Health Impacts of Ultra-

Processed Foods

KEY TAKEAWAYS

1.Ultra-processed foods are a major contributor to poor diet quality and are associated with increased risk of
multiple chronic diseases.

2.Children are especially vulnerable to the health impacts and marketing of ultra-processed foods, making early
prevention important.

3.Policies that strengthen nutrition education, improve healthy food environments, and expand access to
nutritious foods can support healthier dietary patterns and reduce chronic disease in Texas.
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Background

Ultra-processed foods are a major contributor to chronic disease and rising healthcare costs.'

Percent of daily calories from UPFs:’

2 62% @ 2 53%
"5'._,_-4' U.S. Children kg-\l U.S. Adults

* The NOVA system, a food classification framework, classifies foods by the degree and purpose of industrial
processing, distinguishing minimally processed foods from highly processed foods.'>*
o Ultra-processed foods (UPFs) are made primarily from refined ingredients, food-derived substances, and
additives, with little or no intact whole food remaining. 5
o UPFs commonly contain emulsifiers, artificial flavors, colorings, sweeteners, preservatives, and flavor
enhancers designed to improve taste, convenience, and shelf life. 5
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Health Impacts of Ultra-Processed Foods
Higher UPF consumption has been linked to multiple chronic diseases and poorer diet quality.

* People consuming diets high in UPFs tend to eat more
calories per day than those consuming less processed
diets and their diets have lower nutrition quality.®

* Negative health outcomes from UPF consumption and .
exposure to food additives include chronic Obesity
inflammation, insulin resistance, and disruption of the ' Cardiovascular
gut microbiome.>” ] Disease

¢ Higher UPF intake is associated with increased overall
cancer risk, particularly colorectal cancer, and may %
include breast and pancreatic cancer risk. 8
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Limiting Ultra-Processed Foods in Children

Childhood is a critical period for establishing lifelong eating habits, yet U.S. children consume the highest
proportion of calories from UPFs.

e High UPF intake is associated with childhood Children are especially susceptible to the
obesity, poor cardiometabolic health, elevated marketing of ultra-processed foods through:™
blood pressure, and lower diet quality. 713

* Expanding children's access to minimally
processed foods through schools, childcare, : »
community programs like gardens, and X @7
culinary nutrition education can foster healthy

eating skills and lifelong dietary habits. 73 television digital media
product packaging

\ Early dietary patterns often persist into adulthood, making childhood an important
)Ty opportunity for chronic disease prevention. 1415
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Recent State Legislation
Texas has recently enacted several nutrition-focused policies that emphasize improving dietary quality,
increasing nutrition education, and promoting transparency around highly processed foods.

Senate Bill 25 (2025), with provisions taking effect beginning in 2027, establishes initiatives to
improve nutrition and reduce diet-related chronic disease by: '°
e establishing the Texas Nutrition Advisory Committee, and directing the advisory committee to
evaluate the health effects of ultra-processed foods and additives,
e expanding nutrition education for healthcare professionals,
e requiring warning labels on foods containing specified food additives, and
e supporting statewide efforts to improve nutrition literacy and evaluate the health impacts of
ultra-processed foods.
Senate Bill 314 (2025) strengthens school nutrition policies by:
e prohibiting specified artificial food additives in meals served through participating school meals programs,
* reducing children’s exposure to additives commonly found in highly processed foods, and
e supporting healthier school food environments that encourage lifelong healthy eating habits.

Senate Bill 379 (2025) strengthens food transparency and consumer awareness by: '’
e requiring warning labels on certain food products that contain specified artificial colors, additives, and other
ingredients,
* helping consumers identify products containing ingredients that may be associated with health concerns, and
e supporting informed food choices by increasing transparency about ingredients in the food supply.

House Bill 26 (2025) strengthens nutrition-related health services by: '
e expanding access to nutrition support services through Medicaid managed care,
e promoting nutrition as a strategy for preventing and managing chronic disease, and
e supporting evidence-based approaches to improve dietary quality among Texans.

Recent Federal Legislation

The Make America Healthy Again (MAHA) initiative prioritizes nutrition policy as a strategy for addressing
chronic disease.

The MAHA initiative has prioritized: '°
e improving nutrition,
e increasing transparency around food ingredients,
e encouraging research on the health effects of highly processed foods as part of broader efforts to address chronic
disease.

Policy Recommendations

1.Expand Nutrition Education for Healthcare Professionals: Build upon Texas Senate Bill 25 (2025) by expanding
data-driven nutrition education for healthcare professionals to improve counseling on reducing UPF consumption.

2.Strengthen School Nutrition Policies: Expand healthy school meals, nutrition education, and access to minimally
processed foods while reducing children’s exposure to UPF.

3.Improve Public Nutrition Literacy: Invest in statewide nutrition education campaigns that help Texans identify
UPFs, interpret food labels, and make healthier dietary choices.

4.Increase Access to Healthy Foods: Improve access to affordable, nutritious foods through farmer’'s markets, local
agriculture, healthy food financing, and nutrition assistance programs.

5.Invest in Nutrition Research and Program Evaluation: Support research and program evaluation to identify
effective nutrition policies and reduce diet-related chronic disease in Texas.
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Experts

Deanna Hoelscher, PhD, RDN, LD, CNS, FISBNPA Shreela Sharma, PhD, RDN, LD
UTHealth Houston School of Public Health UTHealth Houston School of Public Health
Nalini Ranjit, PhD Diana Guevara, MPH, RD, LD

UTHealth Houston School of Public Health UTHealth Houston School of Public Health
Dolores Woods, MA, RD, LD Erin Hudson, JD, PhD

UTHealth Houston School of Public Health, Nourish Program University of Texas at Austin

Content development and research for this report were led by UTHealth Houston School of Public Health
Postdoctoral Fellow Shelby Flores-Thorpe, PhD and UTHealth School of Public Health masters student Brisa Carroll.

For further information, please contact TXRPCNetwork@uth.tmc.edu.
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