
POSITION STATEMENT:
ULTRA-PROCESSED FOODS

KEY MESSAGES

• Ultra-processed foods (UPFs) make up nearly 60% of the UK population’s total energy intake, with 
the highest consumption among children, adolescents and deprived communities.

• Most UPFs are nutritionally imbalanced and energy-dense, and overconsumption can increase 
the risk of overweight and obesity, type 2 diabetes, certain cancers and cardiovascular disease.

• Further policy action is needed to reduce UPF consumption, improve food environments and 
support healthier choices.

Overview
Food processing has long played a role in our food 
system, helping to preserve food, reduce waste, and 
improve food safety [1]. However, over the last few 
decades, manufacturing techniques have been 
increasingly used to produce ultra-processed food 
(UPF) and drink products  [2], which now account for 
almost 60% of total energy intake in the UK diet [3].  
The methods and ingredients used to make UPFs are 
specifically designed to enhance flavour, increase 
profitability and often compromise nutritional quality 
[4].  

There is no single, universally agreed definition for 
UPFs, however, the NOVA classification system is 
currently the most widely recognised and applied 
model for defining UPFs. It defines UPFs as foods that 
typically have more than one ingredient that you 
rarely find in a kitchen. They also tend to include 
many additives and ingredients that are not typically 
used in home cooking, such as preservatives, 
emulsifiers, sweeteners, and artificial colours and 
flavours. In comparison to other dietary guidelines, 
which are mainly nutrient-focused, NOVA groups all 
foods into four categories based on the extent and 
purpose of processing. It considers the physical, 
biological and chemical methods used in the 
manufacturing process, including the use of additives 
[6].

Group 1: Unprocessed or minimally processed 
foods, such as fresh fruit, vegetables, grains, 
legumes, meat, fish and milk. 

Group 2: Processed ingredients, including 
substances extracted from group 1 (fats, oils, sugars, 
salt)
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used to cook and season group 1 foods, not intended 
for consumption on their own.

Group 3: Processed foods, including products
made by adding group 2 to group 1 (e.g. canned
vegetables in brine, tinned fish in oil, fruit in syrup). 

Group 4: Ultra-processed foods, including 
packaged snacks, chocolate and confectionary, soft 
drinks, pizzas, pastries, hot dogs, burgers, sausages 
and many other products that may typically be 
classified as high fat, sugar and/or salt.

What does the evidence say? 

• In the UK, UPFs account for 57% of daily energy 
intake [7], with the highest consumption among 
adolescents at 66% [3].

• Among children aged 2-5 years, 61% of total 
energy intake comes from UPFs [8].

• The UK is the second highest consumer of UPFs 
globally, after the United States [9].

• UPF consumption is consistently higher among 
more deprived population groups, contributing to 
widening dietary inequalities [5].

• High UPF intake is often associated with increased 
risk of obesity, type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular 
disease and certain cancers [10].

• Diets high in UPFs are often lower in fibre, protein 
and other essential nutrients [11].

• UPFs are heavily promoted by major UK food and 
drink manufacturers, including Coca-Cola and 
Cadbury, and are often priced cheaply and 
formulated to encourage overconsumption [12].
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Policy context

Globally, many governments have started to update 
their national dietary guidance to include UPFs and 
encourage the public to reduce their consumption 
[13]. In Colombia, the Ley Comida Chatarra (‘junk food 
law’) introduced a 10% levy on a range of ultra-
processed food and drink products. It applies to 
products high in added sugars, sodium and saturated 
fats, such as carbonated and non-carbonated drinks, 
energy drinks, processed meats, confectionery, 
snacks, bakery products and breakfast cereals [14].

The Scientific Advisory Committee on Nutrition (SACN) 
has recently revisited its 2023 position statement on 
UPFs [15,16]. While the updated review reaffirms that 
high intakes of UPFs are consistently associated with 
poorer health outcomes, SACN concluded that the 
evidence remains largely observational and not 
sufficient to warrant changes to current UK dietary 
guidelines [16]. Rather than issuing specific guidance 
on UPFs, SACN recommends continuing to follow 
existing recommendations which advises eating less 
foods that are high in salt, sugar and saturated fat and 
more whole or minimally processed foods such as 
fruits, vegetables, lean proteins and wholegrains [16].

In its most recent review, SACN also reaffirmed that 
the NOVA classification remains the most applicable 
definition for the UK population. However, while it met 
initial suitability criteria, SACN raised concerns about 
its practical application in national dietary surveys. The 
classification system has been described as lacking 
nuance, as it groups together foods with varying 
nutritional quality, including some that may be 
nutrient-dense. Questions have also been raised about 
its scientific rationale and the challenges of applying 
the classification consistently. Yet despite criticisms, 

the evidence on UPFs and adverse health outcomes 
points to consistent findings [10, 17, 18].

Many experts also argue that updating guidelines 
alone is not enough to influence population diets, 
particularly given that fewer than 0.1% of the UK 
population currently meet all the nutrient 
recommendations set out in the Eatwell Guide [19, 
20]. A range of measures, including tighter 
restrictions on advertising and marketing of UPFs 
and reformulation of products, are needed to create 
significant shifts in dietary behaviour and reduce the 
consumption of UPFs. Many UPFs do fall within 
restrictions to legislate for a reduction in the 
advertising and marketing of less healthy food and 
drinks, however, many of the policies proposed have 
been subject to significant delays [21].

Our position and what we will do

Reducing the consumption of UPFs and increasing 
the intake of minimally processed foods can 
significantly improve population health and overall 
diet quality. Food Active will continue to review the 
emerging evidence on UPFs and consider how this 
may affect our policy calls. As part of our ongoing 
efforts to raise awareness of the impact of UPFs, we 
will continue to feature guest blogs and podcasts on 
the topic. In one episode, we spoke with First Steps 
Nutrition to unpack concerns about UPFs in early 
childhood diets. Through our membership of the 
Obesity Health Alliance, we will also continue to 
advocate for legislation that restricts the advertising 
and marketing of less healthy food and drink 
products, many are which are classified as UPFs. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Call on the government to commission independent research into the long-term health effects of 
UPF consumption, whilst evaluating the cost-effectiveness of policy interventions aimed at 
reducing intakes of HFSS products and UPFs and increasing access to healthier food.  Further 
updates to the Nutrient Profiling Model should also take account of the latest scientific evidence.

• Policymakers, relevant government agencies and advisory bodies, should continue to regularly 
review the emerging evidence base on UPFs and update guidance accordingly.

• Prevent further delays to the implementation of long-awaited legislation restricting the marketing 
and promotion of less healthy food and drink products, many of which are UPFs.
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