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Consumption of ultra-processed foods for just three weeks by 

men of reproductive age shows a significant decrease in motile 

sperm count. 

In Canada, the consumption of ultra-processed foods has increased 

considerably in recent years and now represents more than 50% of total 

energy intake. This is far too high, for two main reasons: 1) their 

nutritional quality is much lower than that of fresh, unprocessed foods, due 

to high amounts of sugar, sodium, and saturated fat, while being 

essentially devoid of fiber and several micronutrients. 

SYNTHETIC INGREDIENTS 

As a result, these foods are veritable energy bombs that promote excessive 

energy intake and lead to weight gain. 2) These products contain several 

synthetic ingredients (emulsifiers, artificial flavors and colors, 

hydrogenated oils) that, in some cases, do not even exist in nature 

(modified starches, protein hydrolysates), thus exposing regular consumers 

to a myriad of potentially toxic compounds. All these factors help explain 

why a large number of epidemiological studies report that repeated 

exposure to these ultra-processed foods is associated with an increased risk 

of several chronic diseases, both physical and mental, and premature 

mortality. 

ENDOCRINE DISRUPTORS 

Another aspect that could contribute to the negative effects of ultra-

processed foods is the presence of certain contaminants from the materials 

used to package these products, including PFAS, microplastics, and 

phthalates. 

The presence of phthalates (a class of molecules found in plastics) in food 

is of particular concern because these molecules are well-characterized 

endocrine disruptors, meaning they interfere with the functions of organs 

and hormones involved in physiological processes that depend on 

hormonal signals (body development, metabolism, and reproduction, 

among others). Increased consumption of ultra-processed foods has been 

observed to be associated with higher urinary levels of phthalates, as well 

as bisphenols, another class of disruptors, suggesting that this dietary 

pattern could have negative effects on several hormonal processes. 

DECREASED FERTILITY 

Male fertility may be one of the hormonal processes negatively affected by 

ultra-processed foods. In this study, healthy men aged 20 to 35 were 

randomly divided into two groups: one fed primarily ultra-processed 

foods, the other minimally or unprocessed. The volunteers followed their 

assigned diet for three weeks, after which they switched groups and were 

fed the other diet. This type of crossover trial is very interesting because it 

allows for the comparison of the effects of two different diets on the same 

person and thus avoids inter-individual variation. 

Despite the short duration of the intervention, the results clearly 

demonstrate the problems that can result from a diet based primarily on 

ultra-processed foods: a drop in sperm-stimulating hormone (FSH) and 

testosterone was observed in most participants, as well as a decrease in 

motile sperm count, which correlated with the presence of a metabolite of 

certain phthalates used in the production and packaging of industrial foods 

(cxMINP). 

HARMFUL PRODUCTS 

This is consistent with several studies showing that high-fat foods are 

particularly susceptible to contamination by phthalates present in 

packaging, as these molecules are fat-soluble and can therefore migrate 

into high-fat foods. 

In short, whether due to their nutritional deficiency or their content of 

potentially toxic compounds, ultra-processed foods must be considered 

harmful products, the consumption of which should be limited to a 

minimum to maintain good physical, mental, and reproductive health. 
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