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The post this week will discuss the differences between processed convenience food and 

whole foods in hopes of emphasizing the importance of knowing what you are using to fuel 

your body to perform at your best. Knowledge of what we are eating can motivate us to focus 

on a more whole-foods-based diet versus a processed one, and the results can be astounding! 

 
Processed foods are any foods that have been changed from their 

natural state before we consume them. This could mean chopping, 

freezing, canning, drying, or creating any food (WebMD). Therefore, 

canned veggies can be classified as processed food while Cheetos are 

also considered processed. The difference between the two is their 

compositions, and this is evident in the ingredients list on food 

labels. 

Marketing departments for companies do a great job creating labels 

for products to make consumers think they are eating a healthy food 

option, but it can be surprising to see what is actually in your food! 

They highlight the good (10g protein, 5g fiber, whole-grain, locally 

grown, organic, etc.), but what most people don’t realize is what’s on 

the front of a food package may not correlate with what’s on the 

back. What this means is that the food may seem healthy by how it’s 

marketed, but when you try and read the ingredient label, you can 

only identify some of the many ingredients in the food. The video on 

the next page does a really good job demonstrating this concept. 

Often processed foods contain added sodium, sugar, fat, and 

chemical agents to help with flavoring, texture, and appeal. While 

these foods in moderation are not a problem, consuming them too 

often and as a main source of fuel can lead to adverse health effects. 

Some of these are weight gain, elevated blood pressure/sugar, 

fluctuations in energy (rush of energy followed by a crash), vitamin 

and mineral deficiencies, and these short-term problems can lead to 

longer more chronic conditions down the road. This isn’t to say not 

to have these foods you enjoy on occasion but try and focus your diet 

primarily on whole foods. 

 Whole foods are foods that have been minimally or not processed 

from their original form. Examples would be produce (fruits & 

veggies), raw nuts and seeds, legumes, some grains, and some forms 

of meat. While these foods serve to nourish and fuel your body, they 

may not always be as portable or available when traveling. This is 

when reading and understanding nutrition labels and ingredient lists 

can be beneficial. 

When choosing processed foods there are a number of things you 

will notice on the back of a package: serving size, servings per 

package/container, calorie count, the amount and types of fat, 

sodium, sugars (added sugars), protein, fiber, etc. As an athlete 

looking to fuel your body not only calorically, but nutritionally as 

well, my best advice is to focus in on the ingredient list more so than 

the nutrition label. For example, a package of mixed nuts will have 

more calories and fat than would a sports bar, but the nuts consist of 

things like vitamins, minerals, and fiber while the sports bar is made 

up of a multitude of ingredients, not all beneficial to one’s health. To 

the right and on part of the next page are examples of nutrition labels 

and ingredient lists for different foods to demonstrate the concept of 

more than what meets the eye when consuming processed foods. 

Above: Nonfat Plain Greek Yogurt 

Quest Bar 

Above: Almonds 

Above: Ingredient labels for reduced fat peanut butter 

vs. natural peanut butter 

https://blogs.webmd.com/food-and-nutrition/2014/03/what-is-processed-food-exactly.html


 

Above: Healthy Choice chicken pot pie frozen dinner Above: Progresso’s chicken noodle soup 

The purpose of this week’s post is not to scare you away or deter you from purchasing and consuming 

processed foods, rather it was made in hopes of making you more aware of the content in food choices available 

to you. That said, part of a healthy diet is balance, so treating yourself every once and a while is a good thing 

but do your best to try and center your eating habits around whole, unprocessed or minimally processed foods. 

A tip to make this easier for you, especially when new to reading ingredient and nutrition labels is to try and 

shop for the majority of your food on the perimeter of the supermarket. The perimeter is where produce, meats, 

dairy, eggs, and frozen fruits/veggies are typically found, the inner isles is usually where the more processed 

foods are located. If you do buy processed foods, try and limit your purchases to foods with ingredient lists 

where you can identify the majority, if not all of the ingredients listed. Now that you have a basic understanding 

between whole and processed foods, hopefully you feel at least slightly more informed and confident during 

your next trip to the supermarket! Grocery shopping can be a fun way to discover and incorporate new, whole 

foods into your diet, so don’t skimp on the perimeter of the store and get creative and resourceful with your 

recipes, the internet is an amazing thing when it comes to food! 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kUKOt_SvTQc

