
ULTRA-PROCESSED foods have had a lot of bad press of late, with research increas ingly sug -
gest ing they’re bad for our health. There’s con vin cing evid ence that eat ing more harms heart
health, a�ects men tal well being, and increases the risk of Type 2 dia betes, a study in the Brit ish
Med ical Journal found. There are clear signs, too, that higher intakes may be linked to weight
gain, sleep prob lems and high blood pres sure.

Another study found six in 10 of us are wor ried about the health impacts of ultra-pro cessed
foods (UPFs) – yet we con tinue to eat large amounts. In the UK, more than half our cal or ies
come from this type of food, with this �g ure jump ing to 75% for chil dren and 83% for teens.
But what exactly are UPFs, and what makes them harm ful?
There’s plenty of con fu sion out there, so we’ve broken down some com mon myths to help you
under stand more.
MYTH:
FACT: It’s not that simple. Even experts struggle to agree what makes a food ultra-pro cessed. In
one study, food and nutri tion spe cial ists were asked to cat egor ise foods based on their level of
pro cessing and the res ults var ied widely. It’s unsur pris ing as there’s no uni ver sally accep ted
de�n i tion for pro cessed foods.
The NOVA clas si �c a tion sys tem is com monly used to de�ne UPFs. Within this, the UPF cat egory
includes a vast range of foods, includ ing ready meals, bis cuits, soft drinks, savoury snacks,
chicken nug gets and break fast cer eals.
But it isn’t per fect. Ori gin ally developed for research, it wasn’t inten ded for labelling indi vidual
foods as UPFs. Plus, it doesn’t con sider how nutri tious foods are.
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For example, bread is clas si �ed as a UPF regard less of whether it’s a high-�bre whole meal loaf
full of seeds or a white loaf with far less �bre.
UPFs are easy to spot So how do you spot a UPF?
Nich ola Lud lam-Raine, registered dieti tian and author of How Not to Eat Ultra-Pro cessed
(Ebury Press), says: “UPFs are foods that have under gone sig ni �c ant pro cessing and modi �c a -
tion from their ori ginal state.
“They often con tain many ingredi ents, includ ing those not typ ic ally found in a home kit chen,
such as sta bil isers, emul si � ers, pre ser vat ives, col ours and arti � cial �a vour ings.”
Still not sure? Nich ola says the �ve signs that sug gest a UPF include:
■ A long list of ingredi ents
■ Unre cog nis able ingredi ents
■ Lots of red tra�c lights on the label
■ A long shelf life
■ Bright, col our ful pack aging.
MYTH: All UPFs are unhealthy FACT:
This is not entirely true.
“Not all UPFs are cre ated equal when it comes to their nutri tional con tent,” says Nich ola. “Take
baked beans and chocol ate bis cuits – both UPFs but with vastly di� er ent nutri tional pro �les.
Baked beans con tain mainly beans and toma toes, provid ing pro tein, �bre and vit am ins, while
chocol ate bis cuits often fea ture high amounts of sugar and sat ur ated fat with min imal nutri -
tional bene �t.”
Research is cer tainly start ing to back the idea that not all UPFs are unhealthy.
A study from The Lan cet found for every 10% increase in UPFs, the risk of Type 2 dia betes
jumped by 17%. But when the research ers looked more closely, they found some groups of
UPFs, includ ing plant-based altern at ives, and breads and break fast cer eals, reduced the risk.
Recent research from Har vard Uni versity revealed sim ilar �nd ings. While eat ing a lot of UPFs
increased the risk of car di ovas cu lar dis ease and stroke, yogurt and dairy based desserts, and
bread and break fast cer eals, didn’t have the same neg at ive e�ects. One pos sible explan a tion is
that UPFs can vary dra mat ic ally in their nutri ent con tent. “I like to divide more pro cessed foods
into two groups – those that are nutri tious, such as �sh �n gers, baked beans and some whole -
meal bread, and those that are less nutri tious, such as chocol ate bis cuits, and some oven chips
and crisps,” says Nich ola.
The key is not to lump all UPFs into the “unhealthy” cat egory.
It’s equally import ant to check the nutri tion panel and choose foods with less sat ur ated fat,
added sug ars and salt.
MYTH: UPFs are full of harm ful addit ives
FACT: It’s true that UPFs con tain addit ives such as pre ser vat ives, emul si � ers, sta bil isers, col -
our ings and arti � cial �a vour ings, which keep food safe, improve shelf life, or enhance their
taste, tex ture or appear ance. From a safety aspect there’s no need to worry.
Every addit ive is rig or ously tested by the European Food Safety Author ity before it’s allowed to
be used in food. Plus, the amount that’s deemed safe is set way below the level that would harm
health, even if it was eaten every day.
“Food addit ives are safe to con sume, and you don’t need to elim in ate them com pletely,” says
Nich ola. “But they can make food more appeal ing so that it’s easier to con sume large
amounts.”
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MYTH: It’s the pro cessing that causes health prob lems
FACT: Stud ies cer tainly show eat ing a lot of UPFs is linked to health prob lems but it’s still not
clear whether the pro cessing itself is to blame. Most evid ence comes from obser va tional stud -
ies, which show a link between UPFs and health prob lems, but these don’t prove one causes the
other.
It’s likely that many ele ments of UPFs con trib ute to poorer health.
For starters, UPFs are often highly pal at able – think crisps, sweets, and cakes. Their soft tex -
tures mean we can eat them quickly, mak ing it easy to con sume large amounts without feel ing
full.
“Evid ence sug gests people eat more when con sum ing a diet high in ultra-pro cessed food,”
explains Nich ola.
“Research ers aren’t entirely sure why this hap pens, but the easy-toeat nature of the foods
could lead to delayed sati ety sig nalling.”
Pro cessing food may also make it easier for our bod ies to obtain cal or ies from the food we eat.
For example, stud ies show we absorb more cal or ies from almond but ter than from whole
almonds, pos sibly because the nut has already been broken down for us, mak ing it easier for our
body to access the cal or ies.
But per haps the biggest reason for poorer health hinges on the fact eat ing a lot of UPFs makes it
harder to achieve a bal anced diet that’s in line with healthy-eat ing guidelines. “Many UPFs
con tain more cal or ies, added sug ars, salt and unhealthy fats and lack essen tial nutri ents such as
�bre, vit am ins and min er als,” says Nich ola. “Plus these foods can eas ily push out health ier
options in our diet.”
MYTH: Cut ting out UPFs is enough to stay healthy
FACT: Eat ing fewer UPFs and more unpro cessed or min im ally pro cessed foods is key to stay ing
healthy. But even when diets largely con sist of fruits, veget ables, whole grains, pulses, nuts,
seeds, and lean pro teins, it’s still import ant to choose por tion sizes that help us achieve and
main tain a healthy weight. This in turn can help to pro tect against con di tions like heart dis ease
and Type 2 dia betes.
Mean while, not all unpro cessed foods should be eaten freely. For example, foods high in sat ur -
ated fat like but ter, cream and red meat can raise blood cho les terol, a risk factor for heart dis -
ease. Excess ive salt is linked to high blood pres sure and reg u larly eat ing sugar, honey or maple
syrup con trib utes to tooth decay and adds extra cal or ies.
Plus, we should limit cooked red meat to a max imum of 70g a day to pro tect against bowel can -
cer.
The bot tom line:
Cut ting back on UPFs is help ful, but it’s still import ant to look at our over all diet and stick to the
basics of healthy eat ing.
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