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Introduction

But what about women?

When I first began work on this book, I thought it was going to be about food. Oh, and women, of course – I nearly forgot – it’s funny how often that happens, isn’t it? We forget women. So yes, food – and women: this was to be my focus. I’d noticed some really interesting conversations beginning about what we, as twenty-first-century humans, are eating and what this might be doing to our bodies. I’d also noticed that such discussions were almost always generalized in terms of the possible negative impact on ‘people’s’ health. Male ‘people’ are different in a variety of ways from female ‘people’, but this simple fact is still repeatedly overlooked and, worse still, male people can be treated as the default or prototype human. So I found myself listening with interest to the many discussions about ‘ultra-processed food’ (UPF) and wondering to myself: ‘But what about women?’

But what about women?

If ever there was a question that slips out of the collective consciousness far too readily, it’s that one. If you are in a position of power or influence, consider jotting it at the top of your notebook page, or setting it as your screensaver, or perhaps getting it as a tattoo. It’s not asked nearly as often as it should be, and as the conversation buzzed about the hot topic of UPF, it seemed to be missing yet again. But what about women? As a writer on women’s health, and also as a busy mum of three who spends a great deal of time preoccupied with the thorny issue of ‘what’s for dinner?’, I decided to try to answer it myself.

Setting out to investigate, much of my initial focus was on the female body, and the possible impact of our modern, ultra-processed diet on our physical health. In telling people about this book, I’ve discovered that this is often their assumption about the subject matter, too. ‘I’m writing a book about ultra-processed food and the impact on women,’ I say. ‘Oh… like menopause and stuff?’, they reply. And yes, it’s true that some of this book explores the possible detrimental impact of a diet high in UPF on women’s reproductive health: menstrual cycles, gynaecological health issues, fertility, pregnancy and, yes, menopause. Much of what I have found in the existing research has shocked me and reinforced yet again just how readily we accept the idea of the female body as naturally faulty and in need of medicalization – these assumptions often blinding us to other potential, and often less invasive, courses of action. Obviously we don’t want to turn our backs on modern medicine’s often very helpful input, but it would be great if we could shift towards a more holistic approach. Imagine what might change if the question, ‘what do you eat?’, was top of the list for any woman struggling with some aspect of her reproductive health? How many women suffering painful or heavy periods, for example, might be interested to know that reducing the amount of UPF they consume and eating fruits and pulses instead might be a game-changer? How many pregnant women, fastidiously avoiding pâté or blue cheese, might wonder why nobody told them that a diet high in UPF could potentially double their risk of miscarriage, or that fizzy drinks had been associated with a raft of pregnancy issues from pre-term birth to health problems like asthma in their baby? Why isn’t every single couple struggling with the agony of infertility being told that a move away from UPF and towards a more Mediterranean-style diet could have a positive impact on both female fertility and male sperm count? And – regardless of whether or not women in perimenopause choose to take HRT – shouldn’t they all know that replacing the UPF in their diet with healthier choices, like wholefoods and plants, could reduce their symptoms by as much as 34 per cent?1

Periods, fertility, pregnancy, menopause – these are all hugely important to women’s health and can have a massive impact on our entire life story. But women are not walking wombs, and to answer the question ‘but what about women?’ by simply focusing on the various activities of our uterus would be to continue the centuries-long habit of reducing us down to our reproductive potential. It would also risk leaving you aside if you are reading this book as a younger woman who isn’t particularly concerned with having kids, or indeed, an older woman who is child-free. There are many other areas of health – depression, autoimmune conditions, obesity, disordered eating and more – where ensuring women are front and centre in both discussion and research about the impact of UPF is vital. Women are twice as likely to suffer from depression as men, and researchers have repeatedly found that UPF could be increasing our risk: in one study by as much as 50 per cent;2 in another, which studied those who already had depressive symptoms, support to change diet away from UPF led to one-third of participants meeting the criteria for remission.3 Similarly, autoimmune conditions, which also disproportionately affect women, are increasingly being found to be impacted by diet: lupus, for example, affects nine times as many women as men, and recent research has found that women consuming the highest amounts of UPF are over 50 per cent more likely to develop it.4 For so many women, ending their toxic relationship with UPF is potentially life-changing.

As we wake up to the impact of UPF on our health, it’s important to remember that there are billion-dollar global corporations whose revenue is at stake if we all start having an egg salad for lunch washed down with a glass of water. And they are not going to go quietly. As we learn to flip the packets over and read labels, those labels are going to change. There is even a phrase for this in the food industry: ‘clean labelling’. In some cases, this may be a genuine effort to reduce the number of additives and unnatural UPF ingredients in products; in other cases, it’s a more cynical tactic to choose ingredients that appear more ‘natural’, for example ‘rosemary extract’, which sounds straight out of the herb garden, but is actually chemically extracted from the plant using solvents resulting in a brown, antioxidant powder. As the UPF conversation grows, it’s also important to ‘follow the money’ – even dieticians, authors and influencers with the best intentions may have their views swayed by free trips to conferences sponsored by food companies. Chris van Tulleken, who has moved the conversation so far forward with his book Ultra-Processed People, has reported being offered £20,000 to give a talk for a food company. The deal involved signing a contract to never disparage their brand, ‘through the universe and in perpetuity’. He declined, and describes the influence of Big Food as ‘tentacular’.

