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The increase in the prevalence of childhood overweight 
in Latin America and the Caribbean is a worrying trend. 
According to The State of the World’s Children report 
2019, 4 million children under 5 years of age suffer from 
overweight in the region.

In recent decades, records reveal an increase in cases: 
more than 1 in 3 children between 5 and 19 years of age 
have overweight. In this scenario, the countries in the 
region with the highest prevalence are Argentina, Chile 
and Mexico.

People who are affected by non-communicable diseases, 
including overweight and obesity, are at an increased risk 
of morbidity and mortality. In particular, overweight and 
obesity represent a major challenge for governments as 
they formulate public policies to improve people’s food 
environments.

Experiences in the design and implementation of front-of-pack 
nutrition warning labels in Latin America and the Caribbean

The growing burden of overweight in Latin America 
and the Caribbean presents an opportunity to research 
and document regional experiences. This can serve as 
a model to develop public policies that improve food 
environments, such as the design and implementation of 
the front-of-pack nutrition warning labels.  

Scientific evidence has shown that front-of-pack (FOP) 
warning labels can be one of the most cost-effective 
regulatory measures to contribute to the treatment and 
prevention of overweight and obesity. They are clear, 
easy to understand and allow consumers to make a 
better selection of food and beverage products at the 
point of sale.1,2
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In 2014, Mexico implemented nutritional front-of-pack 
labeling based on the Guideline Daily Amounts (GDA),3 
which was considered an initiative of the food industry.4 
However, evidence showed that these GDAs were 
difficult to understand for the Mexican population, even for 
nutrition students.5,6

GDAs require time and mathematical skills for their 
interpretation. They do not consider vulnerable 
populations, particularly people with poor levels of 
education, and were designed without the participation of 
health experts.6,7 Furthermore, they have limitations such 
as:

The percentages reported are calculated based 
on reference values that are not presented in the 
product.

They use reference values indistinctly for child and 
adult populations.

They ignore the nutrient intake recommendations 
for the Mexican population, as well as the 
recommendations of international organizations. 

Cases such as what occurred in Mexico have motivated 
the design of more efficient options in Latin America for 
the general population in order to make it easier to choose 
packaged products with a better nutritional profile.

The objective of the front-of-pack labeling is for the 
population to identify easily, quickly and correctly, the 
products, that contain excessive amounts of sugars, total 
fats, saturated fats, trans-fats and sodium. 
Front-of-pack labeling with interpretive warnings is an 
optimal option and meets these requirements, having 
demonstrated good results in different populations, 
including in Mexico8-10. Therefore interpretive labels 
represent a model to follow for countries with high levels 
of obesity and associated diseases.

In Mexico, the implementation of front-of-pack warning 
labels required the modification of the Mexican Official 
Standard NOM-051-SCFI/SSA1-2010, General Labeling 
Specifications for Prepackaged Foods and Non-alcoholic 
Beverages-Commercial and Sanitary Information (NOM 
051). This standard regulates the nutritional information 
that must be placed on the front of packages of 
industrialized foods and beverages. For its modification, 
a working group was formed with members from the 
government, academia, civil society organizations 
(CSOs), international organizations and the industrial 
sector. Likewise, amendments to the General Health 
Law were initiated in the legislative branch.  

It is worth mentioning that prior to the standard 
modification in Mexico, the National Institute of Public 
Health (INSP) and the United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF) had convened a meeting with experts from 
Latin America to share the experiences with the design 
and implementation of front-of-pack labeling in their 
countries, between 2012 and 2019. 

That meeting had academics, CSO members, 
former decision makers from Brazil, Chile, Ecuador, 
Peru, Uruguay and representatives of international 
organizations exchanging and discussing practices 
related to the process of formulation and establishment 
of interpretive front-of-pack labeling in their countries.

There were some lessons learnt from the experiences 
shared by the regional countries, such as the food 
industry’s strategies to block front-of-pack labeling 
efforts. These strategies have been identified as the 
4Ds, food industry interference tactics.

The experience in Mexico
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Research has documented strong international, national and regional industry opposition to the design, implementation, 
promotion and evaluation of front-of-pack nutrition warning labels. 11,12 

In its paper Building momentum: lessons on implementing a robust front-of-pack food label13,  the World Cancer 
Research Fund International (WCRFI) identified common food industry interference tactics in four areas, which were 
termed as the 4D’s (Delay, Divide, Deflect, Deny):

What are the 4Ds?

