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Abstract
Objective: To present and discuss the dietary guidelines issued by the Brazilian
government in 2014.
Design: The present paper describes the aims of the guidelines, their shaping
principles and the approach used in the development of recommendations. The
main recommendations are outlined, their signiﬁcance for the cultural, socioeconomic and environmental aspects of sustainability is discussed, and their
application to other countries is considered.
Setting: Brazil in the twenty-ﬁrst century.
Subjects: All people in Brazil, now and in future.
Results: The food- and meal-based Brazilian Dietary Guidelines address dietary
patterns as a whole and so are different from nutrient-based guidelines, even those
with some recommendations on speciﬁc foods or food groups. The guidelines are
based on explicit principles. They take mental and emotional well-being into
account, as well as physical health and disease prevention. They identify diet as
having cultural, socio-economic and environmental as well as biological and
behavioural dimensions. They emphasize the beneﬁts of dietary patterns based
on a variety of natural or minimally processed foods, mostly plants, and freshly
prepared meals eaten in company, for health, well-being and all relevant aspects
of sustainability, as well as the multiple negative effects of ready-to-consume
ultra-processed food and drink products.
Conclusions: The guidelines’ recommendations are designed to be sustainable
personally, culturally, socially, economically and environmentally, and thus ﬁt to
face this century. They are for foods, meals and dietary patterns of types that are
already established in Brazil, which can be adapted to suit the climate, terrain and
customs of all countries.

National dietary guidelines are ofﬁcial documents
prepared and published by government agencies to guide
public policy and to advise people on diets that promote
health(1). Worldwide, more than ﬁfty countries issue
national dietary guidelines and an equal number is
currently developing them(2). However, most existing
guidelines have a narrow view of how diet relates to
health. In essence, they restrict the concept of diet to the
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amounts of nutrients contained in foods and the concept
of health to the presence or absence of diseases caused by
the lack or excess of one or more nutrients in diets.
The amount of nutrients in foods is of course relevant
for health. But this is just one of the attributes of diets that
are relevant to disease, health and well-being. The speciﬁc
foods containing the nutrients are also relevant, because
foods are not mere carriers of isolated nutrients(3–5). Foods
© The Authors 2015
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contain nutrients but also many other compounds with
biological activity and potential to inﬂuence health, such
as antioxidants and anti-inﬂammatory agents, and the
synergistic combination of all these bioactive compounds
affects how foods are digested, absorbed and metabolized(3,6). Also, foods are normally prepared, combined
and consumed with other foods as dishes and meals and
the nutrients and other bioactive compounds they contain
all interact(3). This explains why nutrients and other
bioactive compounds separated from their food matrix, in
the form of supplements or in ‘fortiﬁed’ processed food
products, usually do not mimic their effects when consumed as a natural or intrinsic part of foods and of dishes
and meals made with these foods(7–10).
Other attributes of diets are usually understated in or
even absent from current dietary guidelines. These include
the contexts of eating, like when, why, where and with
whom foods, dishes and meals are consumed. These
circumstances all inﬂuence what kind of food is consumed
and in what quantities, its digestion and absorption, and
the pleasure in eating(11).
Diet also includes the symbolic and emotional values of
foods, dishes and meals embedded in all evolved societies. These values contribute to the enjoyment of eating,
the building of memories and customs, and the strengthening of relationships and connections, which are aspects
of health and well-being(12).
Further, and particularly relevant for the present paper,
foods are produced, transformed and supplied within
food systems whose characteristics affect personal and
population health and well-being through their impact on
society and the environment. Food systems can be socially
and environmentally sustainable, promoting justice and
protection of the living and physical world; alternatively,
they can generate many types of inequity and threats to
natural resources and biodiversity(13).
To summarize thus far, conventional dietary guidelines
typically understate the relationship between diet and
health. They treat foods as mere carriers of isolated
nutrients, largely ignore food processing, meals and the
contexts of eating, overlook the cultural dimensions of
diets and do not consider the link between diet and the
social and environmental sustainability of food systems.
Another limitation of conventional dietary guidelines is
that they are slow to respond to changes in food supplies
and patterns of population health and well-being. Current
examples of these changes are the conversion of countless
national and local food systems into one monolithic
globalized industrial system dependent on intense food
processing, the increasing availability of relatively cheap,
aggressively marketed ready-to-consume soft drinks and
snack products, and the parallel pandemic of obesity and
diabetes(14,15).
Dietary guidelines obviously need to be well-founded
on evidence. But what is admissible as evidence and what
is the best evidence?(16–18) Most current dietary guidelines
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restrict their recommendations to quantities of nutrients,
and sometimes of speciﬁc foods, believed to protect
against speciﬁc diseases. This they do on the basis
of knowledge provided by tightly controlled studies, of
which randomized controlled trials are regarded the most
valuable(19). Many other types of knowledge are usually
not seen as relevant, one example being those implicit in
long-established tried-and-tested dietary patterns developed as part of human evolution and adaptation(20,21).
Further, rather than specifying rigid instructions, as they
tend to do, dietary guidelines should empower people to be
agents able to protect their own health and that of the
people close to them, and to act in ways that affect social,
environmental and other external determinants of health(22).
The new ofﬁcial national Brazilian Dietary Guidelines,
issued in November 2014(23), aim to address and overcome common limitations of conventional dietary guidelines summarized above. Although many of these
limitations have been acknowledged by UN agencies’
reports since the 1990s(1,24), progress at national level has
been slow. The present paper describes the new Brazilian
Dietary Guidelines (hereafter simply called ‘the guidelines’), ascertains how they overcome limitations, in particular those related to social and environmental
sustainability of food systems and supplies, and considers
their use internationally and in countries other than Brazil.