Analysis from the British Medical Journal in 2024 revealed these tentacles reach into the corridors of power, and that more than half of the experts on the UK government’s advisory panel on nutrition have links to the UK food industry.5 One paper that was published while I was writing this book states that there isn’t enough evidence about the obesity risk of UPF, and that avoiding this type of food could even be risky – but a closer look reveals one of the authors is on the scientific advisory board for the confectionary multinational Mars.6 And in Australia, experts have warned that UPF companies are exerting too much influence over food labelling, exploiting the focus on nutrient content terms like ‘low fat’ or ‘high protein’ and allowing some foods to be labelled as healthy choices when they are anything but.7 Whoever is advising you about UPF, from your favourite Instagram foodie to your government, don’t forget that nobody is above influence in our current ultra-processed world.

As my work on this book deepened, I began to see that, even beyond these important topics of health research and influence, there is still much more to discuss. As I listened to podcasts and read books and articles about UPF, and began to try to implement change in my own family life, I started noticing a response in myself that was more emotional than physical, and it felt all too familiar: mum-guilt. If you’re not already aware, mum-guilt is that feeling so many of us get when a standard is set and we are unable to meet it. Whether it’s a parenting choice, an immaculate home, or just a sense that we should be enjoying our time with our children more than we actually are, the possibilities for mum-guilt are absolutely endless, and only made worse by social media giving us immediate access to other women seemingly breezing through their days in a state of bouncy fulfilment. We watch their reels about how to fit in your yoga practice around home-schooling your kids and running your own PR agency and wham!: mum-guilt, there it is. Rooted in the deep and powerful love we have for our children and our sense of inadequacy, failure and anxiety when we feel we are not doing our absolute best for them, mum-guilt seems to be consistently the preserve of women. And as I pushed my trolley round the supermarket and tried to contemplate life without UPF, here was mum-guilt again, winking at me from the freezer section and saying, ‘why can’t you make your own hash browns, it’s easy-peasy!’ All the books and podcasts were telling me that UPF was a problem that ‘people’ were going to have to solve, but again I wondered, ‘what about women?’ Was this UPF thing going to be yet another weight that women were going to have to add to their mental load, yet another bar set impossibly high, yet another area of life to be constantly worrying about, frequently failing at, and forever feeling guilty for?

If we tackle the topic of UPF, there’s no point in pretending we’ve reached some kind of utopia where men and women take equal responsibility in the home for shopping, meal planning and food preparation. We need to acknowledge that there are wonderfully diverse families out there, as well as many good men who can make a mean tagliatelle, but that in a lot of homes it’s women who do the lion’s share of the cooking. This is particularly true of homes with young children, but it can even apply in the case of shared flats of young students or friends. Worldwide, on average, women cook twice as many meals as men.8 It’s important to be aware of the potential burden that may fall on women if we start saying everyone should be cooking their food from scratch, but at the same time it’s interesting to flip this question on its head and ask: why have we all absorbed this idea that cooking and food preparation is ‘drudgery’ – menial work that’s a complete waste of time compared to important stuff like actual ‘work’? Is it really feminist progress to heat up a microwave meal after a long day at the office, or is this just a lie we’ve been sold by food companies, keen to line their pockets by convincing us that cooking, like so many other traditional female roles – cleaning, teaching, nursing, caring – is low value and should be outsourced whenever possible?

I write this book as someone who likes cooking and eating, but who also sometimes wishes that being an adult didn’t require showing up each day with a plan for dinner. I am not a nutritionist, or doctor, or health guru; I have no diet product or supplement to sell; and so far I’ve not been approached by any food companies with a fat cheque and an all-inclusive trip to Italy. Nor am I a ‘perfect mum’ who has raised her kids on sourdough and homemade granola. I’m basically just another woman looking around at the world we’ve all created and wondering, is this the best we can do? Is this freedom? As a Gen X’er, I was a little girl in the 1980s and grew up with the idea of ‘having it all’. Ambition, and even greed, was a good thing, according to Michael Douglas’s character in the 1987 movie Wall Street anyway. Working nine to five and hopefully having a glittering career that involved shoulder pads wasn’t just a choice, it was an obligation. We scoffed at our school lessons in cookery and sewing, both referred to as ‘Home Economics’, and thought of them as archaic throwbacks to a terrible era of female imprisonment that would thankfully never apply to us. But as ‘having it all’ played out its course, many of us, particularly the ones hit by the motherhood juggernaut, have wondered through gritted teeth if the whole concept might need a bit of a tweak. In spite of the promises of convenience and liberation, my generation of women – and the next few gens after me – seem more knackered than ever, expected to ‘work like we don’t have children and raise children like we don’t work’, constantly under pressure to curate perfect Insta-worthy homes, perfect childhoods for our kids, perfect ageless faces, perfect toned abs, all while building some kind of career portfolio. So believe me when I say, this book is not intending to add to that to-do list. By centring women in the UPF conversation, this book is not here to put them in charge of solving the UPF problem, particularly not if this means remembering to put mung beans on to soak at 11 p.m.

