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INTRODUCTION


In today’s fast-paced world, convenience often takes precedence over nutrition. Ultra-processed foods (UPFs), with their long shelf lives and enticing flavours, have become a staple in many households. It’s hard to avoid these foods as they’re all over our supermarkets. They come with promises of being ‘deliciously irresistible’, of having a ‘great new flavour’, or being ‘low fat’ or ‘lower in sugar’. In our increasingly fast-paced lives, the promise of something that seems like a healthier option, that tastes great and is almost ready to go from the packet, is a compelling one. However, as a nutritionist, I have witnessed firsthand the detrimental effects these foods can have on our health. This book sheds light on the science behind ultra-processed foods and provides practical strategies for reducing their consumption.
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WHAT ARE UPFs?


There has been a surge of interest in ultra-processed foods in recent years, but what actually are they? Ultra-processed foods are, put simply, foods that you couldn’t make in an ordinary home kitchen. Processing involves deconstructing normal foods and reconstructing them again using chemical processes. Typically, UPFs contain ingredients that sound like they belong in a science lab, not a home kitchen, such as artificial flavourings, emulsifiers, colouring, stabilizers, acidity regulators, sweeteners and preservatives.


Although many people assume that the worst offenders will be fast food and junk food, there are some surprises when it comes to foods that contain ultra-processed ingredients. As our shopping habits have become increasingly centralized, manufacturers have to concentrate on finding ways to increase shelf life, replace flavours lost during the manufacturing process and create familiar textures in unfamiliar foods. UPFs are vital for these processes, but mean that you find them in very common products, including shop-bought bread, most breakfast cereals, many snack foods (even those marketed as healthy), fruit-flavoured yogurts, many shop-bought soups, most shop-bought sandwiches and nearly all sauces.


In fact, so-called ultra-processed foods count for 56 per cent of calories consumed by adults across the UK, and 65 per cent of those consumed by children.1 In the US, the figure is closer to 60 per cent in adults and 70 per cent in children.2


These foods are cheaper and have a much longer shelf life, but sadly this ultra processing has negative consequences for our health.
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1 Global Food Research Program, ‘Ultra-processed foods: A global threat to public health’, May 2021.


2 Statista, ‘The health effects of ultra-processed food - Statistics & Facts’, September 2024.






WHY SHOULD WE CARE?


Ultra-processed foods are more than just a dietary choice; they are a significant factor in the rising rates of obesity, diabetes, heart disease and even mental health disorders. These foods are engineered to be hyper-palatable, making them difficult to resist and easy to overconsume. They are often stripped of essential nutrients and contain unhealthy fats, sugars and additives which can wreak havoc on our bodies.


Several studies looking at large numbers of people have shown that those who eat a diet that is high in UPFs have higher rates of cardiovascular disease (which includes diseases such as heart attacks and strokes), diabetes, obesity and kidney disease.


At a recent meeting of the American Society for Nutrition in Chicago, an observational study of more than 500,000 people in the US was revealed, which showed that those who ate the most ultra-processed foods had a roughly 10 per cent greater chance of dying early, even accounting for their body mass index and overall quality of diet.


In recent years, lots of other observational studies have shown a similar link. A link is not the same as proving that food processing is detrimental to our health, but it is becoming clear that UPFs play a part in contributing to long-term health problems.







ULTRA-PROCESSED FOODS ARE DIFFICULT TO RESIST AND EASY TO OVERCONSUME





There are now several animal-based studies that show that ultra-processed ingredients promote systemic inflammation through the interaction of components with the gut microbiome. This change in microbes in the gut may be due to a lack of fibre and nutrient-rich components found in unprocessed food. The effects of inflammation in the body have been widely studied. Inflammation is associated with increased risk of developing gut disease like Crohn’s, IBS and colitis, cardiovascular disease including stroke and heart attack, and even mental health problems too.


It is also a fact that manufacturers use processing to make food hyper-palatable – the more delicious it is, the more consumers will buy it. But it also means people eat more of it. UPFs can be highly addictive and override the body’s normal ability to stop eating once full. This is one of the key reasons why UPFs are contributing to the obesity crisis in many countries worldwide.






WHAT CAN I DO ABOUT IT?


When we are confronted with facts and statistics like this, it can feel alarming and overwhelming. Even if you want to avoid UPFs, you still need the way you eat to fit in with your everyday life.


As a nutritionist, I am interested in how our health is influenced not only by the nutrient content of the food we eat, but also through the processes used to make it and preserve it.


Being a busy working mother, I want quick and healthy solutions. To be honest, I would go so far as to call myself ‘the cheat’s cook’. I simply want an easy way to get tasty yet unprocessed food on the table.


You don’t need to be a nutritionist to eat this way though. It really is as simple as reading ingredients labels. If the ingredients list on the label of a food product features strange and chemical-sounding names, then the chances are it falls into the ultra-processed category.


It’s important that we don’t demonize any one type of food. That’s simply not helpful, especially when what and how to eat is such a complicated issue. So instead, rather than trying to eliminate all ultra-processed foods, it’s better to just reduce the amount you’re eating.






