Subject Line: Ultra-processed or safe?
Preview Line: Are these additives harming you?

Dear [Name],

Do you ever just want a clear definition?!
The definition of Ultra-Processed Foods (UPFs) can be confusing, and it is not always clear-cut. 
However, these questions can help you determine whether a food is classed as ultra-processed:
· Does the food have more than five ingredients?
· Does the food contain ingredients you would not typically find at home?
· Was the food made in a large commercial ‘production belt’ factory?
· Does the food have a health claim on the packet?
While wisdom and common sense play a role, having some knowledge of food ingredients can further guide your choices.
Below, I have outlined some common ‘borderline’ ingredients found in many foods. 
Understanding their roles and potential health impacts can help you decide whether a food is ultra-processed.
1. Citric Acid
Citric acid is widely used in processed foods and drinks for its acidity and preservative properties. While naturally present in citrus fruits, the citric acid used in food production is often made through fermentation.
Potential Concerns: 
Citric acid is generally safe, but excessive intake may irritate the digestive system and erode tooth enamel. Some studies suggest high consumption could negatively impact bone health, but research is still inconclusive.
Takeaway: 
The presence of citric acid does not automatically make a food ultra-processed, but it is best consumed in moderation.
2. Ascorbic Acid (Vitamin C)
Ascorbic acid is used as an antioxidant to maintain freshness and colour in food.
Potential Concerns: 
While vitamin C is beneficial in its natural form, excessive intake of synthetic ascorbic acid may cause digestive discomfort and, in some cases, increase the risk of kidney stones.
Takeaway: 
The presence of ascorbic acid does not mean a food is ultra-processed, but moderation is key.
3. Soy Lecithin
Soy lecithin is a common emulsifier, helping oil and water mix in foods such as chocolate, margarine, and salad dressings. Derived from soybeans, it contains healthy fats and phospholipids.
Potential Concerns: 
While currently considered generally safe by the Food Standards Agency, soy lecithin may contain trace pesticides or allergens. 
Some recent research links emulsifiers, including soy lecithin, to potential gut microbiome disturbances, which may lead to digestive and metabolic issues. 
Additionally, concerns exist over the use of genetically modified soy in commercial lecithin production.
Takeaway: 
The presence of emulsifiers like soy lecithin classifies a food as ultra-processed. 
Emerging research is starting to suggest that minimising consumption is advisable.
4. Sunflower Lecithin
Sunflower lecithin is an emulsifier similar to soy lecithin, often chosen as a non-GMO alternative.
Potential Concerns: 
Though generally regarded as safer, concerns exist regarding pesticide exposure in sunflower crops. It is also high in omega-6 fatty acids, which, when consumed in excess, may contribute to inflammation. 
Like soy lecithin, studies suggest emulsifiers may negatively impact gut health.
Takeaway: 
Foods containing sunflower lecithin are classed as ultra-processed. Reducing intake may be beneficial.
5. Xanthan Gum
Xanthan gum is a thickening agent commonly found in salad dressings, sauces, and gluten-free products.
Potential Concerns: 
While xanthan gum is safe for most people, it can cause bloating and digestive discomfort, especially for those with sensitivities. 
Some research suggests excessive consumption could alter gut microbiome balance, though further studies are needed.
Takeaway: 
Foods containing xanthan gum are usually considered ultra-processed and may be best avoided if you have digestive issues.
6. Guar Gum
Guar gum is another thickener and stabiliser, frequently found in ice cream, sauces, and other processed foods.
Potential Concerns: 
Guar gum has a natural source but can cause bloating and digestive discomfort in some individuals. In rare cases, excessive consumption has been linked to choking hazards due to its thickening properties. 
UK regulations advise against giving guar gum to children under eight.
Takeaway: 
Foods containing guar gum are classified as ultra-processed. Avoid if you have digestive issues and do not give to young children.

So what does this mean for you?
Being mindful of UPF ingredients is key to making healthier food choices. 
While many of these ingredients are currently deemed as safe in moderation, excessive consumption, particularly of emulsifiers and thickeners, may contribute to digestive issues, inflammation, and long-term health concerns.
The key is balance. It is unrealistic to avoid processed foods entirely, but understanding ingredient labels can help you make informed choices. 
Whenever possible, opt for whole, minimally processed foods and limit your intake of synthetic additives.
I hope this information helps you navigate food labels more confidently. 
If you have any questions or would like guidance on incorporating more whole foods into your diet, [feel free to reach out.]
[Signature]