Methods
This section describes the aims of the guidelines, the
process followed in their development, their shaping
principles, and the approach used in the development of
their recommendations.
Aims
The guidelines include a full set of information and recommendations about food, meals and eating practices whose
purpose is to promote the health and well-being of people,
families, communities and the whole Brazilian population,
now and in future. They are for all Brazilians of all ages from
2 years, of all classes and from all regions. Target readers
include health professionals, community workers, educators,
capacity-building trainers and other professionals at all levels
whose work includes health promotion. These and other
workers are and will be crucial in the dissemination of the
guidelines and to ensure that they are understood by all,
including people who have difﬁculties in reading. The
guidelines are planned to be used in people’s homes, in
health facilities, in schools and in all other places concerned
with health and its promotion, such as community centres,
social assistance reference centres, and in the work of civil
society organizations and social movements.
While the guidelines are designed to promote health
and well-being and to prevent illness, their recommendations may also help those affected by or suffering from
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speciﬁc diseases. In such cases dietitians will need to
adapt the recommendations to the speciﬁc conditions of
each person, supporting health professionals in the
organization of nutritional care. Dietary guidance for
children under the age of 2 years, consistent with the
guidelines, is available elsewhere(25).

Process
Preparation of the guidelines was a 3-year process directed by the Brazilian Ministry of Health with the technical
assistance of the Centre for Epidemiological Studies on
Health and Nutrition at the University of São Paulo, and
support from the Pan American Health Organization. It
involved two formal meetings with researchers, health
professionals, educators and civil society representatives
from all regions of Brazil, and regional meetings in the
twenty-six Brazilian States and the Federal District. In
early 2014, the draft guidelines were opened to public
consultation. This resulted in 3125 responses from
universities, public bodies, professional representative
organizations, the private sector, health professionals
and members of the public, enabling extensive revision
of what has become a truly participatory national
achievement.
The guidelines are an ofﬁcial publication of the
Brazilian Ministry of Health. The document has 152 pages,
is fully illustrated and so far is available online in three
languages (English and Spanish, as well as the Portuguese
version which is also printed). A ﬁrst printing of 60 000
copies has been distributed to health centres throughout
the country. The guidelines have ﬁve chapters (‘Principles’, ‘Choosing foods’, ‘From foods to meals’, ‘Modes of
eating’ and ‘Understanding and overcoming obstacles’),
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a self-contained summary of the main recommendations
as ‘Ten Steps to Healthy Diets’ and an annotated
bibliography organized chapter by chapter.
Principles
We believe that the guidelines are the ﬁrst to begin with an
explicit set of principles. The ﬁrst principle states that diet,
as well as involving nutrients, is about foods, meals and
eating modes, and also includes social and cultural aspects
of dietary practices. The second states that sound dietary
recommendations are tuned to respond to changes in food
systems and supplies and patterns of population health.
The third acknowledges the interdependence between
healthy diets and the social and environmental sustainability of food systems. The fourth states that reliable
recommendations on diet come from a range of sources of
evidence. The ﬁfth states that dietary guidelines should
enlarge people’s choice of and right to adequate and
healthy diets (see Box 1).
Development of recommendations
The recommendations in the guidelines follow the principles set out above and concern choices of foods and
meals, modes of eating and barriers to healthy diets.
Choices of foods and meals
The recommendations on food choices address four food
groups deﬁned by NOVA, the name for the classiﬁcation
developed at the University of São Paulo, which is based
on the extent and purpose of industrial processing
undergone by food before it is acquired, prepared and
consumed(26,27).
The ﬁrst NOVA group consists of natural or minimally
processed foods. Natural foods are those obtained directly

