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Administration (FDA) can be used on the
labels of qualifying dairy products. For
example, fat-free and low-fat milk and
yogurt can carry the health claim, “Regular
exercise and a healthy diet with enough 
calcium helps teens and young adult white
and Asian women maintain good bone
health and may reduce their high risk of
osteoporosis later in life.”

The FDA authorizes health claims in three
ways based on the strength of supporting
scientific evidence. Authorized health
claims, such as the example above, must
meet “significant scientific agreement”
among qualified experts. Other health
claims may be based on authoritative 
statements from a scientific body of the 
U.S. government. So-called qualified health
claims are based on scientific evidence that
is credible, but fails to meet the “significant
scientific agreement” standard required by
the FDA.

Structure/function claims on food products
describe the effect of a nutrient or dietary
ingredient on normal structure or function 
in the body. An example found on several
milk and yogurt products is “the calcium
and phosphorus in [product name] help
build strong bones.” Dietary guidance
statements describe the health effects 
of a broad category of foods (e.g., fruits, 
vegetables, dairy foods, grains) rather 
than a specific nutrient or substance. 
An example includes “diets rich in fruits 
and vegetables may reduce the risks of 
some types of cancer.” These statements
contain either a substance (food or food
component) or a disease or health-related
condition, but not both. Unlike health
claims, structure/function claims and
dietary guidance statements do not require
pre-market approval by the FDA. D
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SUMMARY

Nutrition claims on food labels can guide
consumers’ food choices and enable the
food industry to communicate the health
benefits of their products. Because of dairy
foods’ (i.e., milk, cheese, yogurt) significant
levels of many essential nutrients and
research supporting their health benefits, 
a number of nutrition claims can be
declared on the labels of these products.

There are four general categories of nutrition
claims that can be used on food labels, each
with unique regulatory requirements and
implications. These are nutrient content
claims, health claims, structure/function
claims, and dietary guidance statements.
Nutrient content claims characterize the
level of a nutrient in a food. Claims such as
“excellent source of [nutrient],” “fat-free,”
and “low sodium” are a few examples.
Many dairy products are “excellent” 
or “good” sources of several vitamins, 
minerals, and protein.

Health claims are statements describing 
a relationship between a food or food 
component and a disease or health-related
condition (e.g., calcium and reduced 
risk of osteoporosis). Many health 
claims authorized by the Food and Drug
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Despite increased awareness of the 
connection between diet and health, many
consumers believe that their diets could be
healthier and are seeking ways to make 
positive dietary changes (1-3). Nutrition
claims on food labels can help consumers
choose healthier diets and provide the food
industry with opportunities to showcase the
health benefits of their products.

According to a nationwide survey 
conducted by the Food Marketing Institute
(FMI) and Prevention magazine, 62% of
shoppers surveyed said that their diets 
could be healthier (70% for shoppers with
children) (1). Likewise, the FMI’s 2006 
Grocery Shopper Trends survey (2) found
that 70% of shoppers think that their diets
could be at least somewhat or a lot more
healthful. To help make positive dietary
changes, many nutrition-conscious 
consumers are using food labels and 
nutrition claims to help guide their food
choices (2,3). More than half of shoppers
surveyed in FMI’s Trends survey said that
they look for health and nutrition claims 
on product packages stressing whole grains
(57%), high fiber (54%), and low in fat
(53%) (2). Other claims sought after by at
least 40% of respondents included low
sugar, low calorie, low sodium, absence of
trans fat, and low or lowers cholesterol (2).
Thirty-two percent of survey respondents
said that when purchasing a food product,
they look for the claim “reduces risk of heart
disease” and19% look for the claim
“reduces risk of cancer” (2).

The 2005 Dietary Guidelines for 
Americans – which provides science-based
advice to promote health and reduce the
risk of major chronic diseases – encourages
the use of health-related claims to help 
consumers implement the Guidelines’ key
diet and physical activity recommendations
(4). Today, a wide variety of foods, including
dairy products such as milk, cheese, and
yogurt, carry claims to communicate their
nutrition and health benefits. This is not 
surprising given dairy products’ unique
nutrient package. For example, milk 
provides nine essential nutrients – calcium,
potassium, phosphorus, protein, and 
vitamins A, D, B12, riboflavin, and niacin

(niacin equivalents) (5). Also, studies show
that dairy products, when consumed as 
part of a healthy diet, may help reduce the
risk of chronic diseases such as osteoporosis
and hypertension (6). Additionally, emerging
scientific research indicates that dairy 
products may help reduce the risk of kidney
stones, colon cancer, and obesity (6).