Delay: This involves exerting pressure on 
governments through the use of strategies that 
delay decision-making, such as: requesting evidence 
or research to support government proposals; 
alluding to difficulties in implementing policies; 
expressing possible lawsuits if the measure goes 
ahead and proposing their own labeling measures.
 

Divide: The industry develops and promotes its 
own labeling with less strict nutritional criteria than 
those proposed by health authorities. In addition, 
elements such as design and nutrient profiles are 
contested, and lobbying to stop regulation is carried 
out through political means.

Deflect:  Attention is diverted to other issues 
to avoid discussion of regulation. In some cases, 
arguments are created for the benefit of the 
industry, for example, it is claimed that warning 
labels induce fear in consumers and confuse them. 
It is also claimed that the nutritional profile is very 
strict and that all foods will have seals.

Deny: This strategy consists of insisting that 
there is insufficient evidence to make decisions. 
In this process, the evidence demonstrating the 
effectiveness of the measure is questioned, or 
the lack of global consensus on the most effective 
labeling is pointed out. It also involves funding 
research and reports that show alternative policies.

© UNICEF México/2021/J. Estrada
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During the previously mentioned meeting convened 
by INSP and UNICEF, specific strategies, tactics and 
arguments used in Latin American and Caribbean 
countries that had already promoted front-of-pack 
labeling were presented. It was necessary to be 
informed about these industry practices in order to 
develop a control strategy in the process of modifying 
NOM 051.

Experts from various sectors participated in the 
consultation. On the academic side, researchers from 
the Schools of Public Health within the University of 
Chile and the University of the Republic of Uruguay; 
on behalf of international organizations, members of 
the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) and the 
World Cancer Research Fund International (WCRFI); on 
behalf of civil society, the Brazilian Consumer Defense 
Institute of Brazil, the Institute of Consumption of the 
University of San Martin de Porres of Peru, Consumer 
Power of Mexico and former members of the Ministry 
of Public Health of Ecuador.

In the case of countries like Argentina and Colombia, 
that developed front-of-pack labeling processes after 
the meeting, a review of evidence was performed and 
included documents from the Ministries of Health, 
official gazettes, press releases and information in 
social networks, which were published on key dates 
during their formulation processes.

The information provided by the group of experts on 
the main actions and arguments of the food industry 
to interfere in the processes in their countries was 
organized based on the 4D’s and proposed by WCRFI. 
This information is summarized below.

Tactics used in the 
front-of-pack warning 
labels formulation process

The objective is for the 
population to identify products 
with excessive sugar, fat, 
sodium and calorie content.

The 4D’s
Industry tactics

Delay

Divide

Deflect

Deny

Source: World Cancer Research Fund International, ‘Building momentum: 
lessons on implementing a robust front-of-pack food label’, WCRFI, 2019

© UNICEF México/2021/J. Estrada
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DEFLECT

• Argue that the measure generates 

negative impacts: increase in prices, 

generation of fear in the population, 

economic and social losses (decrease in 

sales, decrease in jobs).

• Deflect attention from the problem to 

the lack and need for education, freedom 

of choice, personal responsibility and 

promotion of physical activity.

• Build arguments around violation and 

non-compliance of international treaties: 

technical barriers to trade, disharmony 

with CODEX Alimentarius and intellectual 

property rights.

• Promote the idea that labeling does 

not promote reformulation (improving 

the nutritional quality of the product by 

reducing critical nutrients such as sugar, 

fat and sodium) and that most products 

would have seals.

• Argue that labeling stigmatizes products 

and their consumers.

DELAY

• Threaten with lawsuits.

• Insist on the need for more public-

private dialog.

• Postpone implementation of the 

labeling policy.

• Reject labeling approval.

DENY

• Question scientific evidence mentioning 

that is not a high quality evidence. 

• Make obesity visible as problem mainly 

related to individual decisions and not as 

a matter of public health.

• Question the scientific evidence to 

define nutritional parameters. Example: 

“PAHO Nutrient Profile Model is 

erroneous and carried out by 

 non-expert personnel”.

• Insist that there is no conflict of

 interests and affirm the commitment of

 industries in promoting balanced and 

healthy intakes.