What this book does want to do is to ask: what do we all really want? Because as I’ve gone deeper and deeper into the topic of UPF, I’ve come to see that the contents of our store cupboards, trolleys and dinner plates are not really about food at all – they’re a reflection of the values of our current culture and, ultimately, a sign of our direction of travel as a species. There are running themes when we begin to think about UPF that we can find elsewhere in our lives: mindless consumption; quantity over quality; lack of human contact; disconnection from nature; never having enough time. As we peer at our phone screens rather than look our friends and families in the eye, we ourselves become ultra-processed. We dull our animal instincts and forget our deep need to be in nature. We lose our ability to focus or to stick with something slow-moving or challenging. We find it harder and harder to read books. We spend on average nearly five hours a day on our phones,9 and yet – and I am as guilty of this as the next person – we say we don’t have enough time. Scrolling through our ‘feed’ (ironic that it’s called this, isn’t it?) is starving us of time outdoors, shared activities with friends, lovemaking, gardening, hugs, fitness and, yes, cooking and eating together. The global pandemic, with its zoom meetings, lockdowns and face masks, has only exacerbated this growing collective social anxiety and disconnectedness. We all know that sitting on our butts, endlessly doomscrolling, is making us mentally and physically unwell. And yet we continue: swipe up, swipe up, swipe up; discarding and consuming and discarding again on a repetitive cycle.

Consume…discard. In the past, and in indigenous cultures even today, people have taken and continue to take a different approach to their food. Often this has been reflected in rituals that encourage mindfulness. ‘For what we are about to receive, may the Lord make us truly thankful,’ is one such example, and even those of us who, like me, are not religious, can perhaps see the value in pausing together to reflect and express gratitude before picking up their fork. In Scotland, hunters traditionally say the Gralloch prayer – ‘Life given for life’ – offering thanks to the animal before or shortly after it is killed, and this kind of ‘slaughter ritual’ can be found across many cultures. Even a few muttered words embed a sense of gratitude to the life being taken, and some, like the Cree people of northeastern Canada, believe that the animal is not ‘taken’ at all but offers itself to them in a spirit of love and goodwill, ensuring the Earth and its people continue. Expressions of gratitude are not just confined to meat, either – many Native American cultures make offerings to plants and ask their permission before harvesting, and ‘harvest’ itself is celebrated globally, from Thanksgiving, to Diwali, to that extra-large marrow you carried up to the church altar in your school Harvest Festival. These acknowledgements of the interconnectedness of life and our interdependence with nature are now almost entirely missing from the Western world, where our approach to food has become entirely thoughtless and exploitative. UPF disconnects us and our children from the process of food preparation: washing, peeling, chopping, the nature of each ingredient. Our meat, as well as most of our other food items, is wrapped in plastic and obtained as we push a trolley mindlessly round brightly lit supermarkets. In the UK alone, an estimated ten million tonnes of that food is then thrown away each year.10

The ‘weekly shop’ and even the supermarket itself are both relatively modern concepts. The supermarket as we now know it has evolved slowly over the twentieth century, and with each incremental change we have lost a little more connection to both our food and to our fellow humans. Up until around the 1950s, for example, the idea of ‘self-service’ – literally helping yourself to things from the shelves – didn’t really exist. If I squint hard into my own memories, I can still remember those ‘corner shops’ with counters, where a kindly lady in a tabard apron would ‘serve’ you. In the 1980s, my grandad had a newsagents with a counter at the back where he would slice ham and cheese for customers. The cheese slice was a particular fascination of mine, a seemingly magical long wire with a handle at the end that he would pull taut and splice downwards through the cheese, and then individually wrap the required amount in greaseproof paper. Shopkeeping was a job of great pride; it meant knowing people’s names and what they usually ordered, and remembering whether it was a knee operation or a son’s new college place that needed to be asked after. But by the 1980s this way of doing things was rapidly becoming obsolete, and we now find ourselves not only picking up our plastic-wrapped food ourselves but also beeping it out in the self-service checkout, without speaking to anyone unless the computer announces we have an unexpected item in the bagging area. And even as I write, this is evolving into the latest concept – a checkout-free store, where AI enables us to choose our items and simply leave, with our payment taken automatically. That is, if we complete our shop in a physical space at all – around half of us now buy at least some of our groceries online, and 16 per cent order all or most of our food via the internet. All of these steps have dehumanized our shopping experience, removing our contact with the food itself and also, of course, with chatty people like Bert, my grandad.

Ideas about the ‘good old days’ or the values of indigenous cultures can sound a bit twee. Much of human progress is positive and some habits of our forebears – women chained to the kitchen sink whether they liked it or not, for example – are best left behind us in the dust. But the current focus on UPF highlights that, as a species, we have lost our way – and this has happened very recently. In terms of human history, people have only abandoned their deep connection to the food on their plate in the last handful of decades, and yet we are rapidly forgetting things we have always known. As you will see in chapter 1, in order to work out whether a food is UPF or not, it’s necessary to read the ingredients on the back of the packet, but I want to encourage you to think beyond this, too, to the idea of food being something we honour and respect. We are what we eat, but we also eat what we are. And, at the moment, we are ultra-processed; mindless consumers and discarders who have forgotten our connections to nature, to our food, and to each other. Look at the contents of your trolley or the food on your plate this evening. What story does it tell about you, and about this fleetingly brief moment in the many millennia of humans sitting down to eat?

And what about women? In the past few decades we’ve been encouraged to see everything from jam to baking to home-cooked family meals as an antiquated, anti-feminist waste of time. But perhaps we need reminding that it was never cooking or the kitchen that was holding us back from our freedom, it was the system of patriarchy. Now that, in the Western world at least, we have made some progress towards equality, maybe it’s time to reconsider our relationship with food. Perhaps there is something to reclaim here; perhaps food offers us a way back to the interpersonal connection and mindfulness that we all acknowledge is rapidly slipping through humanity’s fingers?