Box 1 The ﬁve principles of the Brazilian Dietary Guidelines
1. Diet is more than intake of nutrients. Diet refers to intake of nutrients, and also to the foods that contain and
provide nutrients. Diet also refers to how foods are combined and prepared in the form of meals, how these meals
are eaten, and also to cultural and social dimensions of food choices, food preparation and modes of eating, all of
which affect health and well-being.
2. Dietary recommendations need to be tuned to their times. Dietary recommendations should respond to changes
in food supplies and in patterns of population health and well-being.
3. Healthy diets derive from socially and environmentally sustainable food systems. Dietary recommendations need
to take into account the impact of the means of production and distribution of food on social justice and
environmental integrity.
4. Different sources of knowledge inform sound dietary advice. Diet has various dimensions and a complex
relationship with population health and well-being. Therefore, the evidence required to construct recommendations on diet is generated from different sources of knowledge.
5. Dietary guidelines broaden autonomy in food choices. Access to reliable information on characteristics and
determinants of healthy diets contributes towards people, families and communities increasing their autonomy in
making good food choices; it also contributes to leading them to demand compliance to the human right to
adequate food.
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from plants or animals (such as vegetables and fruits, or
eggs and milk) and acquired for consumption without
having undergone any alteration following their removal
from nature. Minimally processed foods are natural foods
that have been submitted to cleaning, removal of inedible
or unwanted parts, fractioning, grinding, drying, fermentation, pasteurization, cooling, freezing or other processes
that do not add substances to the original food. The
purpose of minimal processes is to preserve foods, to
make it possible to store them, and sometimes also to
simplify food preparation (cleaning and removing inedible
parts), or to help their digestion, or make them more
palatable (grinding or fermentation). Examples include
grains that are dried, polished or ground as grits or ﬂour;
pasta made up from ﬂour and water; roots, tubers and
vegetables that are washed; dried fruits, frozen vegetables
and fruits; cuts of meat that are cooled or frozen; and
pasteurized milk.
The second NOVA group consists of processed culinary
ingredients. These are substances extracted from natural
foods or from nature itself by processes such as pressing,
grinding, crushing, pulverizing and reﬁning. The purpose
of processing here is to produce ingredients used in
homes and restaurants to season and cook natural or
minimally processed foods and to make varied and
enjoyable dishes such as soups, salads, dishes, grilled or
roasted vegetables and meat, and handmade breads, pies,
cakes and desserts. Examples of culinary ingredients are
plant oils, lard, butter, sugar and salt.
The third NOVA group consists of processed foods.
These are relatively simple food products manufactured
essentially by the addition to natural or minimally
processed foods of salt or sugar or other substance of
common culinary use, such as oil or vinegar. The purpose
of processing here is to prolong the duration of foods and
enhance their palatability. Examples include canned and
bottled vegetables or fruits; salted, smoked and cured
meats and other foods; cheeses; and breads made of
wheat ﬂour, yeast, water and salt.
The ingredients and processes involved in the production of the items in the above three groups derive from the
human cultural and technical experience and heritage
beginning many thousands of years ago, while more
recently being modernized in ways that can make those
items more available, varied and safe. By sharp contrast,
most of the products in the fourth NOVA food group, in
their current forms, are novel industrial creations made
possible by sophisticated modern technology including
use of a myriad of food additives that give products hyperattractive colours, ﬂavours, aromas and textures.
The fourth NOVA group consists of ultra-processed
food and drink products. These are formulations mainly or
solely of industrial ingredients. Their manufacture involves
several stages and various processing techniques and
