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With more than half of European adults and a third of children overweight or 
obese, controlling food and drink portions is critical to achieving and maintain-
ing healthy weight.1 Product manufacturers can help consumers by packaging in 
sizes or recommending portions that align with expert dietary guidelines among 
others. Research shows that smaller portions of food and drink products tend to 
decrease total calorie intake by consumers.2 This “portion size effect” and con-
trolled frequency of consumption are both important for a healthy and balanced 
diet. A 2014 study3 found that while education and personal responsibility are criti-
cal elements of any programme to reduce obesity, other interventions are needed 
to change the food environment and societal norms. These interventions include 
reducing portion sizes of packaged foods to make healthy behaviour easier and 
more mindful. 

Regulatory relevance

EU Regulation 1169/2011 on Food Information to Consumers, which entered 
into force in 2014, details what must be on food and drink product labels, such 
as information about nutrients, origin, and allergens. The average energy value 
of all nutrients declared must be listed in amounts per 100 g/ml and provided in 
both kilojoules (kJ) and kilocalories (kcal).

Guidance

FoodDrinkEurope guidance on reference intakes: Details how to 
implement front-of-pack nutrition labelling per portion.

FoodDrinkEurope – Portion guidance: The basics

Summary

2

https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/353747/9789289057738-eng.pdf
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/353747/9789289057738-eng.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodqual.2022.104538
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/mckinsey/business%20functions/economic%20studies%20temp/our%20insights/how%20the%20world%20could%20better%20fight%20obesity/mgi_overcoming_obesity_full_report.ashx
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/mckinsey/business%20functions/economic%20studies%20temp/our%20insights/how%20the%20world%20could%20better%20fight%20obesity/mgi_overcoming_obesity_full_report.ashx
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/mckinsey/business%20functions/economic%20studies%20temp/our%20insights/how%20the%20world%20could%20better%20fight%20obesity/mgi_overcoming_obesity_full_report.ashx
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A02011R1169-20180101
https://referenceintakes.eu/


As most foods are not consumed in 100 g/ml quantities, some food and drink 
manufacturers choose to provide additional information to help consumers 
understand the nutritional value of a typical portion. Moreover, EU Regulation 
1169/2011 allows for manufacturers to voluntarily provide consumers with nutri-
tion information on a per portion basis in addition to per 100g/ml. Reference 
Intakes (formerly known as Guideline Daily Amounts), which are based on an 
average of 2,000 kcal a day for adults with no special dietary requirements, 
may be used to provide values per portion. EU Regulation 1169/2011 indi-
cates that Reference Intakes used on labels can help consumers understand 
what proportion of these intakes are provided by 100g/ml of a product or per 
portion, facilitating informed choices. However, it is important to note that the 
nutritional needs of individuals may be higher or lower based on gender, age, 
level of physical activity, as well as other factors.

Front-of-pack nutrition labelling with or without Reference Intakes is currently vol-
untary and if applied, it must follow certain rules per EU Regulation 1169/2011. 
The European Commission’s 2020 Farm to Fork Strategy aims to “empower con-
sumers to make informed, healthy and sustainable food choices.” The Commission 
was expected to put forward a legislative proposal to this effect in December 2022, 
but the proposal is still pending.

Portion guidance

Portion guidance should be practical and easy for consumers to understand. 
Portions must be relevant for an EU-wide population and related to the food 
format, actual serving size, presentation, packaging, and consumption habits. 
They should also consider national or expert dietary recommendations, existing 
legislation, food characteristics, history of product use, and any manufacturing 
constraints. Depending on the product, portion size might change per country 
and cultural norms as well.

There are three portion categories for food and non-alcoholic drinks:

	z Category 1: Single-portion packs, such as an ice cream or granola bar

	z Category 2: Multi-portion packs in recognisable units, such as uniformly 
sliced bread, meat or cheese (however, if one slice does not constitute a 
portion, category 3 should be applied)

	z Category 3: Multi-portion packs in non-recognisable, multiple units, such 
as a carton of juice or jar of jam, requiring reference portions (g/ml) 
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For the first two categories, packs with individually recognised units must indicate 
the total number of portions. However, for category 3, best practices for deter-
mining and labelling portions are for packs to indicate how many portions they 
contain in whole numbers, calculated by dividing portion size into pack weight 
where possible. For the first two categories, packs with individually recognised 
units must indicate the total number of portions. For the third category, portions 
should be indicated by weight or volume in addition to explanatory or descriptive 
language, such as by:

	z Pack format, e.g., each pack (x g), each bar (x g) or per can (xml).

