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Ultra-Processed Foods 

(UPFs) are formulations 

of mainly 

industrial substances with 

little or no whole 

ingredients 1. Consumption 

of UPFs has been 

associated with multiple 

negative health 

outcomes2. Meanwhile, 

there is limited 

understanding of whether 

UPF intake is associated 

with cognitive performance 

in older age3. Moreover, 

whether the relationship 

between UPFs and negative 

health outcomes is 

mediated via diet quality is 

debated.

This is an observational 
analysis of 1,638 
participants (EPIC-
Norfolk cohort). UPFs were id
entified using the NOVA 
classification, and intake was 
calculated as the percentage 
of total dietary weight 
(g/day). Diet quality was 
evaluated using the MIND 
diet index. Structural 
equation modelling (SEM) 
was applied to examine the 
association 
between UPF consumption 
and later-life cognitive 
function. Mediation analysis 
was performed 
to determine whether diet 
quality mediated this 
relationship, with effects 
tested using Sobel 
estimators.

All SEM models had good 

model fit. Higher 

consumption of UPFs had 

a direct negative 

association on 

cognitive performance 12 

years later, but there was 

no significant effect on 

cognitive performance 23 

years later. The 

association between UPFs 

and cognitive performance 

12 years later 

was completely mediated b

y the quality of the diet. 

Specifically, the 42% of the 

effect of UPF intake on 

cognition was mediated by 

the quality of the diet.

These results suggest UPF 

consumption may be 

associated with poorer 

cognitive performance 

many years later, and this 

effect may occur 

via reduced quality of 

the diet.
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