ingredients, many used exclusively by industry. The
purpose of processing here is to create durable, accessible,
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convenient and highly palatable ready-to-drink, readyto-eat or ready-to-heat products. These are typically
consumed as snacks or desserts or as pre-prepared dishes
and meals that displace natural or minimally processed
foods and dishes and meals based on these foods and
prepared from scratch. Examples include chips (crisps)
and many other types of sweet, fatty or salty packaged
snack products; ice cream, chocolate, candies; massproduced packaged breads, cookies, pastries, cakes;
sweetened breakfast cereals; ‘energy’ bars; preserves;
margarines; carbonated drinks, ‘energy’ drinks; sugared,
sweetened milk drinks, sweetened including ‘fruit’
yoghurts and fruit drinks; cocoa drinks; infant formulas,
follow-on milks, other baby products; ‘health’ and
‘slimming’ products such as powdered or ‘fortiﬁed’ meal
and dish substitutes; and many ready-to-heat products
including pre-prepared pies and pizza dishes, poultry and
ﬁsh ‘nuggets’, burgers, hot dogs and other reconstituted
meat products, and powdered and packaged soups,
noodles and desserts.
Guidance on how to choose and combine foods as
dishes and meals is based on evidence generated from
analyses of data collected by the most recent Brazilian
national dietary survey conducted in 2008–2009(28,29).
These analyses have shown that diets made up from
natural or minimally processed foods and dishes based on
these foods and culinary ingredients are nutritionally far
superior to diets made up from processed foods and ultraprocessed food and drink products. Such contrasts were
most striking with nutrients whose consumption in the
overall Brazilian diet is inadequate, such as dietary ﬁbre
and some vitamins and minerals, or excessive, such as
sugar, saturated fats and trans fats. The survey analyses
also have shown that the average diet of the one-ﬁfth of
the Brazilian population with the highest relative consumption of natural or minimally processed foods meets
international recommendations for the consumption of
most nutrients. These Brazilians represent the one-ﬁfth
(40 million people) of the total Brazilian population for
whom natural or minimally processed foods and dishes
and meals made from these foods amount to 85 % or more
of their total daily energy intake.
The recommendations on dishes and meals include
photographs of examples of real breakfasts, lunches and
dinners consumed by the one-ﬁfth of Brazilians whose diet
relies mostly on natural or minimally processed foods. These
photographs show examples of meals of people of both
genders, all age groups, all classes of income, from urban and
rural settings, and from the ﬁve main regions of the country.
Guidance is also given on how to vary meals by substituting types of foods commonly consumed in Brazil with
others of similar nutritional composition and culinary use,
such as replacing beans with lentils or chickpeas, potatoes
with cassava or yam, and okra with eggplant (aubergine)
or pumpkin. Such variations, and their equivalents in other
countries and cultures, enhance diversity in nutrients,
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ﬂavours, aromas, colours and textures, and allow for
regional, cultural and personal preferences.
The guidelines give no emphasis to the amount of
foods or of dietary energy in each meal. This deliberate
omission is because the nutritional and energy needs
of people are very variable, depending on age, gender,
size (weight and height) and level of physical activity.
The control of body weight (and not the ‘counting
of calories’) is suggested as a simple and efﬁcient way
to determine whether the amount of food being consumed
is suitable.
Modes of eating
Recommendations on modes of eating address the
circumstances – time, place, company, attention – that
inﬂuence how foods are digested and absorbed, and also
the pleasure of eating.
Obstacles in the way of healthy diets
Recommendations here focus on four main potential
obstacles. These are: (i) the supply and cost of natural or
minimally processed foods; (ii) the loss of culinary skills;
(iii) lack of time; and (iv) the aggressive marketing of ultraprocessed products. Advice is given on how to surmount
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these obstacles, addressed to people as consumers, family
and community members, and as citizens.

