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Food is not all the same and we often 

see a considerable amount of 

confusion. 

 
In fact, in ultra-processed foods, the 

raw materials used are manipulated 

and transformed with the addition of 

chemical agents that are harmful to our 

health. 

 
The consumption of these foods is 

dangerously increasing with health 

risks for consumers. 

 
Here’s some useful data and 

information to better focus on the 

situation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

We hear more and 
more often speak of 
ultra-processed 
products with 
classifications such as 
'zero', 'without', 
'enriched', 'functional'. 
Yet, are they actually 
good for you? 
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Abstract 
 

• In recent years, we have been witnessing a growing assertion of so-called "zero", 

"without", "enriched", "functional" products; the result of a process of 

transformation of the food multinationals companies. An assembly and handling 

activity that turns these foods into artificial products, far removed from nature. 

 
• A mix of thickeners, sweeteners and colouring that is promoted as a healthy and 

affordable product and which today accounts for roughly a quarter of the calories 

absorbed in Europe, up to 60% in the United States. The market of created food, 

or Zombie Food, is glad tidings for the multinational companies that in recent 

years have tried to exploit and capitalize on its full potential. A health washing 

strategy based on the communication of false well-being. 

 
• The future of food and consumers is seriously endangered by these products 

which have nothing to do with the quality, wholesomeness and distinctiveness of 

natural food. In fact, there are several studies that assert the danger to human 

health and highlight the risks associated with their systematic intake. 

 
• Providing the turning point for the affirmation of these products, is the birth of 

misleading labelling systems, see Nutriscore, which classify products based on 

the simple combination of sugar, fat and salt content per 100 grams of product. 

The result is that a pack of pre-cooked frozen fries or a bottle of Coca-Cola can 

be given a green light, while Parmigiano Reggiano cheese or extra virgin olive oil 

can be labelled with a red light, in the penultimate place of the ranking. 

 
• If there is lack of awareness, the concept of food will also transform itself with the 

transformation of raw materials until it becomes a mere form of artificial 

nourishment. A prelude to the definitive breaking of the extraordinary bond that 

today unites food and nature. 
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1. Food isn’t all the 

same 

Food isn’t all the same. Not only 

because agricultural raw materials are 

produced with agricultural practices that 

involve the, more or less, intense use of 

pesticides or fertilizers, but also 

because they can be manipulated and 

treated in profoundly different ways. 

What makes the difference, in 

particular, is the degree of 

transformation that the products 

undergo, classified according to a 

methodology - called NOVA [1] - which 

is also promoted by FAO and 

commonly accepted, in four degrees of 

intensity. They range from not at all or 

slightly processed (such as fruit, eggs, 

meat and milk), to ultra-processed, 

 
 
 

which sees, in addition to numerous 

ingredients, 

also a large number of transformations, 

carried out to arrive at the final product. 

Foods that belong to this group are 

obtained with the contribution of 

synthetic sweeteners, flavouring 

agents, structuring substances and 

more. These are foods treated with 

processes and technologies that break 

down, modify, re-assemble and which 

make use of gums, hydrogenated oils, 

emulsifiers, colouring and acidifying 

substances, in order to give food, thus 

"created", its flavour and desired 

consistency [2]. 
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2. The risks for 

one’s health 
 
 

We are talking about "ingredients" that 

are not found in any of the domestic 

kitchens and practices in them that are 

not even remotely replicable. And 

above all of food which, apparently, is 

bad for your health. In fact, there are 

several studies that indicate the, more 

than likely, association between the 

systematic intake of ultra-processed 

products and the increase in the 

incidence of obesity and various 

chronic diseases in high-income 

countries. While in less developed 

countries there is documented 

evidence on how the contribution of 

these products towards a malnutrition 

phenomenon is growing at worrying 

levels [3]. A survey conducted in 

France on a large group of consumers, 

just under 45 thousand, suggests that a 

10% increase in the consumption of 

ultra-processed foods corresponds to 

an increase in the risk of 

death, associated with various causes, 

by 14% [4]. More recently, another 

study, conducted on a sample of 10 

thousand Brazilian citizens, monitored 

for circa fifteen years, has highlighted 

how the daily consumption of these 

products can also lead to problems of 

cognitive decline [5]. Men and women 

who covered more than 20% of their 

caloric intake with ultra-processed 

foods for a lengthy period had a 28% 

faster rate of global cognitive decline 

and a 25% faster rate of decline in 

executive functions, compared to 

people with diets characterized by a 

lower intake of these foods. And there 

is also further evidence that point to the 

direct link between the intake of ultra-

processed foods by children and the 

probability of suffering from obesity 

problems as adults [6]. Despite being  
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a rather “recent” field of research, there 

