
Food Processing Saves Lives
Protecting the Reputation of Processed Foods

Susana Socolovsky, PhD, CFS, FIAFoST
November 16, 2021

The Power of Food Science and Technology and Nutrition for Sustainable Planet Health







https://www.mdpi.com/2072-6643/11/1/52



Under the final phase limits, only 17% of foods would 

have zero warning labels. By 2019, 10 of the 17 food 

and beverage categories studied are predicted to have 

less than half of their products without a high in sodium 

warning label. While 8 of the 17 categories studied are 

predicted to have less than half their products without a 

high in total sugars or a high in total calories warning 

label, respectively; while even fewer food and beverage 

categories are predicted to be without a high in 

saturated fat warning label. Most products will have to 

be reformulated to avoid at least one front-of- package 
warning label. 

https://www.mdpi.com/2072-6643/11/1/52

83% of packaged foods have at least one warning label



PAHO 2015

• Introduces the NOVA classification of foods 

• Adopts the name ultra-processed foods

• Concludes that the association between 
annual sales per capita of ultra-processed 
foods and the increase of BMI predicts 
obesity



Pan American Health Organization. Ultra-processed food and drink products in Latin America: 
Sales, sources, nutrient profiles, and policy implications. Washington, D.C.: PAHO; 2019.



Food Processing Based Dietary Guidelines



Dietary Guidelines for the Brazilian Population - 2014

Processed foods 
Limit the use of processed foods, consuming them 
in small amounts as ingredients in culinary 
preparations or as part of meals based on natural 
or minimally processed foods. 

The ingredients and techniques used in the 
manufacture of processed foods—such as 
vegetables in brine, fruits in syrup, cheeses, and 
breads - unfavorably alter the nutritional 
composition of the foods from which they are 
derived.
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“Avoid Ultra-Processed Foods”

“As a result of their 
formulation and 
presentation, they tend to 
be consumed in excess, 
and displace natural or 
minimally processed foods. 
Their means of production, 
distribution, marketing, 
and consumption damage 
culture, social life, and the 
environment.”



Dietary Guidelines for the Uruguayan Population

December 6, 2016



“AVOID THE 
CONSUMPTION 

OF 
ULTRA-PROCESSED 

PRODUCTS”



Evidence: the number of food additives defines “ultra-processed” foods

• https://www.gub.uy/ministerio-desarrollo-social/comunicacion/publicaciones/guia-alimentaria-
para-la-poblacion-uruguaya

https://www.gub.uy/ministerio-desarrollo-social/comunicacion/publicaciones/guia-alimentaria-para-la-poblacion-uruguaya


• https://repositorio.ins.gob.pe/xmlui/bitstream/handle/INS/1128/guias_alimentarias_poblacion_peruana.pdf?sequence=3&isAllowed=y

Protect Your Health by Avoiding The Consumption of Ultra-processed Foods

https://repositorio.ins.gob.pe/xmlui/bitstream/handle/INS/1128/guias_alimentarias_poblacion_peruana.pdf?sequence=3&isAllowed=y




1. Unprocessed or minimally 
processed foods 

2. Processed culinary ingredients 

3. Processed foods 

4. Ultra-processed food and 
drink products

According to NOVA, UPFs are:

• “Very low nutritional quality

• Hyper-palatable and quasi-addictive

• Imitative of food; falsely seen as 
healthy

• Conducive to snacking

• Aggressively advertised and marketed

• Socially and environmentally 
destructive”

The UN Decade of Nutrition, the NOVA food classification and the trouble with ultra-processing.

Monteiro CA1, Cannon G2, Moubarac JC2, Levy RB2, Louzada MLC2, Jaime PC1.
Public Health Nutr. 2018 Jan;21(1):5-17. doi: 10.1017/S1368980017000234. Epub 2017 Mar 21.

NOVA Food Classification

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Monteiro%20CA%5bAuthor%5d&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=28322183
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Cannon%20G%5bAuthor%5d&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=28322183
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Moubarac%20JC%5bAuthor%5d&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=28322183
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Levy%20RB%5bAuthor%5d&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=28322183
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Louzada%20MLC%5bAuthor%5d&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=28322183
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Jaime%20PC%5bAuthor%5d&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=28322183
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28322183


Are UPFs of Very Low Nutritional Quality?



These findings demonstrate that calorie- and 
nutrient-dense foods exist across different 
levels of processing, suggesting that food 
choices and dietary recommendations should 
be based primarily on energy or nutrient 
density rather than processing classification.

“results support previous research demonstrating 
that virtually all packaged food is processed to 
some extent, and products are not simply healthy 
or unhealthy based solely on whether they have 
been processed. For several food categories, 
products processed to greater extents had similar 
or healthier calorie and/or nutrient densities than 
products in lower processing classifications.”