	SURPRISING FOODS YOU SHOULD CHECK THE LABEL ON







	
KETCHUP, MAYONNAISE & MUSTARD


SOY SAUCE


GREEK YOGURT


BREAD & WRAPS



	
CEREAL BARS


SOUPS


SOURDOUGH


SALAD DRESSINGS













WHY USE AN AIR FRYER?


I am a huge fan of the air fryer, which can simply be thought of as a smaller, faster, more powerful oven. Having access to an air fryer makes it so much easier to cook quickly, removing the barrier of time from scratch cooking. An air fryer doesn’t take up too much space in the kitchen and they are so easy to use that even my teenagers willingly cook meals from scratch themselves.





HOW TO USE AN AIR FRYER


There are now several different types of air fryer on the market, from those with large drawers to those with small drawers, and even some with multiple drawers, either side by side or stacked. Some don’t have any drawers at all, appearing more like a traditional oven, with several shelves to cook on. The recipes in this book are designed for a medium-sized air fryer so you may need to cook in batches in a smaller model, or scale down the recipe accordingly. If you have a larger air fryer, you can also scale up the recipes to feed more people.


When choosing an air fryer, you really only need a model that air fries. Some have other functions, such as grill and dehydrate settings, but the recipes in this book are designed for air frying only. Many offer baking and roasting buttons too, but usually these are simply programmes set by the manufacturer to best emulate baking and roasting. Once you get the air fryer home, you can change these presets to suit your own cooking, but as the function is still air frying, I would simply use the air fry button and adjust the time and cooking temperature accordingly.







AIR FRYER TIPS


Having used air fryers regularly for well over five years, I have certainly discovered how to get the most out of these wonderful appliances. Here are some of my top tips:


• Use a meat thermometer – this is highly recommended for safety reasons because with air frying, looks can be deceiving thanks to the speed food cooks, but it will also give you confidence over time to know how long to cook food.


• Many recipes need to be cooked in a baking dish, tin, tray or ramekin inside the air fryer. What you choose to cook in may affect the speed of cooking as some materials will take longer to heat up.


• Don’t use metal implements inside your air fryer because they can damage the lining.


• Ovenproof mittens rather than ovenproof gloves are recommended for removing hot dishes from the air fryer, simply because they’re less cumbersome.


• Silicone tongs are helpful for turning and removing food during and at the end of cooking, without damaging your air fryer.








THE UNPROCESSED PANTRY


There are so many sauces and dressings we rely on for everyday cooking, but shop-bought versions can often be ultra processed. The following basic recipes on here show how simple it is to make them from scratch, offering a huge reward for very little effort. I make batches of vegetable stock and tomato sauce and always keep a few portions in the freezer. Having some on hand means you’re less likely to fall back on convenient UPF alternatives.


As well as the following basic recipes, there are other delicious UPF-free recipes in the book that can be used to accompany a range of different dishes, including Tzatziki, Guacamole, Pickled Cucumber, Tomato Salsa and Mango & Avocado Salsa.






VEGETABLE STOCK PASTE


Making your own might seem like a hassle but it is one of the many UPF-free wins in terms of cost – stock paste is so much cheaper to make than it is to buy.


MAKES 550ML (ABOUT 1 PINT)


1 tablespoon extra virgin olive oil


6 small garlic cloves, peeled


2 courgettes, cut into large chunks


2 tomatoes, quartered


2 red onions, roughly chopped


2 carrots, finely chopped


3 celery sticks, roughly chopped


150g (5½oz) coarse sea salt


3 tablespoons chopped parsley with stems


2 tablespoons chopped basil with stems


Heat the olive oil in a wide saucepan over a medium-high heat and add the garlic, all the vegetables and the salt. The vegetables will start to release their liquid. Keep stirring until the liquid almost covers the vegetables, then leave it to simmer rapidly for about 30 minutes, until more than half the liquid has evaporated.


Add the herbs and leave to cook for 2 more minutes, then allow to cool.


Blend the mixture in a blender or food processor until smooth, then transfer to sterilized jars. Store in the fridge for up to 3 months, or the freezer for up to a year.






UBIQUITOUS TOMATO SAUCE


A simple pasta sauce, and an ingredient used in several recipes in this book, including Chicken Parmesan, Beef Meatballs and Gnocchi Bake. This sauce has the consistency of ready-made tomato pasta sauce found in jars.


MAKES 4 JARS, ABOUT 330ML (11FL OZ) EACH


1 tablespoon extra virgin olive oil


500g (1lb 2oz) chopped mixed carrot, onion and celery (fresh or frozen)


1 tablespoon chopped garlic


2 teaspoons Vegetable Stock Paste


1 tablespoon tomato purée


2 teaspoons unrefined sugar


2 x 400g (14oz) cans UPF-free plum tomatoes


1 teaspoon dried oregano


1 teaspoon dried basil


salt and pepper


Heat the olive oil in a saucepan over a medium heat. Add the vegetables and garlic and cook until softened; this should take 5–10 minutes. Add the stock paste, tomato purée, sugar, plum tomatoes and herbs. Use a potato masher to break down the tomatoes, bring to the boil, then simmer for 10 minutes. If it becomes too thick, add a little water. Taste and season if necessary. Leave to cool, then blitz in a food processor until smooth. Store in clean jars in the fridge for up to 5 days, or airtight containers in the freezer for up to 3 months.
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