




Ever Wonder 
Why Some Foods 
Seem Almost 
Impossible To 
Stop Eating? 



Ultra-processed foods interact with our 

brains differently. They activate the 

brain’s reward system and are 

intentionally designed to keep us coming 

back. 

It’s About More Than Willpower

Lane MM et al. Public Health Nutr. 2022
Crimarco A et al. Curr Obes Rep. 2022



How Ultra-Processed 
Foods Affect Our Brain

It activates the brain’s reward system

It triggers a dopamine release 

It increases cravings 

It reinforces repeated eating 

It overrides normal fullness cues



Rao et al. PJ Sci Food. 









What Makes a Food 
Ultra-Processed?





The NOVA Classification
Not All Processed Foods Are the Same



One Ingredient Isn't the Whole Story



Why Are We Talking About 
This Now?

• More high-quality research 
• Better understanding of 
   impact on the brain 
• Greater public awareness 
• National policy discussions
• Consumer demand for 

transparency 
We're also discovering effects tha  
extend far beyond obesity.



Research has linked diets high in ultra-
processed foods with increased risk of:

• Type 2 diabetes 
• Heart disease 
• Certain cancers 
• Depression and anxiety 
• Cognitive decline and dementia 
• Gut dysbiosis

Stenson et al, PLOS One, 2021
Duan et al, Ann NY Acad Sci, 2022

The Science Goes Far Beyond 
Weight



Shape our 
environment 

to make healthy 
choices easier. 

Keep nourishing 
foods visible and 

convenient. 

Learn to recognize 
ultra-processed 

foods. 

Focus on overall 
eating pattern, not a 

single ingredient. 

Aim for 
progress, 

not perfection.

What Can Each of Us Do?
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