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PROCESSED 
FOODS

3

What comes to mind when 
you hear ‘processed food’?

4

Knowledge

I know what 
processed food is.

Yes/No/Not 
Sure

I have heard the 
terms of minimal and 

ultra processed 
foods.

Yes/No

Foods 
boiled/frozen/fried 
are ultra processed 

foods. 

Yes/No
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Opinions

• The presence of non-nutritional substances such as food 
additives etc. indicates that the food is an ultra-processed food.
• All industrially processed foods are defined ultra-processed 

foods.
• All foods containing additives are processed foods.
• Ultra-processed foods contain additives.
• Ultra-processed foods are energy-dense, low-nutrient, unhealthy 

foods.
• Food processing could have beneficial effects on human health.
• I think processed foods are unhealthy.
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What is Processed Food?

• Any food changed from its natural state

• Ranges from simple (washed, frozen) → complex (ready meals, 
snacks)
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Why are Foods Processed?

• Safety (pasteurization, canning)

• Shelf life (preservatives)

• Convenience (ready-to-eat)
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FOOD PROCESSING
• Food processing plays a critical role in 

ensuring food safety, extending shelf life, and 
enhancing flavour.
• While necessary, certain processing methods 

can reduce nutritional value or introduce 
health risks.
• The need for standardised terminology and 

classification systems is vital for consumer 
understanding.
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Historical Background
Food processing dates 

back approximately 
700,000 years with 

methods such as drying 
and smoking. 

Major developments: 

Agricultural revolution: 
processing of grains and 

dairy. 

19th century: canning and 
pasteurization to prolong 

shelf life. 

20th century: advanced 
techniques like 

dehydration, high-pressure 
processing, rapid freezing, 

and additive use.
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Food processing in practice

Modern food processing involves complex techniques
• Pasteurization, sterilization, freezing, dehydration.
Additives like preservatives, flavourings, colourings are commonly 
used to enhance stability and appeal
Extensive processing can: 
• Increase shelf life and access 
• Reduce nutritional content and increase energy density 
• Potentially contribute to health problems like obesity, diabetes, 

metabolic syndrome
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Classification

Unprocessed (Natural)/Minimally Processed Foods

Processed Culinary Ingredients

Processed Foods

Ultra-Processed Foods
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Unprocessed/Minimally 
Processed Foods

• Naturally occurring foods 
• Altered minimally (e.g., washed, 

frozen)
• Fruits, vegetables, meats, fresh milk

• Basic processes like washing, cutting, 
freezing, pasteurization to enhance 
safety or convenience without altering 
nutrient content significantly
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Processed Culinary Ingredients 

• Substances derived from foods 
for cooking (e.g., sugar, salt, oil)
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Processed Foods

• Products resulting from industrial 
processes including additive use, 
preservation, and formulation, often 
with limited regard for nutritional 
quality.

• Foods that are modified via physical 
or simple chemical processes; often 
contain added salt, sugar, or fat (e.g., 
canned vegetables, cheese)
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Ultra Processed Foods

• Complex formulations involving 
additives, flavourings, colourings, 
and multiple processing steps, often 
with low nutritional value.

• Industrial formulations with multiple 
ingredients and additives designed 
for taste and convenience; often low 
in nutrients.
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UNPROCESSED/NATURALLY 
PROCESSED: FOODS 

DIRECTLY FROM NATURE 

CULINARY INGREDIENTS: 
METHODS FOR HOME 

COOKING 

PROCESSED FOODS: 
INDUSTRIAL FOODS WITH 

ADDITIVES 

ULTRA-PROCESSED FOODS: 
HIGHLY INDUSTRIAL 

FORMULATIONS

17

PROCESSED 
FOODS 
AND 
HEALTH
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Health Implications

• Increased consumption of ultra-processed foods is associated with: 
Higher risk of obesity, diabetes, cardiovascular diseases. 
• Poor diet quality due to low fibre, vitamins, minerals. 
• Studies show: Diets high in ultra-processed foods reduce nutritional 

adequacy.
• These foods often contain high levels of sugar, saturated fat, and sodium.
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Salt and Blood Pressure

• Salt in ready meals

• Risk: Hypertension, 
heart disease 
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Sugar and Diabetes

• Hidden sugar in 
cereals, sauces, 
drinks

• Risk: Diabetes, weight 
gain
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Fat and Cholesterol

