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Abstract:

Fast food and ultra-processed foods (UPFs) have become a dominant part of modern diets,
offering convenience but posing serious long-term health risks. These products are
typically high in salt, sugar, and unhealthy fats while lacking essential nutrients such as fibre,
vitamins, and minerals. Industrial processing adds artificial colours, preservatives, and
flavour enhancers that can disrupt metabolism and gut health. Regular consumption
contributes to obesity, type 2 diabetes, hypertension, heart disease, and fatty liver disease,
and emerging evidence links UPFs to several cancers, including colorectal and breast
cancer. Marketing strategies exploit emotional triggers, colourful packaging, and social
media to promote these foods, particularly to children, creating lifelong habits of poor
eating. Fast food meals cause sharp spikes in blood sugar, pressure on the heart, and
chronic inflammation when eaten frequently. Over time, these effects lead to multi-organ
damage involving the heart, brain, liver, and kidneys. The rise in early-onset cancers and
metabolic diseases in younger adults highlights the urgent need for public awareness and
dietary reform. Replacing UPFs with whole foods, cooking fresh meals, reading food labels,
and reducing processed snacks can help reverse these trends. Education, regulation, and

personal responsibility together form the foundation for healthier future generations.
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I. What counts as “fast food”” and “processed
comfort food’’?

Fast food refers to meals that are prepared and
served rapidly, usually by large chain restaurants
such as McDonald's®, KFC®, and Domino’s®.
These foods are often high in fat, sugar, and salt, and
they typically lack essential nutrients such as fibre,
vitamins, and minerals. Processed comfort foods
include items such as Mr Kipling® cakes, Cadbury®
chocolates, biscuits, pastries, and commercial ice
creams. These are considered ultra-processed foods
(UPFs) because they are industrially manufactured
using ingredients not commonly found in a
household kitchen, such as artificial preservatives,
flavour enhancers, emulsifiers, and sweeteners. The
high degree of processing removes most natural
nutrients and replaces them with synthetic additives
to increase shelf life and flavour appeal. A 2023 BM|
review demonstrated strong links between frequent
UPF consumption and rising levels of obesity, type 2
diabetes, and cardiovascular disease.

These are the foods many of us eat when we’re
stressed, tired or short on time. But they are industrial
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products, not real meals, and they quietly damage our
health over time.

2. How are these products marketed so
effectively?

Companies use aggressive advertising strategies to
make these products seem desirable, convenient,
and even healthy. They rely on eye-catching
packaging, catchy jingles, strategic placement in
stores, social media endorsements by influencers,
and promotional deals such as ‘buy one get one
free’ or limited-time offers. Sponsorships of major
global events, such as McDonald's® involvement
with the FIFA World Cup, further solidify these
foods as socially acceptable and even aspirational.
Children are particularly susceptible to colourful
branding and characters associated with these
foods. Psychological studies show that such
marketing can override our brain’s natural signals of
fullness and influence our decisions without us even
realising it. These companies know how to make food
look exciting, trendy, and irresistible, so we buy more
than we need and eat it more often than we should.
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3. Why do people keep choosing them?

People gravitate towards fast and processed foods
because they are cheap, widely available, and
require little to no preparation. They fit into busy
modern lifestyles where time and energy for
cooking may be limited. Additionally, food
manufacturers engineer these products to hit a 'bliss
point', which is a combination of salt, sugar, and fat
that activates pleasure centres in the brain. This
response is similar to what happens with addictive
substances. Over time, repeated exposure creates
habitual consumption, making it difficult to switch to
healthier alternatives. These foods are designed to
make us come back for more. They’re fast, tasty, and
affordable, but they keep us trapped in unhealthy eating
cycles.

4. What chemicals and preservatives are
inside?

Ultra-processed foods are loaded with synthetic
additives that extend shelf life, enhance colour, and
intensify flavour. Sodium nitrite and nitrate (E249-
E250), commonly found in bacon and ham, help
preserve meat and give it a pink colour but can
form carcinogenic compounds in the digestive tract.
Monosodium glutamate (MSG) and disodium
inosinate (E631) enhance umami flavour and are
frequently used in instant noodles and flavoured
crisps. High-fructose corn syrup and aspartame
(E951) are added to sweeten foods without using
natural sugar. Emulsifiers such as polysorbate 80
(E433) and soy lecithin maintain texture in
processed sauces and dressings. Artificial colours
such as Allura Red (E129) and Sunset Yellow (EI 10)
make foods visually appealing, especially to children.
Preservatives such as BHA and BHT (E320-E321)
help prevent spoilage but have been linked with
hormonal disruptions and cancer in animal studies.
These foods contain chemicals you’d never find in a
home kitchen, some of which can hurt your gut, mess
with your hormones, or even increase cancer risk.

5. What happens in the body right after a
typical fast-food meal?

A typical fast-food meal, such as a cheeseburger,
fries, and a sugary drink, causes a rapid spike in
blood glucose due to refined carbohydrates and
sugary contents. The pancreas then releases a large
amount of insulin to manage the spike. This process
may lead to a blood sugar crash a few hours later,
causing fatigue and hunger for more sugary food.
Simultaneously, the high salt content increases
blood pressure, and the saturated and trans fats
impair arterial flexibility, leading to temporary
vascular dysfunction. This acute inflammatory
response stresses the heart and other organs. Over
time, repeated exposure leads to insulin resistance,
hypertension, and chronic low-grade inflammation,
all of which contribute to metabolic syndrome. Your
body goes into overdrive to cope with the sudden
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overload of sugar, salt, and fat. It gets tired and
damaged each time you eat such as this, even if you
don’t notice right away.

