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Introduction

Our relationship with food is ever-evolving, and convenience is one of the main drivers for the most transformative shifts in how we eat. Rapid lifestyles and the need for instant gratification mean we are surrounded by choices that promise quick meals, tantalising flavours, artificially added health benefits and cheap food. This is about more than what we purchase from the local supermarket, too, as there has been a considerable increase in the amount of food delivered to or eaten out of the home, regardless of income. However, beneath the allure of convenience lies a concern: the pervasive existence of ultra-processed foods (UPFs). The nutritional characteristics of ultra-processed foods are synonymous with ill health. There is no shortage of research linking diets high in saturated fat, salt and sugar with illnesses like cardiovascular disease, high blood pressure, high cholesterol, type 2 diabetes and certain cancers, all interconnected by the overarching risk factor of being overweight or obese.

However, there is more to the story of ultra-processed foods as the complex web of additives, refined ingredients, artificial enhancements and clever product design still seems to harm health even when the nutritional components have been accounted for. This suggests that the additives in ultra-processed foods, albeit alone or combined with other factors, can potentially damage our health.

Ultra-processed foods are hyper-palatable, making them difficult to resist and easy to overconsume. A recent piece of research involving the analysis of 281 studies in 36 countries showed that one in seven people globally are addicted to ultra-processed foods, which is concerning. It’s not just adults either as the study also showed one in eight children have an addiction to UPFs. These clever creations are usually vibrantly packaged and marketed in a way that entices us to purchase them. As a result, they have infiltrated our shopping baskets and kitchen cupboards to become an integral part of our daily diet. Global research has highlighted how entrenched they have become in everyday life, as in some countries such as the UK, over 50% of the foods that make it into the average shopping basket are ultra-processed. These foods are predominantly breakfast items, savoury snacks, fizzy drinks and ready meals, which comprise a third of the food purchased. In the US, Canada and the UK, as much as 80% of the energy supplied by the diet comes from ultra-processed foods.

As a nutritionist, I understand the vital role diet plays in maintaining good health, and it is second nature for me to eat well. I always pride myself on eating a balanced diet, but after delving deeper into the topic of ultra-processed foods, I was shocked at the potential effects of their additives and just how much of them were in my diet. Like everyone else, convenience sometimes influences what I eat, which may mean I grab a ready-made sandwich or ‘healthy’ oven-ready meal for dinner.

Then there is the squeeze of sriracha sauce on my eggs that sit on top of packaged bread, albeit a wholemeal seeded variety. I have a protein shake or bar after a workout. My wholemeal seeded bagels are filled with chicken slices and a hummus snack with wholemeal pitta bread. All these foods contain additives, which class them as ultra-processed foods.

Even though it was clear that the ingredient list was longer than it should have been to create the food I was eating, the nutritional information guided me and not the ingredients themselves. Additives like thickeners, emulsifiers and stabilizers were not a great addition to the diet. Still, I accepted that this was just part of the manufacturing process to help create these foods and not a driver for disease risk. I must also admit that the packaging and health claims made on products have influenced my food choices, so it was a revelation to learn that most foods with health claims tend to be ultra-processed.

Considering the research on ultra-processed foods, could my health be at risk even though I eat what could be viewed as a ‘healthy’ diet?

This book is for everyone, including those like me who unwittingly consume more ultra-processed foods than they realize and those who rely on them heavily to feed themselves. There is something in this book for everybody, and it is designed to help you plan a menu that includes many of your favourite food items you may typically purchase ready-made from the supermarket or local takeaway. The recipes have been structured to satisfy all those moments when we are most vulnerable to ultra-processed foods, such as dinnertime with the kids, quick meals and packed lunches. This book also teaches you the skills you need to understand and approach food in a more organized way of batch-cooking, freezing and avoiding waste to make living an unprocessed life an achievable reality.

