Is Ultraprocessed Food?
Stanley Ulijaszek

School of Anthropology and
Museum Ethnography

University of Oxford



KIM’S CONVENIENCE

We seem to be
surrounded by them
ultraprocessed foods

{
TII SIMIMI 7z
SHOWCASE




Framing of
ultraprocessed food

from an anthropological
perspective



For an anthropologist, food is more than nutrition

Includes:
health and well-being
cultural values
social organisation and material cultures that surround it
identity
environmental connections and economic systems

food systems in both broad and narrow senses



Ultraprocessed foods
and anthropological framings of food

What are they — ultraprocessed foods?
Ultraprocessed foods and:
health and well-being
cultural values
social organisation and material cultures
identity
environmental connections and economic systems

food systems in both broad and narrow senses



What are they, ultraprocessed foods?
foods high in fats and oils,
refined carbohydrate and sugars
as well as
a wide range of possible additives

for preservation, long shelf-life,
taste and palatability



UPFs: readily identified by their list of ingredients*

UPF
markers

- Food substances of exclusive industrial use

(protein isolates, gluten, casein, whey protein, ‘mechanically separated meat’,
high-fructose corn syrup, ‘fruit juice concentrate’, invert sugar, maltodextrin,

| dextrose, lactose, soluble or insoluble fibre, hydrogenated or interesterified oil)

- Cosmetic additives

(Ravors, flavor enhancers, colors, emulsifiers, sweeteners, thickeners, and anti-
foaming, bulking, carbonating, foaming, geling and glazing agents)



Ultraprocessed foods in broader context

Rapidly changing and growing category, building
on existing categories of processed foods, which
have a deep history

Some components of processed foods also key
to ultraprocessed foods

A distinction is that most ultraprocessed foods
are industrial products, with components
unlikely to be found in any everyday kitchen

Historical context - nutritionism



Some
crimes
of
nutritionism

Each Donut Fortified with o minimum of 25 units of Vitamin Bl



Nutritionism

Reducing food to nutrients

Interchanging calories from protein, fat
and carbohydrate (common energetic
currency for monitoring food security)

Setting minimum standards for
population consumption (calories,
macro- and micro-nutrients)

Regulating State-level food production
Relating nutrition to health and disease
Regulating global food security



Defining ultra-processed foods

NOVA Food classification

Processed culinary
ingredients

These are obtained from
minimally processed foods
and used to season, cook
and create culinary dishes.

o
&<

Salt, sugar, vegetable oils, butter
and other fats.




Evolution of definitions of the term ultra-processed foods (2010-2017)
(Ulijaszek 2023, modified from Gibney 2019)

2009 Substances extracted from whole foods to which either no or relatively small amounts of minimally processed foods are
added, plus salt, and other preservatives, and cosmetic additives.
2010 Mixes of processed culinary or food industry ingredients with unprocessed or minimally processed foods to make durable,

accessible, convenient, and palatable ready-to-eat or ready-to-heat food products liable to be consumed as snacks or
desserts or to replace home-prepared dishes.

2012 Formulated mostly or entirely from ingredients and typically contain no whole foods, to devise durable, convenient, high- or
ultra-palatable, and profitable products. Not recognized as versions of existing foods. Designed to be consumed by
themselves or in combination as snacks or drinks. Most ingredients used by manufacturers not available in supermarkets or
other retail outlets.. Majority of ingredients, by number, are additives that include bulkers, sweeteners, sensory enhancers,
flavours, and colours.

2014 Formulated mostly or entirely from substances derived from foods. Typically contain little or no whole foods. Durable,
convenient, accessible, highly or ultra-palatable, often habit-forming. Usually not recognizable as versions of existing foods,
but may imitate the appearance, shape, and sensory qualities of existing foods. Many ingredients not available in retail
outlets. Some ingredients directly derived from foods, such as oils, fats, flours, starches, and sugar. Others obtained by
further processing of food constituents. Numerically the majority of ingredients include preservatives; stabilizers, emulsifiers,
solvents, binders, bulkers; sweeteners, sensory enhancers, colours and flavours, and processing aids. Bulk may come from
added air or water. Micronutrients may be added. Most are designed to be consumed by themselves or in combination as
snacks. They displace food-based freshly prepared dishes, meals. Processes include hydrogenation, hydrolysis; extruding,
moulding, reshaping; preprocessing by frying or baking.

2015 Industrial products that are made entirely or mostly made from substances that have been extracted from food (oils,
fats,sugar, starch, proteins), derived from food constituents (hydrogenated fats, modified starches), or synthesized in a
laboratory based on organic materials such as oil and coal (colourants, flavourings, flavour enhancers, and additives for
attractive sensory properties).

