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Introduction

Everyone seems to be worried about eating too much ultra-processed food – or UPF. These foods are convenient and often delicious, but overconsuming them has been found to have many negative health implications. Unprocessed Made Easy is your simple guide to reducing the amount of UPF in your diet with straightforward recipes and simple swaps!

What are UPFs?

UPFs are industrially produced foods that contain ingredients that are not typically used in a home kitchen, such as preservatives, emulsifiers, sweeteners, artificial colours and flavours used to improve the sensory qualities of foods.

These foods are often high in calories, fat, saturated fat, sugar and salt, whilst also being low in fibre and micronutrients. Researchers describe these foods as hyperpalatable, which means it is easy to consume too much of them and not feel full and satisfied. Processing also causes changes to the structure of foods, making them softer and easier to eat – think about how quickly you could eat a fast-food burger! However, you may start to feel hungry not long after.


A 2019 study found that 57% of the average UK diet is made up of UPF and in children and teens, this can be as high as 80%


What do UPFs do to our body?

While the research on UPF is fairly new, we do know that reducing these foods in our diet is important for improving long-term health.

Chronic diseases

Several studies have associated the overconsumption of UPF with developing several chronic diseases, such as obesity, metabolic syndrome, diabetes, cardiovascular disease, high blood pressure and some types of cancers.

Mental health

Over-reliance on UPF has also been associated with increased risk of common mental health problems, such as depression, anxiety and adverse sleep.

Gut health

Evidence shows that some emulsifiers, sweeteners and artificial colours found in UPF affect the gut microbiome and there may be an association with IBD, IBS and colorectal cancer.

Cancer

Several studies have shown a consistent significant association between UPF consumption and the risk of several types of cancers, such as colorectal, breast and pancreatic cancer.

Poor nutrition

Diets high in UPF are often much poorer quality as they are very energy-dense whilst containing less nutrients and fibre, which leaves less room in your diet for more nutritious minimally processed foods. So, decreasing the UPF food in your diet and replacing with minimally processed food can improve overall diet quality.

Researchers have categorised food into four different categories based on how processed they are. This classification system is not black and white, and some foods can fall into two categories. For example, peanut butter, which in some cases can contain many extra ingredients, such as emulsifiers, stabilisers, sugar and palm oil, but there are more natural options available that just contain nuts and salt.

It’s important to note that while reducing UPF is a positive thing, not all foods classed as minimally processed are healthy foods and some UPF can still be included in a healthy diet.

Try to focus on having an overall balanced diet based around wholefoods, such as whole grains, fruit, vegetables and nuts, and reduce processed foods in your diet, especially those that are high in saturated fat and free sugars. It’s all about balance, not deprivation, so you can occasionally have a packet of crisps or a bowl of cereal without worrying!

1) Unprocessed or minimally processed foods

These are foods in their whole natural form, as well as foods that have been through processes such as cooking, freezing, drying or pasteurisation. The whole foods include fruits, vegetables, herbs, nuts, seeds, legumes, meat, dried fruit, honey and eggs. This category also has foods made up of two or more ingredients from this group, such as pasta and couscous. These foods can sometimes have vitamins or minerals added to replace those lost from processing.

2) Processed culinary ingredients

These foods are used to cook and season food and may contain additives to prolong the shelf life.

Key examples: oils, butter, vinegar, sugar, salt and flour

3) Processed foods

These are foods that have been preserved with methods such as canning, bottling and non-alcoholic fermentation, as well as foods that are a combination of minimally or unprocessed foods and culinary ingredients.

Key examples: tinned vegetables or legumes, tinned fruit, tinned fish, ham, bacon, deli meats, smoked fish, most freshly baked breads and cheeses

4) Ultra-processed foods

These are industrially produced foods that are formulated using things you wouldn’t find in an ordinary kitchen, such as additives, preservatives, colourings, artificial flavourings, emulsifiers and gums, to make the foods more palatable and appealing to consumers.