There is something deeply satisfying about becoming self-sufficient with your food. Please share my passion and experience of what this feels like by living an unprocessed life. Toasting a slice of your own home-baked bread and slathering it with homemade nut butter, topping it with scrambled eggs and homemade sriracha or making a Thai green curry with your own freshly made coconut milk is just a couple of my most satisfying food moments. You can also share these moments with others: homecooked Chicken tikka masala and Wholemeal pitta breads with your family for curry night or making your kids the best-tasting crispy Fish fingers or Bashed seeded chicken with a squeeze of homemade Tomato ketchup, which beats the slightly disappointing food moment of overly flavoured and undoubtedly nutritionally poor ultra-processed versions.

This is not just a cookbook but a handbook to help guide you on your journey to living a healthy life free of ultra-processed foods.
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What are ultra-processed foods?

There is no agreed definition of an ultra-processed food. Still, they typically have five or more ingredients and can’t be created at home. They include many additives and ingredients not used in home cooking, such as preservatives, emulsifiers, sweeteners, artificial colours and flavours. These foods generally have a long shelf life. They are manufactured to be convenient, cheap and hyper-palatable, so you want to eat more of them. The term ‘ultra-processed’ was coined by researchers to help distinguish between less processed and minimally processed foods. Carlos Monteiro and his research team at the University of São Paulo in Brazil developed the most widely acknowledged classification of foods by their level of processing. Research in this area led to the NOVA classification system, which classifies foods into four groups depending on their degree of processing. NOVA is the Portuguese word for ‘new’ and this is a brand new way of classifying food and a relatively modern concept.

The NOVA system has been widely used in research but comes with criticism. Some argue that the system needs to be simplified and consider the full complexity of food processing, as foods are grouped into broad categories without consideration for their specific nutritional profiles. A good example is wholemeal bread and very sugary breakfast cereals, which feature in the same category regardless of the differences between them nutritionally. Along the same lines, focusing on the extent of processing does not account for the nutrient content of foods, meaning certain processed foods that are nutritionally poor may be classed as being ‘healthier’ because they are not ultra-processed such as sugared or salted nuts, cured meats or fruit canned in syrup.

Regardless of the arguments, the NOVA system has helped to establish a link between diets high in ultra-processed foods and an increased risk of disease, so the fact remains that foods that fall into this category are harming our health.

The NOVA system (abbreviated from the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2019)

NOVA 1 – UNPROCESSED OR MINIMALLY PROCESSED FOODS

Edible parts of plants (fruit, seeds, leaves, stems, roots, tubers) or from animals (muscle, fat, offal, eggs, milk), fungi (mushrooms) and algae after harvesting.

Unprocessed foods that have undergone a process that is common in a household kitchen, such as the removal of inedible parts, drying, powdering, crushing, grinding, chilling, freezing, poaching, boiling, placing in containers, vacuum packing, fermentation (non-alcoholic) and other methods that do not add salt, sugar, oils or fats, or other substances to the original food. These processes are done to extend the life of unprocessed foods so they can be stored for more extended use, made edible and make their preparation easier or more diverse.

Occasionally, minimally processed foods contain additives that prolong product duration, protect original properties or prevent microorganisms from growing on them.

UNPROCESSED OR MINIMALLY PROCESSED FOODS


	Freshly squeezed, chilled, frozen or dried fruit, and leafy and root vegetables.

	Grains including brown, parboiled or white rice, barley, corn cob and kernel.

	Legumes such as beans, lentils and chickpeas (dried or tinned in water).

	Starchy root vegetables and tubers including potatoes, sweet potatoes and cassava.

	Fresh or dried mushrooms.

	Meat, poultry, fish and seafood, whole or as steaks, fillets and other cuts.

	Fresh, powdered*, chilled or frozen eggs.

	Fresh, powdered* or pasteurized milk.

	Fresh or pasteurized fruit and vegetable juices (no added sugar, sweeteners or flavouring).

	Flour made from corn, cassava or grains such as wheat and spelt.

	Nuts and seeds (no added salt, sugar or flavourings).

	Herbs and spices used to cook including fresh, whole, powdered or dried.

	Fresh or pasteurized natural yoghurt.

	Tea, coffee and drinking water.



