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Editorial

Abstract

The modern food industry, through the mass production of ultra-processed foods (UPFs), is transforming
dietary patterns worldwide, including in Iran. These products, characterized by engineered formulations,
numerous additives, and high concentrations of sugar, fat, and salt, are closely linked to the increasing
prevalence of chronic diseases such as obesity, type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular diseases, and certain cancers
(1, 2). This editorial article, by reviewing the nature and consequences of this "silent epidemic," emphasizes
the urgent need to transform the role of nutrition specialists from individual therapists into social activists
and policy advisors at the macro level. Enhancing nutrition literacy in society, lobbying for the enactment
of deterrent regulations—such as clear front-of-pack nutritional labeling and redefining nutrition education
are among the professional responsibilities ahead for this scientific community.

Introduction

In the transition from traditional markets to today's flashy supermarkets, something beyond the place of
shopping has changed; the very nature of what we buy has also been transformed. In the hustle and bustle
of modern, fast-paced life, ready-made or semi-prepared meals, packaged snacks, and industrial beverages
have become dominant choices for many Iranian families. These products, classified under the NOVA
system as ultra-processed foods (3), have not only distorted the traditional definition of food as a means for
repair and health maintenance but have also, according to many researchers, become one of the most
serious threats to global health in the 21st century. This article aims to examine the dimensions of this
phenomenon within Iran's socio-economic context and discuss the new mission of nutrition professionals
and experts in confronting this silent epidemic.

Definition and ldentification: UPFs

According to the NOVA classification UPFs are industrial formulations made from extracted or synthetic
food substances (such as high-fructose corn syrup, hydrolyzed proteins, hydrogenated oils) combined with
numerous flavorings, colorings, emulsifiers, and preservatives (4). The primary goal of this processing is to
create cheap products with extremely long shelf life, appealing texture, and often addictive qualities,
yielding substantial commercial profits for manufacturers. Tangible examples in the Iranian market include
a wide range of products: soft drinks, sweetened energy drinks and beverages, industrially produced
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packaged sweets and cakes, fatty and salty snacks such as chips and cheese puffs, instant noodles, sausages
and bologna, industrial bulk breads containing emulsifiers, and many ready-made sauces. Identifying these
products is often possible by reading the long and unfamiliar list of ingredients on their packaging.

Health Consequences: From Obesity to Metabolic Disorders

Strong epidemiological evidence over the past decade has established the association between UPF
consumption and an increased risk of a wide range of non-communicable diseases (5). The mechanisms
underlying this harm are multifaceted, including:

1. High energy density and micronutrient poverty: These products typically provide abundant calories
but very few vitamins, minerals, and fiber, leading to false satiety.

2. Unfavorable macronutrient profile: Their high concentrations of free sugars, saturated and trans
fats, and sodium are directly linked to the development of obesity, dyslipidemia, and hypertension.

3. Flavor engineering and addictiveness: The precise combination of sugar, fat, and salt, along with
flavoring additives, stimulates the brain's reward centers in a way that encourages uncontrolled and
excessive consumption.

4. Impact on gut microbiome: Certain additives, such as emulsifiers and artificial sweeteners, may
disrupt the composition and diversity of beneficial gut bacteria, leading to systemic inflammation
and metabolic dysregulation.

The Situation in Iran: Contexts for Embracing an Epidemic

The increasing consumption of UPFs in Iran is not a random occurrence but has occurred within the context
of a set of contributing factors:

Economic and social factors: Busy urban life, the rising number of working women, and time constraints
have increased the demand for quick and easy foods.

The power of advertising: Aggressive and targeted marketing of these products, especially toward children
and adolescents through media and social networks, has linked their consumption to an image of happiness,
excitement, and social popularity.

Seemingly affordable price: Compared to the cost and effort of preparing a complete, healthy meal from
fresh ingredients, the price of some of these products sometimes appears to be a cost-effective option for
low-income families, without accounting for the long-term health costs.

Regulatory and educational deficits: The current nutritional labeling system in Iran is often not clear or
understandable for the general public. Traffic light color-coded indicators or clear warnings regarding
sugar, salt, and saturated fat content are not mandatory. This void deprives the consumer of the ability to
make an informed choice.

Under these circumstances, vulnerable groups, especially children, adolescents, and low-income strata are
more exposed to the negative consequences of this dietary pattern. Replacing main meals with UPFs not
only fuels malnutrition but also marginalizes the authentic flavors of traditional and healthy foods.

The Mission of Nutrition Professionals: From the Clinic to the Policy Arena

Faced with this widespread and structural challenge, the traditional role of the nutrition professional as a
clinician waiting in their office for clients is no longer sufficient. We need to redefine our role and expand
our sphere of influence. This new mission can be defined on three levels:
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1. At the individual and counseling level:

o Identification and education: Skill in identifying hidden sources of UPFs in clients' diets and
teaching them healthy, practical, and economical alternatives.

e Addressing food addiction: Employing behavioral techniques to help reduce dependence on these
products without creating a sense of deprivation.

e Empowerment: Teaching clients how to read food labels, even in their current form, and
strengthening skills for healthy and quick home cooking.

2. At the community and public education level:

e Becoming a trusted source of information through active presence and the production of
understandable scientific-popular content in national media and cyberspace to counteract the
misleading advertising of the industry.

e Implementing educational programs in schools and workplaces by institutionalizing nutritional
literacy from an early age and creating healthy food environments in universities and various
offices.

3. At the professional and health policy level:

e Advocacy and demand: As primary stakeholders in community health, nutrition professionals must
bring their collective voice to policymakers. Immediate priorities include:

1. Mandating a front-of-pack warning labeling system (e.qg., traffic lights or green/yellow/red
warning signs) for sugar, salt, saturated fat, and trans fat content.

2. Approving and enforcing laws restricting the marketing of UPFs to children across all
media.

3. Imposing taxes on harmful products and subsidizing healthy foods such as fruits,
vegetables, and legumes.

4. Revising nutrition science education: Integrating topics of public health, nutritional
epidemiology, food economics, and advocacy skills into the curricula of nutrition students
and continuing education programs.

Conclusion:

Ultra-processed foods are not merely a dietary choice; rather, they are products of a complex industrial
system that jeopardizes public health for private profit. Confronting this silent epidemic requires a systemic
perspective and collective action. Our silence and passivity amount to surrender to a wave that threatens the
very foundation of the health of the current and future generations of Iran.

It is necessary for nutrition professionals and consultants to extend their professional role beyond the
traditional confines of healthcare centers and individual consultations, moving toward playing an active
role in the public health arena. Nutrition professionals can act as an effective bridge between emerging
scientific findings in the field of nutrition and various segments of society, mass media, and policymaking
and legislative bodies. Relying on documented scientific evidence and from a position of professional
responsibility, we must demand the design and implementation of policy interventions and supportive laws
that provide a healthier food environment and make healthy food choices an accessible and easy option for
all members of society. Achieving this requires channeling specialized knowledge from the space of clinics



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

Journal of Torbat Heydariyeh University of Medical Sciences
2025, Volume 14, No. 1

Editorial

and universities into the heart of society and influential centers of macro-level decision-making.
Undoubtedly, ensuring the future nutritional security and health of the country depends on transitioning
from a passive role to conscious, evidence-based social activism within the community of professionals in
this field.
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