DIVIDE

• Attack proposed labeling system for 

its lack of quantitative information or 

because it does not consider portion 

sizes, invalidating the 100 g basis. 

Another way to divide is to advocate 

the need to establish limits by food 

categories and exclude certain nutrients.

• Propose more lax labeling systems, for 

example: the traffic light system or the 

GDA.

• Sponsor nutrition congresses or events 

to speak out against the labeling 

proposal.

• Promote campaigns against the law that 

implements the labeling.
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EXCESO
AZÚCARES

EXCESO
GRASAS

EXCESO
GRASAS

SATURADAS
EXCESO
SODIO

EXCESO
CALORÍAS

CONTIENE CAFEÍNA
EVITAR EN NIÑOS

CONTIENE EDULCORANTES,
NO RECOMENDABLE EN NIÑOS

Summary of the experience of 7 countries in the region with 
the formulation and implementation of warning labels 

|  Brazil  ||  Argentina  |

Context 

2014-2017:  Discussions with the Brazilian Health Regulatory  
 Agency (ANVISA) working group. 

July 2018:  Public consultation by the ANVISA and lawsuit by 
  the Food Industry. 
September 2019: Opening of final public consultation.
October 2020: Publication in the official gazette.
October 2020: Entry into force.

Labeling Design

Context 

October 2020: The Senate approved the Law for the Promotion of 
Healthy Eating.

April 2021:  The committees of General Legislation; Social 
Action and Public Health, Consumer Defense and 
Industry and Chamber of Deputies had informative 
meetings with specialists. 

July 2021: Civil society warned about the intention to establish 
a more lax front-of-pack labeling in the National Food 
Commission and Mercosur.

 The plenary of commissions of the Chamber of 
Deputies debated the project and approved the 
opinion on July 13, 2021.

October 2021:  The Chamber of Deputies approved the Law for the 
Promotion of Healthy Eating.

It was argued that labeling:

• Demonizes food. 
• Has negative impacts on the economy. 
• Could create confusion in the population because more than 

90% of the products would have seals.
• Is incongruent because it applies only to packaged products.
• Combats only obesity with a stigmatizing effect, according to 

body diversity activists.

In addition, Coca-Cola wrote directly to Senators to propose 
changes to the law and the president of the Chamber of 
Deputies met with politicians linked to the sugar industry.

The following arguments were used in this process:

• “Obesity and associated diseases are due to lack of 
education”.

• “There is freedom of choice”.
• “Responsibility for what is consumed is personal”.
• ”The solutions to overweight and obesity are in physical 

activity, product reformulation, portion size, etc.”.
• “Labeling generates economic and social losses”.

There was no recognition of any scientific evidence or studies 
financed by the food industry itself.

Arguments and actions against Arguments and actions against

See an example here See an example here

Labeling Design

Check here the characteristics that the design must meet
according to the Law.

https://www.clarin.com/sociedad/ley-etiquetado-criticas-sellos-negros-aprobo-senado_0__aP9c4nvF.html
https://valor.globo.com/empresas/noticia/2018/08/01/industria-preve-perdas-com-novos-rotulos.ghtml
https://www4.hcdn.gob.ar/dependencias/dsecretaria/Periodo2020/PDF2020/TP2020/0111-S-2020.pdf
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Context 

Law on Nutritional Composition of Food and its Advertising 
(20.606).
 2012: Approval. 
 2016: Entry into force (gradual 2016-2018-2019).

Law on food advertising (20.869).
 2015: Approval.
 2018: Entry into force.
 

Labeling Design 

The food and beverage industry represented by the Association 
of Food Industry Companies ABChile, argued that:

• There was no health and nutrition survey to support the need 
to implement the suggested measures.

• In commercial terms, labeling would cause job losses, wage 
decline, etc.

• Among academia, some positions were in favor of the use 
of portion sizes, invalidating the 100 g as a basis, as well as 
campaigns against the law.

|  Chile  | |  Colombia  |

Context 

October 2020:  House of Representatives passed House Bill 
No. 167 of 2019.

November 2020:  The text approved by the House of 
Representatives of Bill No. 167 of 2019 was 
published in the Congressional Gazette and 
turned to the Senate as Bill No. 347 of 2020.

