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HEALTH BASICS

Ultra-processed foods

Ultra-processed foods are products made mainly from industrial ingredients, often with
additives.

WHATITIS
Foods made mainly from industrial ingredients and additives

WHERE IT COMES UP
Food labels, shopping, and dietary discussions

WHY IT MATTERS
Often linked with poorer diet quality and health outcomes

WHAT ITISNOT
Not a disease or diagnosis

WHO TO ASK
Registered dietitian or primary care clinician

HOW IT IS CHECKED
Ingredient list and food-pattern review; no medical test

Overview

"Ultra-processed food" is a category used in nutrition research. It usually means a product
made mainly from ingredients extracted from foods, manufactured substances, and additives.
Examples may include some soft drinks, packaged snacks, instant noodles, sweetened
breakfast cereals, reconstituted meat products, and ready-made desserts.

The term comes from NOVA, a system that groups foods by how and why they were
processed.[1] NOVA has four broad groups:

Ultra-processed food is not a disease or diagnosis. It is also not the same as "processed food."
Washing, freezing, pasteurising, fermenting, and canning are all forms of processing. These
methods can make food safer, more convenient, or longer-lasting without necessarily making
it ultra-processed.

There is no medical test for ultra-processed food intake. The category is mainly used to study
dietary patterns, and experts do not always classify every product in the same way.

- Unprocessed or minimally processed foods, such as fruit, milk, or frozen vegetables

- Processed culinary ingredients, such as oil, sugar, and salt
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- Processed foods, such as canned vegetables or traditional cheese

- Ultra-processed foods, often made through several industrial processes

How it works

Ultra-processed products are often designed to be convenient, ready to eat, or easy to heat.
They may contain ingredients rarely used in a home kitchen, such as protein isolates, modified
starches, hydrogenated oils, flavour enhancers, colours, emulsifiers, or artificial sweeteners.

An emulsifier is a substance that helps ingredients such as oil and water stay mixed. A flavour
enhancer strengthens an existing taste. These additives have specific technical purposes, and
an additive's presence does not by itself show that a food is harmful.

The full ingredient list matters more than the packaging or product name. A food marketed as
natural, high-protein, plant-based, or low-fat can still meet a research definition of
ultra-processed. At the same time, a packaged or frozen food may be minimally processed.

NOVA classifies foods mainly by their formulation and purpose, not by nutrient content
alone.[1] This means two products in the same category can have quite different amounts of
fibre, protein, salt, added sugar, and saturated fat.

The category can therefore be useful for looking at an overall diet, but it does not replace the
Nutrition Facts or nutrition information panel. That panel provides information about nutrients
in a specific product.

Why it matters for your health

People who eat more ultra-processed foods often consume more calories, added sugars, salt,
and saturated fat, and less fibre. This is not true of every product, but it is a common pattern
across many diets.

Large observational studies have linked higher ultra-processed food intake with conditions
including obesity, type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and some mental health problems.
They have also found associations with earlier death.[4] An association means two things
occur together. It does not prove that ultra-processed food directly caused the outcome.

Other factors may help explain these findings. People's income, working hours, access to food,
cooking facilities, health, smoking, physical activity, and wider dietary pattern can all affect
both food choices and health.

A small controlled inpatient study compared diets matched for presented calories, sugar, fat,
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fibre, and other nutrients. Participants ate more calories and gained weight during the
ultra-processed diet than during the minimally processed diet.[3] This suggests that features
such as texture, eating speed, energy density, or food structure may affect how much people
eat. The study was short and does not answer every question about long-term health.

Some ultra-processed products can still serve an important purpose. Fortified cereals and
breads can provide nutrients. Packaged foods may make eating possible for people with
limited time, money, mobility, cooking equipment, or food access. Infant formula and certain
medical nutrition products may also fall into this category but can be necessary. Do not change
a prescribed medical food or an infant's feeding plan based only on the term "ultra-processed."

What can go wrong

A dietary pattern high in energy-dense products and low in fibre-rich foods may contribute to
excess calorie intake. High intakes of sodium, added sugars, or saturated fat can also affect
blood pressure, blood glucose, dental health, and cardiovascular risk.

These concerns relate to the overall diet and specific nutrients, not simply to whether one item
has been labelled ultra-processed. Eating one such food does not create a medical condition.

The classification can sometimes oversimplify food choices. For example, wholegrain
packaged bread and a sugary soft drink may both be classified as ultra-processed, even
though their nutritional value is different. Focusing only on the category may cause someone
to overlook fibre, allergens, portion size, or other relevant information.

Strict avoidance may also make eating harder or more expensive. For someone with food
allergies, sensory needs, an eating disorder, or a medically restricted diet, suitable packaged
foods may be valuable. Unnecessary food rules can increase anxiety or reduce dietary variety.

Ultra-processed food intake itself does not cause emergency symptoms requiring immediate
assessment. Seek emergency help after eating any food if you develop trouble breathing,
swelling of the tongue or throat, collapse, or another sign of a severe allergic reaction. Choking
is also an emergency. These situations are related to the food or allergen involved, not its
processing category.

What you cando

You do not need to calculate an exact percentage of ultra-processed food. There is no
standard clinical test or universally agreed personal limit.

If you want to review your food pattern, keep a short food record for several ordinary days.
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Include drinks, snacks, and meals without judging them. This can help you see what foods you
rely on and where practical changes might fit.

When comparing packaged foods, check:

A realistic change may be adding rather than banning. You might add fruit to breakfast, choose
a higher-fibre bread, include vegetables with a ready meal, or replace some sugary drinks with
water. Convenience, cost, storage, culture, and enjoyment remain legitimate parts of food
choice.

Arrange routine follow-up with a registered dietitian or primary care clinician if you need help
because of diabetes, heart or kidney disease, food allergies, digestive problems, pregnancy, an
eating disorder, unexplained weight change, or difficulty getting enough food. Ask how to
improve your overall pattern without removing foods you need.

- Theingredient list, especially whether the product is mainly whole foods or refined
substances

- Fibre, added sugars, sodium, and saturated fat on the nutrition label
- Serving size, since listed amounts may not match what you eat

- Allergeninformation if you have a food allergy

Common questions

Is all processed food ultra-processed?

No. Frozen vegetables, pasteurised milk, canned beans, plain yoghurt, and traditional cheese
are processed, but they are not necessarily ultra-processed. Processing can preserve
nutrients, improve safety, and reduce food waste.

Is every ultra-processed product unhealthy?

No single category describes the full nutritional value of every product. Some products provide
fibre, protein, vitamins, or minerals. Others contain large amounts of added sugar, sodium, or
saturated fat. Consider the product, portion, frequency, and rest of your diet.

Can |l identify ultra-processed food from the label?

Sometimes, but not with complete certainty. A long list containing isolates, modified
ingredients, colours, flavours, emulsifiers, or sweeteners may suggest an ultra-processed
formulation. However, there is usually no official "ultra-processed" statement on the package,
and a long ingredient list is not proof that a food is harmful.

Do | need to avoid these foods completely?
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There is no medical need for most people to avoid every ultra-processed product. A more
useful goal may be to eat a varied pattern that includes vegetables, fruit, whole grains, beans,
nuts, and appropriate protein foods while checking packaged foods for nutrients that matter to
you.

Are meat substitutes and protein powders ultra-processed?

Many are, but classification depends on their ingredients and manufacturing. Their nutritional
value also differs. Check protein, fibre, sodium, added sugars, allergens, and whether the
product helps meet a genuine dietary need.
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