Results
This section describes the main recommendations of the
guidelines on choices of foods and meals, on eating and
on obstacles in the way of healthy diets.
Recommendations on choices of foods and meals
Box 2 shows the four recommendations and one golden
rule for choices of foods and meals that make up nutritious, delicious and culturally appropriate diets and that
also support and encourage socially and environmentally
sustainable food systems.
As mentioned, recommendations on choices of foods
and meals are illustrated by photographs of examples of
actual breakfasts, lunches and dinners consumed by
Brazilians whose diets, based on natural or minimally
processed foods, approximate to the recommendations.
These are followed by suggestions on how to multiply the
examples of healthy meals.

Box 2 Choices of foods and meals
Recommendations
1. Make natural or minimally processed foods the basis of your diet. Natural or minimally processed foods, in great
variety, mainly of plant origin, and preferably produced with agro-ecological methods, are the basis for diets that
are nutritious, delicious, culturally appropriate and supportive of socially and environmentally sustainable food
systems.
2. Use oils, fats, salt and sugar in small amounts for seasoning and cooking foods and to create culinary
preparations. As long as they are used in moderation in culinary preparations based on natural or minimally
processed foods, oils, fats, salt and sugar contribute towards diverse and delicious diets without rendering them
nutritionally unbalanced.
3. Limit the use of processed foods, consuming them in small amounts as ingredients in culinary preparations or as
part of meals based on natural or minimally processed foods. The ingredients and techniques used in the
manufacture of processed foods – such as vegetables in brine, fruits in syrup, cheeses – unfavourably alter the
nutritional composition of the foods from which they are derived.
4. Avoid ultra-processed products. Because of their ingredients, ultra-processed products – such as packaged snacks,
soft drinks, sugared breakfast cereals, burgers and hot dogs (and as listed in the text above) – are nutritionally
unbalanced. As a result of their formulation and presentation, they tend to be consumed in excess and displace
natural or minimally processed foods and freshly made dishes and meals. Their means of production, distribution,
marketing and consumption damage culture, social life, local economies and the environment.
The golden rule
Always prefer natural or minimally processed foods and freshly made dishes and meals to ultra-processed products.
Opt for water, milk and fruits instead of soft drinks, dairy drinks and biscuits. Do not replace freshly prepared dishes
(broth, soups, salads, sauces, rice and beans, pasta, steamed vegetables, pies) with products that do not require
culinary preparation (packaged snacks and soups, instant noodles, pre-prepared frozen dishes, sandwiches, cold
cuts and sausages, industrialized sauces, ready-mixes for cakes) and stick to homemade desserts, avoiding
industrialized ones.
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Box 3 Modes of eating
1. Eat regularly and carefully. Always when possible, eat daily meals at similar times. Avoid snacking between
meals. Eat slowly, with full attention, and enjoy eating without engaging in another activity.
2. Eat in appropriate environments. Always prefer to eat in clean, comfortable and quiet places, and where there is
no stimulus to consume unlimited amounts of food.
3. Eat in company. Prefer eating with family, friends or colleagues. At home, share in the acquisition, preparation,
cooking, and arrangements before and after eating.