This Digest reviews different types of Food
and Drug Administration (FDA) regulated
nutrition claims for conventional foods and
provides specific examples on qualifying
dairy products. For more information 
on this topic, readers are referred to an
overview of label claims provided by the
FDA, Center for Food Safety and Applied
Nutrition (www.cfsan.fda.gov/~dms/
lab-hlth.html), The Code of Federal 
Regulations (7), and National Dairy 
Council’s Quick Reference Guide to 
Nutrition Claims on Dairy Products
(www.innovatewithdairy.com/claims).

TYPES OF NUTRITION CLAIMS
ON FOOD LABELS

There are four general categories of claims
used on food labels to highlight their 
nutritional benefits, each with their own
regulatory requirements and implications.
These include nutrient content claims,
health claims, structure/function claims,
and dietary guidance statements.

Nutrient Content Claims. Nutrient
content claims are the most frequently used
nutrition claims on food labels. These claims
characterize the level of a nutrient or dietary
component in a serving of food, using terms
such as free, high, or low, or they compare
the level of a nutrient in one food to the
level in another similar food, using terms
such as less, reduced, or lite. The Nutrition
Labeling and Education Act (NLEA) of1990
permits the use of nutrient content claims
made in accordance with FDA regulations.
Most nutrient content claims regulations
apply only to those nutrients or dietary 
substances that have an established Daily
Value (DV). The manufacturer must 
ensure that the exact wording of the claim,
including specific descriptive words, is 
consistent with FDA’s regulations, as only
authorized nutrient content claims are 
permitted for use.
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Nutrition claims 
on food labels can
positively influence
consumers’ food
choices and 
help them 
implement key 
recommendations
in the 2005
Dietary Guidelines
for Americans.
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statement describing a relationship between
a food or food component (substance) and
a disease or health-related condition (e.g.,
calcium and reduced risk of osteoporosis).
These claims must represent both the 
substance and the disease. Health claims 
are regulated by the FDA and permitted for
use on the labels of foods that meet certain
scientific and regulatory criteria (e.g., not
too much fat, saturated fat, cholesterol, 
or sodium). These criteria can be found at
www.cfsan.fda.gov/~dms/lab-ssa.html. 
As shown in Table 2, there are five health
claims authorized by the FDA that can 
be used on the labels of some dairy 
products, typically those lower in fat, 
such as low-fat and fat-free milk, yogurt,
and other dairy products. For a summary 
of all health claims that have been approved
for use on food labels, refer to Appendix C 
in the FDA’s The Food Labeling Guide
(www.cfsan.fda.gov/~dms/flg-6c.html). 

Health claims can be authorized by the 
FDA in one of the following three ways
(www.cfsan.fda.gov/~dms/hclaims.html).
■ Authorized Health Claims. These 

claims are based on significant scientific 
agreement (SSA) among qualified experts
as set forth in the1990 NLEA. The FDA
authorizes these types of claims based 
on an extensive evidence-based review 
of the scientific literature, generally 
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The requirements that govern the use of
nutrient content claims help ensure that
descriptive terms are used consistently 
for all types of food products and are 
therefore meaningful to consumers. For
example, “an excellent source of [nutrient]”
may be used when a food contains at least
20% of the DV of a nutrient per reference
amount. The term “a good source of 
[nutrient]” may be used when the claimed
nutrient is present in the food between
10% and19% of the DV per reference
amount (7). Definitions of nutrient content
claims may be found in Appendices A and 
B of the FDA’s The Food Labeling Guide
(www.cfsan.fda.gov/~dms/flg-6a.html and
www.cfsan.fda.gov/~dms/flg-6b.html).
Table1 presents some examples of 
nutrient content claims for qualifying 
fluid milk products.

Because of dairy
foods’ unique
nutritive package,
several different
types of nutrition
claims – nutrient
content claims,
health claims,
structure/function
claims, and 
dietary guidance
statements – 
can be found on
qualifying dairy
products.

Table 1. Nutrient Content Claims for Qualifying Fluid Milks*
Low-fat Milk Reduced-fat Milk

Nutrient Content Claim Fat-free milk (1/2 or 1%) (2%) Whole Milk

Reduced-calorie Yes Yes

Fat-free Yes

Low-fat Yes

Reduced-fat Yes

Low saturated fat Yes

Low cholesterol Yes Yes

Good source of protein Yes Yes Yes Yes

Excellent source of vitamin D Yes Yes Yes Yes

Excellent source of riboflavin Yes Yes Yes Yes

Good source of vitamin A Yes Yes Yes

Good source of Vitamin B12 Yes Yes Yes Yes

Excellent source of calcium Yes Yes Yes Yes

Excellent source of phosphorus Yes Yes Yes Yes

Low sodium Yes Yes Yes Yes

Good source of potassium Yes Yes Yes Yes

*Notes:
1) Claims for vitamins A and D are appropriate only when these nutrients have been added to the product at a level of 

2000 IU/qt for vitamin A and 400 IU/qt for vitamin D.

2) If a product exceeds 13g fat, 4g saturated fat, 60mg cholesterol, or 480mg sodium per reference serving, the label must
also state “see nutrition information for (nutrient requiring disclosure) content.”