16 June 2021:  The Ministry of Health published Resolution 
810 establishing the Technical Regulation 
on Nutritional and Front-of-Pack Labeling 
Requirements (this resolution considers a 
labeling proposed by the industry and not the 
one promoted by academia and civil society, 
through Bill No. 167 of 2019).

17 June 2021:  The Senate approved Law No. 347 of 2020.

The signature of the President is pending.

Labeling Design 

The approved law establishes that the National Government,
will regulate the technical parameters of labeling.

It was argued that labeling:

• Would have negative effects on the economy by losing 
international competitiveness and increasing manufacturing 
costs.

• Stigmatizes processed foods or their ingredients that may be 
present in a balanced diet.

• With the publication of Resolution 810, which approved a 
convenient labeling for the industry, several press releases 
were made, downplaying the importance of the vote the 
following day in the Senate and arguing that Colombia already 
had a front-of-pack labeling.

Arguments and actions against Arguments and actions against

See an example here See an example here

https://www.cnnchile.com/pais/la-polemica-por-campana-que-critica-etiquetado-de-alimentos_20161221/
https://www.revistaialimentos.com/ediciones/ed-82-bio-koko-con-cristales-a-la-conquista-de-latinoamerica/el-etiquetado-debe-ser-una-herramienta-de-informacion-y-no-de-alarma-andi/
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|  Ecuador  | |  Peru  |

Context 

2012: Discussion of the labeling proposal.
2013: Issuance of Sanitary Regulations for Labeling of 

Processed Foods for Human Consumption 51.03.
2014: Regulation Approval

Labeling Design 

Context 

Law 30021
2013: Law for the Promotion of Healthy Eating for Children 

and Adolescents.
2019: Implementation of the octagons.

Labeling Design 

The Latin American Alliance of Food and Beverage Industry 
Associations (ALIAB) built its arguments around the following 
ideas: 

• Traffic light labeling would have repercussions on international
trade, which is considered a violation of international trade
commitments such as those related to the World Trade
Organization (WTO) and CODEX Alimentarius.

• There is an industry commitment to promote “balanced and
healthy” intakes.

• In the discussion period (2012), the Coca Cola company
announced that in the next five years it will make a 1 billion
USD investment, that included construction of a new plant
with new jobs.

• Questioning of the scientific evidence to define nutritional
parameters and daily sugar intake by the World Health
Organization (WHO).

• Insistence that there is no conflict of interest, but rather a
commitment by industry to promote balanced and healthy
intakes for all groups.

• Criticizing health institutions for their negative approach to
the products represented by the food industry, which contain
“essential nutrients to sustain human life”, and should be
rethought through public-private dialogue.

• Representatives of the industry, agriculture, education,
health, commerce and ministries sectors, united in defense
of intellectual property protection to prevent compliance with
the regulation.

• The regulation, which at the beginning was to take 6 months,
was extended to 6 years and many projects were generated
to avoid the octagons.

• The industry prevailed and the octagons were changed to
traffic lights. Subsequently, it tried to implement the GDA and
the Recommended Daily Value.

• Attempts were made to exempt trademarks.
• The opinion of the Consumer Defense Commission was

prepared in favor of the industry to legalize this deception
(Article 4 of the law).

• The Peruvian Association of Consumers and Users (ASPEC)
and the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) were
expelled from the congressional session on food labeling.

• The industry sponsored nutrition conferences to speak out
against the proposal.

• In packaging <50 cm2, octagons were exempted, and
therefore companies began to reduce the pack sizes to avoid
having to place the octagons.

• The companies displayed products that are free of octagons.

Arguments and actions against Arguments and actions against

See an example here See an example here

https://bit.ly/3iFLAVP
https://gestion.pe/economia/advertencias-llevaran-etiquetas-alimentos-cambiadas-fuerza-popular-221108-noticia/
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|  Uruguay  |

Context 

Decree No. 272/18 Modification of the National Bromatological 
Regulation, related to food labeling.
2016:  Project design.
2017:  Public consultation.
2018:  Approval of the decree.
2020:  Entry into force.
2021:  The government relaxed the limits for critical nutrients. 

Labeling Design

• The Food Industry Chamber (CIALI) argued that black
octagons would have negative impacts and proposed the
traffic light system instead. In addition, it recommended
establishing limits by food category, excluding total fat and
including calories.

• This process also generated criticism of the warning
system: “quantitative information is not included, it does not
consider consumption portion, it does not consider intrinsic
nutrients.”

