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A Guide to Ultra-
Processed Foods
Ultra-processed foods (UPFs), heavily processed products made mostly 
from refined ingredients and additives, make up over 25% of household food 
purchases in Europe and 43% in the U.S.1,2 These foods are linked to a wide 
range of harmful health effects,3 and reducing your intake is important for 
supporting your health. This guide shows you how to identify ultra-processed 
foods so you can make thoughtful, healthy food decisions. 

What are Ultra-Processed Foods?
Ultra-processed foods are industrially produced foods made mostly from refined 
ingredients and additives that aren’t normally used in home cooking. They contain 
refined sugars and starches, emulsifiers, artificial colors, flavor enhancers, and 
preservatives. UPFs are generally inexpensive, shelf-stable, and convenient. UPFs 
are also designed to make them very enjoyable to eat and hard to resist.4 Many 
UPF ingredients are made from just a few foods, including corn, soy, wheat, and 
sugar cane. 

UPFs frequently come in bright, fun packaging and often have health claims (such 
as “low fat” or “reduced sodium”). They are heavily marketed on TV, online, and in 
print, such as magazines. Many of these unhealthy foods are marketed directly to 
children.5 

“Ultra-processed” differentiates heavily processed foods from simply processed 
foods. For example, canned green beans contain just green beans and salt, whereas 
an ultra-processed “veggie burger” may contain processed soy protein, unhealthy 
refined oils, and sugars.

UPFs are common in our food supply. Globally, these manufactured foods are 
found in grocery stores,6 fast food restaurants,7 school cafeterias,8,9 convenience 
stores,10,11 vending machines,12,13 hospitals,14,15 sports facilities,16 and food 
pantries.17,18 It can feel overwhelming trying to make healthy food choices when so 
many UPFs are available. However, watching for certain ingredients, health claims, 
and other features can help you distinguish between UPFs and less processed 
foods.
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Ultra-Processed Food Ingredients

The following table lists common UPF ingredients. If you see these 
ingredients on a food label, chances are it is a UPF.19

Added sugars
Used to sweeten UPFs and make them highly palatable.

	• Examples: Agave nectar, brown rice syrup, corn syrup solids, dextrose, fructose, 
fruit juice concentrates, glucose syrup, high-fructose corn syrup, invert sugar, 
lactose, maltodextrin

	• Where it shows up: Bread, breakfast cereal, candy, condiments, desserts, protein 
bars, snack bars, soda

Anti-foaming agents
Used to control the formation of foam in food during processing and to improve 
food appearance.

	• Examples: Polysorbates
	• Where it shows up: Frozen French fries, potato chips, and other savory snacks

Colors: artificial and natural
Makes the color of UPFs more appetizing; added to kids’ foods to increase appeal

	• Examples: In the U.S: FD&C Blue No. 1, FD&C Yellow No. 5 etc. are artificial 
colors made from petroleum. Titanium dioxide is a color made from a mineral, but 
it is linked to harmful effects on gut bacteria.20,21 Examples of natural colors 
include beet root powder, annatto extract, and spirulina.		
Some artificial colors are banned in countries outside the U.S.22

	• Where it shows up: Baked goods, breakfast cereal, candy, cheese-flavored snacks, 
energy drinks, sports drinks

Flavors: artificial and natural
Artificial flavors create intense, appealing flavors in foods made with otherwise bland 
ingredients (corn, soy, etc.)
“Natural flavors” are made from plant and animal sources and also intensify the 
flavor of foods. 

	• Artificial: blue raspberry flavor, cinnamaldehyde (cinnamon flavor), ethyl vanillin 
(vanilla flavor)		
Natural: citrus flavor (from lemon zest), vanillin (from vanilla beans)

	• Where it shows up: Candy, chips, dairy products, dairy alternative “spreads,” 
instant foods, protein bars, protein powder, soda, sports drinks

Flavor enhancers
Intensify the flavor of UPFs

	• Examples: citric acid, monosodium glutamate (MSG)
	• Where it shows up: Frozen meals, instant noodles, packaged snacks

(continued on the next page)
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Ultra-Processed Food Ingredients (continued)

Emulsifiers
Improves the texture, appearance, and shelf life of UPFs by preventing the 
separation of water and fat ingredients

	• Examples: carboxymethylcellulose, carrageenan, cellulose gum, diphosphates, 
gellan gum, guar gum, mono- and diglycerides, polysorbate 60 and polysorbate 
80, and xanthan gum

	• Where it shows up: Frozen meals, ice cream, low fat products, non-dairy yogurt, 
salad dressing and other condiments

Industrial seed oils
Provide an inexpensive and flavor-neutral way to add fats to UPFs

	• Examples: Canola, corn, cottonseed, peanut, safflower, soybean, and sunflower 
oils and hydrogenated or esterified versions of these oils

	• Where it shows up: Baked goods, candy, chips, fried foods, frozen pizza, 
microwave popcorn, non-dairy “milk,” peanut butter, plant-based “butter,” plant-
based “cheese.”

