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Summary
ü What is addiction?
ü Can it apply to food behaviours?
ü What is the expert consensus around food addiction?
ü How common is ultra processed food addiction (UPFA)?
ü How can I recognise it in clinic?
ü What causes UPFA?
ü Results of our treatment study and other studies
ü What works clinically?
ü What next?
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Sergei
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Addiction
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ICD substance use disorder symptoms

3 or more indicates ‘pathological use’/addiction
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Era Focus Activity Level Numbers
2000–2008 TheTheoretical Era Debates on whether food 

"addiction" was a valid 
metaphor or a biological 
reality. 

Low 
(<50/year)

2009–2018: The Validation Era Use of the YFAS to prove 
the concept in humans; 
brain imaging studies 
became common. 

Moderate 
(100-
350/year)

2019–Present: The Policy Era Focus shifted to Ultra-
Processed Foods (UPFs) 
and how big food 
industry practices mirror 
big tobacco. 

High 
(500+/year)
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Praxedes et al (2022) Systematic review with 
meta-analysis using YFAS (DSM): 

The Prevalence of FA is

14%*

in the general population. 

(*Comparable to alcohol also 14%)

Prevalence of Food Addiction

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34953001/
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Ø Praxedes et al (2022) also showed FA prevalence in 
Ø Anorexia 55%
Ø Binge eating disorder 63%
Ø Bulimia 84% 
Ø Obesity 30%
Ø Bariatric surgery patients 32%
Ø Normal or underweight 11% 
Ø Gearhardt et al (2023) 
Ø 12% in children and adolescents overall, and 
Ø  Up to 35% in overweight/obese children and adolescents

Prevalence of Food Addiction in clinical populations

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34953001/
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Food Addiction and Type 2 Diabetes!

Food addiction was strongly associated with T2D in the general population 
(adjusted odds ratio (AOR) = 6.7) and among individuals with mental 
disorder (AOR = 2.4) in a dose–response-like manner.

Food addiction is strongly associated with type 2 diabetes
Christina Horsager a, Jens Meldgaard Bruun b c, Emil Færk a, Søren Hagstrøm d e f, Marlene Briciet Lauritsen a d, Søren 

Dinesen Østergaard c g

2023 Clinical Nutrition

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.clnu.2023.03.014
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The harms of Ultra Processed Food

Greater exposure to ultra-processed 
food was associated with a higher risk 
of adverse health outcomes, especially 
cardiometabolic, common mental 
disorder, and mortality outcomes. N = 
10 million!

Lane, M. M., Gamage, E., Du, S., Ashtree, D. N., McGuinness, A. J., Gauci, S., Baker, P., Lawrence, M., Rebholz, C. M., Srour, B., & O’Neil, 
A. (2024). Ultra-processed food exposure and adverse health outcomes: Umbrella review of epidemiological meta-analyses. 
https://www.bmj.com/content/384/bmj-2023-077310 
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6+ million adults
Estimated number of UK adults with Food 

Addiction, based on the estimate of 14% prevalence 
from previous studies
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In the Popular Media 
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Food Addiction takes many shapes!
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Do we have something of a denial problem?

19
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Screening tools for Food Addiction

1.Yale Food Addiction Scale

2.C.R.A.V.E.D.

3.Gentle enquiry

21
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Yale Food Addiction Scale YFAS

► Validated research screening tool

► Translated into many languages

► Used widely in research/data collection

► Based on DSM-V Criteria for disorders due to substance use

► Long Questionnaire (35 Questions)

► Shorter Modified version (m-YFAS 2.0) (13 Questions)

► Children’s version also available

► Time-consuming to complete and difficult to score in clinic

22
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Modified Yale Food Addiction Scale –m-Y.F.A.S. 
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CRAVED scores were positively associated with YFAS symptom 
scores (r = 0.55, p < .001) and BES scores (r = 0.56, p < .001). 
Higher CRAVED scores significantly predicted YFAS-defined 
food addiction. ROC analysis demonstrated acceptable 
discrimination (AUC = 0.75, 95% CI 0.64–0.85). A threshold of 
≥3 showed high sensitivity for identifying YFAS-positive cases. 
CRAVED scores were significantly higher among participants 
meeting YFAS criteria and increased across binge eating 
severity groups. These findings provide preliminary support 
for CRAVED as a brief and clinically feasible screening tool for 
addictive-like eating behaviours. 

