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Association Between Ultra-Processed Food Consumption And Risk Of Colorectal 

Cancer Precursors In Three US Cohorts 

 

Abstract 116 

 

Background: Growing evidence indicates the adverse effect of ultra-processed food (UPF) 

consumption. However, it remains unknown whether ultra-processed food consumption 

influences the risk of colorectal cancer precursors, namely conventional adenomas and 

serrated lesions. 

 

Methods: We drew data from the Nurses’ Health Study (NHS), NHS2, and Health 
Professionals Follow-up Study (HPFS), comprising 144,881 participants who had 

undergone at least one lower gastrointestinal endoscopy since baseline and were followed 

until the diagnosis of conventional adenomas or serrated lesions. We assessed the intake of 

UPFs according to the NOVA classification based on the validated food frequency 

questionnaires administered every 4 years. To handle multiple records per participants 

and time-varying exposures, we used multivariable logistic regression for clustered data to 

calculate odds ratios (OR) and 95% confidence intervals (CIs) for cumulative average 

consumption of UPFs and colorectal polyps. 

 

Results: We documented 11,972 cases with conventional adenomas and 10,710 with 

serrated lesions during 18-20 years of follow up. Compared to participants in the lowest 

quintile of UPF consumption, those in the highest quintile had an increased risk of 

conventional adenomas (OR=1.19, 95% CI: 1.12-1.27; P trend <.0001) and serrated lesions 

(OR=1.22, 95% CI: 1.14-1.30; P trend <.0001). Similar results were found for high-risk polyps (i.e., advanced adenomas and ≥10 mm serrated lesions; OR=1.19, 95% CI: 1.09-1.30; 

P trend <.0001). These associations were slightly attenuated but remained statistically 

significant after further adjusting for body mass index, western dietary pattern score, or 

individual dietary factors (fiber, folate, calcium, and vitamin D). The results remained 

essentially unchanged after we excluded processed meat from total UPF intake. Among 

different UPF subgroups, meat/poultry/seafood-based ready-to-eat products showed the 

strongest association with high-risk polyps (OR per one serving per day=1.17, 95% CI: 

1.06-1.29), followed by packaged sweet snacks and desserts (OR=1.05, 95% CI: 1.02- 

1.08), and fat, condiment, and sauces (OR=1.05, 95%: 1.03-1.08). 

 

Conclusion: Higher consumption of ultra-processed foods is associated with an increased 

risk of colorectal cancer precursors. The association does not appear to be driven by 

processed meat. Ultra-processed foods might be a modifiable target for early prevention of 

colorectal cancer. 
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