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Ultra - processed foods: What are they and how to identify them?? 
Monteiro et al. (2019) examined the classification of ultra- 

processed foods (UPFs) using the NOVA system, which 

categorizes foods based on the extent and purpose of their 

processing. They defined UPFs as industrial formulations 

typically containing five or more ingredients, including 

substances not commonly used in culinary preparations, 

such as flavorings, colorings, emulsifiers, and other 

additives designed to imitate the sensory qualities of 

minimally processed foods. The authors highlighted that 

UPFs are engineered to be convenient, hyper- palatable, 

and profitable, often leading to overconsumption. They 

argued that the proliferation of UPFs in the global food 

supply contributes to unhealthy dietary patterns and 

increases the risk of non-communicable diseases. 

Ultra-processed food intake and risk of cardiovascular disease: prospective 

cohort study (NutriNet-Santé) 
Srour et al. (2019) conducted a prospective cohort study 

within the French NutriNet-Santé cohort to investigate the 

association between UPF consumption and the risk of 

cardiovascular diseases (CVD). They followed over 

100,000 participants for a median of 5.2 years, collecting 

dietary intake data through repeated 24-hour dietary 

records. The study found that higher consumption of UPFs 

was associated with an increased risk of overall CVD, 

coronary heart disease, and cerebrovascular disease. The 

authors suggested that the high content of salt, sugar, and 

unhealthy fats, along with the presence of food additives 

and newly formed contaminants in UPFs, may contribute to 

the development of cardiovascular conditions. 

Consumption of ultra-processed foods and 

cancer risk: results from NutriNet-Santé 

prospective cohort 
Fiolet et al. (2018) investigated the relationship between 

UPF consumption and cancer risk using data from the 
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NutriNet-Santé cohort. The study included over 100,000 participants with a median follow-

up of 5 years. Dietary intake was assessed using repeated 24-hour dietary records, and cancer 

cases were identified through participant self- reporting and medical records. The findings 

indicated that a 10% increase in the proportion of UPFs in the diet was associated with a 

significant increase in the risk of overall cancer and breast cancer. The authors discussed 

potential mechanisms, including the poor nutritional quality of UPFs, carcinogenic 

compounds in processed foods, and the effects of food additives. 

Ultra-processed diets cause excess calorie intake and weight gain: An 

inpatient randomized controlled trial of ad libitum food intake 
Hall et al. (2019) conducted a randomized controlled 

trial to assess the impact of UPF consumption on 

energy intake and body weight. Twenty adult 

participants were admitted to a metabolic ward and 

randomly assigned to receive either an ultra-

processed or an unprocessed diet for two weeks, 

followed by the alternate diet. Both diets were 

matched for calories, macronutrients, sugar, sodium, 

and fiber. Participants were instructed to eat as much 

or as little as desired. The study found that during the 

ultra- processed diet, participants consumed 

approximately 500 more calories per day and gained 

weight, whereas they lost weight during the 

unprocessed diet. The authors concluded that UPFs 

may increase energy intake and weight gain, independent of macronutrient composition. 

Ultra-processed food consumption and risk of type 2 diabetes among 

participants of the NutriNet-Santé prospective cohort 
Srour et al. (2020) explored the 

association between UPF consumption 

and the risk of type 2 diabetes (T2D) in 

the NutriNet-Santé cohort. The study 

included over 100,000 participants 

without diabetes at baseline, with a 

median follow-up of 6 years. Dietary 

intake was assessed using repeated 24-

hour dietary records. The results 

demonstrated that higher UPF 

consumption was associated with an 

increased risk of developing T2D. The 

authors suggested that the poor nutritional quality of UPFs, along with additives and 

contaminants formed during processing, may contribute to the development of insulin 

resistance and T2D. 

Association between consumption of ultra-processed foods and all-cause 

mortality: SUN prospective cohort study 
Rico-Campà et al. (2019) conducted a prospective cohort study to examine the relationship 

between UPF consumption and all-cause mortality. The study followed nearly 20,000 

Spanish university graduates for a median of 10 years. Dietary intake was assessed using a 

validated food frequency questionnaire. The findings indicated that participants in the highest 

quartile of UPF consumption had a higher risk of all-cause mortality than those in the lowest 

quartile. The authors concluded that high UPF consumption is associated with increased 

mortality risk, emphasizing the need for dietary guidelines to limit UPF intake. 
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Ultra-processed food consumption and the incidence of depression in a 

Mediterranean cohort: the SUN Project 
Gómez-Donoso et al. (2020) investigated the association between UPF consumption and the 

incidence of depression in the Seguimiento Universidad de Navarra (SUN) Project, a 

Mediterranean cohort study. The study included over 14,000 participants without depression 

at baseline, with a median follow-up of 10 years. Dietary intake was assessed using a 

validated food frequency questionnaire. The results showed that higher UPF consumption 

was associated with an increased risk of developing depression. The authors discussed 

potential mechanisms, including the impact of UPFs on inflammation, oxidative stress, and 

gut microbiota, which may influence mental health. 

Ultra-processed food consumption and risk of inflammatory bowel disease: 

prospective cohort study 
Narula et al. (2021) conducted a prospective cohort study to assess the relationship between 

UPF consumption and the risk of inflammatory bowel disease (IBD). The study included 

Prospective Urban Rural Epidemiology (PURE) participants across 21 countries. Dietary 

intake was assessed using country-specific food frequency questionnaires. The findings 

indicated that higher UPF consumption was associated with an increased risk of developing 

IBD, particularly Crohn's disease. The authors suggested that additives and emulsifiers in 

UPFs may alter gut microbiota and increase intestinal permeability, contributing to IBD 

pathogenesis. 

Ultra-processed food consumption and risk of frailty in community-

dwelling older adults: a prospective cohort study 
Sandoval-Insausti et al. (2019) examined the association 

between UPF consumption and the risk of frailty among 

older adults in a prospective cohort study. The study 

included over 1,800 community- dwelling individuals aged 

60 and older, with a median follow-up of 3.5 years. 

Dietary intake was assessed using a validated food 

frequency questionnaire. The results demonstrated that 

higher UPF consumption was associated with an increased 

risk of developing frailty. The authors proposed that the 

low nutritional quality of UPFs and their pro- 

inflammatory properties may contribute to the 

development of frailty in older adults. 

Ultra-processed food consumption and risk of overweight and obesity: the 

SUN Project 
Beslay et al. (2020) investigated the relationship between UPF consumption and the risk of 

overweight and obesity in the SUN 

Project cohort. The study included 

over 22,000 participants with 

normal weight at baseline, followed 

for a median of 9 years. Dietary 

intake was assessed using a 

validated food frequency 

questionnaire. The findings 

indicated that higher UPF 

consumption was associated with an 

increased risk of developing 

overweight and obesity. The authors 

suggested that the high energy density, palatability, and low satiety potential of UPFs may 

lead to increased energy intake and weight gain. 
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