	z Unit, e.g., slice of bread (x g) or each cookie (x g)

	z Household measures, e.g., 1 tablespoon (x g) or each glass (xml).

	z Proportion, e.g., 1/4 of this pack (x g)

If a product is designed to be consumed by a specific number of people, the 
portion should reflect that. For example, a portion for two would be “½ of this 
pack (x g)” or a party pack that serves eight would be “⅛ of this pack (x g).” Note 
fractions should only be used up to one-eighth of a pack. For more than eight 
portions, another terminology should be used, such as “1 slice (x g)” for a large 
cake that serves 16.

Where judgement is required (i.e., rice, pasta, sauces), the term “typical” is pre-
ferred to guide consumers such as “a typical portion is 150 g rice (cooked).” 
Typical portions are based on Food-Based Dietary Guidelines.

Portions should be communicated consistently across brands and product ranges 
with the same term and descriptions on front and back labels. Visual scales and 
icons can aid consumer understanding.
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Sector guidance

To be meaningful to consumers, equivalent products must have equiv-
alent portion size definitions to make comparing nutritional content 
easy. To this end, various food sectors have developed portion guid-
ance targeting their product categories:

	z CEEREAL (European Breakfast Cereal Association) guidance 
on cereal portion sizes: Recommends 30–45 g based on type 
of cereal.

	z European Snacks Association guidance on nut and snack 
portion sizes: Recommends to voluntarily display a portion of 
30 g front-of-pack and back-of-pack.

	z EUROGLACES (European Ice Cream Association) approach 
to portion size: Offers a variety of packaging formats, ranging 
from single- to multi-portion packs.

	z UN.A.F.P.A (Union of Organizations of Manufacturers of Pasta 
Products of the EU) Portion sizes: Recommends 90–100 g for 
uncooked pasta and 180–220 g for cooked pasta.

	z IMACE (International Margarine Association of the Countries of 
Europe): Recommends 10 g for table and cooking margarines 
(depending on the recipe).

	z UNESDA (Soft Drinks Europe): Recommends that a single-serve 
pack is the portion size and for multi-serve, resealable packages 
(e.g., 1-litre bottle), portion should generally be 250 ml.
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Case studies

Reduced portion sizes of chocolate confections

Since 2007, Mars has been offering a greater variety of reduced 
portion sizes and improved portioning. As of 2013, its single-serve 
products in European markets have less than 250 kcal per portion 
thanks to a new chocolate recipe and reduced portion size of several 
packs. Globally, Mars is committed to increasing its range of choco-
late products that are less than 200 calories per single-serve pack.

Mindful portions for biscuits, chocolate and candy

On a global level, Mondelēz measures the percentage of net reve-
nue that comes from its “mindful” portion products, which are either 
individually wrapped serving sizes of less than or equal to 200 calo-
ries or have mindful portion information on pack. Mindful portions are 
applied to biscuits, baked snacks, chocolate and candy. By 2025, 
Mondelēz aims to drive up to 100% of its net revenue through mind-
ful portion snacks.
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Single-portion ice cream treats

A significant proportion of the ice cream portfolio marketed in Europe 
consists of single-portion packs that are intended to be consumed by 
an individual at once. Examples of these pre-portioned products are 
ice cream sticks, bars, cones and cups. European ice cream man-
ufacturers provide these single-portion ice creams in smaller packs 
for consumers to enjoy ice cream in a responsible and balanced way. 
The company case study below is representative of the whole Euro-
pean ice cream industry; all manufacturers take the same approach.

Unilever, for example, has several brands of popular ice cream prod-
ucts, including Magnum, Cornetto, Twister, Wall’s, Ben & Jerry’s, 
Calippo and Breyers, which are individually portioned. By 2025, Uni-
lever intends to have 95% of its packaged ice cream containing no 
more than 250 kcal per serving. Reformulation and/or portion size 
reduction will help achieve this goal. Furthermore, the company began 
in 2021 to increase availability of ice cream options in smaller portions, 
providing more choices to consumers. For example, Mini Magnum 
packs are now available in 48 of 53 Magnum countries and Ben & 
Jerry’s Non-Dairy Mini Cups were introduced in Europe. In the UK, 
Unilever rolled out smaller portions across several brands, such as 
Cornetto Miniature, Cornetto Tips, Wall’s Mini Bites, Magnum Bites 
and Mini Magnum (regular and vegan).
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