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ABSTRACT
Background: “Clean labeling” is a food industry trend characterized by simpler 
ingredients and front of package marketing statements that attract health-oriented 
consumers looking for more natural foods.  Many clean labels, including “all natural” 
are not clearly defined, nor regulated, and have the potential to detract from food 
labels that are regulated by the FDA and/or USDA.

Objective: To compare consumer use of federally regulated (organic) and unregulated 
(natural) food labels, and to determine whether use of these labels is associated with 
demographic characteristics.  

Study Design, Settings, Participants Computer-aided telephone interviews were 
collected (in February 2020) in a random, representative sample of Vermont residents 
(n=574).

Measurable Outcomes/Analysis: Respondents were asked about their use of food 
labels, including whether they used organic and/or natural food labels when evaluating 
food products.   Associations between use of each type of food label and demographic 
variables (age, gender, income, education, having children in the household) were 
compared using chi-squares, and logistic regression (p<0.01).  

Results: Most respondents indicated that they did use organic (70% of respondents) or 
natural (64% of respondents) labels when evaluating food products.  Use of organic 
food labels was significantly higher among parents with children in the home (78%), 
women (77%), and those with a college degree or higher (75%).  In contrast, use of 
natural labels was negatively associated with income, with the highest use (79%) seen 
in the lowest income category (<$25,000/yr).

Conclusions: The increasing use of unregulated marketing statements on packaged 
foods (including “natural,” “raw” and “minimally processed”) could be distracting 
consumers from using more regulated food labels, especially consumers with limited 
education or income.  Nutrition education programs and federal labeling policies are 
needed to support consumer use of labels, and to prevent low-income consumers from 
potentially being deceived by unregulated food labels.  

METHODS
• The Vermonter Poll is an annual telephone survey of a representative sample of 

Vermont adult residents., conducted by the University of Vermont Center for Rural 
Studies. 

• The Vermonter Poll uses computer-aided telephone interviewing (CATI).  A random 
sample for the poll is drawn each year, from a list of Vermont telephone numbers, 
which is updated quarterly and includes listed and unlisted telephone numbers.  
Cellular phone numbers were not included in the sampling frame. Only Vermont 
residents over the age of eighteen were interviewed. 

• This analysis is based on data collected from the 2020 Vermonter Poll, conducted in 
February 2020 and includes 574 adult Vermont residents.

• Respondents were asked about their use of a variety of different examples of food 
labels when evaluating food products. This analysis uses responses on Vermonters’ 
use of “organic” and/or “natural” food labels.

• Associations between use of each type of food label and demographic variables 
(age, gender, income, education, having children in the household) were compared 
using chi-squares, and logistic regression (p<0.01). 
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RESULTS

• The majority of respondents indicated that they did use either organic (69.6%), or natural (63.6%) labels when 
evaluating food products. Approximately half of respondents reported using both organic and natural labels.  

• In the initial bivariate analysis, use of natural food labels was significantly associated with income, with the highest use 
in the lowest income category (Table 1).  Use of organic food labels was significantly associated with education level, 
gender, and having kids in the household.   

Regression Analysis

CONCLUSIONS
• Many consumers use “natural” and/or “organic” labels when evaluating food products.
• When compared with higher-income consumers, lower-income consumers (<$50,000/yr) were 

significantly more likely to use “natural” food labels (Table 2).
• Families with children in the home are significantly more likely to use “organic” food labels than 

those without children in the home (Table 3).
• Those with higher educational attainment are more likely to use “organic” food labels.

DISCUSSION
• Consumers are increasingly using food labels when evaluating the health and sustainability of 

packaged food products.  Most research to date has focused on the use of nutrition information 
and list of ingredients (Anastasiou et al 2019), more research is needed to assess the use of other 
types of food labels related to food production practices, level of processing, and environmental 
sustainability.

• It is concerning to find that the use of both organic and natural labels was so similar (70% vs 64%) 
in this population. Organic is a clearly defined and regulated label, while natural is not clearly 
defined or regulated by the FDA and/or USDA - yet overall usage was similar.  This trend is similar 
to national data finding that organic and natural food labels are often interpreted by consumers as 
synonyms (Kuchler et al., 2020).