Recommendations on eating
Box 3 presents the recommendations on the context of
eating. Three aspects are considered: (i) the time and
attention devoted to eating; (ii) the environment of eating;
and (iii) the sharing of meals. When followed, the recommendations have various beneﬁts. These include improved
digestion and absorption of foods, more efﬁcient control of
what and how much food is consumed, enhanced family
and social life, and more pleasure in eating.
The three recommendations on modes of eating are
best followed all together. Regular and adequate times for
meals require an appropriate environment, which is easier
and more natural when people eat together. Appropriate
environments help increase attention to eating. Eating in
company discourages eating too quickly.
Recommendations to overcome obstacles in the way
of healthy diets
Because the recommendations of the guidelines are based
on the actual diets of a substantial proportion of Brazilian
families, they are realistic and feasible. They are also
ﬂexible. They do not include instructions on amounts
of foods or nutrients. Instead, terms like ‘prefer’ and ‘most
of the time’ are used. There are practically endless combinations and amounts of foods that make up healthy diets.
Nevertheless, following all the recommendations will
not always be easy. As mentioned, the main potential
obstacles include the supply and actual or perceived cost
of natural or minimally processed foods; loss of culinary
skills; lack of time; and aggressive marketing of ultraprocessed products. Overcoming these obstacles is likely
to involve considerable commitment, patience and persistence, and some cannot be overcome personally. It is
helpful always to bear in mind the value of nourishing diets
for good health and well-being, and also the fact that illness
caused by unhealthy diets and ways of life cost time and
money as well as causing misery. It is well worthwhile to
pay more attention to food and eating. This often implies
making new decisions about what is most important in life.
Box 4 is of recommendations designed to overcome
obstacles in the way of healthy diets. These address
people personally. They also address people as citizens,
who as well as voting, can work to protect what is good
and to change what is bad, locally, municipally and
nationally. This is essential for adoption of enlightened

public policies and effective regulatory actions that will
beneﬁt whole populations. People can act as citizens
themselves, as members of neighbourhood, community,
work and school groups, as users of public services, and
also as members of political parties, civil society organizations or social movements.
In Brazil there are many civil society groups dedicated
to the protection and strengthening of public health.
Citizens can join and be part of their work. This includes
pressing for public policies, including regulations and
support systems that can make the country an environment that enables the recommendations of the guidelines.
Discussion
The Brazilian guidelines are, we believe, the ﬁrst to fully
incorporate the need for sustainability. This we do not see
as an optional ‘extra’, but as essential in considering the
value and signiﬁcance of diet in the context of dietary
patterns, and food systems and supplies, not merely now,
but also for the future. All dietary guidelines should work
well at the time of issue and also, modiﬁed as knowledge
grows and circumstances change, for people who are
children now and also for those not yet born.
The focus of the guidelines on sustainability is illustrated in
Fig. 1. The guidelines are designed to nourish and sustain the
bodies of the people of Brazil (the lower segment of the
diagram with some examples of beneﬁts) and also their
minds and souls (the upper-left segment). Their purpose is
also to protect and preserve the planet and the biosphere (the
upper-right segment). These three aims are indivisible parts
of the whole of sustainability in the full sense of the concept,
including all aspects of well-being of the human species in
the living and physical environment and the biosphere.
All the recommendations in the guidelines have sustainability in mind. Here we focus on three recommendations and their signiﬁcance for the cultural, social,
economic and environmental aspects of sustainability.
Recommendation: Make natural or minimally
processed foods the basis of your diet
Natural or minimally processed foods, in great variety, mainly of plant origin, and preferably produced
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Box 4 Overcoming obstacles in the way of healthy diets
1. Be mindful when shopping for food and eating out of home. Avoid places that sell or serve mainly or only ultraprocessed foods. In supermarkets take and use a shopping list. Support farmers’ markets, municipal markets,
specialist retailers and other places that sell varieties of natural and minimally processed foods, and prefer food
produced by ecological methods. When you can, grow some of your own food, even if only herbs. Join groups to
buy healthy food in bulk. Be aware that many staple minimally processed foods are cheap. Prefer vegetables and
fruits that are in season and are locally produced. When eating out, choose self-service restaurants that charge by
weight. Press municipal authorities to install public facilities that sell natural or minimally processed foods at
affordable prices. Campaign for policies that support local food farmers and growers and that protect the prices of
their produce.
2. Develop, exercise and share culinary skills. If you have culinary skills, develop them and share them, especially
with boys and girls. If you do not have these skills – men as well as women – acquire them. Learn from and talk
with people who know how to cook. Ask family, friends and colleagues for recipes, read books, check the
Internet and eventually take courses. Start cooking. Press for the inclusion of cooking and other culinary skills as
part of formal school curriculum. Engage with civil society associations committed to promotion of the Brazilian
cultural heritage, gastronomy, and regional and local cuisines.
3. Plan your time to make food and eating important in your life. Plan the food shopping, organize your domestic
stores and decide on meals in advance. Simple everyday meals do not take much time. Share with family
members the responsibility for all activities related to meals. Make the preparation and eating of meals privileged
times of conviviality and pleasure. Assess how you live so as to give proper time for food and eating. Appreciate
that exchanging time taken for home entertainment like watching television, for time together before and after
meals and at table, brings deeper satisfaction and improves family life, especially for children.
4. Be wary of food marketing. Be critical of all forms of food marketing. Explain to children and young people that
the essential purpose of advertising is to increase product sales and not to inform or educate people. Study the
Brazilian legislation, which protects consumer rights, and denounce those who do not follow it.