seems to be little doubt that the 

consumption of these products 

contributes decisively to worsening the 

quality of food models, now found 

worldwide. The mechanical and 

chemical processes used to treat the 

texture, flavour and colour of ultra-

processed products impoverish the 

nutritional qualities of the original raw 

materials, yet make the product 

palatable, comfortable, cheap and, 

paradoxically, perceived as being 

healthy. The magic of marketing, 

combined with the economic strength of 

large multinational companies and 

flimsy legislation on commercial 

communications and label indications, 

allow these products to use reassuring 

messages and thus capture the 

consumer. 

It is estimated that 25% of the calories 

consumed in Europe comes from ultra-

processed products, with the highest 

peak - 44% - in the UK and the lowest - 

14% - in Italy [7]. In the United States it 

is almost 60% [8] and in low-income 

countries the contribution is already, in 

some cases, higher than 30% [9] of the 

average caloric intake. The most 

impressive data regards children and 

adolescents. In the United States, 

primary and secondary school children 

cover between 65% and 70% of their 

caloric intake through these products 

[10], in Canada the share is roughly 

60% [11]. 
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3. Bread for 

multinational 

companies 
 
 

An important, and sometimes 

predominant, part of our daily food 

requirements is therefore, in fact, 

satisfied by artificial foods, that no 

longer have anything to do with the 

original raw material; which survives 

only on the label. The baguette we pick 

up at the supermarket, freshly “out of 

the oven” is a classic example - who 

would have thought it - of ultra-

processed food. Pre-processed into 

shapes ready to be baked and then 

taken out of the oven in a few minutes 

inside the shop itself, a baguette can 

contain up to fifteen ingredients, 

including guar gum, ascorbic acid, 

calcium propionate, lecithin soy, 

emulsifiers, sugar syrup and 

diglycerides of fatty acids. Water, yeast 

and flour are just a vague memory. In a 

box of breakfast cereal there are as 

many as thirty ingredients, and the list 

could go on and on.   

Among the most common substances in the 

creation of over-processed foods is palm oil 

which, refined, bleached and deodorized, is 

the most consumed fat on the planet. An 

actual commodity, without any specific 

characteristics: without smell and without 

taste but with the advantage of being able to 

give the desired consistency to many of the 

most important representatives of the 

universe of ultra-processed products, starting 

with our beloved Nutella. However, the list of 

products that use it is endless, even if 

consumer sensitivity, in particular with respect 

to the environmental damage caused by the 

cultivation of palm oil, has led many large 

companies to give up the use of this 

substance. 
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Yet, how did these products make their 

way into our diets? As soon as the 

multinational companies realized the 

potential of ultra-transformation, they 

began to capitalize on it. Moreover, the 

idea of using cheap raw materials and 

then giving them flavour and texture, 

making them quick to prepare or ready-

made, offers incredible opportunities. 

Good, handy and "convenient" for the 

consumer. Profitable, functional, 

standardized and with endless 

opportunities to create new products for 

the food industry. Thus, the large 

multinational companies pushed the 

accelerator to produce and promote 

products that could stimulate, in the 

true sense of the word, the appetite of 

consumers. In particular, by calibrating 

the balance between salt, sugars and 

fats, we look for what in literature is 

defined as the "bliss point", that is, a 

point of bliss, functional to create as 

much dependence as possible on a 

cheap and ready-to-eat pleasure. [12]. 

This race, which is still ongoing, was at 

some point slowed down by the 

realization that the damage to health 

generated by the continued 

consumption of what has been 

renamed junk food, could in effect be 

serious. 