• The increasing use of unregulated marketing statements on packaged foods (including “natural,” 
“raw” and “minimally processed”) could be distracting consumers from using the nutrition facts 
panel, and the list of ingredients when evaluating the healthfulness of packaged foods. Previous 
research has found that when food products are labeled “natural” this results in a health halo 
effect in which consumers overestimate the healthfulness of the product (Ikonen et al. 2020).

• While this analysis was able to demonstrate a significant association between use of these food 
labels and demographic characteristics, the regression models explained just 5-7% of the overall 
variation in label usage, suggesting that there are many other factors (not included in this model) 
contributing to the likelihood of using each of these labels.  

• The continued interest in “natural” foods by the general public highlights the importance of food 
labels that provide meaningful information about food production practices.  
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SNEB Nutrition Educator Competencies 
1.4. Explain how to use food labeling to evaluate the appropriateness of a food.
5.1. Describe the roles of government agencies in regulating the manufacturing, labeling and advertising of 
individual foods and dietary supplements
6.4. Describe ways to collaborate with other stakeholders to promote policies supporting systems that 
produce healthy food.
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Did you know?
The organic logo is clearly defined and 
regulated by the USDA.

“All natural” is NOT defined by the FDA, 
USDA, or any regulatory agency.

Minimally 
Processed!

Free from:
-artificial colors, 

sweeteners, 
preservatives

-GMOs
-refined sugars

Examples of clean 
labels (unregulated):

Examples  of federally 
regulated food labels:

Table 3: Logistic regression analysis of “Organic” food label use

VARIABLE OR SE z p %CI

Income 3.095 0.823 4.25 0.000* [1.837, 5.214]

Gender 1.323 0.277 1.34 0.182 [0.877, 1.996]

Age 0.1634 0.171 1.09 0.275 [0.881, 1.559]

Kids in 

household

1.275 0.322 0.322 0.337 [0.776, 2.093]

Education 1.195 0.174 1.22 0.221 [0.898, 1.591]

constant 0.2997 0.196 -1.84 0.065 [0.083, 1.079]

Table 2: Logistic regression analysis of “Natural” food label use

VARIABLE OR SE Z P %CI

Income 1.278 0.333 0.94 0.346 [0.767, 2.128]

Gender 2.008 0.445 3.14 0.002* [1.300, 3.100]

Age 1.059 0.162 0.37 0.709 [0.785, 1.428]

Kids in 

household

2.129 0.605 2.66 0.008* [1.220, 3.716}

Education 1.812 0.267 4.04 0.000* [1.358. 2.419]

constant 0.1214 0.0824 -3.11 0.002 [0.032, 0.459]

Table 1 : Descriptive statistics of sample population, and proportion 
of population using natural and/or organic food labels
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• Use of natural labels remained significantly associated with income, after controlling for gender, age, 
education level, and having kids in the household (Table 2).

• Use of organic food labels remained significantly associated with education level, gender, and having kids 
in the household, after controlling for the same demographic characteristics (Table 3).

Overall Sample Use Natural Labels Chi-square 
(Pearson)

Use Organic Labels Chi-square 
(Pearson)

All Respondents (n=574) 63.6% 69.6%
Gender
Male 46.1% 58.5% P=0.045 60.0% P=0.000*
Female 53.9% 67.1% 77.1%
Age
18-24 3.8% 57.9% P=0.023 68.4% P=0.977
25-44 25.0% 52.7% 68.8%
45-64 40.4% 67.8% 70.2%
65+ 30.8% 67.7% 68.2%
Kids in household?
None 71.6% 64.6% P=0.525 66.0% P=0.007*
Yes 28.4% 61.6% 78.2%
Income
<$25,000 13.0% 79.3% P=0.000* 56.7% P=0.142
$25,000 - $50,000 21.6% 77.1% 74.2%
$50,000 - $75,000 18.2% 52.4% 66.3%
$75,000 - $100,000 15.6% 66.2% 72.5%
>$100,000 31.6% 54.5% 72.2%
Education
High school or less 20.0% 66.7% P=0.348 52.0% P=0.000*
Some college 24.9% 68.0% 69.2%
BS or higher 55.1% 61.3% 75.5%

ꭓ2 (6) = 28.22, p=0.0001, Pseudo R2=0.0505 ꭓ2 (6) = 36.9, p=0.000, Pseudo R2=0.070