As women, we can instigate change. In a world where our human relationships and our health are both clearly at risk, lovingly preparing and eating a meal with others can be a revolutionary act. Sitting around a table of food has a similar effect to sitting around a campfire: it takes us back to our roots and it intuitively feels familiar, comforting and right. This simple act of shared humanity is also a valid act of resistance; a refusal to become ultra-processed women. In the UPF conversation, people often talk about ‘quitting UPF’ or ‘giving it up’. But maybe we need to focus not on what we are giving up, but on what we are refusing to participate in, and also on what we might be bringing back or adding into our lives if we start eating real food again. So come with me as we explore ultra-processed food and its impact on females from every angle: from our weight to our microbes; from our fertility to our kids; from our emotions to our health in age; from the contents of our make-up bag to the impact on Mother Earth. But keep in the back of your mind that this is not just a book about food. Or women. (Let’s not forget women.) It’s about mindfulness, gratitude, love, connection, nature, and the very future of humanity.






1.

So, what is ultra-processed food (UPF)?

And is it even food at all?

Go into your nearest 7-Eleven or grocery store and just stand still for a moment. Look around. Notice the prepacked sandwiches, the yoghurts in plastic pots, the brightly coloured boxes of cereals, the microwave meals for one, the freezer pizzas, the doughnuts with their epic shelf-life. Now imagine yourself as a time-traveller. Maybe you’ve swung by via horse-and-carriage from Victorian England, or maybe Marty McFly picked you up this morning from your Stone Age settlement, or perhaps you’re from somewhere else. It doesn’t really matter where you imagine yourself having time-travelled from, because if you are human and from literally any period or place in the world prior to around 1970, you won’t recognize any of this stuff at all. You will be unlikely to even identify it as food. Almost everything you see as you look around the shelves (even a small convenience store carries thousands of items, larger supermarkets may have tens of thousands) is very likely to be ultra-processed food (UPF). Of course, there are obvious exceptions. Most of us could work out that an apple or an egg – easily recognizable to our time-traveller – are not UPF, but what about all that other stuff? How do you know what is UPF and what isn’t?


Naming the problem

People have tried to define UPF in a variety of ways; for example, the food writer Michael Pollan has used the term ‘edible foodlike substances’, while doctor and author of Ultra-Processed People, Chris van Tulleken, explains it as anything ‘wrapped in plastic and with at least one ingredient that you would not find in your kitchen’. Van Tulleken also suggests that another warning sign is packaging plastered with messages like, ‘low fat’, ‘high in fibre’ or ‘supports your family’s health’ because almost every food with such health claims on the packet is UPF. Food writer Bee Wilson points out that UPFs are ‘so altered that it can be hard to recognize the underlying ingredients’, calling them ‘concoctions of concoctions’. The current definition on Wikipedia describes them as ‘industrially formulated edible substances’.

You’ll notice that there’s a distinct reluctance from all of these voices to refer to UPF as ‘food’ and, indeed, many argue that we should stop calling it this. Most recently, researchers at the Nova Institute for Health in Maryland have argued that the term ‘food’ is a misnomer and ‘…sits in foundational misalignment with how food has been defined, perceived, deliberated on, engaged with, and experienced by humans over millennia’. Rather than calling these ‘hyper-palatable industrial items’ food, they argue that they are so harmful and so far from nutrition that we should refer to them instead as UPP or ‘ultra-processed products’.1 For the purpose of clarity in this book, I will continue to use UPF, but it’s worth keeping in the back of your mind that many consider UPF to be undeserving of the word food at all.

If we wanted to put it really simply we could summarize UPF as ‘factory-made food-like products’ because, to be honest, there are not a great many foods that are made in a factory, packaged up and sitting on the supermarket shelf that wouldn’t count as ‘ultra-processed’. We could particularly point to food that has high numbers of ingredients that we do not recognize. We could begin to be vigilant about this notion of ‘hyper-palatability’ – food that we tend to keep eating even when we’re full because it’s just so moreish. And we could define UPF as ‘food that’s made for maximum profit’ because UPF is not just industrially processed, it inevitably has added ingredients that are designed to bulk it up, make it last longer, make it look better, improve its texture, increase its profit margins and, above all, make you want to eat more of it than you truly need. UPF is food that puts the revenue of multinational food companies first, and your long-term health and nutrition last – if it considers that at all.

In summary, something is likely to be UPF if it ticks the following boxes:


	ingredients you don’t recognize as food;

	made in a factory and packaged in branded, appealing plastic packaging with health claims;

	hyperpalatable, i.e. tasty and moreish;

	low-cost ingredients, heavily marketed, for maximum profit.





What’s the difference between ‘processed’ and ‘ultra-processed’?

People have always processed their food, at least for a very, very long time. Taking raw ingredients and doing things to them to make them tastier or longer lasting is a very human skill. So, a piece of meat that has been fried or a baked potato are both ‘processed’, in that they are no longer raw. They have been through a process – in this case, of being heated up and cooked. Likewise, a can of peaches, a jar of chutney, a piece of smoked fish, or a wedge of Brie are all examples of foods that have been processed. But none of them is ‘ultra-processed’. Ultra-processing is a much more modern technique, in which raw ingredients are worked on in a factory setting to the point that they often become unrecognizable, with other ingredients – not derived from food at all – then added in order to maximize profit.

