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Health Check: do we really have to pay attention to ‘use-by’ and 
‘best-before’ dates? 
 

 
Article Publisher:  

Author: Tom Ross, Associate Professor in Food Microbiology, Food Safety Centre, School of Land and 
Food, University of Tasmania 

  

The author explains the difference between “best-before” and “use-by” and why date code systems are so 

important to not only our health but the planet as well. 

 
 
PRE-READING 
 
Word Check 
 

 microorganisms / microbes 
 pathogen 

 

 contaminate 
 perishable 

 

 

Steven Depolo / Flickr, CC BY 

 

Discuss 

 
 Why do most foods degrade over time? How can you use your senses to tell if a food has spoiled? 

 
 What do food producers do to increase the shelf life of perishable foods? What can consumers do to 

decrease the rate of spoilage of foods they buy? 
 

 What is a “date code”? What is the difference between “use-by” and a “best-before”? What is the 
purpose of the codes? Is it necessary to pay attention to them? 
 

 Why is it hard for food companies to accurately specify “use-by” and “best-before” dates? 
 
 Why might it better to not have too many different types of date codes for food, both within one 

country and internationally? 
 

 How can confusion about the correct “best-before” and “use-by” dates result in greater wastage of 
food that is still nutritious?  
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Before you read, try to answer the following questions: 

 

1. Use one word to complete the statement:  

 

Many natural, lightly preserved foods normally  d _____________________________ quickly.  

 

2. You can always use your senses to tell if a food is starting to spoil and is unsafe to eat. T  /  F 

 

3. Food producers are supportive of date code regulations. T  /  F 

 

4. In Australia and New Zealand, all perishable and semi-perishable foods must have either a “use-by” 

or a “best-before” date code on the label. T  /  F 

 

5. The same “use-by” and “best-before” coding system operates in Europe and the US so that food 

products can be traded more easily. T  /  F 

 

6. You can buy foods that have exceeded their use by date and as long as it looks and smells ok it is 

probably safe to eat. T  /  F 

 

7. Food manufacturers are normally cautious when specifying “best-before” dates. T  /  F 

 

8. Around  5-10%  /  10-20%  /  20-30%  of the world’s food is wasted. 
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Read the article and check your answers 

 

Most foods degrade and decay over time due to reactions with oxygen, decomposition of the food’s 

structure or flavour compounds, or microorganisms (or “microbes”) causing the food to spoil. The result 

can be food that is rancid, smelly, and slimy, has lost its colour or flavour, or is growing things like mould. 

 

We apply our understanding of spoilage mechanisms to extend the shelf life of foods by slowing the rate 

of spoilage. We exclude oxygen by packaging, slow reaction rates by refrigerating, gently heat foods 

(blanching, pasteurisation) to stop enzymes and to kill microbes. Nonetheless, as consumers we want 

“fresher”, more natural foods but many fresh and lightly preserved foods will degrade quickly. 

 

Food quality can deteriorate before we perceive obvious signs of spoilage. If allowed to grow to high 

levels, some microbes that may contaminate foods (collectively called “pathogens”) can cause foodborne 

illness, or “food poisoning”. Often these microbes don’t visibly spoil the food so we can’t tell if a food has 

become unsafe. 

 

To protect consumers against poor quality or potentially hazardous foods, governments have introduced 

“date codes” to help consumers evaluate the “freshness” of foods. Food producers also embrace date 

codes to help them provide safe, high quality products to consumers. 

 

In Australia and New Zealand, we specify “use-by” and “best-before” dates for perishable and semi-

perishable foods that are ready-to-eat without cooking. Food expected to remain wholesome for more 

than two years, in unopened packages, doesn’t require these labels and there are other types of date 

codes for bread. 

 

Similar regulations operate in European Union countries, but the United States and other nations have a 

plethora of food date codes that don’t readily correspond with our “use-by” and “best-before” dates. In 

general, there is little harmonisation internationally for food date codes which has been identified as a 

barrier to trade. Perhaps unsurprisingly, surveys in the United Kingdom and US showed that many 

consumers don’t understand the meaning of various date codes on foods. 

