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Contrary to popular belief, there are no federal regulations regarding the dates used to label food products, with 

the exception of baby formula. This has led to confusion throughout supermarkets everywhere from both 

shoppers and producers alike for years. There is little consistency from brand to brand over product dating, and 

even different distributors for the same brand can differ in how they label their products.  

The three most commonly seen labels are “sell by,” “use by,” and “best if used by,” and there is little clarity to 

what these labels actually mean. This lack of consistency and standardization has led to millions, if not billions, 

of pounds of perfectly good food being thrown out every year. 

Typically, these labels are a mark of quality from the producers that signify the peak freshness of a certain 

product. Sell by dates are to notify shoppers when it should be bought from the store, and not when it should be 

consumed for quality or safety reasons. Best if used by dates are a mark of quality, and after the given date, 

producers believe that product has passed its peak quality. Use by dates are also a mark of quality rather than 

food safety, although it is usually a date given after which it is not desirable to eat that product.  

The confusion often happens because there is no consistency and two similar products can have two different 

labels. However, Congress introduced legislation in 2016 to standardize these labels. Although that legislation 

did not pass, since then the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) released recommendations 

regarding food date labeling, and the Grocery Manufacturer’s Association has also standardized its labeling. 

The USDA recommends all products be labeled with a “best if used by” stamp since this is the most easily 

understood by shoppers.     

The best way to determine if a product is still good to eat is to use your own senses. If it smells or tastes off 

don’t eat it. But wilted vegetables and overripe fruit are still good depending on the way you prepare them, so 

don’t rely on sight alone. Using this method to determine food quality, paired with smart shopping and eating 

can keep you from throwing out perfectly good food that you paid for, reducing your food waste and saving you 

money all at the same time. 
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