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ULTRA-PROCESSED FOODS

Cancer, Gut & Mental Health Risks
The hidden toll on your microbiome, brain, and long-term health

+12% 39M 2x
increased overall cancer risk per

UPF serving
gut microbiome species impaired

by emulsifiers
higher depression risk in high-UPF

consumers

UPFs and Cancer Risk
Large-scale cohort studies — including the NutriNet-Santé study with over 100,000 participants — have found that a

10% increase in UPF consumption is associated with a 12% higher risk of overall cancer and an 11% higher risk of

breast cancer specifically.

■ Nitrates & Nitrosamines

Processed meats contain nitrates used as preservatives. In the body, these convert to nitrosamines —
potent carcinogens linked to colorectal and stomach cancer.

■ Acrylamide Formation

Starchy foods processed at high heat (chips, crackers, fries) form acrylamide, a probable human
carcinogen classified by IARC.

■ Excess Sugar & Cancer Growth

Elevated insulin and IGF-1 from high sugar intake may stimulate tumor cell proliferation and suppress
immune surveillance.

Gut Microbiome Destruction
The gut microbiome — your body's ecosystem of trillions of bacteria — is profoundly disrupted by UPF ingredients:

• Emulsifiers (polysorbate-80, carboxymethylcellulose) erode the protective mucus layer of the gut, promoting

intestinal permeability ('leaky gut') and inflammatory bowel conditions.

• Artificial sweeteners (saccharin, sucralose) alter gut microbial composition, impairing glucose tolerance and

disrupting metabolic signaling.

• Lack of dietary fiber in UPFs starves beneficial bacteria, reducing short-chain fatty acid production vital for colon

health and immune regulation.

Mental Health & Cognitive Effects
The gut-brain axis means gut health directly influences mood and cognition. UPF-driven gut dysbiosis reduces

serotonin precursors (90% of serotonin is made in the gut), linked to anxiety and depression. A landmark 2022 study

found adults consuming the most UPFs had a 22% higher odds of depression and increased cognitive decline in

longitudinal follow-up.
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Key Takeaway
Beyond obvious physical effects, ultra-processed foods silently reshape the gut microbiome and neurochemistry —

with consequences for cancer risk, immune function, and mental wellbeing. A whole-food diet rich in fiber is the most

powerful intervention available.


