
A HEALTHY  
PERSPECTIVE
“Healthy” is often at the heart of our 
discussions about food.  Still, how 
Americans think about “healthy” in the 
context of dietary decisions remains 
hotly debated.

Defining “Healthy”

“Health-promoting components” are prioritized 
when consumers are asked to define healthy 
foods. Also important is the “absence of artifi-
cial ingredients” as well as a “lack of less-health-
ful components.” 

Vitamin D, fiber, and whole grains are the most 
widely regarded as healthy. Whole grains saw 
an uptick in positive ratings this year, with nine 
out of ten (88%) Americans rating them as 
“healthy.” More consumers also rated unsatu-
rated fats, enriched refined grains, and fortified 
foods as “healthy” in 2017. But healthfulness rat-
ings for many components differed significant-
ly by subgroup. For example, nearly half (47%) 
of millennials rate animal protein as healthful, 
compared to only one quarter (25%) of adults 
over the age of 65.
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In addition, new considerations 
emerge when asked about eating 
patterns rather than food itself.  
The majority (59%) of respondents 
define a “healthy eating style” as 
“the right mix of different food 
groups.”  This is especially true for 
consumers over the age of 65. The 
absence of artificial ingredients 
and presence of natural foods 
were also popular attributes of a 
healthy eating style.
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If Two Products Have the Same Nutrition Facts Panel…
Which is Healthier?
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Nutrition Facts 
   

Calories 125
Amount per serving

Serving size           1 cup (85g)
8 servings per container

Total Fat 8g 
 Saturated Fat 1g  

         Trans Fat 0g
Cholesterol 0mg 
Sodium 160mg 
Total Carbohydrate 37g 
 Dietary Fiber 4g 
 Total Sugars 12g 

Includes 10g Added Sugars
Protein 3g 

Vitamin D 2mcg           10% 
Calcium 260mg 20%
Iron 8mg 45%
Potassium 180mg 4%

% Daily Value*

 * The % Daily Value (DV) tells you how much a 
nutrient in a serving of food contributes to a daily 
diet. 2,000 calories a day is used for general 
nutrition advice.

The Health Halo
Interestingly, when Americans are presented with two products containing identical nutrition facts 
panels, many Americans are likely to choose one product as “healthier” based on characteristics beyond 
nutrition. For example, nearly two-thirds (58%) of Americans reported that a fresh product was at least 
somewhat more likely to be healthy than a canned product with the same nutrition facts panel. Also, over 
one-third (36%) of Americans believe that a product with a shorter ingredient list is at least somewhat 
more likely to be healthy than a product with an identical nutrition facts panel but a longer ingredient 
list. The health halo even extends beyond the foods themselves. For example, Americans are more likely 
to think that a product purchased at a natural foods store is healthier than the same product purchased 
at a convenience store.
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How Consumers De�ne a Healthy Food
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