
https://bonoi.org/index.php/si SI | May 31, 2025 | vol. 46 | no. 5 1819 

Opinion 
Public Health 

Ultra-Processed Foods 
The Hidden Killer of Health 
 

Reanne Gupta* 
University of Toronto, 27 King’s College Cir., Toronto, ON M5S 1A1, Canada 
*: All correspondence should be sent to: Dr. Reanne Gupta 
Author’s Contact: Dr. Reanne Gupta, Ph.D., E-mail: reanne_gupta@mail.utoronto.ca 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.15354/si.25.op282 
Funding: No funding source declared. 
COI: The author declares no competing interest. 
AI Declaration: The author affirms that artificial intelligence did not contribute to the process of preparing the work. 
 

 

 

In modern societies, ultra-processed foods have quietly infiltrated daily diets, reshaping not 

only how we eat but how we live and die. Engineered for convenience, taste, and long shelf 

lives, these products now dominate grocery shelves and dinner tables alike. However, behind 

their appealing packaging and addictive flavors lies a troubling reality: ultra-processed foods 

are fueling a silent health crisis. Linked to a surge in obesity, diabetes, cardiovascular disease, 

and even mental health disorders, these products are designed more for profit than for nour-

ishment. We examine the pervasive influence of ultra-processed foods on our health, arguing 

that their widespread consumption represents a profound threat to public well-being. As we 

continue to prioritize convenience and cost over quality, we are trading short-term satisfaction 

for long-term harm. The time has come to reevaluate our food systems, personal choices, and 

collective responsibility to confront the hidden killer in our kitchens. 
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LTRA-processed foods lurk silently in nearly every 

pantry, lunchbox, vending machine, and grocery aisle 

in the modern world. Often brightly packaged, cleverly 

marketed, and engineered to taste irresistibly good, these foods 

are the culmination of industrial food science prioritizing profit, 

shelf stability, and sensory appeal over human health (Hassan et 

al., 2020). Though they appear benign—even friendly—with 

promises of low fat, added vitamins, or reduced sugar, they are 

often anything but nourishing. Ultra-processed foods are slowly, 

yet profoundly, destroying health on a global scale (Sawalha et 

al., 2023). 

Unlike whole or minimally processed foods, ul-

tra-processed foods undergo multiple stages of chemical and 

physical transformation (Mercola, 2024). Manufacturers concoct 

them using additives, flavor enhancers, colorants, emulsifiers, 

preservatives, and refined ingredients stripped of nutritional 

value. The goal is not to sustain life but to manipulate consumer 

behavior—triggering cravings, encouraging overconsumption, 

and promoting brand loyalty (Scrinis, 2020). From sugary cere-

als and flavored yogurts to frozen meals and packaged snacks, 
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these products are designed to be irresistible, convenient, and 

cheap. But they exact a heavy toll on the body. 

The effects of regular consumption are not subtle. Weight 

gain, fatigue, gastrointestinal distress, and blood sugar spikes are 

just the beginning (Kesheck et al., 2022). More insidiously, diets 

high in ultra-processed foods correlate strongly with obesity, 

type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and other chronic ill-

nesses. The body, when consistently exposed to these engineered 

foods, begins to malfunction. Metabolic processes are disrupted, 

inflammation becomes chronic, and the gut microbiome is 

thrown into disarray (Hong, 2016). Over time, the cumulative 

effect is a body that is breaking down—organs overworked, 

hormones imbalanced, and immunity compromised. 

However, the health damage isn’t just physical. Diet in-

creasingly affects mental well-being, with ultra-processed foods 

potentially undermining the brain as much as the heart or liver. 

Mood disorders, anxiety, depression, and even cognitive decline 

appear to have links with poor dietary patterns rooted in heavily 

processed intake (James et al., 2022). The high glycemic load, 

erratic energy swings, nutrient deficiencies, and 

pro-inflammatory nature of these foods can distort brain chem-

istry and neural function (Lee & Choi, 2023). When combined 

with the addictive nature of sugar, salt, and fat in engineered 

ratios, they create a feedback loop of dependency that is difficult 

to break. 

What makes the issue particularly pernicious is its invisi-

bility. These foods are so ubiquitous that they feel normal. They 

dominate school lunches, workplace snacks, and even hospital 

menus. They are cheaper than whole foods, heavily advertised, 

and often labeled in misleading ways. Consumers are told 

they’re making smart choices with “low-calorie” frozen dinners 

or “protein-rich” snack bars, not realizing that these are merely 

processed facades masquerading as healthful options (Kuchler et 

al., 2023). Even parents, in their desire to feed children quickly 

and affordably, may unknowingly set the stage for lifelong bat-

tles with diet-related diseases. 

