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What is Processed Meat?

Processed meat is defined as meat that has undergone methods like salting, curing,
fermentation, or smoking to enhance its flavor or extend its shelf life. Typically, these
meats are derived from pork or beef, but they can also include other red meats, poultry,
and meat by-products which are the non meat materials collected during the slaughter
process, commonly called offal. Common examples of processed meats are hot dogs, ham,
bacon, sausages, corned beef, biltong, beef jerky, as well as various canned meats.

Health Risks Linked to Processed Meat Consumption

Cancer

Processed meats have been linked to increased cancer risk, particularly due to the nitrites

used as preservatives. These nitrites, when ingested, can convert into harmful compounds

known as nitrosamines and nitrosamides in the stomach. These compounds are known for

their carcinogenic properties, potentially increasing the risk of developing various types of
cancer, especially in the digestive system.

The World Health Organization categorizes processed meat as a significant risk factor for
colorectal cancer, labeling it as a "Group 1 carcinogenic to humans." This is the same
category as cigarettes. Consuming even small amounts daily, such as a single hot dog or a
few slices of bacon, can increase the risk of cancer by 18%. Research by both the World
Cancer Research Fund (WCRF) and the American Institute for Cancer Research (AIRC)
supports these findings, stating the evidence linking processed meat and cancer is
definitive.

Beyond colorectal cancer, regular intake of processed meat is also associated with
heightened risks of prostate, breast, and pancreatic cancers, as well as increased overall
cancer mortality. Hot dog intake has been linked with two leading pediatric cancers, brain
tumors, and childhood leukemia. This correlation underscores the importance of public
health initiatives and dietary guidelines aimed at reducing consumption of processed
meats to potentially lower the incidence of these serious health issues.



Heart Disease and Stroke

80% of premature cases of heart disease and stroke are preventable, mostly through diet
and lifestyle changes. Evidence suggests a link between processed meat consumption and
a higher risk of heart disease and stroke. This is attributed to the high levels of saturated
fat, cholesterol, and sodium in these meats. Research indicates that consuming over 150
grams of processed meat weekly can raise the likelihood of heart disease and death by
46% and 51%, respectively, compared to non-consumers. 150 grams of processed meat is
equivalent to about 6 slices of ham.

Type 2 Diabetes

Regular consumption of processed meat has been linked to an increased risk of developing
type 2 diabetes, primarily due to the high levels of preservatives and sodium found in
these foods. Additionally, the high sodium and saturated fat content in processed meats
can contribute to increased blood pressure and impaired insulin response, both of which
are significant risk factors for type 2 diabetes. Moreover, certain cooking methods, like
grilling or frying, often used for processed meats, can produce advanced glycation end
products (AGEs), which have been implicated in insulin resistance and diabetes. Regular
intake of these foods may also lead to inflammation and oxidative stress, further
exacerbating the risk of developing this chronic condition.

Other Health Concerns

Processed meat is not only associated with an increased risk of chronic diseases but also
with long-term weight gain. High in calories and saturated fats, processed meats can
contribute to obesity, a major risk factor for various health complications.

Furthermore, the intake of processed meats, particularly before pregnancy, has been
linked to an increased risk of gestational diabetes. This condition not only affects the
health of the mother but also has long-term health implications for the child. Additionally,
there is evidence suggesting a connection between processed meat consumption and
fertility issues, as well as early-onset puberty in girls, which can have profound health and
developmental implications.

Another significant health concern linked to processed meat consumption is Chronic
Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD). The preservatives used in cured meats, such as
nitrates, may contribute to lung conditions and exacerbate symptoms in individuals with
respiratory issues.
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Finally, processed meats might also play a role in the aging process. Studies suggest that
these foods could contribute to the shortening of telomeres, the protective caps on the
ends of our DNA strands. Shortened telomeres are a marker of cellular aging and are
associated with various age-related diseases. Eating a hot dog could cost you 36 minutes
of healthy lifespan, while choosing to eat a serving of nuts instead could help you gain 26
minutes of extra healthy life, according to a 2021 study.

Take Home Message

In conclusion, the consumption of processed meats is linked to several health risks,
including increased chances of chronic diseases such as type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular
diseases, various types of cancer, and respiratory conditions like COPD. It also contributes
to long-term weight gain and may have adverse effects on reproductive health and the
aging process. To mitigate these risks, considering plant-based alternatives can be a
healthful choice. Options like lentils, beans, tofu, and tempeh offer nutritious and delicious
alternatives to processed meats. These substitutes not only provide essential nutrients
but also align with a healthier lifestyle, reducing the risk of the aforementioned health
issues.
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