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Ultra-processed foods currently account for two-thirds of the 

calories consumed daily by American teens and young adults, 

according to a recent study. This is far too much, given the well-

documented negative impact of these foods on health. 

JUVENILE OVERWEIGHT 

In Canada, as in many countries around the world, the proportion of 

overweight people has increased dramatically in recent decades, with as 

much as two-thirds of the population currently overweight or obese. 

This increase in body weight does not spare children and adolescents: in 

25 years, from 1979 to 2004, the prevalence of overweight among 2-17 

year-olds has risen from 23% to 34%, while the obesity rate has doubled 

during this period (from 6 to 12%) (1). 

Unfortunately, being overweight in childhood very often persists into 

adulthood and dramatically increases the risk of type 2 diabetes, 

cardiovascular disease and many types of cancer. 

FAKE FOODS 

The rise in the number of overweight people in recent years coincides with 

the massive arrival on the market of a large number of industrial food 

products, loaded with calories. 

These products are called ultra-processed because they are synthetic foods 

made from inexpensive ingredients (fat, sugar, salt), industrial chemically 

processed products (hydrolyzed proteins, hydrogenated oils, modified 

starches) and chemical additives intended to improve their appearance, 

taste, texture and shelf life (emulsifiers, stabilizers, texturizers, colors, 

artificial flavors, synthetic sweeteners). 

The combination of these ingredients allows the food industry to create 

products that appeal to a large number of people because of their high 

caloric density, their great convenience (ready-to-eat meals, fast food, 

snacks, etc) and their low cost. 

TWO THIRDS OF CALORIES 

Numerous studies have shown that a high intake of ultra-processed foods 

is associated with a significant increase in the risk of obesity and the 

development of risk factors for cardiovascular disease (high cholesterol, 

for example), both in adults than in children. It is therefore very possible 

that these foods are contributing to the marked increase in the number of 

overweight children observed in recent years. 

To assess this possibility, a team of researchers determined the ultra-

processed food intake of children aged 2-19 years using data acquired by 

the National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES) 

between 1999-2000 and 2017-2018 (2). The results show that during this 

 

period, the percentage of energy from ultra-processed foods increased 

from 61% to 67%, while that from unprocessed or minimally processed 

foods followed the opposite trajectory, from 29% to 24%. 

Ready-to-eat and reheat foods show the greatest increase (2-11% of total 

energy), followed by snacks and sweets (11-13%). The only positive point 

is that the contribution of sugary drinks fell sharply during this period, 

from 11% to 5%. However, the end result remains the same: Two-thirds of 

the calories young people consume daily come from ultra-processed foods 

and there is no doubt that this inordinate intake contributes to the high 

proportion of overweight young people. 

PROTECT YOUNG PEOPLE 

Overweight youth does not bode well for the future of society and it is 

questionable why this emerging tragedy is not receiving more attention. 

The goal of multinational food companies is obviously not to make people 

sick, but it is undeniable that their primary goal remains to generate 

profits, without asking too much if the consumption of their products can 

lead to the development of a large number of chronic diseases. 

It is governments that have to deal with the consequences of obesity, so it 

is in their best interests to take a much more aggressive approach to protect 

young people - and the general population - from the health problems 

associated with overconsumption of ultra-processed foods. 

In this sense, we can draw inspiration from certain Latin American 

countries such as Chile which, faced with a galloping epidemic of obesity 

affecting its population, legislated in 2016 to introduce a series of very 

severe measures that limit the exposure of young people to these products 

(ban on caloric products in schools, ban on advertising of these products in 

programs or websites aimed at young people). 

The UK is considering similar restrictions, including banning all 

advertising of junk food on the internet and before 9 p.m. on television. 

There is no reason why Canada should not take such an approach to 

protect the health of young people. 

(1) Rao DP et al. Childhood overweight and obesity trends in 

Canada. Health Promot. Chronic Dis. Prev. Can. 2016 ; 36 : 

194-198. 
(2) Wang L et al. Trends in consumption of ultraprocessed foods 

among US youths aged 2-19 years, 1999-2018. JAMA, 2021, 

326(6) : 519-530. 
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