• Trans fats in pastries, 
margarine

• Risk: Clogged arteries, 
heart issues
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Other risks

• Phosphates à weaker bones

• Low fibre à constipation, gut issues
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Processing Levels - Quiz

Fresh white bread

Processed 
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Processing Levels - Quiz

Carbonated drinks

Ultra-Processed 
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Processing Levels - Quiz

Packaged whole meal bread

Ultra-Processed 
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Processing Levels - Quiz

Canned Peas

Processed 
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Processing Levels - Quiz

Cheese in brine

Processed 
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Processing Levels - Quiz

Pasteurized milk

Minimally Processed 
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Processing Levels - Quiz

Ultra high Temperature (UHT) milk

Minimally Processed 
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Processing Levels - Quiz

Frozen Packaged Fish

Minimally Processed 
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Processing Levels - Quiz

Sugar Free Fruit Juice

Minimally Processed 
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Processing Levels - Quiz

Packaged Ice Cream

Ultra-Processed 
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Processing Levels - Quiz

Chocolate

Ultra-Processed 
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Processing Levels - Quiz

Instant Soup

Ultra-Processed 
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Processing Levels - Quiz

Infant Formula

Ultra-Processed 
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FOOD 
ADDITIVES
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What are Food Additives

Additives are substances added to food to:
• Improve taste (flavourings, sweeteners)
• Improve look (colours, glazing agents)
• Improve texture (thickeners, stabilizers)
• Keep food safe and fresh (preservatives, antioxidants)

Many additives are safe and tested, but some can cause problems when eaten in large amounts.
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Why Do We Have 
Additives?
• To stop food spoiling (e.g., preservatives in ham, bread, 

soft drinks)

• To make food look attractive (colours in sweets, drinks, 
cakes)

• To improve texture (yogurts, sauces, spreads)
• To replace sugar or fat (light/diet products)
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The EU 
E Number 

System

• Every additive approved in the EU has an E-number.
• E = “Europe” → means it has been tested for safety.

• E100–199: Colours

• E200–299: Preservatives
• E300–399: Antioxidants
• E400–499: Thickeners, stabilizers
• E500–599: Acidity regulators, anti-caking agents

• E600–699: Flavour enhancers
• E900+: Sweeteners, gases, coatings

40
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Helpful or 
Generally 

Safe Additives

Vitamin C (E300) → keeps 
food fresh

Lecithin (E322) → found in 
eggs, used in chocolate

Natural colours (E160a = 
carotene from carrots)
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Caution 
(when eaten 

often)

Sodium nitrate (E250, in processed meats) → 
linked to stomach problems and cancer

Artificial colours (e.g., E102 Tartrazine) → may 
cause hyperactivity in children, not ideal for 
sensitive adults

Phosphates (E338–341, found in cola drinks) → can 
weaken bones

Artificial sweeteners (E950–E969) → controversial, 
some linked to digestion issues
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Tartrazine (E102) – EU Restrictions

• Controversial colouring agent

• Synthetic yellow dye used in sweets, drinks, sauces.
• Linked to hyperactivity in children and allergic reactions.
• EU Status: Banned in several countries for use in foods aimed at 

children; requires warning labels in other
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Artificial vs. Natural Sweeteners

Sweetener Type
Sweetness 
(vs. sugar)

Safety Profile Gut Impact
Regulatory 
Notes

Sakkarin Artificial 200–700×
Generally 
safe, but 
controversial

Alters 
microbiome

FDA 
approved, EU 
cautious

Stevia Natural 200–400× GRAS by FDA, 
low toxicity

Minimal 
impact

Approved in 
EU & US
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Watch Out for … (especially for older adults)

• Salt-based additives (sodium nitrate, sodium benzoate) → raise blood pressure

• Artificial sweeteners (aspartame, acesulfame K) → may upset digestion

• Phosphates in soft drinks → may reduce calcium in bones
• Trans fats (partially hydrogenated oils) → increase heart disease risk
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Myths vs. Facts about Additives

• All additives are dangerous

• Many are safe and naturally derived (vitamin C, lecithin)
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Myths vs. Facts about Additives

• E numbers are chemicals

• Just mean “tested in Europe”.

49

Myths vs. Facts about Additives

• If food has additives, it’s bad.

