
Ultra Processed Foods! 
What are they and what is their impact on health?

The term Ultra Processed Food (UPF) was first used in the NOVA food group system. 

UPFs are designed to imitate minimally processed foods. To do this, processed raw 

materials are mixed with high amounts of salt, sugar and unhealthful fats. These foods 

are high in calories, but low in beneficial nutrients. Because of the amount of 

processing, UPFs are shelf stable for long periods of time. Eating UPFs stimulate the 

reward centers of the brain leading to addiction. 

Research shows that eating high amounts UPFs is linked to an increased risk of obesity 

and other chronic diseases like diabetes and high blood pressure. Overall, public 

health policy should encourage eating minimal UPFs for better health outcomes.

The “Golden Rule”: always prefer natural and minimally processed foods to UPFs.
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Fresh, frozen or dried vegetables, fruits, grains, legumes, 
meat, fish, eggs, nuts and seeds. Processing does not add to 

the original food.

Plant oils (olive, coconut), animal fats (butter, cream, lard), 
maple syrup, sugar, honey and salt. Derived from Group 1 or 

from nature by grinding, milling, pressing, refining and drying.

Canned, pickled vegetables, meat fish or fruit, artisanal bread, 
cheese, salted meats, wine, beer and cider. Processing of 
Group 1 or 2 wth addition of oil, salt or sugar by means of 

canning, pickling, smoking, curing or fermentation.

SSBs, sweet and savory packaged snacks, reconstituted meat 
products, preprepared frozen dishes, canned instant soups, 

chicken nuggets, ice cream. Formulations made from a series of 
processes including extraction and chemical modification. 

Includes very little intact Group 1 food

The NOVA Food Groups - based on the 
extent of food processing
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Examples of the Nova Food Groups

Group 1

Group 2

Group 3

Group 4
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Quality of Foods as Related to the Extent of Processing
NOVA Classification System

Unprocessed/Minimally 
Processed Foods

Ultra Processed Foods

Processed Foods

Processed Culinary 
Ingredients

Group 4

Group 3

Group 2

Group 1

P
ro

ce
ss

in
g Q

u
ality

!

Use Sparingly

Use as part of culinary 
preparation of foods

Use liberally and often. Group 1 
should be the basis for a 

healthful dietary eating pattern

The “Golden Rule”: always prefer natural and minimally processed foods to UPFs
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Positive for health and well being

Positive if used wisely

Use sparingly, positive health benefits

Trade offs in health increasingly negative

The NOVA Food Groups – health benefits related to levels of processing

NOVA Classification System


