New report challenges ultra-processed food label for plant-based meats
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Research surrounding ultra-processed foods (UPFs) has frequently overlooked important distinctions within the plant-based meat sector, potentially misleading consumers regarding their health impacts. A recent review highlights that concerns about the nutritional quality of these alternatives may be unjustly inflated, particularly given the growing consumer apprehension surrounding UPFs. In the UK, for instance, half of consumers express worries about the unnatural nature of these products, with 54% of Europeans avoiding them due to their UPF classification. This scepticism extends to the United States, where one in four Americans would purchase more meat alternatives if they were perceived as less processed.
Amidst a backdrop of declining sales, particularly a 7% drop in U.S. retail for plant-based meats last year, this conversation has sparked significant debate in both science and public health. Health experts urge a more nuanced approach to understanding UPFs, asserting that processing and nutritional quality are not synonymous. A new report from the Physicians Association for Nutrition (PAN) and the Good Food Institute (GFI) Europe reinforces this perspective, providing a vital resource for healthcare professionals engaged in dietary recommendations.
The report asserts that while research has linked UPFs with negative health outcomes due to factors such as high calorie density and low dietary fibre content, plant-based meats often deviate from these characteristics. Instead, they tend to offer a more favourable nutritional profile when compared to conventional processed meats. Specifically, plant-based meats demonstrate a higher fibre content and lower levels of saturated fat, adhering to only three of the eight metrics typically used to classify UPFs, in stark contrast to conventional processed meats, which meet seven. This distinction is crucial, suggesting that plant-based options can genuinely support better health outcomes, including improved cholesterol levels and modest weight loss.
A critical examination of past UPF studies reveals their limitations. Many rely on outdated food diaries, failing to capture the evolution of modern meat alternatives that dominate today’s market. Notably, in the UK Biobank study that is often referenced, plant-based meats accounted for a mere 0.2% of total caloric intake, a statistic that should temper conclusions drawn about their impact on health. Instead, the culprits behind UPF-associated health risks are likely more aligned with traditionally harmful products such as sugary snacks and processed meats, rather than newer plant-based options.
As the discourse on UPFs grows increasingly polarized, experts like Roberta Alessandrini from PAN underscore the need for public health messaging that accurately reflects the diversity within this category. The report urges health professionals to clarify the misconceptions surrounding plant-based meats and their processing methods. 
In line with the need for clearer communication, the report also advocates for enhanced research aimed at understanding the health implications of plant-based meats more comprehensively. Future studies should not only diversify evidence on UPF features that could drive harm but also identify qualities in vegan alternatives that elicit beneficial health outcomes. Policymakers are encouraged to develop dietary guidelines that promote healthier choices amongst consumers, focusing on important aspects like fortifications, fibre, and salt content in plant-based products.
In summary, the evolving narrative around plant-based meats suggests they may serve as a more healthful alternative to conventional processed meats, contrary to some prevailing views that group all UPFs together indiscriminately. As more evidence surfaces, the future may well see a reassessment of how these products are classified and perceived, with the potential to better inform public health strategies aimed at fostering nutritious choices in the context of a climate-conscious food system.
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