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The term "natural" is frequently seen on food packaging, advertisements, and menus, often
suggesting that a product is healthier, less processed, or simply more wholesome. However, when it
comes to the official stance of the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), the question
arises: Does the USDA actually use the word "natural" to describe unprocessed foods? The answer is
nuanced and requires a closer look at USDA policies, definitions, and how the term is utilized within
the food industry. In this article, we will explore whether the statement is true or false, what "natural"
really means according to the USDA, and how consumers can navigate food labeling with confidence.

Understanding the Term "Natural" in Food Labeling

What Does "Natural" Usually Imply?
The word "natural" is often associated with foods that are minimally processed, free from artificial
ingredients, and closer to their original form. Consumers generally interpret "natural" as a sign of
healthfulness, simplicity, and authenticity. However, these assumptions are not always backed by
regulatory definitions, which can lead to confusion.

The Lack of a Clear Federal Definition
Unlike terms such as "organic," which have specific USDA standards, "natural" lacks a comprehensive,
enforceable federal definition for most food products. This absence allows food manufacturers
considerable leeway in how they use the term, often leading to misleading or vague claims.

Does the USDA Use "Natural" to Describe Unprocessed
Foods?

The USDA’s Stance and Historical Context
The USDA has historically been cautious about endorsing or defining "natural" for all foods. While the
agency has addressed "natural" in certain contexts, particularly in relation to meat and poultry, it
does not officially define "natural" as a descriptor for unprocessed foods across the entire food
spectrum.



USDA’s Definition of "Natural" (Meat and Poultry)
In 2016, the USDA Food Safety and Inspection Service (FSIS) issued a final rule clarifying the definition
of "natural" for meat and poultry products. According to this rule:

Products labeled "natural" must contain no artificial ingredients or added colors.

They cannot contain any artificial preservatives.

The processing must be minimal, meaning that the product is not subjected to artificial or
synthetic ingredients or processes that would alter its natural state significantly.

However, this definition applies specifically to processed meat and poultry products, not to fresh
produce, grains, or other unprocessed foods.

What About Fresh Produce and Other Unprocessed Foods?
The USDA does not define or regulate "natural" for fresh fruits, vegetables, grains, or unprocessed
foods in general. This means that when you see "natural" on a label for fresh produce, it is often a
marketing term rather than an official classification.

The Role of the FDA and Other Agencies

FDA’s Perspective on "Natural"
The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) oversees most food labeling, including the use of "natural"
on processed foods other than meat and poultry. As of October 2023, the FDA has not established a
formal, official definition for "natural" for foods outside of meat and poultry. Instead, the agency has
issued guidance indicating that:

Foods labeled "natural" should not contain added colors, artificial flavors, or synthetic
substances.

However, the term is not strictly regulated, so manufacturers are expected to ensure their
claims are truthful and not misleading.

The FDA emphasizes that "natural" does not necessarily mean the product is free from pesticides,
genetically modified organisms (GMOs), or processed in a certain way. It’s largely a voluntary,
marketing term rather than a regulated standard.



Implications for Consumers

Understanding What "Natural" Really Means
Since "natural" is not strictly regulated for most foods, consumers should be cautious about assuming
that a product labeled "natural" is unprocessed or free from artificial ingredients. It is often used as a
marketing tool that may not accurately reflect the product’s processing level or ingredient list.

How to Identify Truly Unprocessed Foods
To ensure you are selecting unprocessed or minimally processed foods, consider the following tips:

Read the ingredient list: Look for products with few ingredients, preferably recognizable whole
foods.

Check for labels like "fresh," "whole," or "minimally processed."

Research the product or brand if you are unsure about their processing standards.

Buy directly from farmers or local markets where the focus is often on unprocessed, fresh foods.

Summary: Is "Natural" The Word That The USDA Uses
To Describe Unprocessed Foods?

Based on the information provided, the answer to whether the USDA uses "natural" to describe
unprocessed foods is largely False. While the USDA has specific regulations and definitions for
"natural" in the context of meat and poultry, it does not have a comprehensive or official definition for
"natural" as it pertains to fresh produce, grains, or other unprocessed foods. The term "natural" is
largely a marketing label with varying interpretations, and its use on food packaging is often not
regulated or standardized for unprocessed foods.

Conclusion

Understanding the nuances behind food labeling is essential for making informed choices. Though
"natural" may evoke images of wholesome, unprocessed foods, it is not an official USDA designation
for such products. Consumers should rely on ingredient lists, certifications, and their knowledge about
food sources rather than solely on the "natural" label. By doing so, they can better ensure that their
dietary choices align with their health goals and preferences for minimally processed foods.

