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Background 
Each year, about a third of the United States food supply goes unsold or uneaten—valued at $382 billion annually.1 Households 
account for $150 billion of that,2 meaning consumers are wasting billions of dollars at the same time that food prices are at 
a record high.3 One important reason for unnecessary food waste is consumer confusion about food date labels4—the dates 
printed on foods, usually with prefixes such as “sell by,” “best before,” “expires on,” and “use by.” ReFED estimates that confusion 
about date labels leads U.S. consumers to throw away about three billion pounds of food,5 worth $7 billion,  every year.6

Consumers encounter a wide array of date labels on their food. Many throw away food once the date passes, because they 
mistakenly think the date indicates food safety rather than quality. In fact, most food remains wholesome and safe to eat 
long past the printed date, which typically reflects a manufacturer’s best guess of how long the product will stay at peak 
quality. 

Contrary to the belief of many Americans, these labels are not federally regulated (other than for infant formula7), and 
state-level regulations vary widely. 

In 2017, the food industry initiated a voluntary Product Code Dating Initiative, under which companies use “BEST If Used 
By” for quality, and “USE By” for safety (reserving the latter for the few foods where time significantly affects risk, such as 
deli meats and soft cheeses).8 This voluntary standard was meant to be implemented by 2020,9 and today several major 
food businesses use these labels on their products. Nonetheless, consumers cannot be certain of what a date label signifies, 
because other date label phrases still remain ubiquitous on retail shelves. 

ReFED identifies standardizing date labels as one of the most cost-effective solutions for reducing food waste. 
Standardizing these labels would divert at least 425,000 tons of food waste from landfills annually, equivalent to 708 million 
meals.10 
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In the last decade, leaders have taken multiple approaches to reforming date labels beyond the above-noted voluntary 
Product Code Dating Initiative. Some states introduced or passed legislation to create standard date labels, including 
California, which will require standardized labels by 2026.11 Federally, members of Congress introduced the Food Date 
Labeling Act, which would only allow two standard date label phrases on food packaging.12 Most recently, the U.S. Food & 
Drug Administration and U.S. Department of Agriculture posted a request for public comments about food date labels.13 

In response to this growing momentum, and to assess whether levels of confusion had changed, we reissued our 
2016 survey about U.S. consumer perceptions of food date labels. This year's survey was fielded online by The Harris Poll via 
its Harris On Demand omnibus survey from January 10–14, 2025. The survey included 2,069 U.S. adults, selected to 
be demographically representative. Results were weighted to further improve representativeness. Our 2016 survey 
included 1,029 adults and was run through the CARAVAN survey by OREC International.14 Each survey firm uses its own 
sampling approach, and there were small wording differences for questions described here, e.g., response option "Not at all 
sure" in 2025 vs "I don't know" in 2016.    

Take Home Messages
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In 2025, Americans discard food near or past the label date even more 
often than they did in 2016.
43% always or usually discard food near or past the date on the label, up from 37% in 2016. Further, 88% do so 
at least occasionally, up from 84% in 2016.

Many mistakenly think the federal government regulates food date labels.
44% think the federal government oversees the phrases used on food date labels, increased from 36% in 2016. In 
fact, the only food product the federal government regulates is infant formula. 

Consumers think they understand date labels but often misinterpret them. 
An average of 87% believed they knew the meanings of eight different labels, yet when quizzed, only an 
average of 53% answered correctly, across all of the labels.  

Consumers use date labels differently depending on the food item. 
Date labels should guide discard decisions for foods that increase in risk after the date, such as deli 
meats. However, for deli meats, 40% of consumers instead said they wait for detectable changes in appearance, 
odor or taste before discarding. Older generations are more likely to do so than younger ones, despite 
their vulnerability to foodborne illness. For other foods we tested (pasteurized milk, raw chicken, bagged 
or boxed lettuce, and breakfast cereal), date labels generally indicate quality, not safety. However, on average, 
over half (54%) make overly precautionary decisions, leading to unnecessary waste. 

Date label misinformation is common among groups that may face 
economic vulnerabilities. 
The groups most affected by date label-related confusion—including misinterpreting labels, thinking they are 
regulated, and discarding food unnecessarily based on dates—include young adults, parents with children under 
age 18, and in some cases Black and Hispanic consumers, as well as those with lower education levels.

 about federal regulation was “I don’t know” in 2016 and “Not at all sure” in 2025. 
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Detailed Findings 

1 In 2025, Americans discard food near or past the
label date even more often than they did in 2016.

In 2025, 43% of consumers reported always or usually throwing away food close to or past the package date, an increase 
from 37% in 2016 (using a different survey firm). Nearly 9 in 10 did so at least occasionally (88%, up from 84%) (Figure 1). 
Notably, Gen Z (ages 18-28) and Millennials (29-44) were more likely to always or usually discard food close to or past label 
dates (52% and 51%), while Baby Boomers (ages 61-79) were least likely (32%). Parents of children under 18 were also  
cautious; 53% always or usually discarded food based on date labels, compared to 39% of those without young children.  