Also include foods made up from two or more of the items in this group including:


	Dried mixed fruits and nuts.

	Pasta, couscous and polenta made with flour and water.

	Foods with vitamins and minerals added to replace those lost during processing such as wheat flour fortified with iron, calcium and vitamins B1 (thiamine) and B3 (niacin).



* Powdered eggs and milk are only classed as NOVA group 1 if nothing has been added.
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NOVA 2 – PROCESSED CULINARY INGREDIENTS

These are foods from NOVA group 1 or from nature obtained by industrial processes such as pressing, refining, extracting or mining. Such ingredients are used to prepare, season and cook foods from group 1. They may contain additives that prolong the ingredient’s shelf life, protect the original properties or prevent microorganisms from growing on them.

PROCESSED CULINARY INGREDIENTS


	Vegetable oils crushed from seeds, nuts and fruit (olives).

	Butter and lard sourced from milk and pork.

	Sugar and molasses obtained from cane or beet.

	Honey extracted from combs and syrup from maple trees.

	Starches extracted from plants such as corn (cornflour).

	Salt mined or sourced from seawater and table salt with added drying agents.



Also includes foods made up from two or more of the items in this group such as salted butter or with added vitamins and minerals such as iodised salt.
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NOVA 3 – PROCESSED FOODS

Foods made by adding salt, oil, sugar or other processed culinary ingredients from NOVA group 2 to foods from group 1 (unprocessed and minimally processed), using preservation methods such as canning, bottling and in the case of bread and cheese, using fermentation (non-alcoholic). The processes and ingredients used here are designed to increase the durability of group 1 foods and make them more enjoyable by modifying or enhancing their sensory qualities. These foods may contain additives that prolong their shelf life, protect original properties or prevent microorganisms from growing on them.

PROCESSED FOODS


	Canned and bottled vegetables and legumes in brine.

	Salted or sugared nuts and seeds.

	Salted, dried, cured or smoked meats and fish.

	Canned fish (with or without preservatives).

	Pickled or fermented vegetables and fruit in syrup (with or without added antioxidants – ascorbic acid also known as vitamin C).

	Freshly made unpackaged bread and cheese.

	Wine, cider and beer.
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NOVA 4 – ULTRA-PROCESSED FOODS

Formulation of ingredients made by a series of industrial processes, many requiring specialist sophisticated equipment and technology. These processes include fractioning whole foods into substances, chemical modification of such substances, and assembly of unmodified and modified food substances using industrial techniques like moulding and pre-frying. Additives are also used at various manufacturing stages to make the final food product palatable or hyper-palatable.

Aside from adding sugar, oils, fats and salt in combination, other substances of no or rare culinary use are added, such as high-fructose corn syrup, hydrogenated fats and protein isolates.

These foods contain additives that prolong their shelf life, protect their original properties, provide palatability and more appealing flavours, or prevent microorganisms from growing on them, such as flavour enhancers, emulsifiers, sweeteners, thickeners, colourings, and bulking, foaming, gelling and glazing agents.

ULTRA-PROCESSED FOODS

An abundance of ready-to-eat products including:


	Carbonated soft drinks.

	Sweet or savoury packaged snacks.

	Chocolate and confectionary (sweets).

	Ice cream.

	Mass-produced packaged breads and buns.

	Margarines and other spreads.

	Cookies (biscuits), pastries, cakes and cake mixes.

	Breakfast ‘cereals’, ‘cereal’ and ‘energy’ bars.

	‘Energy’ drinks.

	Milk drinks, ‘fruit’ yoghurts and ‘fruit’ drinks.

	‘Cocoa’ drinks.

	‘Instant’ sauces.

	Pies, pasta and pizza dishes.

	Poultry and fish ‘nuggets’ and ‘sticks’, sausages, burgers, hot dogs and other reconstituted meat products.

	Powdered and packaged ‘instant’ soups, noodles and desserts.

	Products designed for ‘health’ and ‘slimming’ such as meal replacement shakes and protein powders.

	Spirits including vodka, gin, whiskey and rum.
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What additives are used to manufacture ultra-processed foods?