The social and economic structures surrounding food only 

compound the problem. In many communities, especially 

low-income and underserved areas, ultra-processed foods are the 

only accessible or affordable option (Lopes et al., 2023). Fast 

food chains and corner stores replace grocery markets, and sug-

ary snacks are cheaper than a bag of fresh produce. This struc-

tural inequality ensures that the health burden falls dispropor-

tionately on those with the fewest resources. It's a grim paradox: 

the most vulnerable populations are the most aggressively tar-

geted by the very food systems that degrade their health 

(Manderson & Jewett, 2023). 

Meanwhile, food corporations thrive. With billions in 

revenue, aggressive marketing, and political lobbying, these 

companies have reshaped the cultural understanding of food. 

Convenience and pleasure are marketed as the highest virtues of 

eating, while the slow, mindful preparation of whole foods is 

cast as outdated or elitist (Weaver et al., 2014). Public health 

messaging is often drowned out by advertising that glorifies 

processed indulgence and dismisses nutritional awareness as a 

joyless burden. 

This is not to say that individuals are powerless. Many 

people are waking up to the dangers of ultra-processed diets and 

striving to make better choices (Bédard et al., 2020). However, 

even the most well-intentioned efforts can be derailed by time 

constraints, misinformation, and an environment saturated with 

unhealthy options. Breaking free requires more than willpower; 

it demands a rethinking of how food is produced, distributed, 

and consumed (Vermeulen et al., 2020). 

To reverse this epidemic, we must move beyond blame 

and toward systemic change. Education is critical, but so is ac-

cess. Whole foods need to be as available and affordable as their 

processed counterparts (Kumanyika & Dietz, 2020). Subsidies 

should shift from corn syrup and refined grains to fruits, vegeta-

bles, and legumes. School programs should teach children not 

just what to eat, but how to cook and understand their bodies’ 

needs (Gosliner et al., 2018). Food labeling should be transpar-

ent, not deceptive. And food marketing—particularly to chil-

dren—must be regulated more strictly. 

Governments have a role, but so do consumers. Choosing 

to buy less processed food, preparing meals at home, and sup-

porting local agriculture are acts of resistance in a system de-

signed to favor the artificial over the authentic (Cotter et al., 

2021). While these individual steps may seem small, they create 

demand for healthier options and send a message that people are 

not content to be passive victims of a failing food system 

(Karnwal et al., 2025). 

Ultimately, the solution lies in reclaiming our relationship 

with food. Eating should nourish, not just satisfy. Meals should 

connect us to nature, culture, and each other—not isolate us with 

convenience and synthetic taste. Ultra-processed foods have 

taken this connection away, replacing substance with simulation. 

To protect our health and the health of future generations, we 

must dismantle the illusion and confront the hidden killer that 

sits so comfortably in our cupboards.■ 

 

Received: February 26, 2025   |   Revised: March 14, 2025   |   Accepted: March 27, 2025 



https://bonoi.org/index.php/si SI | May 31, 2025 | vol. 46 | no. 5 1821 

References 

Bédard, A., Lamarche, P., Grégoire, 
L., Trudel-Guy, C., Provencher, V., 
Desroches, S., & Lemieux, S. (2020). 
Can eating pleasure be a lever for 
healthy eating? A systematic scoping 
review of eating pleasure and its 
links with dietary behaviors and 
health. PLoS ONE, 15(12), 
e0244292. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.
0244292  

Cotter, T., Kotov, A., Wang, S., & 
Murukutla, N. (2021). ‘Warning: ul-
tra-processed’ — A call for warnings 
on foods that aren’t really foods. 
BMJ Global Health, 6(12), e007240. 
DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjgh-2021-
007240  

Gosliner, W., Brown, D. M., Sun, B. 
C., Woodward-Lopez, G., & Craw-
ford, P. B. (2018). Availability, quality 
and price of produce in low-income 
neighbourhood food stores in Cali-
fornia raise equity issues. Public 
Health Nutrition, 21(9), 1639–1648. 
DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1017/s136898001
8000058  

Hassan, H., Sade, A. B., & 
Subramaniam, L. S. (2020). Pur-
chasing functional foods to stay fit. 
Journal of Humanities and Applied 
Social Sciences, 2(1), 3–18. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1108/jhass-11-201
9-0073  

Hong, H. (2016). Modern industrial 
foods and their effects on the human 
body. Natural Medicine Journal. 
Available at: 
https://www.naturalmedicinejournal.c
om/journal/modern-industrial-foods-
and-their-effects-human-body  

James, A., Lawrence, B., & 
O’Connor, M. (2022). Healthy Eating 
as a New Way of Life: A Qualitative 
Study of Successful Long-Term Diet 
Change. INQUIRY the Journal of 
Health Care Organization Provision 

and Financing, 59. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0046958022
1090397  

Karnwal, A., Kumar, G., Singh, R., 
Selvaraj, M., Malik, T., & Tawaha, A. 
R. M. A. (2025). Natural biopolymers 
in edible coatings: Applications in 
food preservation. Food Chemistry X, 
25, 102171. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.fochx.2025.
102171  

