
Clearing the food label confusion 

The education required to purchase food has become overwhelming for those looking for healthy, pure 

and sustainable food – especially when confusing, sometimes dishonest, terms abound.  I put a lot of 

research into what I feed my family and even I get frustrated.  Let’s go through some of these terms to 

help you and your family make the decision that is best for you and get you shopping in confidence. 

 

Natural 

Whether shopping for political, ethical, health or humane reasons, people are looking for more “natural” 

foods.  Appearing in various forms (All Natural / Natural / 100% Natural), this label has become the 

most popular label.  But what does it mean? 

 

The USDA defines “natural” as foods that “do not contain artificial ingredients or preservatives and the 

ingredients are only minimally processed.”  However, they may contain antibiotics, growth hormones, 

GMOs, pesticides or other ingredients which, according to the Consumer Reports National Research 

Center, the typical consumer does not view as “natural.”  Additionally, the term is further vague because 

it is not well regulated.  The Cornucopia Institute, a WI-based non-profit that works to protect the 

integrity of food labels (whom I had the pleasure to work with for six years), explains that, “with the 

exception of meat and poultry, so-called “natural” foods are not regulated and have no uniform set of 

standards to which they must adhere (and oversight on natural meat is… lax).” 

 

Vague terms 

Many other common “natural” food terms are vaguely defined and not regulated – causing producers to 

use them as they wish and their meanings to be left empty: 

 Naturally Raised  

 Fresh  

 Cruelty free / Not Tested on Animals 

 Free Range / Cage free / Pasture Raised 

 Vegetarian Fed – This just means that the chicken was not fed animal parts, and does not indicate 

that the chicken was fed “naturally.” 

 100% Organic / Made with Organic Ingredients / Organic – Without the USDA Certified 

Organic seal, the term “organic” is as vague as “natural”.  Additionally, something made with 

organic ingredients says nothing about the product as a whole. 

 Antibiotic-Free / No Antibiotic Residues – These two terms are unacceptable to use per the 

USDA.  "No Antibiotics Administered" and "Raised without Antibiotics" are considered 

acceptable although there is no verification system in place. 

 Raised Without Added Hormones / No Hormones Administered / No Synthetic Hormones – Next 

to these labels you will also see the statement: “Federal regulations prohibit the use of hormones 

in poultry/pork.” However, federal regulations do permit the use of hormones in beef and dairy 

cattle. Several synthetic hormones are used in dairy and beef for growth promotion and to 

increase milk supply – the most common is the recombinant bovine growth hormone. Labeling of 

it (rBGH / rBST free) is not mandatory so it is not regulated. 

   

Third-party labels 

Because some food producers take advantage of unregulated terms and consumer ignorance to boost 

sales, if you are a consumer looking for more “natural” foods, that is, food grown without pesticides, 

contains no artificial ingredients or GMOs and the animals are treated as nature intended, to ensure you 

get what you want, other than to get to know your farmer directly, a more reliable option is to look at 

third-party verified labels.  This means that an outside group is making sure the food product is up to the 

standards the consumer expects.   

 



Just as the FDA leaves the choice of what to eat up to you (not wanting labels to lead you to think a 

particular practice is worse or better than another), and for the sake of length, I am only going to include a 

link to more information that will help you discern exactly what each of these labels’ processes entail and 

what products they cover.  Just know they are all held accountable by a third-party to keep their quality 

assurance high. 

 USDA Certified Organic  

http://www.usda.gov/wps/portal/usda/usdahome?contentidonly=true&contentid=organic-

agriculture.html 

 Certified Naturally Grown (CNG) https://www.naturallygrown.org/  

 Food Alliance Certified http://foodalliance.org/certification  

 American Grassfed http://www.americangrassfed.org/  

 Certified Humane http://certifiedhumane.org/  

 American Humane Certified http://www.americanhumane.org/animals/programs/farm-animal-

welfare.html?referrer=https://www.google.com/  

 Animal Welfare Approved http://animalwelfareapproved.org/  

 USDA Processed Verified - Okay, I will explain this one.  This label means that the USDA has 

verified all the claims, now including GMO free, the product states on the package – that the 

product is not intentionally misleading.  However, check the claims – if they are non-regulated 

terms than it is the processor’s definition. 

 Salmon Safe, Marine Stewardship Council and US Dept. of Commerce Dolphin Safe are three 

reliable seafood labels – visit their websites to see what their processes are. 

 Rainforest Alliance Certified http://www.rainforest-alliance.org/  

 

Genetically Modified food 

The last food term I want to discuss is GMO/GE.  GMOs (or “genetically modified organisms”) are 

“organisms whose genetic material has been artificially manipulated in a laboratory through genetic 

engineering, or GE”, per the Non-GMO Project.  GMOs are not required to be labeled, as the FDA 

considers them safe, and other than the Non-GMO Project Verified label, they are not regulated.  

However, the Non-GMO Project doesn’t do a final test of the product to check for the presence of 

GMOs – they verify that the best practices to avoid GMOs were used.  So if you want to totally avoid 

them, the USDA Certified Organic label is the only way to ensure you are not consuming GMOs. 

 

More help 

Still overwhelmed?  I have three final notes that might help: 

1. The certified organic label remains the largest, oldest and most rigorous label.  It may have its 

flaws, but it’s easy to find, its regulations are as close to “natural” as you can get on a large scale, 

and there are good people fighting for it. 

2. In my opinion, the most trustworthy label for the natural shopper is the ingredient label.  Fresh, 

local produce needs no ingredient label, meat and eggs from a local farmer tell me all I need to 

know, and if I read the ingredients label on anything in a box, carton, or tub (which I do as 

religiously as I read the price tag) – only a few, real, pronounceable food ingredients – that is a 

great start to getting “natural”. 

3. There’s some help in your decision making as several committed organizations have seen the 

consumer struggles and marketing ploys: 

 The Cornucopia Institute – Shopping guides by brand and researched articles: 

http://www.cornucopia.org/  

 Environmental Working Group - Provides a list of produce most heavily treated with 

pesticides http://www.ewg.org/foodnews/  

 Marine Stewardship or Monterey Bay Aquarium - Both have useful seafood lists. 
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 Food and Water Watch – Food safety advocates 

https://www.foodandwaterwatch.org/food/consumer-labels/before-you-hit-the-grocery-

store/    

 Non-GMO Shopping Guide http://www.nongmoshoppingguide.com/  

 

Next steps 

Many labels exist for all the varied reasons people eat.  I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t encourage 

you to ask: Why to people want to eat more naturally?  Ask yourself what is most crucial to you and your 

family with your food.  Cost?  Convenience?  Local?  Environmental?  Then ask what is secondary.   

Hopefully this article has paved the way to more education and empowerment in your “natural” shopping.  

There are amazing farmers, great companies and compassionate organizations working to ensure you get 

the food you want and your family deserves. 

 

Lynn Buske is a dedicated mother, sustainability enthusiast, avid writer, and body/mind/spirit wellness 

educator through BaredFeet – the Eau Claire-based project she directs.  With a focus on children, 

families and Highly Sensitive Persons, she offers yoga and movement classes, educational workshops and 

private sessions and writes articles, to guide individuals easily towards their best health and self.  
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