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INTRODUCTION

In recent decades food processing has drastically changed to address consumer preferences and 
has led to higher demand for food items with longer shelf-life and improved palatability 
ultimately achieving this by adding natural or artificial ingredients which may impact on the 
nutritional quality of these foods, which are often characterized by high fat, sugar and salt 
contents [1]. Ultra-processed foods (UPFs) are defined as formulations made largely or entirely 
with cheap industrial sources of substances extracted from food, often chemically modified with 
additives and with a small amount of whole food using a series of processes [2]. Most 
importantly, UPFs are deliberately designed to be highly palatable and appealing, with 
extended shelf lives, and can be eaten conveniently in any setting, and their formulation, 
presentation and marketing often promote overconsumption [3]. Robust evidence from 
rigorously conducted cohort studies shows a clear link between UPF intake and adverse 
health outcomes, including reduced survival and increased risk of major chronic diseases 
[5], often independent of overall nutritional quality [6].

UPFs have progressively displaced traditional diets globally, and now constitute a major part 
of dietary intake, accounting for up to 50% of the energy intake in high-income countries [4]. 
Between 2007 and 2022, annual sales of UPFs (initially under 150 kg per person) increased 
across low-, lower-middle-, and upper-middle-income countries, as well as in all lower- 
income regions [5].

However, evidence on the impact of UPFs on populations within the low- and middle-income 
countries (LMICs) is limited and inconclusive, making it paramount to explore the implications of 
the rising UPF consumption within these countries.

This is particularly important given that LMICs account for the majority of the world’s population 
and are therefore at risk of a substantial public health burden. Importantly, exploration of UPFs in 
LMICs may bring to light the impact of common contributing factors including ethnicity, 
ingredients, tropical food consumption, occupational stress, and genetic or environmental factors.
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KEY HIGHLIGHTS OF THE SPECIAL ISSUE

This Special Issue features seven papers that explore diverse 
topics in the field of UPF consumption and health outcomes 
within the LMICs settings, making the findings and insights all 
the more valuable to public health knowledge. The seven papers 
in this Special Issue explored the impact of UPF consumption in 
diverse conditions including, across different life stages, and 
various health outcomes making the findings widely 
interesting. They highlight that in Senegal, amongst adults, 
higher UPF consumption was linked to critical nutrients 
associated with risk of non-communicable diseases including 
higher total fat, free sugars and lower protein intakes (Kébé 
et al.); they compare and state that adults with type 2 diabetes 
mellitus had an overall lower UPF consumption than those 
without diabetes emphasizing the importance of promoting 
healthy eating habits to limit comorbidities such as diabetes 
mellitus (Mahajan et al.); they urged to examine the impact of 
higher UPF intake on adiposity and metabolic disturbances 
amongst adolescents (Ghosh and Muley); they find that most 
children and adolescents consumed unhealthy UPFs daily and 
had an overall unhealthier lifestyle in the Mediterranean region 
(Rosi et al.); they investigate that in slum settings in Kenya, 
adolescents with higher energy intakes from UPF had highest 
total energy, total fat, and saturated fat and lowest protein, fibre, 
and minerals such as iron, calcium and zinc intakes (Wanjohi 
et al.); they urge additional studies to examine the impact of UPF 
consumption on cognitive performance needs in adolescents 
within low-income settings (dos Santos et al.); and 
demonstrate that at a community level in South Brazil there 
was an increased consumption of traditional food appreciating 
local culture and lower UPF intake as a result of effective 
nutritional counselling intervention (Pacheco et al.).

Future research should prioritize comprehensive, longitudinal 
studies in LMICs to better understand the health impacts of UPF 
consumption across the life course. Particular attention should be 
given to the interplay of context-specific factors such as ethnicity, 
local ingredients, tropical diets, occupational stress, and genetic 

or environmental influences. Further investigations are also 
needed to evaluate effective interventions for reducing UPF 
intake and promoting traditional, nutrient-rich diets, 
particularly among children, adolescents, and vulnerable 
populations. Such evidence could inform culturally appropriate 
public health policies and nutrition strategies to mitigate the 
growing burden of diet-related chronic diseases in LMICs.
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