Nutrients 2019, 11(11), 
2782; https://doi.org/10.3390/nu11112782

https://doi.org/10.3390/nu11112782


Deirdre K. Tobias,
Kevin D. Hall, 
Eliminate or
reformulate ultra-
processed foods? 
Biological
mechanisms matter, 
Cell Metabolism, 
2021,



“Uniformly reducing all UPFs—the heterogeneous food category that now 
represents 67% of total kcal per day for US children—may not ultimately be 
an appropriate public health goal and may even have unintended harms.

“Drastically reducing or eliminating the availability of all categories of UPFs 
without simultaneous consideration and efforts to replace them with better, 
affordable, and practical alternatives should be scrutinized. Eliminating UPFs 
that deliver on many desirable properties (inexpensive, microbiological 
safety, nutrient fortification, extended shelf-life, and convenience) may only 
worsen the existing disparities in food insecurity.”

Deirdre K. Tobias, Kevin D. Hall, Eliminate or reformulate ultra-processed foods? Biological mechanisms matter, Cell
Metabolism, 2021,



“The broad NOVA classification system may be too blunt to guide public 
health responses to pressing epidemics such as obesity. 

Industrial food processing is an established and ubiquitous part of our food 
system, reflected by the fact that UPFs provide more than half of calories 
consumed in many countries. While some UPF categories (e.g., SSBs) should 
be targeted for reduction, policies targeting elimination of UPFs as a broad 
category ignore the substantial time, skill, expense, access, and effort 
required to safely procure enjoyable meals without UPFs—resources that are 
already in short supply across large swaths of the population. Alternatively, 
many common UPF products may be amenable to effective reformulation.” 

Deirdre K. Tobias, Kevin D. Hall, Eliminate or reformulate ultra-processed foods? Biological mechanisms matter, Cell
Metabolism, 2021,



Are UPFs Hyper-palatable?
Are UPFs the only foods contributing to excess calorie  

consumption?



Pey Sze Teo et al. -J Nutr
2021;00:1–11.



• The findings show that taste-nutrient relationships are maintained 
across different degrees of food processing. 

“Despite the suggestion that processed foods are hyperpalatable, 
currently there is no evidence to suggest that heightened palatability 
due to sweet or salty tastes makes a disproportionately larger 
contribution to daily energy intakes. 

The current findings showed no association between 
hyperpalatability and ultra-processed foods consumption, as has been 
suggested and critiqued in the past, and to date, there remains no 
empirical evidence from clinical trials for a disproportionate 
contribution of specific tastes of ultraprocessed foods in promoting 
excessive daily energy intakes.”



Report of the Scientific Committee of the 
Spanish Agency for Food Safety and 
Nutrition on The Impact of The 
Consumption of Ultra-processed Foods on 
Consumers ́ Health. 

May 2020



• The proposed definitions have been the source of some scientific dispute as 
some definitions refer to the type and degree of processing foods undergo 
while others refer to their formulation and composition. 

• In this regard, it is important to remember that one cannot attempt to relate 
the degree of processing with an effect on health independently of the 
composition of the food. 

• It is also important not to associate the term ultra-processed with foods of 
poor nutritional quality as this does not depend solely on the intensity or 
complexity of processing but the final composition of the food itself. 

• The ultra-processed characteristic is attributed to the fact that the food 
contains additives; the use of additives is subject to regulation derived from a 
risk analysis, and therefore its inclusion alone cannot be linked to nutritional 
damage.



ANSES concluded:
• Lack of clarity on the concept of Ultra-Processed Foods
• The impact of ultra-processed foods on health seems to be more linked to 

their composition than to their degree of processing
• Ultra-processed foods should not be automatically linked to poor 

nutritional quality
• Need to launch studies that compare the health consequences of consuming 

ultra-processed foods made up of ingredients with good nutritional qualities 
versus ultra-processed foods made up of ingredients with poor nutritional 
qualities.

• There is no need to wait to find out whether or not the concept of UPFs is 
relevant to discourage the consumption of HFSS foods.



• To emphasize the importance of cultivating public understanding 
not to apply blanket definitions to foods based on processing. 

• To communicate that it is the overall nutritional composition of a 
food that counts towards making healthier diet choices. 

• The UPF concept should not tarnish the reputation of processed 
foods.

What is Our Task as Food Scientists??



There is a revolution on the way nutrients are produced

• Avoidance of derogatory concepts about processed foods is
needed.

• Education is Paramount!



Thank you!

susanasocolovsky@pentachem.com.ar