3) Riboflavin, vitamin B12, phosphorus, and potassium “require quantitative and Daily Value declaration of nutrient 
in the Nutrition Facts Panel.”

“Regular exercise and 
a healthy diet with

enough calcium helps
teens and young adult

white and Asian women
maintain good bone

health and may 
reduce their high risk 
of osteoporosis later 

in life.”
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based on an authoritative statement,
which in this case is a report from 
the National Academy of Sciences (8).

■ Qualified Health Claims. FDA’s 2003
Consumer Health Information for 
Better Nutrition Initiative provides 
for qualified health claims based on
scientific evidence that is credible, 
but that does not meet the “significant
scientific agreement” standard
required by the FDA to support an
authorized health claim. The FDA
requires qualified health claims to
include a disclaimer or other qualifying
language to prevent consumers from
being misled about the nature of 
supporting science. After a qualified
health claim petition is received, 
the FDA evaluates the quality and
strength of the scientific evidence
before approving or denying the 
claim. Qualified health claim petitions
that are submitted to the FDA are
available for public review and 
comment. A summary of qualified
health claims can be found at
www.cfsan.fda.gov/~dms/
ghc-sum.html.
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submitted in a health claim petition, 
using SSA standards to determine that
the nutrient/disease relationship is well
established. Authorized health claims
are sometimes called SSA health
claims, or NLEA health claims, or
unqualified health claims (i.e., because
qualifying statements about the state
of the science are not required). 
The first four health claims in Table 2
are examples of authorized health
claims that are appropriate for use 
on qualifying dairy products.

■ Authoritative Statements. As a result
of the1997 FDA Modernization Act,
health claims based on authoritative
statements from a scientific body of
the U.S. government or the National
Academy of Sciences may be 
allowed. These claims may be used
after submission of a health claim 
notification to FDA. The last claim in
Table 2, “diets containing foods that
are a good source of potassium and
that are low in sodium may reduce 
the risk of high blood pressure and 

Table 2. Examples of Health Claims for 
Selected Qualifying Dairy Products*

Fat-free Low-fat Reduced-fat Low-fat Fat-free
Health Claim** Milk Milk Milk Yogurt, plain Yogurt, plain

“Regular exercise and a Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
healthy diet with enough 
calcium helps teens and 
young adult white and 
Asian women maintain 
good bone health and 
may reduce their high 
risk of osteoporosis 
later in life.”

“Diets low in sodium may Yes Yes Yes No No
reduce the risk of high 
blood pressure, a disease 
associated with many 
factors.”

“Development of cancer Yes Yes No Yes Yes
depends on many factors. 
A diet low in total fat may 
reduce the risk of some 
cancers.”

“While many factors affect Yes No No No Yes
heart disease, diets low 
in saturated fat and 
cholesterol may reduce 
the risk of this disease.”

“Diets containing foods Yes No No No No
that are a good source of 
potassium and that are 
low in sodium may reduce 
the risk of high blood 
pressure and stroke.”

* Claims are based on products that contain less than the specified levels for the four “disqualifying” nutrients 
per reference amount for total fat, saturated fat, sodium, and cholesterol. Nutrient values are taken from the U.S.
Department of Agriculture, Agricultural Research Service 2005. USDA National Nutrient Database for Standard 
Reference, Release 18. Nutrient Data Laboratory Home Page, http//www.nal.usda.gov/fnic/foodcomp. Individual 
products may vary based on independent lab analysis. This list is for illustration purposes only. Note: Consult the Code
of Federal regulations for specific nutrition labeling requirements for making health claims.

** Whole milk and whole milk yogurts do not qualify for health claims and, hence are not included.

“Development of cancer
depends on many 

factors. A diet low in
total fat may reduce the
risk of some cancers.”

As research 
continues to 
identify and 
support the 
nutrition and
health benefits 
of foods (e.g., dairy
foods), nutrition
claims on food
labels can be
expected to play
an increasingly
important role in
communicating
these benefits 
to consumers.
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regulations, it is recommended that when
using a structure/function claim for
potassium, phosphorus, or vitamin B12,
the quantitative amount and percent 
DV of that nutrient should be voluntarily
declared in the Nutrition Facts Panel of
the label.