2016a Industrial formulations typically with 5 or more and usually many ingredients. Such ingredients often include those also used
in processed foods, such as sugar, oils, fats, salt, antioxidants, stabilizers, and preservatives. Ingredients only found in ultra-
processed products include substances not commonly used in culinary preparations, and additives whose purpose is to
imitate sensory qualities of group 1 foods or of culinary preparations of these foods, or to disguise undesirable sensory
qualities of the final product.

2016b Formulations of several ingredients that, besides salt, sugar, oils and fats, include food substances not used in culinary
preparations, in particular, flavours, colours, sweeteners, emulsifiers, and other additives used to imitate sensorial qualifies
of unprocessed or minimally processed foods and their culinary preparations or to disguise undesirable qualities of the final
product.

2017 Industrial formulations containing with some mix of salt, sugar, oils, and fats, and food substances not commonly used in
culinary preparations, such as hydrolyzed protein, modified starches, and hydrogenated or interesterified oils, and additives
which imitate sensorial qualities of unprocessed or minimally processed foods and their culinary preparations, or to disguise
undesirable qualities of the final product, such as colourants, flavourings, non-sugar sweeteners, emulsifiers, humectants,
sequestrants, and firming, bulking, de-foaming, anticaking, and glazing agents.



Classification of ultraprocessed foods (Ulijaszek 2023, modified from Gibney 2019)

Year

2009 2010 2012 2014 2015 2016 a 2016 b 2017
Cereal-based W:=1(:Y:ls(H Breads; Sweetened Breads, buns; Sliced bread, Breads and baked Mass Mass-produced
products. breakfast Breakfast breads and breakfast cereals hamburger or goods which include produced packaged
cereals; cereals with buns; bread and hot dog hydrogenated vegetable breads and breads and buns;
cereal bars added sugar; other cereal processed fat, whey, emulsifiers, buns; breakfast cereals,
cereal bars products; bread; sweet and other additives; breakfast ‘cereal’ and
breakfast breads; morning cereals, cereal cereals ‘energy’ bars
cereals, cereal bars bars
‘energy’ ‘cereal’
bars
Cakes & Cookies Cakes & Cookies Cookies Sweet and Cake mixes Cookies Cookies, pastries,
pastries. (biscuits) pastries; (biscuits); (biscuits); savoury (biscuits); cakes, and cake
biscuits pastries, cakes pastries, cakes & biscuits pastries, cakes mixes
(cookies) and cake mixes; cake mixes; and cake
desserts desserts mixes;
desserts
Sweets & Chocolates, Chocolates; Chocolates; Chocolates; Processed Confectionery; Chocolates; Chocolates;
(Lo (== {[e]s 5137 candies and confectionery candies candies sweets and sugar substitutes and candies candies
sweets (candies) (confectionery) (confectionery) treats in sweeteners and all (confectionery)
general syrups (excluding 100%
(candies, ice  maple syrup)
creams,
chocolates)
Jams Preserves Preserves (jams)
preserves. (preserves) (jams)
Chips Chips (crisps);  Chips (crisps);  Chips (crisps); Chip-like Packaged snacks Sweet or Sweet or savoury
(crisps); savoury and many other sweet, fatty or snacks savoury packaged snacks
savoury and sweet snacks types of sweet, salty snack packaged
sweet fatty or salty products; energy snacks; cereal
snacks snack products bars and energy
bars
Dairy Ice cream. Cheeses; ice Ice-cream; Ice cream; Margarine, Not listed. Margarine and Ice cream;
products & cream. margarines and margarines. spreads. margarines and

substitutes.

spreads; fruit
yogurts.

spreads; ‘fruit’
yoghurts.
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The 32 damaging health outcomes linked to ultra-processed food

Credibility Grade

@ Convincing @®@Moderate
A Highly suggestive eLow

M Suggestive Very low
®*'Weak

@ Mo evidence

Mortality ®
All cause mortality ll A .
Cancer related mortality @ ®
Cardiovascular disease @
related mortality
Heart disease related mortality @ A °

Cancer ®

Breast cancer @
Cancer averall
Central nervous system tumours
Chronic lymphocytic leukaemia

Colorectal cancer #
Pancreatic cancer

Prostate cancer @@

Gastrointestinal health
Crohn's disease &
Ulcerative colitis

Mental health

A Adverse sleep related
outcomes

® Anxiety outcomes

® Combined common mental
disorder outcomes

A Depression outcomes

Respiratory health
Asthma
A Wheezing

Cardiovascular health

M Cardiovascular disease
events combined
(morbidity+ mortality)