with agro-ecological methods, are the basis for diets
that are nutritious, delicious, culturally appropriate
and supportive of socially and environmentally
sustainable food systems.
Worldwide, plentiful varieties of natural or minimally
processed foods of plant origin combined with small
quantities of foods of animal origin, eaten as such and as
contained in dishes and meals, result in nutritious, delicious and appropriate diets(30). They also entail and imply
food systems and supplies that are relatively equitable,
and less stressful to the physical environment, for animals
and biodiversity in general(30).
Different varieties of plant foods such as grains,
legumes, roots and tubers, vegetables and fruits, when
consumed as natural or minimally processed foods, are
mostly produced by family farmers in Brazil(31) and in
most countries(32). Therefore, consumption of such foods
also ensures and strengthens local economies, and living
and working in solidarity. It also promotes biodiversity
and reduces the environmental impact of food production
and distribution(32–36).
Reduced consumption and thus production of animal
foods in general will reduce emissions of greenhouse gases
that are a cause of climate disruption, will reduce deforestation caused by creation of industrial-scale farms to grow
crops for animal feed and to graze the animals themselves,

and also will reduce the use of water(36). Further, it will
reduce the number of intensive animal production systems.
The crowding characteristic of these systems stresses the
animals, concentrates animal wastes, requires systematic
use of antimicrobial drugs known to generate bacteria
resistant to drugs for human use, pollutes and contaminates
groundwater, reservoirs, lakes and rivers, and generates
diseases of animals that transmit to people(37,38).
Intensive animal production also requires vast amounts
of animal feed produced by monocultures such as of
soyabean and corn. Like all modern industrial agriculture,
these also require prodigal use of water and of toxic
biocides, herbicides, pesticides and fertilizers that
contaminate sources of water, degrade soil, increase pest
resistance and reduce biodiversity(39). The use of genetically modiﬁed seeds is also a cause for environmental
concern in Brazil(40) and elsewhere(41,42).
Food systems based on agro-ecological methods
produce foods free of chemical contaminants, protect
biodiversity, promote more diverse diets, contribute to fair
distribution of productive lands and the creation of work,
and respect and improve knowledge and traditional forms
of production. The more that people see the beneﬁts of
sustainably produced foods and prefer them, the greater
will be the support received by farmers who respect the
land and the more socially and environmentally sustainable food systems will become(43–46).
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Food enjoyment,

Water, soil, air,

cultural diversity,

biodiversity,

conviviality,
interaction with nature,

landscape, forests:
preserved, protected

autonomy:
all enhanced
Food- and
meal-based
diets

Pollution, emissions,
use of resources,
waste, garbage:
all reduced

Healthy weight
Less nutrient deficiencies
Less diabetes, heart disease, cancer
Less medical, surgical treatment
Longer, better lives

Fig. 1 Aims of the Brazilian Dietary Guidelines

Recommendation: Avoid ultra-processed products
Because of their ingredients, ultra-processed products – such as packaged snacks, soft drinks,
sugared breakfast cereals, burgers and hot dogs (and
as listed in the text above) – are nutritionally unbalanced. As a result of their formulation and presentation, they tend to be consumed in excess and
displace natural or minimally processed foods and
freshly made dishes and meals. Their means of
production, distribution, marketing and consumption damage culture, social life, local economies and
the environment.
There are many reasons to avoid the consumption
of ultra-processed food and drink products, including
their commonly excessive energy density and gross
nutrient imbalances. These reasons are speciﬁed and
discussed elsewhere(27,28,47–51). Ultra-processed products,
produced and consumed in the amounts now characteristic in modern industrialized countries and settings,
also have damaging impacts on culture, social life,
local economies and the environment, as seen below.

