
SHELF LIFE TESTING
A basic guideline

Under the Regulations Relating to the Labelling and Advertising of Foodstuffs (R. 146), some products are exempt from
date marking. These include:
• Any alcoholic beverage as described in the Liquor Products Act, 1989 (Act 60 of 1989)
• Chewing gum
• Confectionery products consisting of flavoured and/or coloured sugars
• Fresh fruits and vegetables which have not been peeled or cut or similarly treated
• Processed meat products such as biltong and dried sausage which have not been prepacked
• Honey, except for the date the honey was prepacked
• Ready-to-eat flour confectionery, provided that the date of manufacture is indicated on the label or in 

the direct vicinity where the products are displayed
• Sugars
• Unprocessed, unpacked fish, unprocessed, unpacked meat, and poultry which have not been prepacked
• Vingar

What products are exempt from shelf life indications?

The cost of shelf life testing depends on:
• The tests included in the study, and
• The number of testing intervals chosen for the duration of the study.

Shelf life studies must be repeated when any changes are made in the production or the processing environment.

Separate studies must be carried out for each type of product.

What is the cost of shelf life testing?

It is important to note that there is no single ‘shelf life’ test.

Shelf life is established by testing certain parameters over a predetermined time period.
These parameters differ from product to product, making shelf life testing specific and complex.

Below is a brief flow chart describing how a shelf life study is typically established.

How is shelf life tested?

Identify the desired shelf
life period for the foodstuff

when stored correctly

Identify what changes (physical,
chemical and microbial) are likely to
occur over the desired shelf life period

Identify appropriate
tests to monitor changes

in these parameters

Establish
acceptable criteria
(min/max limits) for

these tests

Use the results
to validate the
shelf life of the

foodstuff

Design the shelf life study

How should the foodstuff be stored during the study?
(See ’Real time vs accelerated shelf life’ below)

How frequently should testing take place during the study?

What is the difference between real-time vs accelerated shelf life testing?

STORAGE

DURATION

APPLICATION

RELEVANCE

OUTCOMES

EASE OF
IMPLEMENTATION
AND
INTERPRETATION

Products stored under elevated stress conditions (e.g. higher
temperature and humidity) to accelerate degradation.

Studies are conducted over a shorter period compared to real-time
studies.

Can only be applied to foodstuffs intended to be stored under ambient
conditions.

Useful for initial assessments and NPD.

Results provide a prediction of how the product quality may change
over time.

Can be challenging, as elevated stress conditions affect different
foodstuffs differently. Therefore, predictions are product-specific.

Real-time studies are typically needed to validate accelerated study
results, especially for regulatory purposes.

Products stored under intended storage conditions, and
degradation occurs in real time.

Studies run for the entire anticipated shelf life of the product,
which could range from weeks to months or even years.

Can be applied to all foodstuffs.

Best practice for regulatory compliance and long-term product
management.

Results provide a realistic indication of how the product quality
changes over time.

Simple.

What is shelf life?
Shelf life is the time period that foodstuffs, after manufacture and/or packaging, remain safe and fit for consumption under defined conditions of storage. The
Regulations Relating to the Labelling and Advertising of Foodstuffs  (R. 146) says that manufacturers shall determine the appropriate storage instruction relevant
to the nature of the foodstuff, to ensure that any specific quality attributes for which tacit or express claims have been made, are retained and preserved. 

The Regulations Relating to the Labelling and Advertising of Foodstuffs (R. 146) say that the shelf life of a product (date of minimum durability) should be clearly
indicated on the packaging that will be retained by the consumer until consumption. The label must also specify the storage conditions required to reach the shelf life.

The date marking should be preceded by ‘best before’ and/or ‘use by’, and/or ‘sell by’, and be indicated in the order ‘Day-Month-Year’ when only numbers are used.
Click here for a more detailed guide on date marking.

How should shelf life be labelled?

After this date, foodstuffs are generally not safe for
consumption.

Foodstuffs cannot be legally sold after this date as they
pose a food-safety risk to consumers.

Generally applicable to perishable products.

After this date, foodstuffs are safe to eat, but may no longer be at
their best quality.

Foodstuffs can be legally sold after a best-before date as it is still
safe to consume.

Generally applicable to non-perishable products.

BEST-BEFORE DATEUSE-BY DATE
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