At that point, however, the large 

multinational companies did not lose 

heart, realizing that, until that moment, 

they had only used a part of the 

immense potential of ultra-

transformation. Which has gone even 

further, up to the point of transforming 

factories into actual galenic workshops, 

where dozens of ingredients with 

formulas that enable to control the 

presence and density of dozens of 

substances. This has allowed the food 

industry to clean itself up, launching a 

huge range of products low in calories, 

sugar and salt; the so-called "zero" or 

"without” products. The message was 

relayed that the calories of vegetables, 

fruit or meat are equal to those that can 

be taken by drinking a glass of Coca-

Cola. Madness for anyone who has 

some rudiment of food science and 

physiology, but not for multinational 

companies and not even, unfortunately, 

for a part of the research world. 
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4. The marketing 

of food 

A phenomenon, already experienced in 

the pharmaceutical sector and which 

takes the name of "corporate scientific 

strategy", is taking place in the 

industrial food production system. 

Translated, it means that large 

multinational companies try to influence 

research activities, setting up a series 

of initiatives and activities aimed at 

influencing scientific knowledge and, 

consequently, the parameters with 

which institutions and markets evaluate 

their products. These are sometimes 

"occult" initiatives, such as the one 

documented in 2015 by the New York 

Times [13], which saw Coca-Cola 

finance the Global Energy Balance 

Network - a network of researchers 

based at the University of Colorado - 

with the intent to convey the message, 

in fact, that all calories are the same 

and thus demonstrate that the 

 
 
 

 
carbonated soft drinks contribute to 

obesity like any other food. Scientific 

strategies are often not even so covert 

but, on the contrary, they are 

implemented systematically and out in 

the open. Thus, the major players in the 

food industry finance research 

activities, publications and conferences 

aimed at supporting scientific 

interpretations that can be used for 

promoting the nutritional reputation and 

the consumption of ultra-processed 

products. The result is, on the one 

hand, that of generating a multiplication 

of often partial and reductive analyses, 

focused on single ingredients and 

isolated from the dietary styles in which 

they are taken [1 4] and, on the other, 

that of marginalizing the rest of the 

research, because the strategies are 

also based on aspects that are not 

finance-related. 
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5. A crazy cocktail  

Thus, the processing industry was able 

to launch reassuring messages for the 

consumer. The reality, however, is 

quite different. Added to the serious 

doubts regarding the nutritional 

qualities of these foods are the 

uncertainties concerning the impacts on 

health of the wide spectrum of additives 

used to make ultra-processed foods. 

Their use is subject to legal limits, 

calibrated to preserve human health, 

but the systems underlying risk 

assessments are increasingly subject 

to criticism. Normally, they focus on 

verifying the adverse effects of 

individual substances and little is 

known about the effects due to the 

cumulative intake and the mix of 

additives used in the ultra-

transformation of foods, the so-called 

‘cocktail effect’. Basically, just under 4 

thousand substances used for product 

treatment, conservation and as 

technological processing aids and on 

average 

 
 

each of us ingests roughly 5 kg per 

year [15]. For many of these 

substances, various and authoritative 

studies suggest, after testing the 

impacts on animal and cellular models 

[16], the existence of a carcinogenic 

potential that should be investigated. 

This applies to nitrates and nitrites, 

which are frequently used to increase 

the life of products or to give colour to 

some meats [17]. This applies to 

titanium dioxide, which is useful for 

improving consistency and colouring of 

ultra-processed products [18]. As well 

as for the massive use of artificial 

sweeteners, which is of growing 

concern. The opinion on aspartame, 

the most widely used sweetener in the 

world and often referred to as E951, is 

in fact becoming increasingly 

controversial and the theses supporting 

its carcinogenic potential deserve 

considerable caution according to 

various scholars [19]. 
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Concerns regarding emulsifiers and 

their metabolic disrupting effects are 

equally important [20]. Last but not 

least, there are thermal treatments and 

their contaminants, such as acrylamide, 

accused of having neurotoxic impacts 

[21]. There are tens of thousands of 

industrial references that contain these 

and other substances and, in addition 

to the problem of accumulation, the 

problem of interaction has begun to be 

studied. And even in this case, the 

enquiries that raise concerns are 

increasingly numerous. Mixtures of 

colouring, for example, are apparently 

associated with an increase in 

children's hyperactivity and 

combinations of aspartame, glutamic 

acid and other additives are accused of 

expressing a significant neurotoxic 

potential [22]. 
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6. Health washing 
 
