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Background

• FDA public request for comments asked for feedback on 
− “Is the term ‘healthy’ most appropriately categorized as a claim 

based only on nutrient content?” 
− “What is consumer’s understanding of the meaning of the term 

“healthy” as it relates to food?” 
− “What are consumers’ expectations of foods that carry a “healthy” 

claim?” 
− “We are especially interested in any data or other information that 

evaluates whether or not consumers associate, confuse, or compare 
the term “healthy” with other descriptive terms and claims”

FDA. Proposed Rule. “Use of the Term ‘‘Healthy” in the Labeling of Human Food Products; Request for Information and Comments.” Federal Register 81:66562–66565. September 28, 2016



Methods

• A nationwide U.S. sample of 1,290 consumers was surveyed 
in December 2018 

• Respondents answered 15 questions designed to gauge 
perceptions of healthy food and to elicit preference for 
policies surrounding healthy food definitions

• Responses are weighted to demographically match the 
population

• Categorical variables have a sampling error of ± 2.7%





“What does it mean to you for a food to be called ‘healthy’?”









Single foods can be considered 
healthy or unhealthy

Only a whole diet can be 
considered healthy or 

unhealthy
Healthiness based on nutrients 
alone

26.5% 
(Food-Nutrient Focus: 

health based on a food’s 
nutrients)

25.6%
(Diet-Nutrient Focus: 

health based on nutrients 
from whole diet)

Healthiness based on more than 
nutrient content

21.4% 
(Food-Nonnutritive Focus: 

health based on a food’s 
entire composition)

26.5%
(Diet-Nonnutritive Focus: 

health based on holistic 
consumption pattern)













Wrap-up

• Ratings of individual food products according to healthiness 
reveals that “healthy” is not a single unifying construct

• There was a high level of agreement with the belief that 
individual needs determine whether various foods are 
healthy for an individual  
− divide between whether food could be deemed healthy based solely 

on the foods’ nutritional content and whether healthiness is a 
characteristic of one’s overall diet or individual foods

− further supported by responses indicating that various diseases and 
health conditions would affect most consumers’ perceptions of what 
was healthy for them 
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