
Evaluating Foods by 
NUTRITIONAL VALUE 
Rather Than Level of Processing
A food’s healthfulness is best measured by its NUTRIENT CONTENT 
and its EFFECTS ON HEALTH—not by its processing level. Soy foods 
offer NUTRIENT DENSITY and HEALTH BENEFITS regardless of 
PROCESSING CLASSIFICATION.

NUTRIENT QUALITY CONTRIBUTES 
TO HEALTHFULNESS

The contribution of a food to overall health is determined 
primarily by its nutrient content.

Soy provides: 

SOY FOODS DELIVER PROVEN
 BENEFITS
Modern, processed soy foods support positive 
health outcomes, including promoting gains in 
muscle mass and strength, cardiovascular function 
and normal growth and development.

Soymilk – Systematic review and meta-analysis 
of 17 randomized controlled trials comparing the 
effects on health outcomes of cow’s milk to soy-
milk showed that soymilk lowered blood pressure, 
low-density lipoprotein cholesterol (LDL-C) levels, 
and inflammation.5

Soy-based meat alternatives -- Recent analysis 
found that none of the common attributes of ultra-processed 
foods (e.g., high caloric density, fast eating rate, fast energy 
intake rate, soft texture, hyper-palatable, inexpensive, and 
low satiety) apply to plant-based meat alternatives more so 
than to beef.6

Soy protein ingredients are prized for their function-
ality and nutritional benefits, often boosting the overall 

nutrition profile of a processed food. A considerable 
amount of clinical work which has examined the 
health effects of a range of concentrated sources 
of soy protein is generally supportive of a positive 
health impact.7

High-quality protein with all essential 
amino acids required to support the 
needs of children and adults

Unsaturated fats including 
omega-6 and omega-3 that 
support heart health

Fiber and key vitamins and minerals, 
including folate, potassium, and iron 

Soy Offers PROVEN Benefits

NOT ALL PROCESSED FOODS ARE
 ALIKE
Foods that fall within the same processing classification can 
VARY IN NUTRIENT CONTENT and differentially affect 
health outcomes. 

Some subcategories of ultra-processed foods, including 
plant-based meat and milk alternatives, breads, and 
cereals, show NO HARMFUL EFFECTS or are associated 
with IMPROVED HEALTH STATUS.1-4 

While overall intake of foods commonly classified as 
ultra-processed has been linked to various adverse health 
outcomes, the primary drivers of these associations are 
subcategories of ultra-processed foods with low nutrient 
density and poor composition.

Treating tofu, soymilk, and soy-based burgers the same as 
candy, chips, soda, and energy drinks doesn’t make sense. 
Unlike many ultra-processed foods, soy foods can 
provide important nutrients like fiber, protein, 
potassium and calcium. 
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AVOID OVERSIMPLIFYING 
DIETARY GUIDANCE

All foods – including soy foods -- are complex mixtures of 
nutritive and non-nutritive bioactive compounds. 

Declaring food to be healthful or unhealthful based on the 
degree of processing represents an overly simplistic 
approach to dietary guidance and ignores nutritional 
value and potential health benefits.

Soy foods that fall under the same level of processing clas-
sification can—and often do—differ significantly in nutrient 
content. They can also vary based on formulation and 
intended use. For example, some may be fortified with key 
vitamins and minerals; others provide high-quality protein 
and good fats. This underscores the importance of 
evaluating soy foods based on their nutritional profile, 
not solely their degree of processing.

THE PROS OF PROCESSING

More highly processed foods can and do exert health ben-
efits relative to their less processed counterparts, and these 
foods should not be demonized based solely on how they 
are produced.

Processing can enhance nutrition, safety, and access 8:

Nutrition: Fortification with calcium, vitamin D, fiber; 
benefits from pasteurization and fermentation

Safety: Eliminates harmful bacteria, preserves nutrients

Accessibility: Offers convenient, affordable options to 
meet diverse lifestyles and dietary needs

Food Security: Provides shelf-stable, ready-to-eat items 
that deliver essential nutrients

Health guidance should be based on NUTRIENT CONTENT and 
PROVEN HEALTH EFFECTS — NOT JUST PROCESSING LEVEL. 
Soy foods are a prime example of how 
MODERN FOOD PROCESSING can 
deliver NUTRIENT-DENSE OPTIONS.

Plant-based meat and dairy products 
are VITAL for people with DIETARY 
RESTRICTIONS, ALLERGIES, OR 
LACTOSE INTOLERANCE. They are 
also convenient sources of key nutrients 
for those prioritizing plant protein.
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