• Balance matters — small amounts are safe, too many processed 
foods can be harmful.
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Examples

• Canned soup (E numbers, preservatives)

• Yogurt with fruit (colours, sweeteners)

• Plain oats (no additives)
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READING 
FOOD 
LABELS
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Why Food Labels Matter?

• Food packages can be confusing. 
• But if you know what to look for, you can make healthier choices 

quickly.

• Labels tell us what is really inside 
• Ingredients and nutrition facts help us compare products
• Labels help us spot hidden salt, sugar, and additives
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Ingredient List Basics

• Ingredients are listed in order of amount
• First = most

• Shorter lists are usually better

• Words you don’t recognize are often additives or chemicals

Example:
• Bread A: “Whole wheat flour, water, yeast, salt”

• Bread B: “Wheat flour, sugar, vegetable oil, preservatives (E282), emulsifiers, flavorings”
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The Nutrition Facts Table Made Simple

• Look at per 100g → makes comparison easy
• Focus on:
• Salt (aim <1.5g per 100g = green choice)
• Sugar (aim <5g per 100g = low sugar)
• Fat & Saturated fat (lower is better)
• Fibre (more is better)
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Nutri-Score Labeling

• Front-of-pack label scoring foods 
from A (green) to E (red).

• Based on energy, sugar, saturated fat, 
sodium, fibre, protein, fruit/veg 
content.

• Use: Voluntary in France, Germany, 
Belgium, Spain; adopted by 
Netherlands in 2024
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Spotting Hidden Additives & Sugars

• Sugar has many names: 
glucose, maltose, syrup, fructose, dextrose
• Salt may appear as: 
sodium, monosodium glutamate (MSG), sodium nitrate

• Marketing tricks: “light,” “diet,” “natural” ≠ always healthy
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Label Detective

• Cereal A: 15 g sugar / 100 g, 1.5 g 
salt
• Cereal B: 6 g sugar / 100 g, 0.5 g 

salt, more fibre

“Which is healthier? Why?”
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Quick Tips

✅ Check the first ingredient

✅ Choose products with shorter 
lists

✅ Compare “per 100g” values

✅ Watch out for hidden sugars & 
salts

✅ High fibre = good choice
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Cooking and 
Shopping Tips 
for Everyday Life
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Cooking Fresh, Cooking Simple

• You don’t need fancy 
recipes. 
• A pot of vegetable soup or 

baked fish with frozen 
vegetables is healthier 
than most ready meals.
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Cooking Fresh, Cooking Simple

• Use fresh or frozen vegetables (both are healthy)
• Cook in simple ways: boiling, steaming, baking, grilling
• Make larger portions → freeze leftovers for easy meals
• Use olive oil or rapeseed oil instead of butter or lard
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Storing & Freezing Food Safely

Freeze

Freeze cooked 
meals in small 
portions

Label

Label containers 
with date → eat 
within 3 months

Store

Store dry foods 
(rice, beans, oats) in 
airtight jars

Keep

Keep fruit & veg 
visible → more likely 
to eat them
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Smart Swaps in the Kitchen

• Salt → lemon juice, garlic, herbs & spices

• White bread → wholegrain bread or oats

• Sugary desserts → fresh fruit, yogurt with cinnamon

• Fizzy soft drinks → water with lemon or herbal tea
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Shopping Smart at the Supermarket

• Supermarkets are designed to make 
us buy more. 

• If you stay in the fresh food sections 
and avoid the centre aisles, you’ll 
already be eating better.
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Shopping Smart at the Supermarket

Stick to outer 
aisles → fresh 
produce, dairy, 
meat, bread

1
Bring 
a shopping 
list → avoid 
impulse buys

2
Choose short 
ingredient lists

3
Avoid “special 
offers” on ultra-
processed 
snacks

4
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Budget Friendly Healthy Eating

• Frozen vegetables = cheaper & just as healthy
• Buy seasonal fruit & vegetables
• Beans and lentils = affordable protein
• Cook once, eat twice (leftovers for next day)

• Cost comparison: frozen peas (€1.20) vs. ready meal (€5.00)
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✅ Cook more meals at home
✅ Use herbs instead of salt

✅ Keep healthy snacks ready (fruit, nuts)
✅ Shop with a list

✅ Compare labels before buying
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THANK YOU!
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