
A recent study has estimated that Americans lose  
$30 billion each year by throwing away food based  
on misunderstood date labels. 

Currently there are no federal standards on how products 
should be dated, which makes Use-by, Sell-by and Best-by 
dates extremely confusing. Knowing how to interpret these 
date labels can help save money and food. 

What do date labels really mean? 
Use-by: indicates when food should be used to ensure the 
best taste and quality. Foods that are past this date may 
not taste as fresh, but are still safe to eat. 

Sell-by: guidelines for retailers to know when food will 
be at its best quality. Because these dates are designed to 
build in quality, in most instances these foods will maintain 
their shelf life after the sell-by date. 

Best-by: the date that food will be at optimal quality.  
This doesn’t necessarily mean that the food is unsafe to  
eat after this date.

So how do you know if food is safe to eat?
Use your senses. The best way to determine if food is safe 
to eat is by taste and smell. If it smells off, tastes strange or 
has an unusual texture, it’s probably best to avoid it. 
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https://www.savethefood.com/tips/deciphering-dates-on-products
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/wps/portal/fsis/topics/food-safety-education/get-answers/food-safety-fact-sheets/food-labeling/food-product-dating/food-product-dating
https://www.consumerreports.org/food/how-dated-food-labels-contribute-to-food-waste/
http://www.npr.org/sections/thesalt/2017/02/15/515427797/food-companies-may-say-goodbye-to-sell-by-labels

