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What are ultra-processed foods?

La verit® sui cibi ultraprocessati e rischi in base a nuovi e importanti studi

Plant-Based Diets and Kidney Disease: What You Need to Know

Buy Fun Flips Potato Chips - Tangy Tomato Online at Best Price of Rs 14 - bigbasket

Ultra-processed foods, commonly abbreviated as UPFs, are products generally manufactured through multiple
industrial processes and often made using refined food substances, additives and ingredients rarely used in

ordinary home cooking.

Examples can include sugary soft drinks, packaged confectionery, instant noodles, many packaged snack foods,

sweetened breakfast cereals and certain ready-to-eat meals.

However, not every packaged food is ultra-processed, and not every processed food is unhealthy. The

ingredients, nutritional profile, portion size and role of a food within the overall diet matter.
For example:

e Washing, cutting or freezing vegetables involves processing but does not automatically make them
unhealthy.

e Pasteurised milk is processed to improve safety.
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e A packaged product containing substantial added sugar, salt and refined starch may have a less favourable

nutritional profile.

The central concern is not simply whether a food has undergone processing, but how its formulation,

convenience, palatability and consumption patterns affect dietary quality and health.

Understanding the NOVA classification system

Ultra Processed Foods List: Sneaky Culprits

The NOVA classification groups foods according to the nature, extent and purpose of their processing. It is widely

used in research on ultra-processed foods.

Group Category Examples

Group Unprocessed or minimally Fresh fruit, vegetables, eggs, plain milk, grains,

1 processed foods pulses

Group
Processed culinary ingredients Oils, sugar, salt, butter

2

Group Some traditional breads, canned vegetables with
Processed foods

3 salt, cheese

Group Many soft drinks, confectionery, packaged snacks
Ultra-processed foods

4 and instant products

Why is this classification important?

Traditional nutrition labels focus on nutrients such as calories, sugar, salt, saturated fat, protein and fibre. NOVA

adds another dimension: the extent and purpose of industrial processing.
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This helps researchers examine whether food processing patterns are associated with health outcomes beyond

conventional nutrient measures.

Limitation: NOVA classification can be difficult to apply consistently to certain mixed or reformulated products. It
is also not, by itself, a complete measure of nutritional quality. Two foods in the same category may have very

different nutritional profiles.

Why are ultra-processed foods attracting scientific concern?

The debate has gained prominence because research has associated higher consumption of ultra-processed

foods with several adverse health outcomes.

Nutrition Facts Calculator: The Simple Secret to Smarter Ingredient Choices Every Manufacturer Needs

450 Million Adults In India May Be Overweight Or Obese By 2050: Lancet Data Reveals

My GP North Lakes | Trusted Family Doctors & Medical Centre

Health outcome Concern examined in research Important qualification

Higher calorie intake, rapid eating and

Obesity and weight The effect varies by food
less effective appetite regulation may

gain formulation and dietary pattern
contribute

Association does not establish
Higher UPF consumption has been
Type 2 diabetes that processing alone causes
associated with increased risk
diabetes
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Health outcome Concern examined in research Important qualification

Nutrient composition, lifestyle
Cardiovascular Some studies report associations with

and socioeconomic factors may
disease cardiovascular events and mortality

also matter

Some UPF-heavy diets provide excess
Not every UPF has the same
Overall diet quality = added sugar, salt and refined
nutritional profile
carbohydrates and insufficient fibre

Researchers are investigating possible

Digestive and Evidence for individual
effects of food structure, additives and

metabolic health mechanisms remains uneven
the gut microbiome

A major umbrella review of systematic reviews published in 2025 reported associations between ultra-processed
food consumption and several adverse health outcomes. The strength of evidence differed across outcomes, and

the underlying research included substantial observational evidence.

The appropriate scientific conclusion is therefore that high consumption is a legitimate public-health concern, but

the risks should not be generalised identically to every product or treated as proof that all processing is harmful.

How might ultra-processed foods affect eating behaviour?

Researchers are examining several possible mechanisms.

Potato chips on wood background

1. High palatability

Combinations of salt, sugar, fat and flavouring may make some products particularly appealing and encourage

repeated consumption.
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5 Habits to Ditch for Better Health and Wellbeing at Work

2. Eating speed and texture

Certain soft or easy-to-chew foods can be consumed rapidly, potentially allowing more calories to be eaten before

fullness is recognised.

Sugar | Bridge Street Health

3. Energy density and formulation

Some products deliver substantial energy in relatively small portions and may contain limited fibre or water.