Key examples: carbonated drinks, ice cream, confectionery, crisps, biscuits, pastries, cakes, mass-produced bread, margarine, vegan ‘meats’ and ‘cheeses’, as well as most ready meals

Common Ultra-processed Food Swaps


COMMON ULTRA-PROCESSED FOODS

Breakfast cereals, energy bars and biscuits



Mass-produced packaged breads



Margarines and spreads



Fruit yogurts and fruit drinks



Vegan ‘meat’ and ‘cheese’ alternatives



Ready meals



Pre-made pasta sauce and pizza



Breaded and battered fish and meat products



Sausages, burgers, hot dogs and other processed meat products



Instant and tinned soups



Instant noodles



Sweet or savoury packaged snacks, such as crisps, biscuits, pastries, cakes and ice cream





MINIMALLY PROCESSED ALTERNATIVES

Porridge, homemade granola and granola bars (see pages 14, 19 and 180)



Sourdough, rye bread and homemade breads (with the focus on wholegrains) (see page 154)



Olive oil, butter, natural almond butter or peanut butter



Natural unsweetened Greek yogurt and homemade fruit smoothies (see page 34)



Naturally vegan meals (focusing on beans, legumes and wholegrains)



Homemade meals



Homemade pizza and pasta dishes (focusing on veggies and wholegrains)



Homemade wholegrain breaded chicken and fish



Homemade burger patties, tinned tuna or salmon and roasted chicken



Homemade soups (see pages 46, 58, 64)



Meal prep noodle jars and stir-fries (see page 53)



Oat crackers (see page 159), biscuits (see page 170), brownies (see page 179), granola bars (see page 180), homemade protein balls (see page 183) and popcorn (see page 184)





If you are buying stock cubes, pre-cooked rice, pre-made sauces, coconut milk, chocolate or similar ingredients try and opt for something with ingredients that you recognise and would use in your own kitchen
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Breakfast & Brunch

Switching your UPF breakfast options to a minimally processed alternative is probably the easiest place to start! Things like cereals can be swapped to porridge or a homemade granola and I have included lots of options for quick and easy weekday breakfasts as well as some weekend brunch recipes.
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Maple Cinnamon Granola



	[image: vegetarian]	Cook time
1HR 5MIN	Makes around
6
PORTIONS






	200g oats

	60g flaked almonds

	60g hazelnuts, chopped

	50g pecans, chopped

	50g desiccated coconut

	50g pumpkin seeds

	80g coconut oil, melted

	100ml maple syrup

	1 tsp vanilla extract

	1 tsp ground cinnamon

	Pinch of salt





Most cereals in supermarkets are ultra-processed, so making your own granola is a good alternative option that is similar to cereal! I like to serve mine with yogurt or milk and berries and you can also use this granola as a topping for other breakfasts.


	Preheat the oven to 170ºC.

	Mix together the oats, flaked almonds, hazelnuts, pecans, desiccated coconut, pumpkin seeds, coconut oil, maple syrup, vanilla extract, cinnamon and salt until well combined.

	Spread the mixture evenly onto a lined baking sheet (you may need to split it between two sheets as if it is too thick, it won’t cook all the way through).

	Bake for 20–25 minutes until the granola is slightly golden.

	Leave to cool for around 30 minutes, then break into pieces.




[image: ]
Maple Cinnamon Granola

Breakfast Burritos



	[image: vegan]	Cook time 
30
MINUTES	Makes
2
BURRITOS






	4 eggs

	4 spring onions, chopped

	1 tbsp olive oil

	4 tbsp cooked black beans

	4 tbsp cooked kidney beans

	1 large avocado

	Juice of 1 lime

	Handful of chopped coriander, plus extra to serve

	2 wholegrain tortillas

	2 handfuls of cherry tomatoes, chopped

	Salt and black pepper





If you want a bit more of an exciting breakfast than scrambled eggs on toast, try making these breakfast burritos. The eggs, avocado, beans and wholegrain tortilla provide plenty of protein, fibre and healthy fats, which will help you to stay full until lunchtime.


	In a bowl whisk together the egg, spring onion and salt and pepper.

	Pour the olive oil into a pan along with the egg and heat the egg gently.

