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Abstract

The consumption of ultra-processed foods, such as sugar-sweetened beverages, packaged snacks, ready-to-eat
meals, industrial sweets, and processed meats, has increased in recent years and is considered a dietary factor
associated with noncommunicable diseases. This policy brief is based on a cross-sectional study among adults in the
Fasa cohort, which investigated the association between ultra-processed food intake and metabolic syndrome and its
components. In this study, data from 8,841 adults aged 3570 years were analyzed, dietary intake was assessed using
a food frequency questionnaire, and ultra-processed foods were identified according to the NOVA classification.

The findings showed that the prevalence of metabolic syndrome was 19.9% in the total population and 26.6% in
the highest quartile of ultra-processed food intake. After adjustment for potential confounders, individuals in the
highest quartile of ultra-processed food consumption had 3.27 times higher odds of metabolic syndrome compared
with those in the lowest quartile. Higher consumption of ultra-processed foods was also associated with higher odds
of elevated triglycerides, low HDL cholesterol, elevated fasting blood glucose, and high blood pressure.

The findings of this study support the need for preventive actions. Integrating the assessment of ultra-processed
food intake into primary care, providing nutrition education, strengthening warning labels, improving the food
environment, and establishing national monitoring of ultra-processed food consumption may help reduce metabolic
risk in Iran.

Keywords: Ultra-processed foods, Metabolic syndrome, NOVA classification, Noncommunicable diseases, Primary
care, Nutrition labeling, Nutrition policy
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