
Nutrition Education Project  |  For informational purposes only

ULTRA-PROCESSED FOODS

Metabolic & Cardiovascular Risks
How industrial food disrupts your heart and metabolism
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What Are Ultra-Processed Foods?
Ultra-processed foods (UPFs) are industrial formulations made mostly from refined substances extracted from whole

foods — such as oils, starches, added sugars, and protein isolates — combined with additives like emulsifiers,

artificial flavors, and preservatives. Common examples include packaged snacks, sugary beverages, instant noodles,

reconstituted meat products, and most fast-food items.

Cardiovascular Consequences
• Elevated LDL cholesterol: High saturated and trans fats in UPFs raise 'bad' cholesterol, promoting arterial plaque

formation.

Arterial plaque narrows blood vessels, increasing risk of heart attack and stroke.

• Hypertension (high blood pressure): UPFs contain excess sodium that causes the body to retain fluid, straining

arteries and the heart.

The average UPF meal can contain over 1,000 mg of sodium — nearly half the daily recommended limit.

• Chronic inflammation: Refined oils, sugars, and chemical additives trigger low-grade systemic inflammation, a

key driver of atherosclerosis.

Inflammatory markers like CRP are consistently elevated in heavy UPF consumers.

Metabolic Disruption

■ Insulin Resistance & Type 2 Diabetes

High glycemic load from refined carbs causes repeated blood sugar spikes, exhausting pancreatic beta
cells and promoting insulin resistance over time.

■ Obesity & Adiposity

UPFs are engineered for overconsumption — calorie-dense, nutrient-poor, and designed to override
satiety signals. Studies show UPF diets lead to ~500 extra kcal/day.

■ Non-Alcoholic Fatty Liver Disease (NAFLD)

Excess fructose (especially from high-fructose corn syrup) is preferentially metabolized in the liver and
converted to fat, fueling NAFLD — now affecting 25% of adults globally.

Key Takeaway
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Regular consumption of ultra-processed foods significantly elevates the risk of cardiovascular disease, type 2

diabetes, and metabolic syndrome. Replacing even a portion of UPFs with minimally processed whole foods can

meaningfully reduce these risks within weeks.


