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Nutritionism – or nutritional 
reductionism – is characterized 
by a reductive focus on the 
nutrient composition of foods 
as the means for understanding 
their healthfulness, as well as 
by a reductive interpretation of 
the role of these nutrients in 
bodily health.
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Diet Quality & “Nutritionism”



In the case of nutritionism, 
the widely shared but 
unexamined assumption is 
that the key to understanding 
food is indeed the nutrient. 
Put another way: Foods are 
essentially the sum of their 
nutrient parts.
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Diet Quality & “Nutritionism”
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Ultra-processed vs Unprocessed Diet Study

KD Hall et al. Cell Metabolism 30:1-11 (2019).
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Diet Quality & Ultra-processed Food
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Ultra-processed vs Unprocessed Diets

The meals had similar amounts of: 
Calories, Carbs, Fat, Protein, Sugar, Sodium, Fiber

20 Adults were instructed to eat as much or as little as desired

Primary Outcome: Energy Intake Differences

KD Hall et al. Cell Metabolism 30:1-11 (2019).
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Ultra-processed Diets Cause Increased Intake

Mean ± SE

KD Hall et al. Cell Metabolism 30:1-11 (2019).
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More Carbs & Fat with Ultra-processed Diets

Mean ± SE

490±34

1102±75

1387±105

872±60

492±31

1106±82

P=0.0001

KD Hall et al. Cell Metabolism 30:1-11 (2019).
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Larger Meals with Ultra-processed Diets

Mean ± SE

490±34

1102±75

1387±105

872±60

492±31

1106±82

KD Hall et al. Cell Metabolism 30:1-11 (2019).

P=0.008

P=0.003
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No Differences in Self-Reported Appetite

Mean ± SE

490±34

1102±75

1387±105

872±60

492±31

1106±82

KD Hall et al. Cell Metabolism 30:1-11 (2019).
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No Differences in Pleasantness or Familiarity

Mean ± SE

490±34

1102±75

1387±105

872±60

492±31

1106±82

KD Hall et al. Cell Metabolism 30:1-11 (2019).
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Faster Eating Rate for Ultra-processed Meals

Mean ± SE

490±34

1102±75

1387±105

492±31

1106±82

KD Hall et al. Cell Metabolism 30:1-11 (2019).

P<0.0001

P<0.0001
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Ultra-processed Diets Cause Weight Gain

Mean ± SE

KD Hall et al. Cell Metabolism 30:1-11 (2019).
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Ultra-processed Diets Cause Fat Gain

Mean ± SE

KD Hall et al. Cell Metabolism 30:1-11 (2019).
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Weight & Fat Gain with Ultra-processed Diets

Mean ± SE

P=0.009

P=0.0015

P=0.05

P=0.007

KD Hall et al. Cell Metabolism 30:1-11 (2019).
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Substantial Individual Variability

r=0.8
P<0.0001

KD Hall et al. Cell Metabolism 30:1-11 (2019).
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Key Questions:
• What are the mechanisms by which ultra-

processed versus unprocessed diets influence 
calorie intake?
– Not Salt, Sugar, Fat, or Fiber?
– Not Palatability?
– Hormones? PYY? Ghrelin?
– Energy Density of Non-Beverage Foods?
– Oro-sensory properties & Eating Rate?
– Protein Leverage? X Leverage?
– Artificial Flavors, other ingredients, or lack thereof?
– Role of the Microbiome?
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Key Questions:
• Can ultra-processed foods be reformulated to 

avoid their effects on calorie intake and weight 
gain?
– Perhaps, but we first need to better understand 

mechanisms
– Our study suggests that a focus on Salt, Sugar, & Fat 

may not necessarily be effective

• Is it a feature or a flaw of NOVA that product 
reformulation can’t turn an ultra-processed 
product into another NOVA category?
– Can’t turn a “bad food” into a “good food” by 

changing its nutrient profile
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Key Questions:
• Policy implications are not necessarily clear

– Ultra-processed foods are convenient, tasty, 
inexpensive, and safe from a microbiological 
perspective 

– Ultra-processed foods contribute a large fraction of 
habitual dietary calories and nutrients in the USA 
and elsewhere 
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Key Questions:
• Policy implications are not necessarily clear

– Ultra-processed foods are convenient, tasty, 
inexpensive, and safe from a microbiological 
perspective 

– Ultra-processed foods contribute a large fraction of 
habitual dietary calories and nutrients in the USA 
and elsewhere 

– Preparing meals from unprocessed foods and 
culinary ingredients takes more time, money, skill, 
and equipment to do safely and effectively

– A tax on ultra-processed foods would likely be 
regressive and disproportionately affect those in 
lower SES 
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