The term ‘ultra-processed food’ was coined by Brazilian nutritionist Carlos Monteiro in 20092 and, along with a team of researchers, he then developed the four-part Nova classification to try to bring more clarity to nutrition and public health.3 It’s worth remembering that Monteiro’s categories were never developed for shoppers and consumers looking to decide whether or not to eat individual items. They were created to help researchers categorize foods in groups in order to assess their impact on our diets. Some think they are therefore a bit of a blunt instrument and can make people anxious about their choices. My personal view is that they are a good place to start (and then nuance needs to be introduced, and we’ll come to that on here). So here goes:

The four Nova categories are:

Nova 1: Unprocessed or minimally processed foods

The foods in this category have had nothing or next-to-nothing done to change them. Examples of minimal processing include chopping, freezing, drying or packaging. This means they are unlikely to have an ingredients label. These are single-ingredient items. Examples: eggs, raw meat, vegetables, fruit, nuts, milk, spices, canned fruit or veg with nothing added.

Nova 2: Processed culinary ingredients (sometimes called ‘oils, fats, salts and sugar’)

The foods in this category have been extracted from Nova 1 foods or from nature. They are not normally consumed by themselves. They will probably have a label, but may not state ingredients – and if ingredients are stated, they should still only have one. Examples: butter, salt, sugar, honey, olive oil, maple syrup.

Nova 3: Processed foods

The foods in this category have been made by combining foods from Nova 1 and Nova 2 and putting them through processes like baking, fermenting, boiling or canning. But they should have only two or three ingredients. Examples: tinned tuna (tuna, olive oil); Cheddar cheese (milk); homemade biscuits (flour, sugar, butter); bakery/artisan/homemade bread (flour, water, yeast, salt, olive oil); cured meat; pickled vegetables.

Nova 4: Ultra-processed foods

The foods in this category usually have a high number of ingredients, including some not used in home cooking, such as emulsifiers, stabilisers and antioxidants, and usually with no intact foods from Nova 1. They are ‘industrial formulations’, made using substances derived from food combined with a huge variety of additives. Examples: fizzy drinks, ice cream, bread and cakes (industrially made), ready meals, plant-based ‘meat’ and ‘milk’, crisps.







	Nova Group 1

	Unprocessed or minimally processed foods:

edible parts of plants (e.g. apples) or animals (e.g. lamb chop), with very little done to change them.




	Nova Group 2

	Processed culinary ingredients (oils, fats, salts and sugar):

derived from Nova Group 1 foods or from nature, minimally processed so that you can prepare other dishes with them, e.g. flour, butter, sugar, oils.




	Nova Group 3

	Processed foods:

usually made from combining Nova Group 1 and Nova Group 2, e.g. cheese, pickles, artisan bread.




	Nova Group 4

	Ultra-processed foods (UPFs):

Factory-made food-like products that bear little resemblance to Nova Group 1 foods, e.g. cola, cake bars, ready meals.





How will you recognize Nova Group 4 foods when you are shopping? Here’s some examples of labels to help give you a sense of what you’re looking for. I’ve put the ingredients in bold that I would consider to be indicative of UPF – I definitely don’t have any of them in my kitchen!


Batchelors BBQ Beef Super Noodles

Noodles (80%) (Wheat Flour, Palm Oil, Potato Starch, Acidity Regulators (Potassium Lactate, Citric Acid), Salt, Flavour Enhancer (Monosodium Glutamate), Colour (Carotenes), Antioxidant (Tocopherol-Rich Extract), Stabiliser (Potassium Carbonate), Flour Treatment Agent (Sodium Carbonate)), Maltodextrin, Wheat Flour, Maize Starch, Flavourings (contain Milk), Dried Peas (1%), Yeast Extract, Dried Carrot (0.5%), Flavour Enhancers (Monosodium Glutamate, Disodium 5'-Ribonucleotides), Onion Powder, Milk Mineral Concentrate, Salt, Colours (Plain Caramel, Paprika Extract), Thickener (Guar Gum), Thyme Extract, Acid (Citric Acid), Black Pepper Extract, Sugar, Parsley, Smoke Flavourings.



Tesco Wholemeal Bread

Wholemeal Wheat Flour, Water, Yeast, Salt, Barley Malt Flour, Sugar, Emulsifiers (Mono- and Diacetyl Tartaric Acid Esters of Mono- and Diglycerides of Fatty Acids, Mono- and Diglycerides of Fatty Acids), Spirit Vinegar, Preservative (Calcium Propionate), Rapeseed Oil, Wheat Gluten, Flour Treatment Agent (Ascorbic Acid).



Sour Cream and Onion Pringles

Dehydrated Potatoes, Vegetable Oils (Sunflower, Palm, Corn) in varying proportions, Wheat Flour, Corn Flour, Rice Flour, Sour Cream & Onion Seasoning (Onion Powder, Wheat Starch, Maltodextrin, Flavour Enhancers {Monosodium Glutamate, Disodium Guanylate, Disodium Inosinate}, Dextrose, Sunflower Oil, Salt, Flavourings {Milk}, Sugar, Sour Cream Powder {Milk}, Modified Maize Starch, Sweet Whey Powder {Milk}, Glucose Syrup, Acids {Citric Acid, Lactic Acid, Malic Acid}, Milk Proteins), Maltodextrin, Emulsifier (E471), Salt, Colour (Annatto Norbixin).



