


Background: The proliferation of ultra-processed foods



“The shift from traditional to 'modern' foods, 
changing cooking practices, increased intake of 
processed and ready-to-eat foods, intensive 
marketing of junk foods and 'health' beverages 
have affected people's perception of foods as 
well as their dietary behaviour.” (Page ii)

“Since people consume food, it is 
essential to advocate nutrition in 
terms of foods, rather than nutrients.” 

(Page 1)



Metrics for assessing a food’s ‘healthiness’



A selection of nutrition science considerations 
in FOPL decision-making

1. People eat foods not nutrients

2. Food is more than the sum of the nutrients it contains

3. Need to consider the nature of the food ‘vehicle’ within which 
nutrients are delivered

4. Food processing concerns are not just about ‘risk’ nutrients
1. The influence of processing on the physical structure of the food 

matrix is an independent risk for adverse health outcomes, eg
Hall et al, 2019



4. The Australian experience with the HSR

Decision-making in Australia towards which FOPL to select was controversial



Incentivising the use of non-nutritive sweeteners?



Incentivising the use of protein isolates to attract higher HSRs?



Incentivising the use of added fibre to attract higher HSRs?



Minimally processed foods receiving low HSR



Promoting ‘Health halos’?

73% of ultra-processed foods displaying HSRs in Australia have ≥ 2.5 stars



Concerns about the evidence from an influential HSR study

• Claimed HSR, “well suited to a comparative 

analysis of packaged foods and beverages 

available in different countries”



5. Some observations about the IIM report

What the report did
It asked the following RQs (and used a powerful study design):

• Which FOPL is simple, easy to recognize and to understand?

• Which FOPL has a greater impact on customer behavior in terms of 
purchase intention? 

What the report did NOT do 
It did NOT consider the validity and limitations of the nutrition science 
and concepts that underpin the selected FOPLs (it appears that that 
was taken as a given)



Why does this matter to FOPL decision-making?

Although knowing consumers’ responses to different FOPL formats is helpful

Knowing whether the nutrition science and concepts which underpin an FOPL 

are valid is the priority consideration for FOPL decision-making

If the nutrition science and concepts are flawed, then consumer responses 

are irrelevant to decision-making as there is a risk the FOPL will be ineffective 

and promote unintended consequences



Conclusion

- Nutrition science has a history of well-intended policy activities, but 
ineffective and unintended consequences

- Currently the Australian experience is that the HSR is inadvertently 
creating a health halo for ultra-processed foods 

- Nutrition science is complex, fit-for-purpose activities are most likely to 
be effective and safe, eg warning-based systems:

1. Hybrid model that combines NOVA and nutrient profiling (Dickie et al, 
in preparation, 2022)

2. ‘Vertical hierarchy decision tree’ (Fardet and Rock. EJCN, 2022)

3. Chilean warning system


