
Società Italiana di Scienze dell’Alimentazione http://www.sisalimentazione.it anghiselli@gmail.com 1

Nutri-score: critical issues

Andrea Ghiselli
President of the Italian Society for Food Science and Nutrition



Società Italiana di Scienze dell’Alimentazione http://www.sisalimentazione.it anghiselli@gmail.com

The stakes
reduction in the incidence of overweight and related diseases
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Defending champion:

Ambient and DNA
• Optimal foraging theory
• Sedentariety
• Food affordability
• Huge caloric availability at low

cost

Challenger:

Psycocultural determinants

• Self control
• Nutritional information
• Education and literacy
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Different FOP labelling systems
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Nutri-score is

• Subjective
• Negotiable
• Misleading
• Not informative
• Useless if not even harmful
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Negotiable
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The subjectivity of the algorithm
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Algoritmo originale
1 punto ogni 4,5 g di zucchero

1 punto ogni 1 g di saturi

Algoritmo modificato
1 punto ogni 5 g di zucchero

1 punto ogni 1,5 g di saturi

Algoritmo modificato
1 punto ogni 5 g di zucchero

1 punto ogni 1 g di saturi
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Negotiablility of the algorithm
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The deceptiveness of Nutri-score.
If the purpose is to distinguish between foods belonging to the same group
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Per 100 g

Kcal 70
Saturated fat 1
Sugar 4
Salt 0,55
Fibre 0
Protein 0

Per 100 g

Kcal 900
Saturated fat 14
Sugar 0
Salt 0
Fibrr 0
Protein 0
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The deceptiveness of 100 grams

One pizza

3752 Kj
892 kcal

28 g
14,4 g

116 g
10 g

8 g

40 g

3,56 g
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Peanuts, even if salted, are scored as green
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The same with «frites»
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/ un kilo / un quintal…

Vous pouvez en manger à volonté…Et le Nutri-score reste toujour B

Enjoy your «green» meal!
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The usefulness of Nutri-score
Is there an appreciable difference between an A-scored biscuit and a D-scored one?
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Per 100 grams Per portion/serving

A-scored
biscuits 

D-scored
biscuits

4 biscuits A serving of A serving of 

(56 g) (30  g) (30 g)

A B A-B C B-C

Energy (kcal) 453 482 254 144,6 109,4 135,9 8,7

Total fat (g) 17 20 9,5 6 3,5 5,1 0,9

Saturated fat (g) 1,5 3,5 0,8 1,05 -0,25 0,45 0,6

Sugar (g) 11 19 6,2 5,7 0,5 3,3 2,4

Salt (g) 0,01 0,7 0,005 0,21 -0,205 0,003 0,207

Fibre (g) 6,6 6 3,7 1,8 1,9 1,98 -0,18
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The doctor adviced me to reduce my salt intake
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The dangerousness of Nutri-score
What if "healthy" products were "unhealthy"?
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• Our results confirm the short-term effect that low-
fat choices increase food consumption

• Our results also show a significant positive long-
term effect. This suggests that the overconsumption
effect is persistent.

• Motivating consumers to buy these products (i.e.,
through promotions or fashionable campaigns) can
result in negative long-term consequences, in which
consumers, persistently continue buying more
products and consuming more calories
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Consumer  perception

15

50% in più16% in più
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The effect of "claims" on consumer choices

• The results of this review indicate that nutrition claims related to fat, sugar and energy
content can increase purchases and consumption when food products are perceived as
healthier.

• Although the quality of the evidence is low, current data suggests that policy makers should
pay attention to claims on fat, sugar and energy for their potential negative effects on the 
adequacy of food choices and, consequently, on the weight of the population.

• There are indications that it could lead to unintentional excessive consumption of energy.
• Using the precautionary principle, policy makers should consider options to limit the 

potential negative influences of nutrition claims.
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Are we really sure that…?
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• We are to some extent programmed to choose caloric and delicious foods
• Especially when hungry, the meaning of green ("go") can influence the perception

of the healthiness of a food otherwise considered unhealthy.
• The usual association between the green color and the concept of "natural", or 

"organic", further contributes to perceptions of greater healthiness.
• Awareness of a chocolate bar is influenced by the color that distracts from reading

the nutritional values (regardless of personal variables (BMI, age, sex, diet)
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Nutrinform is
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• Based on serving size
• Objective
• Not negotiable
• Not misleading
• Not directive
• Informative
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Conclusions

• It is necessary and urgent to act on the "food environment" to make it more suitable for
healthier food choices

• FOP labeling can help improve the environment (i.e. supermarket) in which food is
selected (purchased or consumed) and is an example of a population-based approach
aimed at making the environment more conducive to better choices by providing
information on the nutritional content of a food.

• Nutritional information is a key component of aware food choices

• The strategic objective for public health is to increase awareness and knowledge on the
nutritional content of food products, but above all it is necessary for the consumer to be
aware both of the size of a serving and of how that serving affects their daily diet.

• It is misleading for consumers to believe in the existence of good or bad food, while it
must be educated that each type of food has its own serving and frequency of
consumption.

• An informative and non-interpretative/directive label seems better to increase awareness
of food choices without "side effect" which can lead to a decrease in self control

• Any action capable of training self-control is welcome, while we must avoid those actions
capable of decreasing self-control
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