 
 

 

Delimiting the field of evaluation of the 

effects on human health exclusively at 

the concentration levels of the 

individual ingredients (sugar, salt, 

saturated fats, etc.) and leaving out the 

risk associated with the complex 

formulation of the products, has given 

rise to endless paths for "health 

washing" and increasingly larger 

portions of supermarket shelves are 

occupied by ultra-processed products 

that even express well-being. As a 

result, we are flooded with products 

that are high or low in something 

(protein, omega3, fibre, antioxidants 

and much more). Or without something 

(gluten, lactose), or even with 

something more, as in the case of 

"functional" or "enriched" foods, to 

which vitamins, calcium and much 

more are added and to which medical 

prevention and the ability to heal are 

attributed. Yoghurt that fights 

cholesterol, drinks that counter 

intestinal problems, foods that help 

counteract calcification problems typical 

of old age. There is everything and 

anything one can think of. The food 

industry has succeeded in what the 

pharmaceutical industry has always 

dreamed of doing: selling medicines to 

healthy people and making all 

consumers patients. The declared 

dream of Henry Gadsden, CEO of the 

pharmaceutical giant Merck in the 

seventies, was precisely to "produce 

drugs for healthy people” [23]. Thus, 

"disease - mongering” is born, or rather 

the communication activity aimed at 

convincing people who are basically 

fine that they are sick or, people who 

are slightly sick, that they are very sick 

[24]. A particularly insidious form of 

communication [25], which most of the 

time is aimed at making what is 

physiological perceived as pathological. 

The phenomenon of formula feeding 

has become a case 

study in this sense: 
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the marketing of some manufacturing 

companies has generated the 

perception that formula feeding is better 

and safer than breast milk [2 6] in many 

mothers, communicating the idea that 

the addition of micro-nutrients, even in 

isolation, is essential for the healthy 

and balanced growth of newborns [27]. 

Currently, the food industry can do all 

this without even having to attach a 

leaflet, unlike the pharmaceutical 

industry. 
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7. Misleading 

labelling 
 

Coca-Cola's dream of making all 

calories the same turns into something 

even more ambitious: to make those of 

ultra-processed products even better 

and certify this superiority. Providing 

the opportunity for the breakthrough is 

Nutriscore, an algorithm developed by 

a team of French researchers that 

classifies products into five health 

categories. Two shades of green, one 

orange and two red, like a traffic light. 

The combination, managed by the 

algorithm, of the sugar, fat and salt 

content per hundred grams of product 

decides where the product is 

positioned. And there you have it: ultra-

processed calories are better, because 

the industry can process, subtract and 

add them. The way it does it, is not part 

of the game and the ratings. The result 

is that a pack of pre-cooked frozen fries 

or a bottle of Coca-Cola can have a 

green light and sit just one step below 

an organic apple on the 

wellness scale, while a package of 

Parmigiano Reggiano cheese or extra 

virgin olive oil can be labelled with a red 

mark, thus placing them at the 

penultimate step of this paradoxical 

ranking. What would you suggest to 

your children for a healthy diet? A piece 

of Parmesan cheese or a portion of 

pre-cooked, frozen fries that are then 

cooked once again in the oven? The 

algorithm was immediately approved by 

the large multinational companies of 

the food industry and distribution sector 

and it could not be otherwise. As far as 

these giants are concerned, vast 

spaces for manoeuvring have opened 

up to further accelerate the 

replacement path between natural and 

artificial. 

Although it is important not to 

generalize on the pannier of agri-food 

products offered, the final step - and we 

are close - is to do without nature and 

biological cycles completely, to exhaust 

the entire production process in the 

laboratory. 
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