Figure 1
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2 Many mistakenly think the federal government
regulates food date labels.

In 2025, 44% of respondents incorrectly believed that phrases on food date labels are federally regulated (Figure 2), up 
from 36% in 2016. The percentage who were unsure declined from 26% to 21%. Only 17% gave the technically correct 
answer: the phrases are federally regulated only for specific foods, namely infant formula. (Note: In the absence of 
federal regulation, 41 states do regulate food date labels; however, most regulations only cover a single item, such as eggs. 
So even if respondents confused federal and state regulations, the correct response here would mostly be the same.15) The 
belief that food date labels are federally regulated was most common among those who are younger (18–34, 55%, vs. 
40% for 35+), Black and Hispanic (52% and 59%, vs. White, 39%), and with children under 18 (50%, vs. 42% for others).

Figure 2
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Consumers think they understand date labels
but often misinterpret them. 

We examined perceptions of eight date labels, including the two recommended in the voluntary industry standard, “best if 
used by” and “use by,” plus versions of those two labels with icons, “best by,” “sell by,” “expires on,” and a date with no text 
(Figure 3). An average of 87% thought they understood these labels, however, only an average of 53% gave the correct 
meaning (Figure 4). Across labels, an average of two in five (39%) thought they knew the answer but responded incorrectly. 
Misinterpretations could lead, on one hand, to foodborne illness risk, and on the other, to discarding foods unnecessarily early. 

Figure 3  

Food date label images used in survey.

Figure 4

Note: Answers were rated as correct if they matched the voluntary Product Code Dating Initiative labels, e.g., “best if used by” with 
or without icon and “best by” = quality; “use by” with or without icon = safety; all other labels = “something else.” We also accepted 
“something else” for “best if used by” and “use by,” since there is no mandatory standard.

Quality Labels
Of the eight labels, consumers most often recognized “best if used by” as a quality label (79%, up from 70% in 2016), 
followed closely by “best by” (78%). We deemed these responses as “correct.” Since there is no mandatory standard, we 
also accepted “something else” as correct (6% for each of the two labels). Both labels were relatively unlikely to be 
misinterpreted as food safety labels (both 14%). However, misunderstanding remained: while 83% of respondents believed 
they knew the meaning of “best if used by” and were correct, 14% believed they knew the meaning but were incorrect.16 
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misinformed choices lead to food safety risk and waste.

Adding an icon encouraging users to “look, smell, taste” to the quality date—which has been tested in other countries in 
hopes of increasing understanding—reduced correct understanding of “best if used by” to 65% as a quality label and 
reduced consumer confidence that they understood the meaning. While text-image pairings can support comprehension, 
they may require consumer education to be effective. 

Safety Labels
Despite its use as a safety label in the voluntary Product Code Dating Initiative, “use by” produced considerable confusion. 
Only 44% understood it as a safety label, while 49% incorrectly thought it was a quality indicator—which could lead to 
unsafe practices if the label is widely adopted without education. Additionally, 95% of consumers thought they knew the 
label meaning even while many were actually incorrect. Adding a “stop” hand icon to “use by” increased the perception 
that it was a safety label to 61%, but fewer said they understood the meaning (82%, compared to 95% without the icon). 
The label most frequently seen as connoting safety was “expires on” (66%), though that label has no adopted meaning 
under any law or the voluntary initiative, meaning those treating it as a safety label are likely wasting food.  

Demographic Differences
Respondents aged 18–54 and parents of children under age 18 were more likely to describe most labels as safety indicators 
compared to those who were older and non-parents. While the specifics varied by label, groups often saying they did not 
know label meanings included young adults (18-34) versus different age groups, those in the lowest income group versus 
upper income tiers, those with a high school education versus others, and Hispanic respondents versus Whites.    

      Consumers use date labels differently depending on the food item, and
 

Consumer discard decisions vary by product type. Consumers generally take greater precautions for “use by” labels than 
for “best if used by” or “sell by” across different foods (Figure 5). Below, we summarize when consumers would throw out 
the following foods based on different date labels: deli meats, pasteurized milk, raw chicken, bagged or boxed lettuce, and 
breakfast cereal. 

Figure 5 

*Guidance: Discard deli meat on or after the label date.
†Guidance: Discard these foods when they look, smell or taste “off.”
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When Caution is Needed 
Deli meats should be discarded based strictly on the date label, for food safety reasons.17 Despite the inconsistencies in 
label usage, the provided date is consumers’ best available decision guide. However, only 65% of consumers said they 
would throw out deli meats before, on or just after [henceforth: based on] a “use by” label, dropping to 57% for a “best if 
used by” label, and 52% for “sell by.” Older adults (65+) were more likely than those ages 18-54 to rely on sensory 
information instead of date labels, despite having greater vulnerability to foodborne illness. 