 

Use-by 

 

A “use-by” date is required for foods that might, over time, support the growth of certain pathogens under 

the specified storage conditions. A “use-by” date, then, relates to food safety and indicates the time 

when the food may become less safe to eat. 

 

Foods cannot legally be sold, and should not be consumed, beyond their “use-by” dates and should be 

discarded. “Use-by” dates are also required on specially formulated foods for medical purposes given, 

for example, to people with inherited metabolic disorders whose dietary needs cannot be met by a 

normal diet. 
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For these foods, the “use-by” date indicates when essential nutrients in the food will have degraded to 

levels so low that the food no longer provides the intended therapeutic benefit. 

 

Best before 

 

A “best-before” date provides advice about the expected quality of the product and is the time beyond 

which, in the food manufacturer’s opinion, the product will no longer be in optimal condition. It will, 

however, probably still be edible and nutritious for some time after that date. 

 

Food producers usually apply conservative “best-before” dates to ensure that consumers have enough 

time after purchase to use the food in good condition. Consumers can exercise judgement about foods 

beyond their “best-before” date: if it looks OK, and smells OK, it’s probably OK to eat, though not at its 

best. 

 

This approach must not be used for foods beyond their “use-by” date, since pathogens can be present 

without affecting the sensory qualities of the food. 

 

Waste not, want not 

 

Accurately specifying “use-by” and “best-before” dates is challenging, requiring extensive scientific trials 

and/or knowledge because of the range of foods, spoilage processes and food preservation 

technologies. 

 

Expert guidance is available to food producers from a number of sources. Sometimes, however, there’s 

uncertainty about whether a “use-by” or “shelf life” date should be applied if it’s not known whether 

pathogens are realistically likely to be present, and able to grow, in the particular type of food or not. 

 

Our capacity to produce enough food for Earth’s population is becoming a real concern, yet 20-30% of 

the world’s food is wasted. A consequence of confusion about the correct specification of “best-before” 

and “use-by” dates is that some foods are unnecessarily discarded even though they are safe to eat and 

nutritious. 

 

Developing appropriate “use-by” and “best-before” dates could help reduce this wastage. Helping 

consumers to minimise their wastage of food through understanding of “best-before” dates offers another 

small, but potentially useful, contribution to global food security. 

 

As an additional tip to reduce wastage, if foods are unlikely to be consumed before the “use-by” or “best-

before” date, they can be frozen (which essentially stops spoilage processes) and thawed for 

consumption later, provided they’re eaten soon after thawing. 
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POST READING 

 

Discussion 

 

 What did you learn from reading this article? 

 

Vocabulary 1 

 

Which words listed below could replace the underlined words in the text? 

 

 

assess         co-ordination          dangerous            deteriorate         even so         go off          

 healthy                   match             method           notice              state           support             

ability            as long as             cautious                 ideal             obstacle            possibly           

prepared                  result             safe to eat              thrown away 

 

 

decay deteriorate 

spoil  

Nonetheless  

perceive  

hazardous  

evaluate  

embrace  

specify  

wholesome  

correspond  

harmonisation  
 

barrier  

discarded  

formulated  

optimal  

edible  

conservative  

approach  

capacity  

consequence  

potentially  

provided  

 

 

Writing 

 

It is important for all countries to adopt similar “use-by” and “best-before” regulatory codes for 

food products that can be easily understood.  

 

Do you agree or disagree? Give reasons for your answer. 
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Vocabulary 2 

 

Match the correct word to the sentence – you may need to change the form of the word 

 

approach                  barrier             capacity                 conservative              correspond 

decay              discarded              evaluate                    hazardous                        optimal 

perceive                 potentially               provided                specify 

 

1. A healthy .......................................................................... to eating should result in a positive relationship with 

food, where you can enjoy eating a variety of wholesome foods as well as occasional junk food 

without feeling guilty.  

2. After taking over management of the restaurant, the chef .......................................................................... all the 

food that had been left in the fridges and gave them a thorough clean. 