M W Cardiovascular disease morbidity
Hypertension
Hypertriglyceridaemia
Low high density lipoprotein
cholesterol levels

Metabolic health
M Abdominal obesity
Hyperglycaemia
Metabolic syndrome
Mon-alceholic fatty liver disease
M A Obesity
W Overweight
@ ® Overweight + obesity
®  Type 2 diabetes



Available evidence strong enough to support limiting
ultraprocessed food consumption (Juul and Bere 2024)

Ultraprocessed food consumption associated with weight gain, increased risk
of obesity, cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, and all-cause mortality

Associations with hypertension, cancer, and depression, but limited number
of studies and subjects investigated preclude strong conclusions
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Figure 1. Dose—response meta-analysis for the association between the dietary share of UPF (percentage of UPF on total energy
intake) and all-cause mortality in 7 prospective cohort studies, including 239,982 participants and 14,779 deaths.
UPF, ultraprocessed food.



Ultra-processed food staples
dominate mainstream U.S. supermarkets
(Amaraggi et al 2025)

Walmart Target Walmart + Target Whole Foods
Category (n=1821) (n=933) (n= 2754) (n=638)
UPFs with 1 UPF marker 386 (21%) 240 (26%) 626 (23%) 283 (44%)
UPFs with 2 UPF markers 320 (18%) 169 (18%) 489 (18%) 152 (24%)
UPFs with 3 UPF markers 267 (15%) 135 (14%) 402 (15%) 85 (13%)
UPFs with = 4 UPF markers 848 (47%) 389 (42%) 1237 (45%) 118 (18%)
UPFs 2 3 UPF markers 1115 (61%) 524 (56%) 1639 (60%) 203 (32%)

Amount of UPFs per number of UPF markers.

Americans more than Europeans forced
to choose between health and cost
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Post-colonial perspective on nutrition transition

Weerasekara et al (2018) Nutrition Transition and Traditional Food Cultural Changes in Sri
Lanka during Colonization and Post-Colonization. Foods 2018, 7, 111.

Post - colonial
dynamics



Macdonaldization?




Forms of food processing (Fardet and Rock 2020)
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Proportion of energy from ultraprocessed foods by Indigenous status and
race/ethnicity among participants in the Canadian Community Health Survey -
Nutrition, 2004 and 2015 (Olstad et al 2023)
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DINNER

Cola-Braised
Brisket Tacos
Recipe

The Mexican brisket recipe you've been waiting for.

@ BY EITAN BERNATH
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Ultra-Processed Food (UPF), Depletion,
and Social Reproduction (Stevano 2024)

Depletion through social reproduction (Rai et al 2013) involves social, economic, and
political relations

Food - a resource for social reproduction (through health and biology), and food-
related work a form of social reproduction work (through acquisition, processing,
preparation)

UPF integrated into existing diets and food practices, transforming modalities of food
consumption. Associated with consumption away from home and more individualised
than socially oriented consumption practices. Temporal dynamics of everyday life
intensified with absence of regular employment and associated fragmentation of work
and family life across space. Precarious and gig economy work, associated with
growing rates of working poverty, a key process underpinning shifts in everyday use
of time, space, and labour organising in the world

Negative implications of UPF consumption in time, income, and health, given more
resources for provision of health need to be mobilised by families, communities, and
governments. UPFs create new trade-offs in organisation of everyday life

UPF food industry rides on the back of single-nutrient nutrition science, ignoring
social reproduction and emphasising convenience



Nutrition transition (Popkin)
‘grand narrative’

From hunting and gathering

From traditional agriculture,
food processing and storage

To modern agriculture, food
processing, storage and
distribution



From traditional to modern — eg. marketing of food in India
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From traditional to modern —
_eg. eating patterns

. e WP
s oo

!
3

“South African
. . Breakfast

y Boerie patty, bun, scrambled eggs, grilled onions,
77;"( tomato, small fries and a small filter coffee
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Ultraprocessed foods and identity

Consumer selfhood

Marketing: systematic moulding of and
response to consumer consciousness

50 biggest fast food chains by 2021 number of stores in US

McDonald’s | Wendy’s | Sonic | |

Pursuit of brand value

PRINGLES

ORIGINAL

=

%




(Oxfam 2014)
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Fig. 1. Changes in the relative global production of crops and
animals since 1961 (when relative production scaled to 1 in
1961). (A) Major crop plants and (B) major types of livestock.
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N * Lrban
| : = Fural