Food additives, such as salt, sugar or sulphur dioxide, have been used for centuries to preserve food. However, to meet the needs of the food industry and produce food on a large scale, additives have been developed to ensure that processed food remains safe and in good condition from the factory it is made to wherever it ends up.

Many food additives are found in ultra-processed foods, and they are added at several different stages of production, including processing, manufacturing and packaging. The purpose of these substances is to improve the sensory properties of the food, nutritional value or shelf life. Improved texture and mouthfeel can be achieved by adding a thickener. At the same time, taste can be enhanced with additives that mimic natural flavours, and artificial colouring can prevent the product fading over time. As well as making sure the quality of the food remains consistent, additives are also used to help ensure the safety of a food product by preventing the growth of microbes.

The use of additives helps manufacturers meet the demands of consumers looking for convenient, tasty and attractive food. From a manufacturing perspective, they are needed in the processing of food. Additives are also used in food to mimic more expensive components, which helps to reduce the cost of ultra-processed foods for the consumer but increases the profits for the food industry. This may involve adding artificial flavours instead of natural fruit, spices or herbs; sweeteners like high-fructose corn syrup as an alternative to sugar in snacks, puddings and desserts; or thickening and gelling agents to replace ingredients like cream, eggs or purées to make sauces and puddings.

While the research looking at specific individual additives and health is as of yet scant, we do know that whether alone or in combination with other factors, these compounds do not positively affect our health.

Flavour enhancers

These ingredients are added to foods to improve their taste and palatability, as ultra-processed foods lack the natural flavour of whole or minimally processed foods. Flavour enhancers can also provide consistency in taste, extend the flavour across the shelf life and mask undesirable tastes. These additives can also encourage overeating, stimulating taste receptors and making food more addictive.

Monosodium glutamate (MSG), disodium inosinate, disodium guanylate, hydrolysed vegetable protein (HVP), autolysed yeast extract, ethyl maltol, methyl anthranilate, butyric acid, diacetyl, and artificial fruit flavours designed to replicate natural fruits.

Emulsifiers

Different types of emulsifiers are added to ultra-processed foods for several reasons. Emulsifiers help to improve the texture of food (smooth and creamy), prevent ingredients from settling or splitting, reduce the fat content, improve mouthfeel, increase shelf life, and help to evenly disperse flavours within a food product.

Lecithin, mono- and diglycerides, polysorbates (including polysorbate 80), soy lecithin, sodium stearoyl lactylate, microcrystalline cellulose, carboxymethylcellulose.

Sweeteners

These ingredients are added to ultra-processed foods to enhance their sweetness and improve the flavour and palatability of the product. Sweeteners also include artificial varieties which are calorie-free and chemical in nature.

High-fructose corn syrup (HFCS), inverted glucose syrup, sucrose, aspartame, saccharin, acesulfame potassium, sucralose, steviol glycosides (stevia), sugar alcohols also known as polyols which include sorbitol, isomalt, erythritol.

Thickeners and stabilizers

These are added to ultra-processed foods to help improve the texture and stability of foods while maintaining the quality and shelf life. Thickeners and stabilizers contribute to the appearance of food (preventing settling and clumping), provide a better mouthfeel (thicker and more substantial texture), prevent separation, and improve the freeze-thaw stability in foods like ice cream.

Modified starches (corn, tapioca, and potato), xanthan gum, guar gum, carrageenan, pectin, cellulose gum, locust bean gum (carob gum), konjac gum, Arabic gum (acacia gum).

Preservatives

There are several reasons why preservatives are added to ultra-processed foods. Still, primarily, it is to extend their shelf life and ensure that, over time, their flavour, texture and appearance are maintained. Adding preservatives to food helps to prevent the growth of microbes and product deterioration, which can occur because of exposure to air, light and fluctuations in temperature.

Sodium benzoate, potassium sorbate, calcium propionate, sodium nitrite, sodium nitrate, sulphites butylated hydroxyanisole, calcium propionate, sodium propionate, ascorbic acid (vitamin C).