CRAVED validation accepted for publication at Frontiers in Public Health

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/public-health/articles/10.3389/fpubh.2026.1871164/abstract
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QR code for downloadable quick start leaflet-CRAVED and advice
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Gentle Enquiry…

When one is too many
and

One thousand is never enough?

27
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Animal and human studies have demonstrated that excessive 
consumption of palatable foods can induce behaviours 
characteristic of addiction-bingeing, craving, tolerance, and 
withdrawal-accompanied by significant dopaminergic 
alterations within the mesolimbic reward circuitry. 
Neuroimaging and molecular studies further reveal that 
chronic overconsumption of UPFs alters dopaminergic tone, 
disrupts prefrontal control, and activates stress pathways, 
thereby reinforcing compulsive intake.

Hough, K. et al (2026). The addicted brain: How processed foods hijack reward systems. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.phrs.2026.108097
29
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The UPF Addiction Trap
Also: 
-Hyperpalatability
-Suppression of frontal 
lobe activity
-Neurons that fire 
together, wire together
-Damage to 
mitochondria, leading to 
energy deficits
-Negative 
reinforcement: a bad 
feeling state is 
temporarily relieved

30
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The consequences of eating a low nutrient 
density diet? Might this drive over eating and 
cravings?

Beal T, Manohar S, Miachon L, Fanzo J. Nutrient-dense foods and 
diverse diets are important for ensuring adequate nutrition across the 
life course. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. 

Grams of each food needed to provide an average of 
one-third of recommended intakes of vitamin A, 
folate, vitamin B12, calcium, iron, and zinc for 
women aged 15 to 49 y. Feb 2025
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Real, whole nutrient dense foods as nature intended

32

https://the-chc.org/
https://the-chc.org/
https://the-chc.org/


Continuning professional education and 
development

June 26

17

the-chc.org33

It’s not ALL about food: brain repair
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https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychiatry/articles/10.3389/fpsyt.2025.1556988/full

Unwin et al 2025
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North America

Sweden

United Kingdom

Pooled effect

p < 0.001 p < 0.001

p < 0.001

One year follow up results 

N=238

35
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Suggestions for  treatment
• Screen using CRAVED then education:
• Working towards Abstinence from sugar, flour and processed foods
• Real food focus  Adequate protein and fat. Not ‘restriction’.
• No cheat days and caution with fasting (don’t alternate access and restriction)
• No sweeteners (only use in transition if necessary)
• Focus isn’t weight loss but stable, nutritious eating and neurotransmitter 

regulation and brain energy stabilisation 
• Educate re the addicted brain (+stress management, other activities to replace 

food rewards)
• Beware alcohol, nicotine, caffeine (one disease, many outlets)
• Nuts, cheese/dairy with caution and eliminate if cravings persist 
• Additional tools working well in clinic: CGMs, short-term low-dose oral GLP1s
• Ongoing peer support via online groups

37
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Does UPF abstinence worsen binge eating? Bennett et al  2026

38

https://the-chc.org/
https://the-chc.org/
https://the-chc.org/
https://the-chc.org/
https://the-chc.org/
https://the-chc.org/


Continuning professional education and 
development

June 26

20

Accepting addiction-Karen
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Link to the full research topic

Link to Frontiers special issue
https://www.frontiersin.org/research-topics/65607/ultra-
processed-food-addiction-moving-toward-consensus-on-
mechanisms-definitions-assessment-and-intervention

Follow the link for 16 papers about UPFUD & treatment
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Key Takeaways

•UPFA / UPFUD is gaining international consensus as a substance use disorder

•Consensus on mechanisms, definitions, assessment, and intervention is emerging

•Treatments are promising but require more rigorous research and follow up

•Abstaining from UPF does not worsen eating disorder symptoms

•Classification would change practice, funding availability and policy

https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s13679-024-00569-w.pdf

Ultra-Processed Food Addiction: A Research Update 
Erica M. LaFata1 · Kelly C. Allison2 · Janet Audrain-McGovern3 · Evan M. Forman1,4 
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