Preservatives - BHT, propylparaben, methylparaben, propylene glycol, propyl 

gallate, sodium phosphate, sodium nitrite, TBHQ 
○ Monosodium glutamate (MSG) 
○ Industrialized vegetable oils - canola, cottonseed, corn, soy, safflower, and 

rapeseed oil 
○ Natural flavors 



○ Citric acid 
○ Dextrose 
○ Soy protein isolate 
○ Modified corn starch 
○ Vital wheat gluten 
○ Maltodextrin  
○ Silicon dioxide 
○ Olestra 
○ Sodium benzoate 
○ Carrageenan 
○ Propyl gallate 
○ Camauba wax 
○ Magnesium sulphate 
○ Chlorine dioxide 
○ Paraben 
○ Sodium carboxymethyl cellulose 
○ Aluminum  
○ Disodium inosinate 
○ Disodium guanylate 
○ Butane 
○ Sodium nitrates and nitrites 

 
● 20 ingredients to memorize and avoid in any food you consume: 

○ Hydrogenated or fractionated oils 
○ Corn 
○ Monosodium glutamate (MSG) 
○ Potassium benzoate and sodium benzoate 
○ Sugar 
○ Enriched wheat 
○ Artificial coloring 
○ Canola oil 
○ Soy 
○ Acesulfame-K 
○ Polysorbate 80 
○ High Fructose Corn Syrup 
○ Aspartame 
○ Sodium Chloride 
○ Propyl Gallate 
○ BHA and BHT 
○ Artificial Flavors 
○ Potassium Sorbate 
○ Sucralose 
○ Lecithin 



 
 
MSG is a known neurotoxin. It overstimulated our nervous system, exciting our nerves and 
causing a dangerous inflammatory response. MSG is also known as a “excitotoxin.” This means 
neurons in the brain become over-excited, basically exciting themselves to death. This can 
cause brain damage and retinal damage. Additionally, consumption of MSG can lead to 
neurological disorders and hormone alterations. Avoid it at all costs. 

MSG Sources/Alternative Names: 
○ Monosodium glutamate 
○ Monopotassium glutamate 
○ Glutamate 
○ Glutamic acid 
○ Hydrolyzed protein 
○ Hydrolyzed vegetable protein 
○ Hydrolyzed plant protein 
○ Autolyzed plant protein 
○ Textured protein 
○ Calcium caseinate 
○ Sodium caseinate 
○ Yeast food 
○ Yeast extract 
○ Yeast nutrient 
○ Autolyzed yeast 
○ Maltodextrins 
○ Hydrolyzed oat flour 

 
● Often contain MSG: 

○ Malt extract 
○ Malt flavoring 
○ Malted barley (flavor) 
○ Barley malt 
○ Flavors, flavoring(s) 
○ Natural flavoring(s) 
○ Natural chicken, beef, or pork flavorings or seasonings 
○ Reaction flavors 
○ Caramel flavoring (coloring) 
○ Food seasonings 
○ Bouillon 
○ Broth 
○ Stock 

 
 



I know all of this may seem a bit overwhelming, but I wanted to show you an example of three 
different nutritional labels. One is a popular American snack given to children, full of toxic 
ingredients. The other two are more nutritiously packaged foods, showing whole food 
ingredients. I’ll show these in orders from worst (avoid completely), to better, then best. 
 