• Regarding labeling, it was argued that:
- It generates a decrease in sales (to induce fear).
- It is an obstacle to trade.
- It stigmatizes, generates fear and confusion, and conflicts

with CODEX.
- It does not stimulate reformulation.
- It leads to job losses.

• Reinforcing the message that changes in habits are achieved
with education.

• Intervention of different spokespersons, mainly food
engineers who argued that: “labeling would give a lock on
Mercosur’s free trade and the potential signing of a trade
agreement with the European Union.”

• Threats for suing labeling.
• Expansion of the message of price increases due to new

measures.
• Criticism of lack of scientific evidence on reduction of

overweight and obesity.
• Insistence that multi-causality of obesity and Non-

Communicable Diseases was not considered.
• Arguments such as lack of validity of the PAHO nutrient

profile model. Despite the approval of the decree, the
industry rejected the labeling.

• Request to the government to postpone labeling for one
year to modify its products without affecting taste and
appearance.

• Easing of the profile due to pressure from the industry.

© UNICEF México/2021/J. Estrada

Arguments and actions against

See an example here

https://www.180.com.uy/articulo/70453_no-hay-alimentos-ultraprocesados%E2%80%9D
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• Expose the industry’s products, practices,
campaigns and policies (including its marketing,
lobbying and political pressure strategies).

• Position front-of-pack warning labels as a priority
on the agenda, including its relevance for children
and adolescents, as well as the importance of political
commitment to this issue.

• Support with national and international scientific
evidence, understanding, acceptability, results, impact
of labeling and epidemiological situation of the country.
For this purpose, use of the documents of recognized
international health organizations such as the PAHO, the
WHO and the Food and Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations (FAO).

• Consider participation of different members of
the public sector, (Parliament, Ministry, Presidency),
including managers and leaders (Ministry and
Secretariat of Health) in addition to multidisciplinary
technical teams.

• Carry out actor mapping that includes different points
of view, both positive and negative.

• Consider the socio-political context and have the
relevant legal tools and analysis.

• Transparency of the process through publication of
participants in the different stages of the process, as
well as publication of public consultation comments and
working documents.

• Encourage citizen participation, empower civil
society to monitor and expose the tactics of the food
industry.

• Generate strategic alliances between academia,
United Nations agencies, parliamentary groups,
civil society, political leaders and communicators.

• Prevent and reject industry proposals such as:
exempting specific products or the use of two labels
(for example, GDA and front-of-pack warning label at
the same time) since it generates confusion in the
buyer.

• Review similar international experiences
to enrich the process and regulate the advertising
of processed foods and beverages that have seals.

• Consider replicating successful experiences such as
the one carried out in Peru, by including octagons
(seals) on delivery trucks, packaging in supermarkets,
vending machines, unpackaged products, or
advertisements within programs.

Recommendations from the meeting on the process in Mexico

Based on the experiences of different actors who played a key role in the defense of food 
regulatory policies in Latin America (Government, academia, international organizations and Civil 
Society Organizations), it was agreed that the food industry opposition represents an important 
challenge to the implementation process.

The tactics used have been similar in all countries and resemble those presented for the 
tobacco regulation.

The following recommendations will guide key actors that participate in the design and 
implementation processes of public policies.

© Máquina Negra/2020
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• Generate various information dissemination
strategies on the labeling proposal, design and
implementation process, as well as the scientific
evidence that supports it: campaigns, quick responses,
social networks.

• Generate a specific strategic communication plan
on the effective date of labeling, with the objective
of raising awareness among the population about its
benefits and use, as well as the opportunity to consume
unprocessed or minimally processed foods and
beverages.

• Develop a system for monitoring, inspection and
evaluation of public policy once labeling has been
implemented.

• Emphasize during the process the relevance of
this type of measures for the health and nutrition of
children.

While front-of-pack labeling is a 
well-founded policy recommended 
by the WHO to promote healthy 
food environments and reduce the 
impact of chronic non-communicable 
diseases, it is important to protect it 
from conflict of interest actions that 
may affect its implementation.

© Máquina Negra/2020

Source: Adaptation based on the front-of-pack warning labels in Mexico published in Diario Oficial de la Federación, 2014. 

• Guarantee adequate implementation, considering the
experiences and recommendations described here.
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