Gut Microbiome Therapy Approved: Fecal Microbiota Transplantation Enters the Precision Medicine Era | POC.HK — Powerir

4. Food structure and additives

Possible effects of altered food structure and particular additives on digestion, metabolism and the gut

microbiome remain areas of research. Findings should not be generalised to every additive.

These mechanisms may operate together. Their relative importance is still being investigated, and the evidence

is not equally strong for all proposed explanations.
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What is the relevance for India?

India faces a dual burden of malnutrition: undernutrition persists alongside rising concerns about obesity and

diet-related non-communicable diseases.

The growing availability of packaged snacks, sugary beverages, ready-to-eat meals and heavily marketed

convenience foods makes food environments an important public-health issue.

Vegetable market stall with ginger, lime, cabbage, pepper and greenery in Rajasthan, India

Mediterranean Diet: A Beginner's Guide For Indians To The World's Healthiest Diet

FMCG Companies Report Declining Margins Amid Inflation, Hint At Price Hike

Key Indian institutions and policy instruments

Institution or instrument Relevance

Food Safety and Standards Authority = Regulates food safety, standards, labelling and related
of India (FSSAI) requirements
Leads public-health policy and initiatives addressing non-

Ministry of Health and Family Welfare
communicable diseases

Ministry of Women and Child
Works on nutrition and child-related programmes
Development

Supports public-health delivery, including relevant
National Health Mission
nutrition and disease-prevention activities

Eat Right India initiative Promotes safe, healthy and sustainable food practices

www.becomeias.com YouTube: becomlAS | Instagram: howtobecomeias



Institution or instrument Relevance

Food Safety and Standards (Labelling Provide a regulatory framework for specified labelling and

and Display) Regulations, 2020 display requirements, subject to applicable amendments

An important distinction for the examination is that food safety and nutritional quality are related but separate
regulatory questions. A food may be safe for consumption under applicable standards yet still be unsuitable for

frequent consumption because of its nutritional composition.

What regulatory measures can India consider?

1. Clear and evidence-based labelling : Make relevant information about added sugar, sodium, saturated fat,
ingredients and serving sizes easier to understand. Evaluate front-of-pack labelling options using evidence on

consumer comprehension.

2. Responsible advertising : Strengthen safeguards against misleading nutrition and health claims, particularly in

marketing directed at children.

3. Healthier institutional food environments : Promote balanced meals and nutrition education in schools, hostels,

hospitals and public institutions.

4. Improve affordability and access : Support access to vegetables, fruits, pulses, whole grains and other

nutritious foods, especially in underserved areas.

5. Independent research and monitoring : Encourage long-term Indian studies on dietary patterns, health

outcomes, food prices and consumer behaviour, with transparent methods and conflict-of-interest disclosures.

The policy dilemma: regulation versus prohibition

Blanket prohibition Evidence-based regulation
Treats a broad category of products as Distinguishes products by ingredients,
uniformly harmful nutritional profile and risk

www.becomeias.com YouTube: becomlAS | Instagram: howtobecomeias



Blanket prohibition Evidence-based regulation

May reduce consumer choice and create Uses proportionate measures such as labelling,
compliance difficulties reformulation and advertising safeguards

May disproportionately affect consumers Combines consumer protection with access to
dependent on convenient, affordable foods healthier alternatives

Allows policies to evolve as stronger evidence
Can oversimplify uncertain scientific evidence
emerges

The aim should not be to label every industrially processed food as dangerous. It should be to reduce harmful

dietary patterns and make informed, healthier choices easier.

Key terms for UPSC revision

Term Meaning

A food category in the NOVA system characterised by industrial
Ultra-processed food (UPF)
formulations and processing

A system categorising foods according to the nature, extent and
NOVA classification
purpose of processing

Non-communicable diseases Diseases such as cardiovascular disease, cancer, chronic

(NCDs) respiratory disease and diabetes
Nutrient profiling Assessing foods against defined nutritional criteria

The physical, economic, commercial and social conditions shaping
Food environment
food choices

Research examining associations without assigning participants to
Observational study
an intervention

An experiment in which participants are randomly assigned to
Randomised controlled trial
intervention groups
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Term Meaning

A situation in which secondary interests may improperly influence
Conflict of interest

professional judgement

Regulation calibrated to the evidence, risk and likely effects of an
Proportional regulation
intervention

UPSC syllabus linkage

.

e GS Paper II: Government policies, health-sector governance, vulnerable groups, regulatory institutions and
public service delivery.

e GS Paper lll: Science and technology, biotechnology and health-related developments, food processing,
food security and the application of scientific evidence.

e Essay: Public health versus commercial interests; individual responsibility versus structural barriers;
science, uncertainty and policymaking.

e Prelims: FSSAI, food labelling, non-communicable diseases, research methods and the NOVA classification.
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