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Making sense of expiration dates

By Jennifer Raftis, CPO
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Expiration dates can be a bit confusing, and it's understandable why clients
often have questions about them.

Everything seems to have an expiration date now-food, medications,
cosmetics—and the dates can be a bit confusing. Do you know what the dates
mean and do you trust the information? This is a topic that comes up with
my clients frequently.

Who and what determines expiration dates?

These dates are generally determined by manufacturers based on test-
ing and regulatory guidelines to ensure the safety and quality of the prod-
uct. They usually indicate the period during which the product is expected
to remain at its “best quality”. However, the reliability of these dates can
vary.

Expiration dates are partially determined by several factors, such as
storage conditions (temperature, exposure to light, location of stored items).
All of these factors can impact how quickly a product deteriorates.

Obviously, food products can sometimes be determined by your nose,
but what about cosmetics and skincare items? After researching this topic, I
found that cosmetics don’t “expire” the same way that food does (of course).
They can degrade overtime and have changes in color, texture, or smell. I
have read that using expired cosmetics can increase the risk of skin irrita-
tion or infection, especially for eye and skin applications.

Food Products

Imagine a bunch of food experts in white lab coats, testing how long
tuna salad stays fresh...I do not want that job. They are the people that de-
termine the magical “eat before” date. Here are three ways they test:

1. Microbial: Watching tiny bacteria party on your cheese until it’s no longer
safe.

2. Chemical Concoctions: Watching how vitamins vanish and flavors disap-
pear over time.

3. Tasters - Yikes! They taste day-old donuts and weeks-old food to ensure it's
peak flavor and goodness.

The FDA swoops in to make sure the “Flavor Experts” are doing their job.

They make sure your milk expiration dates are correct (so the milk doesn’t
turn into yogurt before its time).

Pharmaceutical Products

Drug companies decide expiration dates in a few ways.

1. Accelerated Aging: Storing drugs at hot and humid locations to predict
their shelf life.

2. Long Term Tests: Keeping them in cool, dark places for years to see
how they survive

The expiration date is the last day they promise the drugs will be at
their peak strength.

The FDA reviews the drugs information to ensure that they remain ef-
fective and safe until the expiration date.

Cosmetic Products

Cosmetic companies typically have their own labs where they perform
tests like:

1. Chemical tests: Making sure your face cream doesn’t turn into a bac-
terial breeding ground.

2. Stability: Checking if your lipstick still shines and your mascara
doesn’t melt.

While the FDA provides the rulebook, many companies follow the
guidelines from the Personal Care Products Council.

There are 4 common types of expiration dates and here are the expla-
nations for each of them.

Sell-By Date: This is intended for retailers and indicates the last date
the product should be sold to a customer. It does not mean the product
is unsafe to consume after this date.

Use-By Date: This is meant to indicate the last date a product is ex-
pected to be at its best quality. It'’s often found on perishable and dairy
products.

Best-Before Date:
Again, this indicates the
date until the product is
expected to retain its best
quality. After this date, it
might be safe to consume
but might not be at its
best taste or quality.

Expiration Date: This
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date after which the
product might become
less effective or unsafe to
use.

Overall, while expira-
tion dates provide a use-
ful guideline, they are not
always set in stone. 1
hope this information is
helpful!