In summary:



The USDA has specific definitions for "natural" but only for certain processed products like meat
and poultry.

There is no universal, enforceable federal standard defining "natural" for unprocessed foods.

The term is often used as marketing language rather than an indicator of processing level or
ingredient quality.

Armed with this knowledge, consumers can navigate the grocery aisles more confidently, prioritizing
transparency and healthfulness over marketing buzzwords.

Frequently Asked Questions

Is the term 'Natural' used by the USDA to describe
unprocessed foods?
False. The USDA does not have a formal definition for 'Natural' and does not specifically use it to
describe unprocessed foods.

Does the USDA regulate or define the term 'Natural' on food
labels?
No, the USDA does not regulate or define the term 'Natural' for food labeling, leading to potential
inconsistencies.

Are all foods labeled as 'Natural' considered unprocessed
according to USDA standards?
Not necessarily. The label 'Natural' does not guarantee that the food is unprocessed or free from
additives.

What does the term 'Natural' imply on food packaging?
It generally suggests that a food is minimally processed and free from artificial ingredients, but this is
not standardized by the USDA.

Is 'Natural' a reliable indicator of a food being unprocessed?
No, since the USDA does not define or regulate 'Natural,' it is not a reliable indicator of unprocessed
foods.



How can consumers identify unprocessed foods effectively?
Consumers should look for labels like '100% Organic' or check ingredient lists to identify unprocessed
foods, rather than relying solely on 'Natural' labels.

Additional Resources
Natural: Is The Word That The USDA Uses To Describe Unprocessed Foods. True Or False?

---

Introduction

In the realm of food labeling and consumer perceptions, the term "natural" is one of the most
frequently encountered and yet most ambiguously defined. For many shoppers, seeing the word
"natural" on a product label immediately suggests that the food is wholesome, minimally processed,
and free from artificial ingredients. However, when it comes to official regulations and definitions, the
question arises: Is "natural" the word that the USDA uses to describe unprocessed foods? The answer
is complex and warrants a detailed exploration of what "natural" truly signifies within the context of
food labeling, regulatory standards, and industry practices.

---

The USDA and Food Labeling: An Overview

Before delving into the specifics of the term "natural," it’s essential to understand the role of the
USDA (United States Department of Agriculture) in food labeling.

USDA’s Regulatory Scope

- The USDA primarily oversees meat, poultry, and egg products under the Food Safety and Inspection
Service (FSIS).
- It also regulates certain labeling claims related to organic, grass-fed, and other specific standards.
- The USDA does not have a comprehensive, federally mandated definition for the term "natural"
across all food categories, unlike "organic," which has well-established standards.

The FDA's Role

- The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) regulates all other foods, including most processed foods,
beverages, and dietary supplements.
- The FDA has not officially defined "natural" in a regulatory context for most foods, leading to
widespread variability in its usage.

---

Defining "Natural" in the Context of Food

The Ambiguity of "Natural"

- The word "natural" is not uniformly defined by federal agencies for food labeling.



- It is often used subjectively by manufacturers to imply healthfulness or minimal processing, but this
does not necessarily mean unprocessed or minimally processed in a strict regulatory sense.

Industry and Consumer Perceptions

- Many consumers equate "natural" with foods that are free from artificial ingredients, minimally
processed, or free from synthetic chemicals.
- Manufacturers often capitalize on this perception to market their products as healthier options, even
if the product contains additives or has undergone significant processing.

---

The USDA and the Term "Natural"

Does the USDA Use "Natural" to Describe Unprocessed Foods?

Short Answer: No. The USDA does not have an official, formal definition that equates "natural" with
unprocessed foods.

Historical Context

- The USDA has never officially defined "natural" for general food labeling.
- The closest formal recognition of "natural" came from the USDA’s Food Safety and Inspection
Service (FSIS), which, in 2016, issued a policy statement regarding the use of "natural" on meat and
poultry labels.

USDA’s 2016 "Natural" Policy (for Meat and Poultry)

- The FSIS clarified that "natural" means "a product containing no artificial ingredients or added color
and is only minimally processed," but with specific standards.
- The key points include:
1. No artificial ingredients or preservatives.
2. No added colors.
3. Minimal processing—meaning processing that does not fundamentally alter the raw product or its
nutritional qualities.
- This policy applies specifically to meat and poultry products under the USDA’s jurisdiction and does
not extend broadly to all foods.

Limitations of the USDA Definition

- The policy does not apply to processed foods, such as cereals, snacks, or beverages.
- Many products labeled as "natural" in the marketplace do not conform to this policy, especially
outside the meat and poultry categories.

