
FROM instant noodles to chicken nug gets, bread products, soda and more, ultra-pro cessed
foods are both numer ous and diverse, �nd ing favour with con sumers for their prac tic al ity
and tasti ness. However, one sci enti�c study after another high lights the poten tial dangers
they pose to phys ical and men tal health. The latest such research even sug gests that these
foods may be linked to a higher risk of early death.

Before look ing at the con clu sions of this 30-year study, it’s worth cla ri fy ing what ultra-
pro cessed foods actu ally are. Focus ing exclus ively on indus trial pro cessing, there are three
types of food: those that have under gone no, or very little, pro cessing, which are some -
times called raw foods, i.e. fresh fruit and veget ables, eggs, meat or �sh; those that have
been made from raw foods with a small amount of pro cessing, ie, fresh bread, fruit purées ,
canned veget ables, or artis anal cheeses; and then those that have under gone fur ther pro -
cessing via indus trial products and addit ives to improve their taste and shelf life.
Foods in this last cat egory are con sidered ultra-pro cessed foods, and they can take the
form of chicken nug gets, sodas or even instant noodles. And these foods have been the
focus of atten tion in recent years among sci ent ists, health pro fes sion als and health
author it ies because of the risks they may pose to con sumers, par tic u larly over the long
term.
Not only have they been found to increase the risk of being obese or over weight, as well as
of asso ci ated dis eases, ultra-pro cessed foods are also thought to be asso ci ated with an
increased risk of can cer, heart dis ease and even depres sion symp toms.
‘SLIGHTLY HIGHER’ RISK OF DEATH
A new study goes even fur ther, sug gest ing that this type of food may be linked to a higher
risk of pre ma ture death. This �nd ing was estab lished by a team of research ers after fol -
low ing no fewer than 74,563 female nurses from 11 US states as part of the Nurses’ Health
Study, between 1984 and 2018, and 39,501 male health care pro fes sion als from 50 US
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states, as part of the Health Pro fes sion als Fol low-up Study, between 1986 and 2018. Par ti -
cipants had no his tory of can cer, car di ovas cu lar dis ease or dia betes when they enrolled.
Pub lished in ‘The Brit ish Med ical Journal’, this research reveals that high con sump tion of
ultra-pro cessed foods is asso ci ated with a “slightly higher” risk of death. Spe ci�c ally, par -
ti cipants con sum ing the most ultra-pro cessed foods — an aver age of seven servings per
day — had a four per cent higher all-cause mor tal ity com pared to those eat ing an aver age
of three servings per day. Mor tal ity was nine per cent higher for causes other than can cer
and car di ovas cu lar dis ease, includ ing an eight per cent higher risk of death from neuro de -
gen er at ive dis eases. However, “no asso ci ations were found for deaths due to car di ovas cu -
lar dis eases, can cer, or res pir at ory dis eases”, the research ers explain in a news release.
TRY COOKING FROM SCRATCH
The strongest and most con sist ent asso ci ations with higher mor tal ity were found with
meat, poultry, and sea food based ready-to-eat products, fol lowed by sweetened and arti � -
cially sweetened drinks, dairy-based desserts and ultra-pro cessed break fast foods.
“The �nd ings provide sup port for lim it ing con sump tion of cer tain types of ultra-pro -
cessed food for long-term health,” the research ers say.
“Future stud ies are war ran ted to improve the clas si �c a tion of ultrapro cessed foods and
con �rm our �nd ings in other pop u la tions,” they con clude.
One way to limit your con sump tion of ultra-pro cessed foods is to cook from scratch with
fresh sea sonal pro duce, unpro cessed canned or frozen foods, such as plain veget ables or
�sh �l lets. Pri or it ising homemade meals can sig ni �c antly reduce your con sump tion of
products that have under gone indus trial pro cessing. A study from Octo ber 2023 revealed
that one in seven adults world wide may be addicted to ultra-pro cessed foods.
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