Go Ahead Fruit & Oat Bakes

Apple Flavoured Filling (43%) [Glucose Syrup, Humectant (Glycerine), Glucose-Fructose Syrup, Apple Juice Concentrate (1.8%), Wheat Dextrin, Acidity Regulators (Citric Acid, Malic Acid, Calcium Citrates), Gelling Agents (Pectins, Sodium Alginate), Vegetable Fibre, Thickener (Modified Starch), Natural Apple Flavouring], Flour (Wheat Flour, Calcium, Iron, Niacin, Thiamin), Oatmeal (11%), Sugar, Vegetable Oil (Sunflower), Water, Maltodextrin, Partially Inverted Sugar Syrup, Polydextrose, Starch, Invert Sugar Syrup, Wheat Gluten, Salt, Raising Agents (Sodium Bicarbonate, Disodium Diphosphate), Emulsifiers (Soya Lecithin, E472e), Natural Flavouring.



Ambrosia Plant Based Custard

Water, Sugar, Modified Starch, Sustainable Palm Oil, Inulin, Emulsifiers (Sucrose Esters of Fatty Acids, Lecithin), Calcium Phosphate, Salt, Stabilisers (Xanthan Gum, Carrageenan), Natural Flavourings, Colours (Carotenes, Paprika Extract).



Waitrose Essentials Coconut Milk

Coconut extract (60%), Water, Stabilisers (guar gum and carboxy methyl cellulose), Emulsifier (sucrose esters of fatty acids).



Philadelphia Cream Cheese

Full Fat Soft Cheese, Salt, Stabiliser (Guar Gum), Acid (Citric Acid).



Activia Gut Health Low Fat Yogurt and Granola

Vanilla Yogurt (88%): Yogurt (Milk), Water, Sugar (5, 5%), Natural Flavouring, Vanilla, Acidity Regulators (Citric Acid, Calcium Citrate), Modified Starch, Stabilisers (Pectin, Guar Gum), Colouring (Beta Carotene, Curcumin), Cereal Clusters (12%): Oat Flakes, Sugar, Cereal Crispies (Maize, Rice, Sugar, Whole Wheat Flour, Rye, Barley, Barley Malt, Low Fat Cocoa Powder, Salt), Sunflower Oil, Wheat Flour, Rye Flour, Wheat Germ, Coconut Flakes, Dextrose, Honey, Salt.




Oh, so you don’t just mean junk food then?

Unfortunately, no, not really – that would be simple! In fact, there’s a common misconception that if it’s expensive or upmarket in any way, it’s not UPF. This really isn’t the case – there are plenty of higher-end items that tick the UPF box: fancy cakes, luxury lunch salads, posh crisps, top-ofthe-range ready meals, to name a few examples. And whilst it’s probably safe to say that all junk food is ultra-processed, it doesn’t therefore follow that all UPFs are what we perceive as junk food. For example, not many of us think of a loaf of sliced bread as junk food, and yet almost all factory-made, supermarket bread – a staple of many of our diets – is ultra-processed. Likewise, breakfast cereals, which many of us have grown up being told are a ‘healthy start’ to the day, are almost all UPF, and so are most of the ‘healthy’ yoghurts, and so are cereal snack bars.

To complicate things further, many foods that are classified as Nova category 3, or ‘processed’, when made at home or on a small scale, are considered Nova 4 – and therefore UPFs – when produced industrially. Examples include bread, pizza, biscuits, and cake. The scale of UPF production is mind-boggling – on a single day in the UK alone, over 3,000 factories churn out 12 million loaves of bread and 10 million cakes and biscuits.4 The methods we might use to make a cake at home with butter, sugar, flour and eggs just don’t translate to mass production. So the butter and sugar are replaced with much cheaper fats and sweeteners, and emulsifiers, flavourings and preservatives are added to give it a convincing taste and texture, and often a mind-bogglingly distant ‘use by’ date. If you’ve ever made bread at home or bought an ‘artisan’ loaf, you’ll know it’s the same story – they go stale much more quickly. So, in go the UPF ingredients for regularity of taste and texture and maximum shelf-life and profit. In fact, UPF products have become so widespread that it’s much harder to find a product that is not UPF – they are floor-to-ceiling in almost every aisle.

Confused?

Perhaps it would help if we took a quick tour round the nearest supermarket? But first, a word about nuance…

To make things clear, especially for people who are new to the idea of UPF, it’s easiest to start with a black-and-white approach: yes this item is UPF, no this item is not. But as you progress through your own journey of thinking differently about food, you may find that there are some grey areas where you feel the health benefits or even the convenience of a particular item outweighs the concern that it may be UPF. Perhaps it just has one ingredient you don’t recognize. Maybe your child is a fussy eater and you know this is something they won’t object to. Or maybe it’s something like a stock cube and you’re going to add it to a fantastic home-cooked meal. And, as I said in the Introduction, it’s not just about reading the ingredients list and saying yay or nay – we need to reconsider our relationship with what we eat and reintroduce values of gratitude and mindfulness to our diet. But we have to understand what UPF is first, and then we can introduce some nuance and decide what approach we are going to take. It’s a journey. There are more thoughts about this in Chapter 12 (see here), but for now…let’s grab a trolley and through the supermarket doors we go.