When Caution Leads to Waste
For most foods, consumers can detect signs of decay before they become unsafe. Therefore, consumers should make most 
discard decisions based on sensory cues that indicate spoilage (looking, smelling, or tasting when appropriate) rather than 
date labels. We asked consumers how they would decide when to discard four very different foods that do not require date-
based discards: raw chicken (because cooking will kill harmful bacteria), pasteurized milk (because pasteurization has 
already killed harmful bacteria), lettuce (because foodborne illness risks in lettuce do not increase under refrigeration), and 
breakfast cereal (which is shelf-stable). Yet, averaging estimates across the “use by,” “best if used by,” and “sell by” labels,  
54% would discard these four foods based on the dates (chicken: 67%, milk: 55%, lettuce: 49%, cereal: 43%), contributing to 
billions of pounds of unnecessary waste and financial costs for households. 

• Raw Chicken: Of the studied foods (including deli meat), consumers took the most cautious approach to raw chicken.
58% would discard raw chicken based on presence of a “sell by” label, rising to 65% for “best if used by” and 71% for
“use by.”

• Pasteurized Milk: 49% would discard milk based on presence of a “sell by” label, 53% based on a “best if used by”
date label, and 58% based on a “use by” label.

• Bagged or Boxed Lettuce: 45% would discard lettuce based on presence of a “sell by” label, 48% would rely on a
“best if used by” date for discarding, and 50% would do so based on “use by.”

• Breakfast Cereal: Though highly shelf-stable, 38% would discard breakfast cereal based on presence of a “sell by”
date, 36% based on a “best if used by” date, and 37% based on a “use by” date.

Additionally, while no food needs to be discarded before the date on the label, 9–13% of respondents said they would do so 
for the five foods if they had “sell by” labels, 8–14% for “best if used by” labels, and 7–16% for “use by” labels. Groups that 
more often reported discarding food before the date included consumers aged 18–44 compared to the oldest age groups, 
those with incomes under $50,000 compared to those with the highest incomes, those with a high school education or less 
compared to the most educated, Hispanic and Black respondents compared to Whites, and parents of children under 18  
compared to others.

 
Date label misinformation is common among groups that may 
face economic vulnerabilities.

Across the analyses in this survey, young adults and parents with children under 18 were more frequently found to have 
misinformation about food date labels and to report unnecessary label-based food discard decisions, compared to older 
adults and households without children. Other demographic groups that had elevated misinformation or unnecessary food 
discards based on date labels in some analyses include Hispanic and Black consumers compared to Whites, and those in the 
lowest income and education groups compared to those in some higher income and education groups. 

By “generation,” Gen Z and Millennials more often discard food based on date labels, think date labels are federally 
regulated, and view date labels as safety indicators. Baby Boomers and Gen X more often relied on sensory cues for nearly 
all foods compared to Gen X and Millenials, which sometimes reduced waste and sometimes increased their food safety 
risks. 
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Figure 6

Conclusions 
This national consumer survey gathered updated information about how consumers perceive food date labels, to provide 
accurate insights in a time of growing policy attention to this issue. The survey revealed widespread reliance on food date 
labels for decision-making, belief that the labels are federally regulated, and misinterpretation of what labels mean—all of 
which increased since our 2016 survey (which, as noted, was performed by a different firm). While some consumers feel 
confused, many believe they understand the meanings of food date labels. Unfortunately, nearly 40% of those who thought 
they knew the meanings of eight different food date labels were mistaken. We had expected that icons would improve label 
comprehension, however, in this survey the added “look-smell-taste” icon actually decreased comprehension compared to 
the “best if used by” text alone, while the added “stop” hand icon led to a small improvement in understanding over just the 
“use by” text. That said, these icons were unfamiliar, and no explanation was provided alongside them; further tests should 
explore whether accompanying education may improve the benefits. 

Label misinterpretations were more common among young adults and parents with children, and in many cases also vary by 
socioeconomic status and race/ethnicity. As a result of label confusion, even in this time of economic pressures, U.S. 
households are discarding considerable amounts of food unnecessarily. Further, although most food can be donated and 
enjoyed well past the date on its label, belief that such food is unsafe or unpalatable can either prevent donations or create 
safety concerns or dignity issues for potential recipients. Meanwhile, older adults and others misconstrue labels that should 
deter them from eating unsafe food. 

In sum, the food industry’s voluntary Product Code Dating Initiative, despite being a valuable start, apparently has not on its own 
improved how people use or interpret date labels. This study points to two urgent priorities: a federally regulated system of 
consistent food date labels people can trust, and consumer education that can break through people’s belief that they already 
understand the labels and teach them what the labels actually mean. This education should be tailored to the concerns and 
interests of different groups. Additionally, further research should explore why consumer understanding of food date labels has 
been moving in the wrong direction—contributing to persistently high, and even increasing, levels of food waste—though nearly a 
decade has passed since the U.S. set its goal of halving food waste by 2030. 
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