Kesheck, M., Zaki, N., & Ibrahim, Z. 
(2022). Estimating the Rate of Con-
sumption of Fast Food Among Al-
exandria University Students and 
Their Relation with Changes in Body 
Mass Index and Diet Quality. Journal 
of Tourism, Hotels and Heritage, 5(2), 
1–14. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.21608/sis.2022.16
3298.1073  

Kuchler, F., Sweitzer, M., & Chelius, 
C. (2023). prevalence of the “natural” 
claim on food product packaging. 
DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.32747/2023.80237
00.ers  

Kumanyika, S., & Dietz, W. H. (2020). 
Solving Population-wide obesity — 
Progress and future Prospects. New 
England Journal of Medicine, 
383(23), 2197–2200. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1056/nejmp20296
46  

Lee, S., & Choi, M. (2023). Ul-
tra-Processed Food Intakes Are 
Associated with Depression in the 
General Population: The Korea Na-
tional Health and Nutrition Examina-
tion Survey. Nutrients, 15(9), 2169. 
DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.3390/nu15092169  

Lopes, S. O., Abrantes, L. C. S., 
Azevedo, F. M., De Souza De Morais, 
N., De Castro Morais, D., Gonçalves, 
V. S. S., Fontes, E. a. F., 
Franceschini, S. D. C. C., & Priore, S. 
E. (2023). Food Insecurity and Mi-
cronutrient Deficiency in Adults: A 

Systematic Review and Me-
ta-Analysis. Nutrients, 15(5), 1074. 
DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.3390/nu15051074  

Manderson, L., & Jewett, S. (2023). 
Risk, lifestyle and 
non-communicable diseases of 
poverty. Globalization and Health, 
19(1). DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12992-023-
00914-z  

Mercola, J. (2024, April 27). Study 
review shows dozens of health 
problems from ultraprocessed food. 
Dr. Mercola’s Censored Library 
(Private Membership). Available at: 
https://takecontrol.substack.com/p/ul
traprocessed-food-health-problems  

Sawalha, K., Tripathi, V., Alkhatib, D., 
Alalawi, L., Mahmood, A., & Alex-
ander, T. (2023). Our hidden enemy: 
Ultra-Processed foods, inflammation, 
and the battle for heart health. 
Cureus. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.7759/cureus.4748
4  

Scrinis, G. (2020). Ultra-processed 
foods and the corporate capture of 
nutrition—an essay by Gyorgy 
Scrinis. BMJ, m4601. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.m4601  

Vermeulen, S. J., Park, T., Khoury, C. 
K., & Béné, C. (2020). Changing 
diets and the transformation of the 
global food system. Annals of the 
New York Academy of Sciences, 
1478(1), 3–17. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1111/nyas.14446  

Weaver, C. M., Dwyer, J., Fulgoni, V. 
L., King, J. C., Leveille, G. A., Mac-
Donald, R. S., Ordovas, J., & 
Schnakenberg, D. (2014). Pro-
cessed foods: contributions to nutri-
tion. American Journal of Clinical 
Nutrition, 99(6), 1525–1542. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.3945/ajcn.114.089
284 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0244292
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0244292
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjgh-2021-007240
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjgh-2021-007240
https://doi.org/10.1017/s1368980018000058
https://doi.org/10.1017/s1368980018000058
https://doi.org/10.1108/jhass-11-2019-0073
https://doi.org/10.1108/jhass-11-2019-0073
https://www.naturalmedicinejournal.com/journal/modern-industrial-foods-and-their-effects-human-body
https://www.naturalmedicinejournal.com/journal/modern-industrial-foods-and-their-effects-human-body
https://www.naturalmedicinejournal.com/journal/modern-industrial-foods-and-their-effects-human-body
https://doi.org/10.1177/00469580221090397
https://doi.org/10.1177/00469580221090397
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.fochx.2025.102171
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.fochx.2025.102171
https://doi.org/10.21608/sis.2022.163298.1073
https://doi.org/10.21608/sis.2022.163298.1073
https://doi.org/10.32747/2023.8023700.ers
https://doi.org/10.32747/2023.8023700.ers
https://doi.org/10.1056/nejmp2029646
https://doi.org/10.1056/nejmp2029646
https://doi.org/10.3390/nu15092169
https://doi.org/10.3390/nu15051074
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12992-023-00914-z
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12992-023-00914-z
https://takecontrol.substack.com/p/ultraprocessed-food-health-problems
https://takecontrol.substack.com/p/ultraprocessed-food-health-problems
https://doi.org/10.7759/cureus.47484
https://doi.org/10.7759/cureus.47484
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.m4601
https://doi.org/10.1111/nyas.14446
https://doi.org/10.3945/ajcn.114.089284
https://doi.org/10.3945/ajcn.114.089284