Bulking agents

Bulking agents are also known as fillers and are added to ultra-processed foods to increase the volume of a food product, making it appear more substantial. These agents also help to improve texture and mouthfeel, reduce the calorie, fat or sugar content by replacing certain ingredients and allow the manufacturer to reduce the overall cost of producing their product.

Maltodextrin, polydextrose, inulin, cellulose, psyllium husk, oat fibre, wheat protein isolate, soy protein isolate, whey protein isolate, chicory root powder.

Artificial colourings

These additives are added to ultra-processed foods to enhance the visual appearance of a food product. This is important to manufacturers for several reasons, as they help to differentiate and provide consistency between products, mask unattractive colours, act as visual cues for flavour and contribute to brand identity.

Sunset yellow (E110), quinoline yellow (E104), carmoisine (E122), Allura red (E129), tartrazine (E102), brilliant blue (E133), indigo carmine (E132), patent blue V (E131).








How to identify an ultra-processed food

Living a life utterly free of ultra-processed food may only be achievable sometimes, and this may not be through personal choice, as food access, especially when you are away from home, can make things tricky. Even when trying to follow a healthy, balanced diet, there are still ultra-processed choices on ‘healthy’ ready-prepared meals, snacks and everyday essentials.

You don’t need to analyze the packet of every food you eat. The foods classed as NOVA 1 and 2 are obviously not ultra-processed, such as fruits, vegetables, milk, fresh meat, poultry and fish. When you get to manufactured food items such as breakfast cereals, bread, yoghurt, spreads, dressings and sauces, it becomes unclear.

There are many examples of how food goes from unprocessed or minimally processed to ultra-processed, and a good example is bread. Traditionally made bread is created by combining wheat flour, water, salt and yeast, making it a processed food but a healthy dietary staple. Bread becomes ultra-processed when you add emulsifiers, preservatives and other such additives that can extend its shelf life by 10–14 days.

Snacks are significantly associated with the consumption of ultra-processed foods. While there is nothing wrong with snacking or, in fact, eating the occasional ultra-processed food now and then as a treat, they are not all created equally. I think a valuable point to make here is that there is a risk that the NOVA system could start demonizing foods when, in fact, there should be no ‘bad’ or ‘good’ but just a shift of focus towards eating more of the foods that are better for our health and limiting others to occasional eating.
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	Unprocessed or minimally processed

	Processed

	Ultra-processed






	Puffed wheat (nothing added)

	Shredded wheat

	Shreddies (contains invert sugar syrup and barley malt extract)




	Oats

	Granola (sugar free with nothing but raw whole food ingredients)

	Oat cereal with added chocolate




	Freshly squeezed orange juice

	Sweetened fruit juice

	Fruit-flavoured drink with artificial colours and flavourings




	Home roasted chicken

	Deli rotisserie chicken

	Fried chicken (takeaway)




	Whole potatoes

	Fresh mashed potato

	Instant mashed potato




	Wholegrain crackers (minimal ingredient list)

	Naturally flavoured wholegrain crackers (salt, pepper, dried herbs)

	Artificially flavoured crackers




	Tortilla chips made using homemade wholemeal tortilla

	Plain tortilla crisps

	Artificially flavoured tortilla crisps (Dorritos)






Even within the ultra-processed food category, the difference between the same kinds of foods is quite extreme, and a good example is crisps. A premium branded salted crisp is better than a Pringle, which contains no real potato and is glued together with different flours and emulsifiers, and is artificially coloured. You may also find the Pringle more addictive as it has been engineered to be hyper-palatable. The shape fits perfectly into your mouth and onto your tongue with an explosion of flavour before it crunches and slowly dissolves. The easy-to-open and portable design of the tube makes them even easier to open, reseal and carry around, while the design also leaves you with the perception you are not eating as much as you are.

