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Are all ultra-processed foods bad for health?
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Using data from the European Prospective Investigation
into Cancer and Nutrition (EPIC) cohort, Dicken and
colleagues’ demonstrated that, as seen in several
studies,? ultra-processed food (UPF)* consumption in-
creases the risk of type 2 diabetes. However, as observed
in another study,” they also found that increasing the
intake of specific UPF subgroups, such as breads, bis-
cuits, breakfast cereals, at the expense of non-UPFs,
reduces the risk of type 2 diabetes. According to them,
“this questions the use of an overall UPF metric for
public guidance and supports recommendations to
focus efforts on reducing consumption of specific
UPFs.”

There are several concerns with this claim. First,
while examining the health effects of UPF subgroups is
certainly important, determining whether ultra-
processing is harmful in specific food categories re-
quires substitution analyses that compare them with
their non-UPF counterparts, rather than the overall non-
UPF consumption. Second, multicollinearity, false-
positive findings and confounding effects of different
constituents of foods are well-known challenges of
subgroup analyses.” Third, the variability as well as the
average consumption of five out of the ten studied UPF
subgroups was minimal within the cohort, making up
less than 1% of total food intake. Ultra-processed plant-
based alternatives, one of the UPF subgroups seemingly
protective against diabetes, accounted for 0.1% of total

food intake. This makes any health effect estimates for
these specific foods unreliable. Finally, recommenda-
tions regarding the health effects of ultra-processed
subgroups should consider the totality of the evidence,
including the 32 ill-health outcomes associated with
UPF consumption, not just diabetes.”
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