	As the egg starts to cook, scramble and then set aside.

	In a bowl mash the black beans and kidney beans together and season with salt and pepper

	Mash the avocado, squeeze in the lime juice and add the coriander, then season with salt and pepper.

	Heat the tortillas for a couple of minutes in a pan and then top with the beans, avocado, scrambled egg and finally the cherry tomatoes and some more chopped coriander.

	Fold the tortillas up to serve.
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Breakfast Burritos

Porridge 3 Ways



	[image: vegan]	Cook time
20
MINUTES	Serves
1





PORRIDGE


	50g oats

	300–400ml milk or water (or use a mixture of both)

	1 tbsp milled flaxseed

	1 tbsp maple syrup or honey

	½ tsp vanilla extract



BERRY COMPOTE


	150g frozen mixed red berries

	2 tbsp maple syrup or honey

	½ banana, sliced

	1 tbsp pumpkin seeds


CHOCOLATE PEANUT BUTTER BANANA


	½ banana, sliced

	2 tbsp natural peanut butter

	1 tbsp shelled hemp seeds

	1 tbsp grated dark chocolate


LEMON & BLUEBERRY


	Juice and zest of ½ lemon

	Handful of blueberries

	1 tbsp shelled hemp seeds




Some people think of it as being quite a boring breakfast, but it doesn’t have to be! It really is all about the toppings you add and here I have given three of my favourite variations.


	Put the porridge oats in a saucepan along with the milk or water, milled flaxseed, maple syrup or honey and vanilla extract.

	Bring to a simmer and cook for 5–10 minutes, stirring every little while, until the porridge thickens.

	Place the porridge in a bowl then add your toppings.



For the berry compote


	Put the frozen berries and maple syrup or honey in a saucepan and bring to a low heat.

	Cook the berries for around 5–10 minutes until they have defrosted and formed a sauce.

	Top the porridge with this and add some banana and pumpkin seeds.



For the chocolate peanut butter banana

Simply top the porridge with banana slices, peanut butter, hemp seeds and grated dark chocolate.

For the lemon & blueberry

Stir the lemon juice into the porridge and then top with blueberries, lemon zest and hemp seeds.
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Porridge 3 Ways

Berry Breakfast Muffins



	[image: vegan]	Cook time
30
MINUTES	Makes
12
MUFFINS






	2 large bananas

	2 eggs

	2 tbsp milk

	1 tsp vanilla extract

	4 tbsp butter, melted, plus extra to grease the tin

	4 tbsp honey

	200g buckwheat flour

	50g oats

	1 tsp ground cinnamon

	1½ tsp baking powder

	½ tsp bicarbonate of soda

	100g blueberries

	100g raspberries

	2 tbsp pumpkin seeds

	2 tbsp oats





These muffins are a really easy way to prep a healthy breakfast you can take with you on the go. I like using buckwheat flour as it adds a nutty flavour, but you can substitute it with wholewheat flour if you can’t find this.


	Preheat the oven to 180ºC.

	Mash the bananas in a bowl and add the eggs, milk, vanilla, melted butter and honey.

	Now add the buckwheat flour, oats, cinnamon, baking powder and bicarbonate of soda and mix until combined.

	Gently fold in the blueberries and raspberries.

	Divide the mixture evenly into a muffin tin lined with greaseproof paper and greased with butter. Sprinkle the oats and pumpkin seeds over the top and then bake for 20–25 minutes until golden brown.




[image: ]
Berry Breakfast Muffins

Meal Prep Breakfast Sandwich



	[image: vegan]	Cook time
45
MINUTES	Makes
4
PORTIONS






	1 tbsp olive oil

	4 spring onions, trimmed and diced

	½ red pepper, chopped

	½ orange pepper, chopped

	2 handfuls of spinach

	8 eggs

	Handful of chopped parsley

	Handful of chopped basil

	4 wholegrain bagels

	Coconut oil, to grease the tin

	Salt and black pepper



AVOCADO MASH


	2 large avocados

	Juice of 2 lemons

	Handful of chopped basil

	200g cherry vine tomatoes, chopped





This meal prep is a really easy way to make a quick and filling breakfast. The filling is basically like an egg frittata and packed with lots of spinach, peppers and herbs. When you want to eat it, all you need to do is mash an avocado and assemble the sandwich! The frittata will keep in the fridge for up to three days.