* Hyparmarkets
‘ g Retailers = Suparmarkol

= Corner shops

Food iont’
companies g::;!,
| romors  H Where the profit in food lies
o R (MOHAM Group 2020; KPMG

- International 2013)

Table 1: Key profitability metrics for the agribusiness value chain

Sector Inpurt Farmers Traders Food companies Retailers
Sales: LUSSbn 400 3,000 1,000 3,600 5,400
[approx.)
Mumber of playars 1008 ABO million Tens Thousands Millions
EBIT % 18% Variable 2-6% 10-20% 5%
R&D % sales <1% (fertilizars] = 0% <1% 1=2% <1%
10% (seeds)
R&D spend: USSbn 10 - Lo B Loy
Composition/ = Sead * Grains * Handling = Bakery * hultiples
Sub-sectors = Fertilizer * Fruit and * Primary processing = Meat * [iscounters
= Crop protection vagetables = Secondary = [airy * Wholesalars
= Machinery = feat processing = Snacks * |ndependents
* Animal health and * Dairy = Ready meals
nutrition * Bovarages

* Crop insurancea
* Food ingradiants

Ranga R&D-based Smallholders to Glakal SMEs to Comar shaps to
majors 1o genernc agroholdings agribusinesses 1o multinationals hyparmarkets
manufacturars lecal middlemean



Market globalisation: top food retailers 2020
(Global Powers of Retail, Deloitte 2022)

Retail revenue

($US billion)

Walmart

Costco

Schwarz

Kroger

Aldi

Ahold Delaize

Aeon Co

Tesco

Albertsons

Edeka

Rewe

Seven and | Holdings Co
Publix Super Markets
E Leclerc
Woolworths

Loblaw Companies
Intermarche

J Sainsbury

Casino Guichard-Perrachon

Company Country No of
of origin countries of
operation

Us 24
us 12
Germany 33
us 1
Germany 19
Netherlands 10
Japan 1"
UK 5
us

Germany 1
Germany 1"
Japan 17
us 1
France 6
Australia 2
Canada 3
France 4
UK 2
France 27
France 13

Auchan

559
167
144
132
117
85
75
74
70
68
62
52
45

42
39
37
37
36
36



Number of countries of operation of top food retailers globally, according to
annual retail revenue, 2020 (billions of dollars) (calculated from Deloitte 2022)
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From
subsistence
to
commodity
to
brand

Partners & Brands - Motor Fuel Group



The commercial processed food system and obesity
(Ulijaszek 2023, modified from White 2020)

Trade agreements,
. — regulatory environment,
Political g 'ry .
. taxation, subsidies
influence

Company growth, /
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The global food system is unsustainable

More
BECCS
Reduced
Nutrient
Content
Malnutrition
(in all its forms) i
More Climate Change
( Waste / \
More Agricultural Yield Agricultural
Intensification Decline Expansion
Dietary Live stui:k
Converge m:e K ) )
Crop Soil
Concentration Depletion Biodiversity
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Cornell Future of Food Questionnaire 2025

Pledse rank the tollowing in order or most aligned | 1] to least
aligned [5] with what "food systems transformation” means to
you.

4

Transformation of food systems technology and innovation including data, Al, robotics,
and novel foods.

5

Transformation toward increased productivity and efficiency of food systems and
capturing their true costs.

2

Transforming food system power relations and the political and economic systems
that underpin them.

]

Transformation as a process of radical change in the structural, functional and
relational aspects of the food system that leads to more just socio-ecological
relationships, patterns of interactions and outcomes.

3 | Transformation toward sustainable food systems with healthy dietary outcomes.




The future of food
in the hands of tech

Supply chain

Retall



Technological fix.narrative
- technodeterminiSH= " Y"
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Ultraprocessed food
consumption data
(Nilson et al 2025)

Table 1. UPF Consumption as Percentage of Total Energy Intake in National Dietary Surveys by Country and Year

Country Survey, year Age, years Mean (95%Cl)
Brazil POF, 2017-2018 30-69 174 (17.1,17.7)
U.S. NHANES, 2017-2018 30-69 54.5(52.8, 56.1)
United Kingdom NDNS, 2018-2019 30-69 53.4 (51.6, 55.3)
Canada CCHS-Nutrition, 2015 30-69 43.7 (42.7,44.7)
Mexico ENSANUT, 2016 30-69 249(22.6,21.1)
Colombia ENSIN, 2015 30-69 15.0(14.2, 15.7)
Chile ENCA, 2010 30-69 22.8(21.6,24.0)
Australia NNPAS, 2011-2012 30-69 37.5(36.8, 35.2)

ENCA, Encuesta Nacional de Consumo Alimentario; ENSANUT, Encuesta Nacional de Salud y Nutricion; ENSIN, Encuesta Nacional de Situacion Nutri-
cional; CCHS, Canadian Community Health Survey; NDNS, National Diet and Nutrition Survey; NHANES, National Health and Nutrition Examination
Survey; NNPAS, National Nutrition and Physical Activity Survey; POF, Pesquisa de Orcamentos Familiares; UPF, ultraprocessed food.




