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The term “natural” appears in the label of food products valued in the billions of dollars, and 

yet, nobody, particularly consumers, can be sure of its meaning.  The term “natural” conveys the 

idea of purity, healthy, wholesome, unadulterated, but as Time Ideas described it, “the word is a 

kind of orphan child, undefined by government, misused by industry and without a provenance or 

a use for the average American consumer”.1  

The question is: what is a natural food or an all-natural food?  According to Wikipedia, 

“Natural foods and all natural foods are widely used terms in food labeling and marketing with a 

variety of definitions, most of which are vague. The term is often assumed to imply foods that are 

not processed and whose ingredients are an all natural products (in the chemist's sense of that 

term), thus conveying a appeal to nature.  But the lack of standards in most jurisdictions means 

that the term assures nothing. In some countries, the term “natural” is defined and enforced. In 

others, such as the United States, it is not enforced”.2 

Although the need to regulate the use of “natural” in food labeling has long been recognized 

by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA), the agency has not done so, although it claims 

to have long considered the term “natural” to mean that, “nothing artificial or synthetic has been 

included in, or has been added to, a food that would not normally be expected to be in that 

food”.3 In 2008 the agency considered that there was not enough evidence that consumers were 

being misled by the term “natural”.  Consequently, the FDA said that it had no intention to 

define the term “natural” for food products any time in the near future and that its limited 

resources had to be used to attend other priorities.2 

However, the FDA’s stance changed in 2015 because three Citizen Petitions asking that the 

agency define the term “natural” for use in food labeling were received, as well as one Citizen 

Petition asking that the term “natural” be banned from appearing on food labels.  In addition, the 

FDA indicated that, “some Federal courts, as a result of litigation between private parties, have 

requested administrative determinations from the FDA regarding whether food products 

containing ingredients produced using genetic engineering or foods containing high fructose 

corn syrup may be labeled as natural”.3 In a 2015 request for public information and comments 
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that closed on May 10, 2016, the FDA asked whether it is appropriate to define the term 

“natural,” how should the term be defined, and how to determine the appropriate use of “natural” 

on labels. A decision by the FDA is still pending. 

In contrast to foods regulated by the FDA, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), 

through its Food Safety and Inspection Service (FSIS), allows the use of “natural” on meat and 

poultry product labels when it is, “A product containing no artificial ingredient or added color 

and is only minimally processed. Minimal processing means that the product was processed in a 

manner that does not fundamentally alter the product. The label must include a statement 

explaining the meaning of the term natural (such as “no artificial ingredients; minimally 

processed”)”.4 In addition, the U.S. Code of Federal Regulations defines what the terms “natural 

flavor” or “natural flavoring” mean in the labeling of animal products (21CFR501.22).5  

Other countries also regulate the use of “natural” for food flavoring compounds. The 

European Union legislation, for example, defines it for mineral waters6 and flavorings7, but not 

for other products. The United Kingdom, in turn, has a guidance on the use of “natural” in food 

labeling that says that the term “natural” means that, “the product is comprised of natural 

ingredients, e.g. ingredients produced by nature, not the work of man or interfered with by 

man”. Furthermore, the guidance says that, “It is misleading to use the term to describe foods or 

ingredients that employ chemicals to change their composition or comprise the products of new 

technologies, including additives and flavourings that are the product of the chemical industry or 

extracted by chemical processes.”  

Canada has restrictions on the use of “natural”: “A food or ingredient of a food that is 

represented as natural is expected: 

 not to contain, or to ever have contained, an added vitamin, mineral nutrient, artificial 

flavouring agent or food additive. 

 not to have any constituent or fraction thereof removed or significantly changed, except 

the removal of water. For example: the removal of caffeine. 

 not to have been submitted to processes that have significantly altered their original 

physical, chemical or biological state (i.e. maximum processes).”10  

 

Because of the difficulty of dealing with a term not defined by the FDA and the opportunities 

for litigation that this represents, companies have been abandoning its use. According to a 2013 

article in The Wall Street Journal: “A growing number of food and drink companies are quietly 

removing "all natural" claims from packages amid lawsuits challenging the "naturalness" of 

everything”.9 This includes not only food packaging but also marketing.  

 

Defining “natural” and “all-natural” for labeling of foods and beverages will continue to be 

controversial. Some people suggest banning the term altogether; others support the idea of a 

super-organic connotation, given that the USDA’s rules on organic foods have allowed the use of 

synthetic substances in products labeled as organic. As the FDA mentioned, “From a food 

science perspective, it is difficult to define a food product that is ‘natural’ because the food has 
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probably been processed and is no longer the product of the earth.” We agree with the logic that 

to consider whether a food is natural or not, one must look at, “the source of the food and the 

process used to manufacture it”.1  It is necessary to finally define and regulate the term “natural” 

in food labeling; the American consumers and industry deserve it. 
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