Non-caloric sweeteners: artificial and natural
Artificial sweeteners are used to sweeten UPFs without adding sugar.
Natural non-caloric sweeteners are used to sweeten UPFs without adding sugar or 
artificial sweeteners

	• Examples: Artificial sweeteners: acesulfame potassium, advantame, aspartame 
(Equal), neotame, saccharin (Sweet N’ Low), sucralose (Splenda)		
Natural non-caloric sweeteners: allulose, erythritol, monk fruit, stevia, steviol 
glycosides, xylitol

	• Where it shows up: protein bars, snack bars, soda, “sugar-free” products

Preservatives
Inhibits the growth of bacteria and fungi

	• Examples: BHA/BHT, citric acid, potassium sorbate, sodium benzoate, sodium 
nitrite, sulfite

	• Where it shows up: Bread, frozen meals, packaged snacks, processed meats

Processed isolated proteins
Create texture and are an inexpensive way to add protein to UPFs

	• Examples: casein, egg white albumin/egg white powder, gluten, hydrolyzed soy 
protein, soy protein isolate, whey protein concentrate and isolate, 

	• Where it shows up: Frozen meals, protein bars, protein powder, vegan meat 
alternatives

Processed meats
Processed to enhance the flavor of meat and poultry

	• Examples: bologna, chicken nuggets, hot dogs, jerky, pepperoni
	• Where it shows up: deli meats, frozen pizza, kids’ meals

Starch
Thicken and stabilize ingredients in UPFs

	• Examples: Corn starch, modified starch
	• Where it shows up: Baked goods, chicken nuggets, desserts, instant soup, instant 
noodles
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Unprocessed, Processed, and Ultra-Processed Foods

Wheat

Unprocessed/Minimally Processed:
Whole Wheat Grains

Processed:
Whole Wheat Bread

Ultra-Processed:
Cereal

Seafood

Unprocessed/Minimally Processed:
Baked Fish Filet

Processed:
Canned or Smoked Fish

Ultra-Processed:
Breaded Fish Sticks

Dairy Products

Unprocessed/Minimally Processed:
Whole Milk

Processed:
Greek Yogurt

Ultra-Processed:
Sweetened Yogurt

Starchy Vegetable

Unprocessed/Minimally Processed:
Corn on the Cob

Processed:
Polenta

Ultra-Processed:
Corn Chips

Images courtesy of 123RF
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What about…

Lunchmeat

Lunchmeat like bologna, hot dogs, and bacon are considered “processed” 
or “ultra-processed” based on their added ingredients. For example, chicken 
lunchmeat with only chicken breast and sea salt is just processed, while one with 
dextrose, modified corn starch, and carrageenan is ultra-processed.

While proteins should ideally be consumed in their whole-food form – such as a 
fillet of salmon or a chicken breast – lunchmeat quality exists on a spectrum, and 
some options are better than others. 

Protein Bars and Powders?

Protein powders and bars made with refined proteins, like egg white or pea 
protein, are considered ultra-processed foods (UPFs) because they include 
ingredients that are heavily processed and uncommon in home cooking. However, 
some isolated proteins, such as whey and hydrolyzed beef, may offer health 
benefits. For example, whey protein powder is linked to increased muscle strength 
when combined with resistance training.23 Beef protein powder is also linked to 
improved body composition.24

The healthiness of a protein bar or powder primarily comes down to the other 
ingredients it contains. Avoid protein bars and powders with added sugars and 
artificial sweeteners, such as sucralose and acesulfame potassium.

You need to decide what will work best for you. If eating a protein bar fills you up 
and can help you avoid sugary processed foods, then it may be a beneficial addition 
to your diet.

Meat Alternatives

Most meat alternatives contain processed proteins, industrial seed oils, and 
emulsifiers, making them UPFs. While more research is needed to better 
understand the health effects of ultra-processed plant-based products like meat 
alternatives, early research links them to an increased inflammation.25,26

Flavored Yogurt?