	Preheat the oven to 180ºC.

	Pour the oil into a pan and add the spring onion, red pepper, orange pepper and spinach. Cook for a few minutes until the vegetables start to soften.

	Whisk the eggs together in a bowl and then add in the parsley, basil, salt, pepper and the vegetables you just cooked. Pour this into a greased square tin and bake for around 20–25 minutes until golden brown on top and the egg is set.

	Leave to cool down and then slice into four pieces and store in the fridge.

	When you want to assemble a sandwich, mash half an avocado, add in the juice of ½ a lemon, some chopped basil and 50g cherry tomatoes and mix together.




[image: ]
Meal Prep Breakfast Sandwich

Blueberry Breakfast Cookies



	[image: vegan]	Cook time
20
MINUTES	Makes
12
COOKIES






	2 bananas

	100ml milk

	3 tbsp natural peanut butter

	200g oats

	2 tbsp milled flaxseed

	100g blueberries

	50g dark chocolate chips





If you are looking for an easy make-ahead breakfast you can take with you to work or school, then these cookies are the perfect option. You can switch the blueberries to any other berries you like or even use frozen berries to make these cookies all year round.


	Preheat the oven to 180°C and line a baking tray with baking paper.

	Mash the bananas until smooth and then add the milk and peanut butter and stir to combine.

	Add in the oats and milled flaxseed and mix together.

	Gently mix in the blueberries and chocolate chips.

	Shape into 12 equally-sized cookies and then bake for 12–14 minutes until golden.

	These cookies will last for a few days in an airtight container.
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Blueberry Breakfast Cookies

Oat & Greek Yogurt Pancakes



	[image: vegan]	Cook time
25
MINUTES	Serves
4






	2 bananas

	250g oats

	250g Greek yogurt

	250ml milk

	1 tsp baking powder

	Coconut oil or butter to grease the pan



TOPPINGS


	Maple syrup

	Berries




I really love using oats to make pancakes because it’s like having a bowl of porridge in pancake form. These pancakes can be stored in the fridge or even frozen and then heated up in a toaster or pan for a really quick and easy breakfast!


	Place the banana, oats, Greek yogurt, milk and baking powder in a blender and blend until smooth.

	Heat a non-stick pan with a little coconut oil or butter and then scoop in the pancake mix. I use around ¼ cup per pancake. If the pancake batter is too runny, leave it to sit for around 10–15 minutes to thicken.

	Cook the pancakes on both sides until golden brown and then serve with maple syrup and berries.
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Oat & Greek Yogurt Pancakes

Healthier Cooked Breakfast



	Cook time
40
MINUTES	Serves
4





BREAKFAST


	300g chestnut mushrooms, halved

	400g cherry vine tomatoes

	3 tbsp olive oil

	1 garlic clove, minced

	1 tsp dried thyme

	8 sausages

	4 eggs

	Salt and black pepper



HASH BROWNS


	4 Maris Piper potatoes

	1 white onion

	1 egg

	1–2 tbsp olive oil


TO SERVE


	Batch of Spiced Baked Beans (Optional, see page 43)

	2 avocados, halved

	Cress




If you are looking for non-UPF sausages and bacon, then I would recommend buying them from a local butcher as these are much fresher and tend to not have as many additives as the ones you typically find in supermarkets.


	Preheat the oven to 200ºC.

	Place the mushrooms and cherry tomatoes in a roasting tin, drizzle over 2 tablespoons of the olive oil and sprinkle over garlic and thyme.

	Roast for 12 minutes until the mushrooms and tomatoes are soft. Cook your sausages according to the package directions.

	Meanwhile, grate the potatoes and onion onto a clean tea towel and then squeeze out the liquid.

	Add the egg, season with salt and pepper, then mix together.

