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Many consumers misinterpret food date labels, yet use them with confidence 

 
Consumer education is needed to increase understanding of food date labels according to a 

new study in the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior 

 

Philadelphia, May 6, 2021 – Misunderstanding food date labeling is common and educational 

communications are needed to improve consumer understanding, according to a new study in the Journal 

of Nutrition Education and Behavior, published by Elsevier.  

 

Does it mean “spoiled - throw it out,” or “might not taste as good as it could anymore?” Food date labels 

(e.g., “USE By August 16”) can play an important role in helping consumers make informed decisions 

about food, and ultimately prevent unsafe consumption and waste of food. Researchers surveyed 2,607 

adults in the United States to assess consumer understanding of the streamlined 2-date labeling system 

and explore the relative effectiveness of educational messages in increasing understanding.  

 

“Our study showed that an overwhelming majority of consumers say that they use food date labels to 

make decisions about food and say they know what the labels mean,” said Catherine Turvey, MPH, 

Department of Exercise and Nutrition Sciences, Milken Institute School of Public Health, The George 

Washington University, Washington, DC, USA. “Despite confidently using date labels, many consumers 

misinterpreted the labels and continued to misunderstand even after reading educational messaging that 

explained the labels’ meaning.” 

 

Less than half (46 percent) of study respondents knew that the “BEST If Used By” label specifically 

indicates that food quality may deteriorate after the date on the label. Less than one-quarter (24 percent) 

of study respondents knew that the “USE By” label means that food is not safe to eat after the date on the 

label.  
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Researchers explored if framing the messages with values like saving money or avoiding waste, would 

impact the effectiveness of messages at increasing consumer understanding. None of the seven value 

frames tested was significantly more effective at increasing understanding than another, but all messages 

significantly increased consumer’s general understanding of the labels.  

 

After viewing educational messages, 37 percent of consumers still did not understand the specific 

meaning of the “BEST If Used By” label and 48 percent did not understand the specific meaning of the 

“USE By” label. 

 

 
Caption: Example of an illustrated message. 

 

“Responses to the survey suggest that date labels are so familiar that some consumers believe they are 

boring, self-explanatory, or common sense despite misunderstanding the labels,” said Ms. Turvey. 

“Unwarranted confidence and the familiarity of date labels may make consumers less attentive to 

educational messaging that explains the food industry’s labeling system.” 

 



Future communication campaigns will have to capture the attention of people who think they already 

know what date labels mean, find the information tedious, or are satisfied with a rough understanding of 

labels. Educating consumers about the meaning of the labels has growing implications for food waste and 

food safety as the 2-date labeling system becomes more widely adopted and gains support from non-

profits and government institutions.   

 

--- 

 

Notes for editors 

The article is “Impact of Messaging Strategy on Consumer Understanding of Food Date Labels,” by 

Catherine Turvey, MPH; Meghan Moran, PhD; Jennifer Sacheck, PhD; Ashley Arashiro, MPH; Qiushi 

Huang, MS, MPH; Katie Heley, MPH; Erica Johnston; and Roni Neff, PhD 

(https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jneb.2021.03.007). It appears in the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior, 

volume 53, issue 5 (May 2021), published by Elsevier. 

 

The article is openly available for 90 days following its publication on May 6, 2021. 
 

Full text of the article is available to credentialed journalists upon request; contact Eileen Leahy at +1 732 

238 3628 or jnebmedia@elsevier.com to obtain a copy. To schedule an interview with the author(s), 

please contact Catherine Turvey at cturvey@gwmail.gwu.edu.   

 

An audio podcast featuring an interview with Catherine Turvey, MPH, and other information for journalists 

are available at www.jneb.org/content/media. Excerpts from the podcast may be reproduced by the media 

with permission from Eileen Leahy. 

 

About the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior (JNEB)  

The Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior (JNEB), the official journal of the Society for Nutrition 

Education and Behavior (SNEB), is a refereed, scientific periodical that serves as a resource for all 

professionals with an interest in nutrition education and dietary/physical activity behaviors. The purpose of 

JNEB is to document and disseminate original research, emerging issues, and practices relevant to 

nutrition education and behavior worldwide and to promote healthy, sustainable food choices. It supports 

the society’s efforts to disseminate innovative nutrition education strategies, and communicate 

information on food, nutrition, and health issues to students, professionals, policymakers, targeted 

audiences, and the public. 

 

The Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior features articles that provide new insights and useful 

findings related to nutrition education research, practice, and policy. The content areas of JNEB reflect 

the diverse interests of health, nutrition, education, Cooperative Extension, and other professionals 

working in areas related to nutrition education and behavior. As the Society's official journal, JNEB also 

includes occasional policy statements, issue perspectives, and member communications. www.jneb.org 

 

About Elsevier 

As a global leader in information and analytics, Elsevier helps researchers and healthcare professionals 

advance science and improve health outcomes for the benefit of society. We do this by facilitating insights 

and critical decision-making for customers across the global research and health ecosystems.  

 

In everything we publish, we uphold the highest standards of quality and integrity. We bring that same 

rigor to our information analytics solutions for researchers, health professionals, institutions and funders.  
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Elsevier employs 8,100 people worldwide. We have supported the work of our research and health 

partners for more than 140 years. Growing from our roots in publishing, we offer knowledge and valuable 

analytics that help our users make breakthroughs and drive societal progress. Digital solutions such as 

ScienceDirect, Scopus, SciVal, ClinicalKey and Sherpath support strategic research management, R&D 

performance, clinical decision support, and health education. Researchers and healthcare professionals 

rely on our 2,500+ digitized journals, including The Lancet and Cell; our 40,000 eBook titles; and our 

iconic reference works, such as Gray's Anatomy. With the Elsevier Foundation and our external Inclusion 

& Diversity Advisory Board, we work in partnership with diverse stakeholders to advance inclusion and 

diversity in science, research and healthcare in developing countries and around the world. 

 

Elsevier is part of RELX, a global provider of information-based analytics and decision tools for 

professional and business customers. www.elsevier.com 
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