The 3-A-Day™ of Dairy program
(www.3aday.org), a nutrition-based 
marketing and consumer education 
initiative managed by Dairy Management
Inc., is an example of the use of 
structure/function claims on dairy 
products. This program utilizes 
two structure/function claims to 
communicate the health benefits of 
dairy foods. One points out the need 
for 3 servings of dairy (milk, cheese, or
yogurt) a day for stronger bones. More
recently, as scientific evidence has 
accumulated, an additional claim 
indicates that 3 servings a day of milk,
cheese, or yogurt in a reduced calorie 
diet supports weight loss.

Dietary Guidance Statements.
Unlike health claims which target 
a specific substance (food or food 
component) and a specific disease 
or health-related condition, dietary 
guidance statements make reference 
to a substance or disease, but not both.
Instead, dietary guidance statements
focus on general dietary patterns, 
practices, and recommendations that
promote health. These statements 
typically describe the health effects of 
a broad category of foods (e.g., fruits,
vegetables, dairy foods, grains), rather
than a specific nutrient or substance. An
example of a dietary guidance statement
provided by the FDA is “diets rich in fruits
and vegetables may reduce the risk of
some types of cancer.” One element 
(i.e., disease) is present, but because a
specific substance (e.g., nutrient) is not
present, this is not a health claim. Dietary
guidance statements may be made on
food labels without FDA review and
authorization. However, the information
must be truthful and non-misleading.

Structure/Function Claims. These
claims describe the effect of a nutrient or
dietary ingredient on normal structures 
or functions in the body. Unlike health
claims, structure/function claims cannot
explicitly or implicitly state a relationship
between preventing, curing, or mitigating
a disease or health-related condition and
are not subject to FDA authorization 
or pre-market review. However, the 
manufacturer is responsible for ensuring
that any structure/function claim on
labels, like all information on food labels,
is based on competent and reliable 
scientific research and is truthful and 
not misleading. More information about
structure/function claims can be found at
www.cfsan.fda/~dms/sclmguid.html.

Because milk and other dairy foods 
support various physiological functions
that have been scientifically substantiated
and because they contain many 
nutrients at “good” (>10% of the DV) 
or “excellent” (>20% of the DV) levels,
many dairy foods are candidates for
structure/function claims. Examples 
of some possible structure/function
claims for dairy products include the 
following (9):
■ The vitamin A in [reduced-fat milk,

low-fat milk, fat-free milk] helps 
promote normal vision;

■ The vitamin B12 in [whole milk,
reduced-fat milk, low-fat milk, and 
fat-free milk] helps maintain the
body’s red blood cells;

■ The calcium and phosphorus in [whole
milk, reduced-fat milk, low-fat milk,
fat-free milk, plain whole milk yogurt,
plain low-fat yogurt, plain fat-free
yogurt] help build strong bones;

■ The vitamin D in [whole milk,
reduced-fat milk, low-fat milk, fat-free
milk] helps build strong bones;

■ The potassium in [whole milk,
reduced-fat milk, low-fat milk, fat-free
milk, plain whole milk yogurt, plain
low-fat yogurt, plain fat-free yogurt]
helps maintain normal circulation;

■ The protein in [whole milk, 
reduced-fat milk, low-fat milk, 
fat-free milk, plain whole milk yogurt,
plain low-fat yogurt, plain fat-free
yogurt, cottage cheese] helps maintain
strong muscles.
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Examples of 
structure/function
claims provided 
by the 3-A-DayTM

of Dairy program
(www.3aday.org)
include promotion
of the health 
benefits of 
consuming 3 
servings of dairy
products a day 
for stronger bones
and for healthy
weight loss.
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The trend toward health and 
wellness is driving consumers to
improve their diets and seek food
products with nutrition and health
benefits. Nutrition claims on food
labels can increase consumers’
awareness of the health attributes 
of specific foods and help them
choose healthier diets.

When it comes to the different types
of nutrition claims (i.e., health claims,
structure/function claims, dietary
guidance), there is little evidence that
consumers are aware of differences 
in the strength of scientific evidence
supporting the various types of 
nutrition label claims (10). According
to consumer research conducted by
the International Food Information
Council Foundation, consumers were
just as likely to purchase a food with
a structure/function claim as one
with an unqualified health claim 
or dietary guidance statement (10).
This finding led the researchers to 
call for further research to identify
terminology or language that would
best communicate the strength of
scientific evidence associated with
diet-disease relationships and their
respective label claims (10).

Nevertheless, given consumers’
expressed need for more nutrition
and health information, food 
manufacturers, including 
manufacturers of dairy products,
should consider using existing 
regulations to communicate the
health and nutrition benefits 
of their products.
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