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list MSG only if it’s added in its pure form. But 
several food additives that contain the offending 
glutamic acid may be included without special 
labeling—among them, autolyzed yeast, yeast 
extract, dried whey, hydrolyzed soy protein, and 
disodium inosinate. A second look at the labels 
revealed that five of the top six broths in our 
lineup contain one or more of these compounds 
(the exception is Imagine). And a few of them 
trumpet “No MSG” across their packaging. 

Because no canned broths made our top nine, 
we wondered if the relatively new aseptic cartons we wondered if the relatively new aseptic cartons 

were responsible for maintaining fresh flavors with-
out off-tastes. Only two of our broths, Swanson 
Natural Goodness and College Inn, are available 
in both types of packaging, and a head-to-head 
test revealed the flavor differences to be negli-
gible. What’s more, some of our worst-performing 
brands are packaged only in aseptic cartons.

So what chicken broth product should you 
reach for when you haven’t got time for home-
made? We recommend choosing a mass-produced, 
lower-sodium brand—and check the label for evi-
dence of mirepoix ingredients. (The best-tasting 

brands get help from vegetables, a glutamic com-
pound, or both.) Swanson Certified Organic was 
our clear favorite, but the less expensive, third-
place Swanson Natural Goodness was solid as well. 
And if you don’t mind adding water, Better Than 
Bouillon chicken base came in a very close sec-
ond—and was the favorite of several tasters. 

TASTING SUPERMARKET CHICKEN BROTHS
Twenty Cook’s Illustrated staff members tasted 18 brands of lower-sodium chicken-Cook’s Illustrated staff members tasted 18 brands of lower-sodium chicken-Cook’s Illustrated
broth products (between 140 milligrams and 690 milligrams per serving) as plain soup, 
with sodium adjusted to the same level. The top nine finalists were tasted once again as 

plain soup (sodium levels adjusted), then cooked in a simple gravy reduction (sodium 
levels unadjusted). Tasters rated each sample. Brands are listed below in order of pref-
erence. Sodium levels given are per 1-cup serving, based on package information.

SWANSON Certified Organic Free Range 
Chicken Broth
($2.79 for 32-ounce carton SODIUM: 570 mg.
We’re not ones to jump on the organic bandwagon 
for its own sake; the proof’s in the taste. Swanson’s 
newest broth won tasters over with “very chickeny, 
straightforward, and honest flavors,” a hearty aroma, 
and restrained “hints of roastiness.” 

BETTER THAN BOUILLON Chicken Base
($4.99 for 8-ounce jar of concentrate 
(makes 38 cups )  SODIUM: 690 mg. 
Fairly salty, but tasters were fond of its “straightfor-
ward” flavor profile. Though it does take about 5 
minutes to reconstitute the concentrated paste in 
water, the 18-month refrigerator shelf life means 
it’s a good replacement for dehydrated bouillon. 

SWANSON “Natural Goodness” Chicken Broth
($2.19 for 32-ounce carton SODIUM: 570 mg. 
Swanson’s standard low-sodium broth tasted almost 
as good as the winner, though some panelists found it 
“overly roasted.” Very full chicken flavor, but several 
tasters noted an out-of-place tartness reminiscent of 
lemon.

IMAGINE Organic Free Range Chicken Broth
($1.99 for 32-ounce carton SODIUM: 570 mg. 
A “decent flavor of chicken that lingers.” This broth 
had very prominent onion notes, which some tasters 
loved and others disliked. Some panelists weren’t fond 
of the pale yellow color.

RECOMMENDED WITH RESERVATIONS

COLLEGE INN Light & Fat Free Chicken Broth 
($1.99 for 32-ounce carton SODIUM: 450 mg.
Some tasters were sold on this broth’s “nice, mild chicken flavors,” deeming 
its “understated” profile as optimal for blending into recipes. Others found it 
“blah and boring—nothing offensive, though.” 

ORRINGTON FARMS Chicken Flavored Soup Base and Food Seasoning
($2.99 for 16-ounce jar of powdered concentrate (makes 91cups) 
SODIUM: 680 mg. 
The only dehydrated bouillon product in the top 10, we discovered, got 
flavor from a chicken and a cow. Beef tallow helped give this product “nice, and a cow. Beef tallow helped give this product “nice, and
rich flavors.” 

NOT RECOMMENDED

TRADER JOE’S Free Range Chicken Broth
($1.99 for 32-ounce carton SODIUM: 570 mg. 
Tasters couldn’t make up their minds whether this broth tastes more like 
“bad takeout Chinese soup” or the “cardboard” container it comes in. The 
“wretched odor” earned it no extra points.

KITCHEN BASICS Natural Chicken Stock
($2.89 for 32-ounce carton  SODIUM: 480 mg.
Not one taster believed this brand really was chicken broth. “Medicinal and 
beefy—are you sure this is chicken?” asked one worried taster. “Tastes like 
Vegemite tea.” Beads of oil floated on top.

PACIFIC Organic Free Range Chicken Broth
($2.49 for 32-ounce carton  SODIUM: 570 mg. 
One taster noticed an “interesting mushroom smell,” but that’s as positive a 
comment as tasters could muster. “Watery,” “chemical,” “dirty,” and “like an 
entire vegetable drawer gone bad” were more-representative observations. 

These products—listed in order of preference—were deemed not good enough to make the final cut: TELMA Reduced Sodium Consomme Stock (cube), CARMEL Kosher Chicken Soup 
Base (powder), SHELTON’S 100% Organic Chicken Broth Original Recipe (can), HEALTH VALLEY Fat Free Chicken Broth (can and carton), CAMPBELL’S Low Sodium Chicken Broth 
Soup (can), NATURE’S PROMISE Organic Chicken Broth (carton), SHARIANN’S Organic Chicken Broth (can), HERB OX Very Low Sodium Chicken Granulated Bouillon (powder).

EVE N  L ESS  RECOMMENDED

RECO M MENDED

COOK’S EXTRA For our homemade chicken stock recipe and
a quick pressure cooker variation, visit www.cooksillustrated.a quick pressure cooker variation, visit www.cooksillustrated.a quick pressure cooker variation, visit
com and key in code 5056. The recipes will be available until 
June 30, 2005.




