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Post-pandemic stresses on supply chains have pushed food prices up. That means many of us are looking to save
money by cooking meals at home instead of dining out, and relying more on processed foods — which are gener-
ally easier to prepare and cheaper than their fresh counterparts.

But what qualifies as processed food, and why are ingredients processed in the first place?

According to Cyrus Luk Siulun, a dietitian and executive committee member of the Hong Kong Dietitians Associ-
ation, processed food is any raw agricultural product that’s been washed, cleaned, milled, cut, chopped, heated,
pasteurised, blanched, cooked, canned, frozen, dried, dehydrated, mixed or packaged.

It is also those foods to which preservatives, flavours, nutrients, salt, sugar, fat and/or other food additives have
been added.

The reasons behind processing include eliminating unhealthy microorganisms, extending shelf life, ensuring
availability during the year, and enhancing flavour.

All this may sound a little unhealthy, but there’s good news for those who want to continue cooking with, or
simply can’t live without, moreish processed foods: they’re not all bad for you.

“Processed foods can certainly form part of a nutritious and balanced diet, but to make the right choices, you
have to first look at their nutrition label and ingredient list,” Luk says.

“Make sure that the product is free from shortening [fat that is a solid at room temperature], hydrogenated oil,
margarine, creamer, animal fat, palm oil and coconut oil, as these ingredients contribute to a product’s overall
saturated and trans fat content. Healthy processed foods tend to be low in these bad fats.”

Too much saturated fat in our diet can raise the amount of “bad” low-density lipoprotein (LDL) cholesterol in
our blood, which may increase our risk of heart disease and strokes.

Saturated and trans fats are commonly found in processed products such as pastries and other baked goods,
creamers, processed meat, and fried foods.

The salt used in food processing is usually sodium chloride. According to Cheung, we only need a small amount of
sodium — about 500mg per day — for processes like muscle relaxation and contraction, nerve function, and to
maintain the balance of water and minerals in our body.

“Too much sodium in our diet can lead to high blood pressure, strokes and heart disease. It also causes calcium
loss, which may affect bone health,” Cheung says.

Sugar is a quick and readily available source of energy, but it, too, can be bad for us, with excessive amounts
increasing the risk of high blood pressure, diabetes, inflammation and fatty liver disease — all of which have been
found to contribute to heart disease and strokes.

A high sugar intake is also linked to obesity and tooth decay. According to Cheung, if you adhere to the typically
recommended 2,000-calorie diet for adults, you shouldn’t eat more than 30 grams of sugar per day.

Processed meats like bacon, sausages and luncheon meat may be convenient, versatile and easy to prepare but
they are classified by the World Health Organization as Group 1 carcinogens. These meats are known to increase
our risk of stomach cancer and bowel cancer.

How can you tell if a product is minimally or highly processed?

Besides checking the nutrition label to determine how much saturated fat, trans fat, sugar and salt the food con-
tains, look at the order in which the ingredients are listed.

“The ingredients are often listed in the order of weight, so the main ingredients in the product always come
first,” Cheung says.
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“If the first few ingredients are high-fat ones like cream, oil or butter, for example, then that tells you that the
food contains mostly fat.”

Processed foods that offer little to no nutritional value include instant noodles, which contain high amounts of
salt and are often fried in oil before being packaged; frozen ready meals, which tend to be loaded with preservat-
ives, sugar, salt and fat; and factory-made cakes and pastries, which are high in saturated and trans fats and
refined sugar.

Margarine — which is high in trans fats — is also relatively unhealthy, as are deli meats, crisps, soft drinks,
sweetened yogurt, and non-dairy coffee creamer.

Conversely, there are many processed foods that make a healthy addition to your diet, such as dried, wholegrain
pasta; breakfast cereals that are low in sugar, salt and fat; and pre-cooked plain rice.

“Frozen fruit and vegetables are also worth stocking up on because they’re just as nutritious as their fresh coun-
terparts, and you can’t go wrong with canned products like beans, chickpeas and tuna — choose plain-flavoured
and water-packed varieties that don’t contain added salt or oil,” Luk says.

“Unsweetened, calcium-fortified soy milk and tofu are great alternatives to dairy products. Tofu fortified with
omega-3 is a healthy choice for people who don’t eat seafood.”

For a healthy snack, Cheung recommends nuts that have been roasted without added salt, sugar or oil. Natural
Greek yogurt is an excellent source of calcium — essential for bone health — and probiotics, which are good for
the gut microbiome.
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