Many flavored yogurts—including yogurt tubes and pouches for kids—are UPFs. 
For example, an ultra-processed “Cookies and Cream” yogurt may contain 
ingredients like cane sugar, wheat flour, vegetable oils, caramel color, and guar gum 
in addition to milk. When choosing dairy products, look for unsweetened options 
without additives.

Plant-based dairy alternatives—like dairy-free “cheese” and “yogurt”—are often 
ultra-processed. If you choose plant-based dairy alternatives, look for options 
without added sugar and with as few additives as possible.

How to Quickly Identify an 
Ultra-Processed Food19

1.	 Does the ingredient list 
include ingredients I 
wouldn’t use in my own 
kitchen?

2.	 Does the package make 
health claims or have 
bright, fun designs?

3.	 Is the food marketed on 
TV?

4.	 Is it made mostly of 
refined ingredients rather 
than whole foods?

5.	 Is the food difficult to stop 
eating once you start?
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Bread

Commercial, mass-produced bread is usually ultra-processed. It may contain added 
gluten, added sugars, and diglycerides to extend its shelf life and create a soft 
texture. When shopping for bread, look for bread made with whole-grain flour and 
no additives.  

Breakfast Cereal

Breakfast cereals are manufactured through “extrusion,” a high-temperature, high-
pressure process that shapes and cooks cereal dough into various shapes. Many 
breakfast cereals also contain added sugars and artificial colors and flavors. Some 
hot breakfast cereals, such as instant oats, are pre-cooked and dried, increasing 
their impact on blood sugar. Swap instant oats for oatmeal made with rolled or 
steel-cut oats.

Baby Food

In the U.S., nearly 75% of baby food is ultra-processed,27 including purees and 
puffs. If you feed your baby packaged foods, look for products that contain simple 
ingredient lists and that are made with whole foods like vegetables, fruits, meat, 
and unsweetened dairy. Avoid foods marketed to babies and toddlers that contain 
added sugars, such as yogurt melts and snack puffs. 

“Organic”/ “Natural”/ “Non-GMO” Packaged Foods?

Just because a food says “organic,” “natural,” “non-GMO,” or “gluten-free” on the 
package doesn’t mean it is healthy. Before putting that “organic” packaged food in 
your shopping cart, flip it over and look at the ingredients list. If it contains added 
sugars, seed oils, or other ingredients in the Ultra-Processed Food Ingredients 
Table, chances are it is a UPF.

Health “Halo” Claims That 
Can Appear on Packages of 
Ultra-Processed Foods

	• “Low-fat”

	• “Reduced sodium”

	• “Good source of fiber”

	• “Natural”

	• “No sugar added”

How to Reduce Your Intake of Ultra-Processed Foods 
There are three ways you can gradually reduce your UPF intake: 

Make small swaps: 

	• Replace an ultra-processed protein bar with added sugars or artificial 
sweeteners for one sweetened with dates or honey.

	• Replace breakfast cereal with added sugars and artificial colors for 
unsweetened, whole-grain cereal.

	• Swap an ultra-processed candy bar for a few squares of dark chocolate.

	• Replace salad dressing with added sugars, emulsifiers, and industrial seed oils 
with a homemade olive oil and vinegar dressing.
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Tackle ultra-processed eating patterns:

	• Do you find yourself gravitating to the vending machine for quick snacks at 
work? Pack a food container with nuts and fresh fruit instead.

	• Do you rely heavily on frozen dinners reheated in the microwave? Commit to 
making a home-cooked dinner one night a week instead of eating a frozen meal 
and build from there. 

Become a master label reader:

It is unrealistic for most people to give up all packaged foods, and certain packaged 
foods fit well into a wholesome diet. To successfully limit your ultra-processed food 
purchases while grocery shopping, hone your label reading skills.

	• Check ingredient lists on food packages for ingredients not commonly found in 
home cooking. 

	• Look past flashy labels and health claims. Just because a package says “low fat” 
or “reduced sodium” doesn’t mean it is healthy. Check out the ingredients list 
and then decide whether the food is something you want to add to your cart.

Ultra-processed foods are everywhere, and limiting your intake of them is essential 
for your health. By getting familiar with UPF ingredients, you can become a savvy 
shopper and reduce the number of these foods that end up in your cart. Every time 
you choose a whole or minimally processed food over a UPF, you’re investing in a 
healthier you.
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