The same kind of food and, in fact, the very same food can also span different categories, which can make messaging around ultra-processed foods very confusing. Peanut butter, for example, can fall into NOVA 1 if made purely from raw nuts. It moves into NOVA 2 if you add salt, sugar or oil. It becomes ultra-processed when a preservative or other artificial additive is used. The same is true of yoghurt, a protein and calcium source in many people’s diets. Still, it becomes ultra-processed once you flavour or artificially sweeten it and add thickeners to make it virtually fat-free. In these instances, I suggest finding your brand and sticking to it to make it easier to do your weekly unprocessed food shop for foods you are not making yourself at home.



PREMIUM BRANDED SALTED CRISPS

Ingredients: Potatoes, sunflower oil, salt.







PRINGLES ORIGINAL

Ingredients: Dehydrated potatoes, vegetable oils (sunflower, palm, corn) in varying proportions, wheat flour, corn flour, rice flour, maltodextrin, emulsifier (E471), salt, colour (annatto norbixin).





Another interesting take on this topic of reading the label is foods that are sold to us as a healthy alternative when, in fact, they are much more ultra-processed than the original food they are meant to be replacing. Plant-based milk is the perfect example and is derived from various nuts, coconut, legumes (soy), grains and seeds to replace dairy milk. They are designed to alleviate consumer fears over allergies, lactose intolerance, inflammation, antibiotics, pesticides and hormones. They are viewed as healthier by the consumer either because of a food trend or the influence of marketing and social media.

Plant-based milk is needed by some people as an alternative solution to dairy milk as they have lactose intolerance, but this affects fewer people than you would think, with only around 8% of the UK population being affected, for example.

Some brands also use other processes to achieve a smoother-tasting drink, like oat milk manufacturers that use natural digestive enzymes such as alpha-amylase to break down the starch into simple sugars such as maltose to give a smoother-tasting product (although this does not factor into the ultra-processed conversation).

A study from the United States in 2021 explored the topic of plant-based milk and found that many of them met the criteria for an ultra-processed food. It found that 69% of the milk reviewed contained added salt while 53% had added sugars, and most contained stabilizers and emulsifiers to keep the product from splitting, and thickening substances (gums) to improve palatability and mimic the mouthfeel and creaminess of the original product (dairy milk).

Like everything in life, you get what you pay for. There are better quality brands that produce plant milk with minimal processing, which contains just water, oats, nuts or seeds and sea salt. Still, of course, they come at a premium. Even cheaper is to try making it yourself, and you can find recipes for coconut, nut and oat milk in the section on sauces, dressings and milk.



BRANDED OAT MILK DRINK

Water, oats (9%), sunflower oil, chicory root fibre, maltodextrin, tricalcium, phosphate, sea salt, stabilizer: gellan gum, vitamins B12, B2 and D2.







BRANDED HEMP SEED MILK

Water, hemp seed base (4%), acidity regulator (dipotassium phosphate), emulsifier (sunflower lecithin), stabilizer (gellan gum), sea salt.







BRANDED MINIMALLY PROCESSED ALMOND MILK

Spring water, organic almonds 5% and sea salt.





Positive health messaging has also driven the popularity of ultra-processed plant-based food products. Going plant-based is undoubtedly good for your health. Still, it is just as easy to become an unhealthy vegan nowadays. When veganism became a food and diet trend, the market responded by producing convenience food that made it easier to follow this way of eating. This evolved into plant-based eating, and now the market shelves are flooded with ‘alternative’ food items. These items are worth checking the label on as, ironically, a diet that should be driven by the consumption of whole, unprocessed foods such as beans, pulses, lentils, nuts, seeds and tofu is now dominated by ready-prepared and often like-for-like products with oxymoronic names such as plant-based bacon and vegan chicken chunks. To produce these foods, they often rely on additives such as modified starches, artificial colourings, stabilizers and thickeners, usually in gums.

Snacks are another place you need to pay attention to the ingredient label. Visit any supermarket website and search under their healthy snacks section. It will be full of ultra-processed foods, many of which parents buy for their kids. Sweet snacks are wildly misleading, including protein and energy bars, breakfast bars, snack pots and yoghurt-covered dried fruit. Many of these products are marketed as healthy options
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