
Gluten and Gluten Free Food Labeling: 
 
1. What does it mean when a package has 
the words “gluten free”?* 

1. Inherently a gluten free food 
2. No gluten containing grains are 

used in the product OR derived 
from a gluten containing grain but 
has been processed to remove 
gluten 

3. Fewer than 20 parts per million of 
gluten present 

The manufacturer is not required to write 
gluten free on their products. This is 
voluntary labeling. Further, the 
manufacturer is not required to test their 
products for gluten content even if they 
choose to print ‘gluten free’ on their 
label. 
 
Why 20 ppm? People with celiac disease 
are able to tolerate trace amounts of 
gluten under 20 ppm, and reliable tests that are sensitive enough to detect lower levels of 
gluten are not widely used. 
 
*This labeling law does NOT apply to USDA-regulated foods or alcoholic beverages 
 

2. “Made with no gluten-containing ingredients” label does 
NOT have to comply with the rules for gluten free, so these 
foods may have greater than 20 ppm of gluten. Be wary of 
cross-contamination in these foods and call the manufacturer 
if you have doubts! 
 
3. ‘Certified gluten free’ means that the facility and product 
have been inspected by an outside organization. Inspectors 
visit the site of production to ensure that 

the food is being processed in a safe way that ensures no cross-
contamination, and they also test random samples of the product to 
make sure that it is below 20 ppm of gluten. These foods are the 
safest to eat because they have been verified by an outside party. 
 
4. What if there are no gluten free labels, but the product does not 
have any gluten-containing ingredients? You should call the manufacturer! The food 
could be safe to eat, but there might also be a reason why there’s no label on the package. 
These foods might have been cross-contaminated in the facility, or made with ingredients 
that have hidden gluten, like modified food starch or certain dyes. 



 
When in doubt, ask questions! Often, the manufacturer’s website will have statements on 
gluten, and searching the product name with “gluten free” online can give more 
information from forums on sites like celiac.org. Plus, you can always call the 
manufacturer directly. 
 
*Information adapted from www.fda.org, www.nsf.org, and 
www.glutenfreewatchdog.org  