3. Community representatives said the agricultural company was dumping .............................................................. 

materials into the local river system and as a result fish and other aquatic animals were dying. 

4. Consuming raw milk, i.e. milk that hasn’t been pasteurized, is .......................................................................... 

hazardous and is therefore banned in some countries like Australia. 

5. Even though the coffee in the red mug had less sugar than the one in a glass, most people in the 

experiment didn’t .......................................................................... any difference in sugar content. 

6. In some countries, people over a certain age need to undergo a medical review, including an 

eyesight test, each year to determine their .......................................................................... to drive. 

7. It is possible to have a diet high in fat and sugar and not put on weight .................................................................  

you do a lot of exercise and have a good metabolism. 

8. Keeping the average cost of ingredients in each dish to below 30% of the final price is considered 

.......................................................................... in the restaurant industry. 

9. Recent immigrants can face numerous .......................................................................... to finding a job. A lack of 

language skills is normally one of them. 

10. The government released a report which .......................................................................... the likely health benefits 

of a tax on junk food. 

11. The government said households would only be around $5 a week out of pocket as a result of it is 

planned carbon tax. The opposition however said this was a .......................................................................... 

estimate and grocery and power bills were likely to increase by double that amount. 

12. The report .......................................................................... a number of ways the company could cut greenhouse 

gas emissions while saving on power bills.   

13. The seasons in England roughly .......................................................................... with those in Japan but England 

does have a higher average rainfall. 

14. When perishable food like meat and seafood is not refrigerated, microbes can cause it to quickly 

.......................................................................... and rot.  

 



Grabaword.com Learning Materials                           Published February, 2016                                     Page 7 / 7 

  
 

 

Answer Key 
 
1. degrade (deteriorate, decay) 
2. F 
3. T 
4. F 
5. F 
6. F 
7. T 
8. 20-30% 
 
decay deteriorate 
spoil go off 
Nonetheless even so 
perceive notice 
hazardous dangerous 
evaluate assess 
embrace support 
specify state 
wholesome healthy 
correspond match 
harmonisation co-ordination 

 

barrier obstacle 
discarded thrown away 
formulated prepared 
optimal ideal 
edible safe to eat 
conservative cautious 
approach method 
capacity ability 
consequence result 
potentially possibly 
provided as long as 

 
1. A healthy approach to eating should result in a positive relationship with food, where you can enjoy 

eating a variety of wholesome foods as well as occasional junk food without feeling guilty.  
2. After taking over management of the restaurant, the chef discarded all the food that had been left in 

the fridges and gave them a thorough clean. 
3. Community representatives said the agricultural company was dumping hazardous materials into 

the local river system and as a result fish and other aquatic animals were dying. 
4. Consuming raw milk, i.e. milk that hasn’t been pasteurized, is potentially hazardous and is therefore 

banned in some countries like Australia. 
5. Even though the coffee in the red mug had less sugar than the one in a glass, most people in the 

experiment didn’t perceive any difference in sugar content. 
6. In some countries, people over a certain age need to undergo a medical review, including an 

eyesight test, each year to determine their capacity to drive. 
7. It is possible to have a diet high in fat and sugar and not put on weight provided you do a lot of 

exercise and have a good metabolism. 
8. Keeping the average cost of ingredients in each dish to below 30% of the final price is considered 

optimal in the restaurant industry. 
9. Recent immigrants can face numerous barriers to finding a job. A lack of language skills is normally 

one of them. 
10. The government released a report which evaluated the likely health benefits of a tax on junk food. 
11. The government said households would only be around $5 a week out of pocket as a result of it is 

planned carbon tax. The opposition however said this was a conservative estimate and grocery and 
power bills were likely to increase by double that amount. 

12. The report specified a number of ways the company could cut greenhouse gas emissions while 
saving on power bills.   

13. The seasons in England roughly correspond with those in Japan but England does have a higher 
average rainfall. 

14. When perishable food like meat and seafood is not refrigerated, microbes can cause it to quickly 
decay and rot.  

 


