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Rauber et al.1 compared plant-based foods that were or
were not ultra-processed (UPF); concluding that “the
role of food processing is crucial for favourable cardio-
vascular disease outcomes”. There are reasons to ques-
tion this conclusion.

A particular food is not consumed in isolation but is
associated with a preference for other items: there is a
dietary style and a diet high in UPFs has more sugar and
fat, but less fibre, protein and micro-nutrients.2

Although sensitivity analysis was used to adjust for a
few aspects of nutrition, this did not reflect the
complexity of the diet associated with UPF. To conclude
that food processing was critical it must be established
that a poor diet was not the mechanism.

A previous examination of the data used by Rauber
et al. found that the associations between most macro-
nutrients and cardiovascular disease were non-linear,
making adding foods to form a group, problematic.3

Their influence will depend on the pre-existing intake,
suggesting that general dietary advice should not be
given, but rather tailored to individual consumption. For
example the risk of cardiovascular disease is less with
low-to-moderate alcohol consumption, rather than
abstinence or heavy drinking. The common conclusion
is that the type of drink does not matter,4 although
Rauber et al.1 made a distinction only based on how it is
manufactured.

As when more sugar is consumed the risk of car-
diovascular disease increases5; why was sugar in the
category producing a low level of cardiovascular disease?
Margarine is listed as ultra-processed, yet it is suggested
that substituting butter with margarine decreases the
risk of myocardial infarction.6 Cohort studies find ultra-
processed chocolate is associated with a low risk of
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coronary heart disease,7 although Rauber et al.1 sug-
gested otherwise. It would have been better if foods that
influence cardiovascular disease were established, and it
was then looked to see if they have anything in
common.

Diet is important, as in the USA it is associated 40%
of cardiometabolic-related deaths.5 Yet we will not
progress until the dynamic and integrated nature of diet
is acknowledged. Medicine needs to consider more
than single foods, single nutrients, or the method of
manufacture.
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