
Ultra-pro cessed foods (UPFs) have caused con cern among experts for their poten tial impact on
human health, but now sci ent ists have warned they might also a�ect how our bod ies develop, in
par tic u lar our jaws.

We take a look at the issue and explore what, if any thing, should be done.
What has diet got to do with how our jaws develop?
A num ber of stud ies based on skull meas ure ments of indi vidu als from di� er ent pop u la tions have
revealed the shape of the human jawbone is asso ci ated with diet.
Pop u la tions that rely on agri cul ture have been found to have di� er ent shaped, typ ic ally smal ler,
jawbones than hunter-gather ers. This has been found in pop u la tions that lived either side of the
trans ition to farm ing and in those liv ing at a sim ilar point in time but with a di� er ent diet. In the lat -
ter case, experts found the jawbones in chil dren were sim ilar before they were old enough to chew.
Research ers have even found di� er ences in the size and shape of jawbones of people who lived
before and after indus tri al isa tion, a time when people began to rely more on pro cessed foods.
While teeth have also become smal ler over time, experts say the size of the jawbone has reduced to a
greater degree. Sci ent ists say this could explain why many people today exper i ence dental over -
crowding, crooked teeth or mis aligned bite.
“We can really see [maloc clu sion] accel er at ing when we trans ition to an indus tri al ised diet,” said Dr
Car o lyn Rando, an asso ciate pro fessor in bioar chae ology and forensic anthro po logy at UCL.
The shift to smal ler jawbones has also been linked to changes in the way we speak, help ing humans
form “f” and “v” sounds.
These asso ci ations are still being researched. However, one the ory is that eat ing hard, chewy foods
such as raw veget ables and meat requires a greater bite force, with research in anim als �nd ing more
force ful chew ing stim u lates the growth of the jawbone.
What’s the link to UPFs?
UPFs are often very soft, with some experts warn ing this could con trib ute to chil dren devel op ing
smal ler jawbones.
The latest furore appears to have arisen in response to a pilot study, pub lished last year, by a team in
Spain. This work involved research ers study ing the diets of 25 chil dren aged three to �ve, and ana -
lys ing the data along side meas ure ments relat ing to their teeth and skulls.
Among the res ults, the team found chil dren whose diet mainly con sisted of liquids and/or semi-solid
foods had smal ler gaps between their lower teeth than those who mainly had a solid diet. These gaps
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are �lled when adult teeth come through.
However, the study was small, did not con sider whether the foods were UPFs, did not fol low the chil -
dren to look at the arrange ment of their per man ent teeth, and can not prove cause and e�ect.
Prof Tim Spector, who is best known for his work on gut health, told the Tele graph: “The strongest
cur rent the ory about why the jaws have been shrink ing so rap idly is that we’re feed ing our kids baby
food really for the whole of their lives – so that they just don’t develop the jaw muscles or the size of
the jaw, and you aren’t really adap ted for chew ing.
“This is just another sign of how west ern coun tries like the UK and the US have suc cumbed to this
wave of soft, ultra-pro cessed foods that is now the main diet of chil dren, so many of whom are never
really hav ing hard proper foods.”
What do oth ers say?
Dr Hay ley Llandro, the dir ector of external rela tions for the Brit ish Ortho dontic Soci ety, said changes
to jaw devel op ment through diet could be pos sible, but this was likely to have occurred over many
years of evol u tion. “There are not only envir on mental factors in skeletal and tooth devel op ment –
genet ics plays a sig ni �c ant role as well. Unfor tu nately, simply eat ing more food that needs chew ing
will not over ride our pre-exist ing genetic tend en cies,” she said.
But Llandro added that lim it ing the con sump tion of UPFs could be bene � cial, as they were often high
in sugar and could res ult in tooth decay. “We would also say to par ents not to be con cerned that they
need to feed their chil dren hard foods just to pre vent the need for braces, as this is not a guar an tee.”
Rando said there was ongo ing debate over whether the shift in jawbone shape was an evol u tion ary
change or simply a response to an envir on mental shift. “Obvi ously, anthro po lo gists [and] arche olo -
gists can look at long-term changes, whereas ortho dont ists are only look ing at what they’re see ing
in their clin ical prac tice,” she said.
“It might be that small tooth size is more evol u tion ary, more genetic, but small jaw size seems to be
more related to our envir on ment, which is food.”
Rayon was less con vinced UPFs would res ult in a dra matic shift to tiny jaws. “The soft ness [of the
food], which is the big thing, it’s been sim ilar for quite a num ber of years now,” Rando said, not ing
that even the Vic tori ans often ate white bread and jam.
What about the Tik Tok trend for ‘mew ing’?
The idea that the shape of one’s face can be dra mat ic ally altered by a series of exer cises has given
rise to a slew of videos on social media, and has been dubbed “mew ing” after the con tro ver sial Brit -
ish ortho dont ists Dr John Mew, and his son Dr Mike Mew, who came up with the approach. The lat ter
has recently been struck o�.
The Brit ish Ortho dontic Soci ety said it would “like to remind the pub lic that there is no sci enti�c
evid ence to sug gest patients can change the shape of their face or improve their intel li gence by
chew ing or hold ing teeth and the tongue in a closed pos i tion or indeed mak ing any kind of facial
move ments”.
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