---

The FDA and the Term "Natural"

- The FDA has not issued a formal, legally binding definition for "natural."
- In 2016, the FDA issued draft guidance suggesting that:
- The term "natural" means "that the food does not contain added color, artificial flavor, or synthetic



substances".
- However, this guidance is not legally enforceable and does not specify what "minimal processing"
entails.
- The FDA has warned that the use of "natural" does not necessarily mean the food is free from
artificial ingredients or highly processed.

---

The Legal Landscape and Litigation

The Rise of "Natural" as a Marketing Term

- Since the late 20th century, "natural" has become a popular marketing claim.
- Many companies use "natural" to appeal to health-conscious consumers, even if products contain
high fructose corn syrup, preservatives, or artificial flavors.

Legal Challenges and Class Actions

- There have been numerous class action lawsuits alleging false advertising related to "natural"
claims.
- Courts have varied in their rulings, often emphasizing that "natural" is not a protected or well-
defined term and that consumers are not necessarily misled if the product contains artificial
ingredients.

---

Industry Standards and Best Practices

The Food and Drug Administration (FDA)

- The FDA recommends that "natural":
- Should mean "nothing artificial or synthetic".
- But does not provide a formal definition or regulation.
- Many food companies voluntarily follow self-imposed standards to maintain consumer trust.

The USDA and Organic Certification

- The USDA does have a rigorous organic certification process.
- Products labeled "organic" must meet specific standards, including no synthetic pesticides or
genetically modified organisms (GMOs).
- While "organic" is a more precise term, "natural" remains vague in comparison.

---

Consumer Perception and Misinterpretation

What Do Consumers Think "Natural" Means?

- Surveys indicate that many consumers believe "natural":
- Means unprocessed.
- Free from artificial chemicals.



- Minimally processed.
- This disconnect often leads to misleading expectations about the healthfulness of products bearing
the label.

The Reality of "Natural" Foods

- Many "natural" foods:
- Undergo significant processing.
- Contain preservatives or artificial flavors.
- Are not necessarily healthier or less processed than their non-"natural" counterparts.

---

Practical Implications for Consumers

How to Interpret "Natural" Labels

- Read the ingredient list carefully.
- Look for added sugars, artificial flavors, preservatives, and other additives.
- Recognize that "natural" does not automatically mean healthy or unprocessed.

Best Practices

- When seeking minimally processed foods, consider whole foods such as:
- Fresh fruits and vegetables.
- Whole grains.
- Nuts and seeds.
- Lean meats and fish.
- Use nutrition labels to make informed decisions rather than relying solely on "natural" claims.

---

The Future of "Natural" in Food Labeling

Regulatory Developments

- There is ongoing debate and legislative proposals to establish a federal standard for "natural."
- Some states have enacted their own regulations to clarify the meaning.

Industry Initiatives

- Some companies voluntarily adopt stricter standards for "natural" to differentiate their products.
- The Consumer Brands Association and other organizations are advocating for clearer standards.

Consumer Education

- Educating consumers about what "natural" truly means is critical.
- Transparency and full disclosure on labels can help prevent misleading claims.

---



Summary and Key Takeaways

| Aspect | Details |
| -------- | -------- |
| USDA's official stance | Limited; applies mainly to meat and poultry, with specific minimal processing
standards. |
| Does USDA use "natural" for unprocessed foods? | No; there is no broad, official definition equating
"natural" with unprocessed foods. |
| FDA's position | No formal regulation; views "natural" as meaning no artificial ingredients but with no
strict standard. |
| Common consumer misconception | "Natural" equals healthy and unprocessed. |
| Reality | Many "natural" foods are processed and may contain artificial ingredients. |
| Legal landscape | Ongoing litigation and proposals aim for clarity and regulation. |
| Best advice for consumers | Read ingredient lists, focus on whole foods, and avoid assumptions
based solely on "natural" labels. |

---

Conclusion

In conclusion, "Natural" is not the word that the USDA explicitly uses to describe unprocessed foods in
a broad regulatory context. While the USDA has provided some standards for meat and poultry, the
term remains largely undefined across the food industry. The lack of a definitive federal standard
leads to varied interpretations and potentially misleading marketing claims.

Consumers should approach "natural" labels with caution and prioritize ingredient transparency and
whole food choices to ensure their dietary decisions align with their health and wellness goals. As
regulatory discussions continue and consumer awareness grows, clearer standards may emerge,
making "natural" a more meaningful and trustworthy descriptor in the future.

---
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