6. How does
organs?
Chronic consumption of fast and ultra-processed
foods leads to multi-organ damage. The heart is
burdened by ongoing high levels of sodium and
unhealthy fats, which accelerate the development of
atherosclerosis and hypertension. In the liver,
excess sugar and fat intake contribute to non-
alcoholic fatty liver disease, where fat builds up in
liver cells, impairing function. The pancreas becomes
overworked, eventually leading to insulin resistance
and type 2 diabetes. In the brain, a combination of
inflammation and poor circulation increases the risk
of dementia and mood disorders. The kidneys are
taxed by high phosphorus additives and salt, which
impair their ability to filter blood efficiently. The gut
lining is eroded by emulsifiers, which alter the
microbiome, promote inflammation, and reduce
immune function. These foods may seem harmless, but
over months and years, they quietly wear down your
heart, liver, brain, and gut, leaving you more vulnerable
to serious diseases.

long-term intake damage

7. Which diseases are most strongly
associated?
Scientific literature shows robust links between

ultra-processed food intake and numerous chronic
diseases. Obesity and type 2 diabetes are among the
most immediate consequences, driven by excess
calories, poor nutrient content, and hormonal
imbalances. Cardiovascular diseases such as heart
attacks and strokes arise from sustained
hypertension and arterial damage. Fatty liver disease
and kidney dysfunction are also common. Mental
health conditions including depression and dementia
are now being associated with diets high in
processed foods. Most concerning is the growing
body of evidence linking UPFs to various cancers,
including colorectal, pancreatic, and breast cancer.
The World Health Organisation has officially
classified processed meat as a Group | carcinogen,
indicating strong evidence of its cancer-causing
potential in humans. Junk food doesn't just make you
gain weight. It can damage every major system in your
body and increase your risk of life-threatening illness.

8. Why are cancers, including colon, breast,
and pancreatic, rising in young people?

Cancers in younger adults have been increasing
globally, with dietary factors playing a major role.
Early and sustained exposure to ultra-processed
foods introduces carcinogens, such as nitrosamines
from processed meats and chemical emulsifiers, at a
younger age. Childhood and adolescent obesity is
also a significant risk factor, as fat cells release
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inflammatory signals and hormones that promote
cancer cell growth. Endocrine-disrupting chemicals
such as bisphenol A (BPA) found in food packaging
interfere  with natural hormonal functions,
particularly increasing the risk of hormone-related
cancers such as breast cancer. Additionally, poor
fibre intake and gut microbiome disruption weaken
the body’s natural defences against cancerous
changes in the bowel. These factors create a pro-
cancerous environment well before middle age. Poor
diet and chemical exposure are starting earlier than
ever, giving cancer more time to grow in younger bodies.
9. What are “empty calories” and
micronutrient gaps?

Empty calories refer to foods and beverages that
provide a high amount of energy with little to no
essential nutrients. Examples include soft drinks,
chips, sweets, and white bread. These items lack
vitamins, minerals, fibre, and antioxidants that are
essential for normal growth, immunity, and repair.
When a person relies heavily on such foods, they
often miss out on key micronutrients such as iron,
calcium, folate, vitamin D, magnesium, and zinc. This
deficiency can impair brain function, lower energy
levels, delay wound healing, and increase
susceptibility to infections. Even individuals who
appear overweight can be severely malnourished at
the cellular level. You may be eating a lot but, if it is
the wrong food, your body could still be starving of the
nutrients it truly needs to stay strong and healthy.

10. What practical steps can people take
today for healthier eating?

Practical dietary changes can have a profound
impact on health. Cooking meals in advance using
whole ingredients such as vegetables, whole grains,
legumes, and lean protein can reduce dependence
on processed foods. Swapping out sugary snacks for
whole fruits, nuts, or natural yoghurt helps balance
blood sugar and provides valuable nutrients. Reading
food labels is essential. If a product has more than
five ingredients, many of which you can’t
pronounce, it is likely to be highly ultra-processed.
Hydration also plays a key role; replacing soft drinks

with water or herbal teas supports metabolism and
reduces calorie intake. Planning meals and keeping
healthy snacks readily available at home and work
can help people avoid the temptation of fast food.
You don’t need to change everything at once. Start by
making one healthier swap each week. Soon it’'ll become
second nature, and your body will thank you.
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Key Take-Home Messages

I. Ultra-processed foods are engineered to be tasty but are harmful long term.

2. Marketing tricks make unhealthy food seem normal and attractive.

3. Fast food delivers calories without real nutrition.

4. Salt, sugar, and fat overload your body quickly and repeatedly.

5. Additives and chemicals have hidden health risks.

6. Chronic diseases such as diabetes, stroke, and cancer start young when diets are poor.
7. Cancers are rising in young adults due to early and sustained exposure to junk food.

8. Processed foods are linked to mood disorders, memory loss, and brain fog.
9. Healthy eating is possible with planning, preparation, and small steps.
10. Food companies profit while your health suffers. Awareness is your defense.
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