FRUIT & VEG

In almost every such shop around the world, the first things you will encounter are the fresh stuff, like fruit, veg, meat, cheese and milk. We’re not going to get sidetracked by discussions over organic, free-range, etc. – on this trip round the shop we’re only going to think about one question: what is UPF? So for now, you can safely put as many heads of broccoli or bags of apples in your trolley as you like, they are minimally processed (trimmed, chopped and packaged), but they are not UPF.

MEAT & FISH

Likewise in this aisle, you can put your chicken fillets or tuna steaks into the trolley without a UPF-related care in the world: again, it has been minimally processed – if it hadn’t, it would still be mooing at you or covered in feathers. Watch out, though, for meat that has been coated or marinated, for example boxes of ribs or wings, because if you check the ingredients, you’re likely to find preservatives, thickeners and syrups that take you into UPF territory.

DAIRY

As we round the bend into the dairy aisle, things start to get even more complicated. Cow’s milk, fine. Traditional cheese, fine. But if you like to buy your cheese ready grated, it’s not ‘just cheese’, it’s got extras like anti-caking agents and potato starch added, to stop it sticking together in the pack. Cream cheese might be okay, but some brands contain stabilisers like ‘guar gum’, ‘carrageenan’ and even ‘citrus fibre’, and likewise those cheese triangles you stick in the kids’ lunch boxes have extras like ‘phosphates’ and ‘inulin’.

You might regularly add yoghurt to your trolley, but unless it’s unflavoured, natural yoghurt, I have bad news – it’s UPF, because it’s thickened with modified maize starch, sweetened with sugar or artificial sweeteners and made ‘creamier’, not with cream, but with gums, oils and powders.

CHILLED FOODS

As we venture further into the chilled section, things take a turn for the worse: as you might expect, the ready meals, sausage rolls, quiches and pizzas, and quite a lot of the sausages and ‘reformed’ meats, all contain ingredients you would not find in your home kitchen, from bamboo fibre to palm oil to antioxidants, all added to increase shelf-life. Salted, dried and cured meat and fish don’t count as UPF – although you may wish to check the ingredients for any rogue additives or flavourings.

BAKERY

Bad news, too, in the bakery aisle – cakes and biscuits were probably the pioneers of UPF, with ‘shop-bought’ pancake mixes being marketed as early as the turn of the twentieth century, and brands like Betty Crocker and Mr Kipling becoming household names in the post-war era. If you’ve ever made cakes or biscuits at home, you’ll know they are all iterations of four basic components: flour, sugar, butter and eggs. But check the ingredients of the Mini Rolls, Oreos and Twinkies and you’ll find a whole host of extras that you do not have in your baking cupboard: palm and rapeseed oil, glucose-fructose syrup, soya lecithin, gums and emulsifiers.

Bread, too, is almost all UPF. In fact, ‘bread’ is a somewhat disputed word in itself, as are the terms ‘fresh’, ‘freshly baked’ and ‘sourdough’. The Real Bread Campaign in the UK says there are barely any restrictions on what can be labelled as bread. They told me: ‘The Bread and Flour Regulations state: bread means a food of any size, shape or form which simply has to be, “usually known as bread” and “consist of a dough made from flour and water, with or without other ingredients, which has been fermented by yeast or otherwise leavened and subsequently baked or partly baked”.’

They also noted that ‘There are no legal definitions, and no regulation, of commonly used marketing terms including: wholegrain, sourdough, artisan, or heritage wheat.’ (Not so in France, where the Décret Pain (Bread Decree) of 1993 stated that traditional baguettes must be made on the premises where they are sold and can only be made with four ingredients: wheat flour, water, salt and yeast, with no additives or preservatives.) If you’ve ever made bread yourself, you’ll know it’s basically just as the French have decreed: flour, yeast, water and salt. And you’ll know that, like a true French stick, it only keeps for a day or two before drying out. But your sliced supermarket loaf is something different – a fluffy concoction of all kinds of other ingredients, including the inevitable palm and rapeseed oils, soya flour, and something known as DATEM (Diacetyl tartaric acid ester of mono- and diglycerides, also E472e), which gives each slice that springy, moreish texture, even when it’s been sat in your bread bin for a week or so.

Other products that take a mysteriously long time to go off, like pre-packed wraps, crumpets, bagels and brioche, all contain extra ingredients that you would definitely not be adding were you to bake them at home. Let’s take brioche as an example. Make it in your own kitchen and you’ll need: flour, sugar, yeast, eggs, milk, butter and a pinch of salt. Buy it in the supermarket and it will contain all these things, plus a few extras like: rapeseed oil, mono- and diglycerides of fatty acids, hydrolysed wheat protein, a thickener called caroboxymethylcellulose, flavouring, milk proteins, a colour called beta-carotene and the antioxidant ascorbic acid. (These ingredients are listed on Tesco brioche butter rolls.)

SNACKS

Push that trolley round the corner into the snack section and you probably won’t be surprised to learn that UPF abounds. Crisps – well, many of them are not even made from sliced potatoes, but instead are made of what the manufacturers optimistically call ‘dough’, which is a mushy mix of starches, oils and emulsifiers, reformed into different shapes depending on the brand, baked or fried, and then coated in another mix of flavourings, sugars and preservatives. The only ones that don’t seem to fall into the UPF category are some (but not all) brands of ‘ready salted’, with just potato, oil and salt. Although the ready salted of the leading UK brand, Walkers, also contains four different antioxidants to prevent the crisps going rancid. Other snacks such as flavoured nuts and popcorn are UPF, and don’t let’s even go there with ‘cereal bars’, which often make bold health or diet claims on the packaging but are usually packed with sugar syrups, palm and other oils, emulsifiers, and gums.