	Heat a pan with a bit of olive oil, add spoonfuls of the potato mixture and flatten these. Cook for around 2–3 minutes on each side until they are crispy and then set aside.

	In another pan add in another tablespoon of olive oil. Crack your eggs into a bowl, season with salt and pepper and whisk together then pour into a pan and scramble them.
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Healthier Cooked Breakfast

Sourdough French Toast



	[image: vegan]	Cook time
20
MINUTES	Makes around
4
PORTIONS






	2 eggs

	250ml oat milk

	1 tbsp maple syrup

	1 tsp vanilla extract

	2 tsp ground cinnamon

	1 tbsp butter

	8 slices of sourdough bread (see tip)



TOPPINGS


	Maple syrup

	Berries

	Greek yogurt




Using sourdough in place of processed bread can be an easy non-ultra-processed swap. Some people even find sourdough easier to digest, though contrary to popular belief, this is not due to gluten but instead to the longer fermentation process used, which breaks down the carbohydrates in the wheat.


	In a shallow bowl, whisk together the eggs, oat milk, maple syrup, vanilla extract and cinnamon.

	Meanwhile, heat the butter in a non-stick pan.

	Dip a slice of bread in the egg mixture, flip to coat both sides and then transfer to the pan. Don’t leave the bread in the egg mixture too long or it will get too soggy and break.

	Cook the bread on both sides for a couple of minutes until golden. Repeat with all the slices of bread.

	Serve the French toast topped with maple syrup and berries and yogurt.



TIP

When choosing your bread, try and choose one just made with flour, salt, water and a sourdough starter (add-ins such as seeds and wholemeal or rye flour are fine too!). Some supermarkets sell ‘sourdough-style’ bread, which can be ultra-processed and makes it confusing. Alternatively, you can find sourdough bread in a local bakery or make it yourself!
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Sourdough French Toast

Sweetcorn Fritters



	[image: vegan]	Cook time
25
MINUTES	Serves 
3–4





SWEETCORN FRITTERS


	285g tin of sweetcorn, drained

	2 eggs

	100g plain flour

	1 tsp baking powder

	8 spring onions, trimmed and finely sliced, reserving some for the top

	2 tbsp chopped chives, plus extra for the top

	Pinch of chilli powder

	Salt and pepper, to taste

	1 tbsp olive oil



SALSA


	1 large avocado, chopped

	Handful of cherry vine tomatoes, chopped

	Juice of ½ lime

	Handful of chopped coriander

	Pinch of chilli flakes





I’m always looking for more savoury breakfast options and these sweetcorn fritters are quick and easy to make. If you want to make this breakfast higher in protein, then I would recommend adding some scrambled or poached eggs along with the salsa to top them!


	Mix together the sweetcorn, eggs, plain flour, baking powder, spring onion, chopped chives, chilli powder, salt and pepper in a bowl until combined.

	Heat a non-stick pan with a little bit of oil and scoop even-sized portions of the batter into the pan in circle shapes. I like to use around ¼ cup of batter for each fritter.

	Cook the fritters on both sides until they start to turn golden brown and are fully cooked through. Repeat with all the batter.

	Meanwhile to make the salsa, combine the avocado, cherry tomatoes, lime juice, coriander and chilli flakes in a bowl.

	To serve, top the fritters with the salsa and some chopped chives and spring onion.
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Sweetcorn Fritters

Berry Breakfast Smoothie



	[image: vegan]	Cook time
5
MINUTES	Serves
2






	2 frozen bananas

	300g frozen blueberries, raspberries and strawberries

	2 tbsp milled flaxseed

	2 shelled hemp seeds

	4 tbsp oats

	300ml milk





A smoothie can be a great quick and easy option for breakfast. I like to include seeds such as milled flaxseed and hemp seeds, as well as oats to add in complex carbohydrates, healthy fats and a bit of protein to help you stay feeling full.


	Place all the ingredients in a blender and blend until completely smooth.



TIP

Use frozen fruit in your smoothies as this helps to create a thick and creamy texture and allows you to include berries in your diet, even in colder months.
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Berry Breakfast Smoothie
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