Product distribution
per NOVA category
in selected supermarkets per country
(Amaraggi et al 2025)

Walmart Target U.s. Mercadona Carrefour Europe

(n=3114)  (n=1605) (n=4719) (n=625) (n=2709) (n=3334)
NOVA 1 469 (15%) 204 (13%) 673 (14%) 157 (25%) 426 (16%) 583 (17%)
NOVA 3 824 (26%) 468 (29%) 1292 (27%) 204 (33%)  1171(43%) 1375 (41%)
NOVA 4 1821 (58%) 933 (58%) 2754 (58%) 264 (42%) 1112 (41%) 1376 (41%)
Bread 190 (92%) 112 (98%) 302 (94%) 67 (69%) 208 (84%) 275 (80%)
Canned goods 479 (42%) 278 (43%) 757 (42%) 19 (13%) 349 (26%) 368 (25%)
Cereals  726(74%)  277(73%) 1003 (74%) 31 (72%) 99 (69%) 130 (70%)

Egas 2 (7%) 0 (0%) 2 (6%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)

Milk 46 (37%) 25 (27%) 71 (33%) 48 (45%) 22 (19%) 70 (32%)

Vegetables 8 (3%) 12 (9%) 20 (6%) 0 (0%) 1 (1%) 1 (0%)

Yogurt  370(94%) 229 (96%)  599(95%)  99(89%)  433(72%) 532 (74%)

The values presented are the number of products per category and the proportion they represent over the total amount.
The food groups belong to the NOVA 4 category. U.5.: Target + Walmart; Spain: Mercadona; France: Carrefour; Europe:
Mercadona + Carrefour.



Other Possible Futures of Food 2025

Please rank the rollowing In order or most aligned | 1] to least
aligned [5] with what "food systems transformation” means to
yOu.

4

Transformation of food systems technology and innovation including data, Al, robotics,
and novel foods.

5

Transformation toward increased productivity and efficiency of food systems and
capturing their true costs.

2

Transforming food system power relations and the political and economic systems
that underpin them.

I

Transformation as a process of radical change in the structural, functional and
relational aspects of the food system that leads to more just socio-ecological
relationships, patterns of interactions and outcomes.

3 | Transformation toward sustainable food systems with healthy dietary outcomes.




Alternative World Views 2025

Transforming power relations and
political economic systems

Just socio-ecological relations

Sustainable food systems with
healthy outcomes



Recent trends in ultraprocessed food (UPF)
production and consumption (llieva et al 2025)

Expansion of functional UPFs in response to increasing health consciousness; food manufacturers
reformulating UPFs by incorporating added vitamins, fibre, probiotics, and protein-enriched
alternatives (ultra-nutritionism?).

Growth of plant-based UPFs. Demand for plant-based diets and surge in UPFs marketed as
vegetarian or vegan alternatives, such as meat substitutes and dairy-free products. Align with
sustainability and ethical consumption trends, but remain highly processed, containing emulsifiers
and synthetic ingredients

Ultra-convenience in food innovation. Rise of ready-to-eat meals, instant snacks, and meal
replacement products reflecting shift in consumer preferences for faster and more effortless
eating? Prioritise convenience over nutritional value, contributing to increased intake of UPFs

Concerns over environmental sustainability prompt some manufacturers to explore eco-friendly
packaging, reduce food waste, and develop “clean-label” UPFs with fewer artificial additives

Increased reliance on digital food marketing. Brands leverage social media platforms, food delivery
apps, and personalised advertising to target consumers. Use of influencer endorsements and
algorithm-driven recommendations contribute to growing acceptance and appeal of UPFs,
especially among younger people



In sum - ultraprocessed foods
and anthropological framings of food

All pervasive

Impact on health and well-being

Have become indigenised or at least normalised

Impact on social organisation and impose new material cultures
Promoted through consumption as identity

Linked to environmental issues and economic systems

Part of calorie-driven (unsustainable) food systems



End note -

Definitions are Key
(Prescott et al 2024)

Language that positions ultraprocessed
products as “food”
part of a mindset that privileges technology
and continued application
of isolated nutrients
as a means to remedy
deeply rooted socioeconomic problems