Most chocolate bars, too, are UPF, and they are not immune from health claims, either. Cadbury’s Dairy Milk marketed itself for decades with the image of a ‘glass & a half of milk in every bar’, but read the small print and you’ll find that this translates to 426ml of milk in every 227g of chocolate. Look closer: 426ml is about two highball glasses; 227g is the weight of more than four individual bars. So that’s less than 100ml of milk per bar – about half a champagne flute. I’m not sure which type of glass Cadbury’s was working from. In 2010, EU regulations meant Cadbury’s had to stop using the words ‘glass & a half of milk’ on its wrappers,5 but interestingly it was allowed to keep the image, and a few years later it launched an ad campaign about the ‘Glass and a Half in Everyone’, ostensibly about the goodness in people but presumably also an excellent way to reinforce the idea of wholesome milky chocolate. As well as milk, a Dairy Milk bar contains a few less wholesome ingredients: palm oil and shea oil plus two different E numbers: the emulsifier E442, which keeps the cocoa butter and powder from separating, and E476, which improves something called ‘mouth feel’; in other words, you can put less of the expensive cocoa butter in and still get that nice melty, creamy texture.

DRY INGREDIENTS & CONDIMENTS

Anyway, put that chocolate back on the shelf and let’s push our trolley round to the store-cupboard aisle with the dry ingredients, jars of sauce, condiments and tins. Here we find a mixed bag: pasta, rice, and couscous are all processed but not UPF – because they don’t contain any ‘hidden extras’ – whereas noodles need a bit more scrutiny, particularly any that come with sachets of flavouring. Pulses and vegetables in tins are usually ‘just what it says on the tin’, although it’s worth reading the label. Tinned soups, however, are almost all UPF, containing the usual suspects like modified maize starch, maltodextrin, sugars, oils and gums, depending on the brand. Baked beans and ketchup, those staples of the British diet, are both surprisingly free of these extra ingredients, but not so my favourite condiment, mayonnaise in a jar, many brands of which contain a preservative called EDTA. This is a chemical additive that’s a ‘chelating agent’ – meaning it binds to metals and prevents them from becoming part of any chemical reactions. This metal-binding ability means that EDTA is also used in face cream (see here) and injected to treat lead and mercury poisoning, which I don’t know about you but has put me right off my club sandwich.

BREAKFAST CEREALS

Moving on to the breakfast cereal section – as previously mentioned, this is a hotbed of UPF, and the very fact that we’ve been convinced into eating it every morning for one of our three meals of the day is a testament to twentieth-century food marketers. The only ones you are safe to put in your fictional trolley are porridge oats, Shredded Wheat, Weetabix, some mueslis and, if you must, Corn Flakes and Bran Flakes, which at least don’t contain the bulking agents, palm oils, syrups, emulsifiers and antioxidants of most of the cereals on offer on these shelves. The ones that kids are attracted to are usually the worst – if it’s got a bug-eyed cartoon character on the front and it claims it’s ‘great for brain development’ or ‘packed with added goodness’, then avoid it like the plague.

FROZEN FOODS

As you might expect, the convenience foods that the freezer section is packed with are mostly UPF, with pizzas and ready meals being the most obvious suspects. But even ‘healthy’-sounding products like ‘Honey Roast Parsnips’ can contain rapeseed, sunflower and palm oil, rice flour, maize flour, dextrin, raising agents (diphosphates and sodium carbonate) and xanthan gum. Ice cream – which if you’ve made it at home you will know is pretty much ‘iced cream’ (cream, sugar, vanilla, sometimes eggs) – is a UPF disaster zone, packed with emulsifiers, thickeners, sweeteners, oils and gums.

THE BOOZE

Shall we put some drinks in our trolley before we check out? Don’t worry, I’m not going to ruin your day by telling you that wine is a UPF. If we’re just using the Nova categories to decide (and I felt this to be so important that I checked with Carlos Monteiro, who originated Nova), then both wine and beer would technically be a Nova 3, or ‘processed’, because they still bear a resemblance to the original foods they are derived from, for example grapes in the case of wine and grains in the case of beer. But according to Monteiro and Nova, spirits like whisky, gin and vodka would be Nova 4, or ‘ultra processed’, because they are so far from the original food they are made from. Where wine and beer are only fermented, spirits are then distilled, and this extra process makes them UPF.

In my opinion, this all bears a bit more scrutiny and nuance. Living in Somerset as I do, just down the road from a cider farm, I can tell you there is a world of difference between the drink they make from fermented apples and the popular brands of commercially produced fizzy cider made by adding fermented corn starch syrup to cheap apple juice along with a host of additives. Likewise, real ale is very different in makeup from mass-produced lager, and when it comes to wine there are also options like organic and sulphite-free. You need to use your own discernment and decide what is important to you and how much you are going to be drinking (bearing in mind that alcohol in excess is not great for health).

When it comes to spirits, it seems hard to believe that an artisan Scotch whisky, made to the same recipe for hundreds of years, is in the same category as a pot noodle. Again, this is a matter for your own judgement, but if it’s additives and preservatives you are most concerned about, you’re better off avoiding flavoured spirits, canned cocktails and alcopops. And if

Err…wait a second…my trolley is looking pretty empty, and I’ve left a lot of my favourite snacks on the shelves. What exactly is the problem with UPF?
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