Culture
The advertising, promotion, branding, packaging, labelling
and contents of brands of ultra-processed products tend to
be or become identical throughout the world. A brand of
soft drink made by one giant manufacturer is essentially
the same the world over. Types of burger made by various
manufacturers are much the same everywhere. Leading
brands are promoted often using the same entertainers,
models, music and slogans everywhere, including on
television, the Internet and social media. They are
disseminated by means of intensive and aggressive
advertising campaigns, including the launching of a vast
number of new products every year, creating a false sense
of diversity. Such campaigns, which may be linked with
billion-dollar multi-media entertainment packages beamed
at children and young people, displace and invalidate
traditional foods and eating patterns, culinary knowledge
and skills, and whole social cultures(14,51).
All this pushes a sense especially to children and young
people that the culture and identity of their own country,
region, ethnicity and tradition are uninteresting. Major
ultra-processed product manufacturers in effect act in
concert, because they have the same overall aim, to
displace authentic and inﬁnitely rich and varied cultures
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and replace these by a monolithic uniform consumer
culture whose driving force is more and more consumption and proﬁt(14,51).
Social life
Ultra-processed products are formulated and packaged to
be ready-to-consume with limited or no preparation. This
makes meals and sharing of food at the table unnecessary.
Ultra-processed products can be consumed anytime,
anywhere, often when being entertained or when working, or when walking in a street, driving or talking on a
phone. These are mostly isolated situations, disguised by
advertisements suggesting that such products promote
social interaction, which they do not(14,51).
Local economies
The demand for cheap oils, sugar, starches and other
common ingredients of ultra-processed products promotes
crop monocultures and industrialized farms throughout
the world that produce raw materials including for export
and not foods for direct human consumption. This
damages and can even destroy local food systems, traditional knowledge of appropriate agronomy and rural
employment, family and community life, and skills needed
to live well. It also contributes to food and nutrition
insecurity and thus alienation and dependence on foreign
food aid and food supplementation programmes(14,51).
Environment
The impact of ultra-processed products on the physical
environment is also damaging. Intensive monocultural
production of their main ingredients is dependent on
systematic use of biocides and fertilizers and excessive use
of water. The manufacture and distribution of most
ultra-processed products involve long transport routes and
thus more excessive use of non-renewable energy and
water, and emission of pollutants. This all causes environmental degradation and pollution, loss of biodiversity
and depletion and loss of water, energy and other natural
resources. Their production and consumption also cause
creation of vast amounts of waste and garbage, dumped in
disgusting and dangerous landﬁll sites. Overall, ultraprocessed products, with many interrelated factors,
threaten the environment and the biosphere(14,51).
Recommendation: Eat in company
Prefer eating with family, friends or colleagues. At
home, share in the acquisition, preparation, cooking,
and arrangements before and after eating.
Human beings are social creatures. Eating together is
ingrained in human history, as is the sharing and division
of responsibility for ﬁnding, acquiring, preparing and
cooking food. Eating together, with everything involved
with eating, is part of the evolution and adaptation of the
human species and the development of culture and
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civilization. Eating together is a natural, simple yet
profound way to create and develop relationships
between people(21).
The sharing of meals at home is a precious and
important time for family members and others who live
together to cultivate and strengthen their social and
emotional ties. Meals are important moments to teach
children and adolescents about sharing and respect and
connecting with others(52).
Eating in company when away from home, including at
work or school, helps colleagues and friends to get
acquainted and to exchange experiences. Occasions such
as weddings, birthdays, and other celebrations marked by
special meals, are memorable times for people who like
one other and want to be together.
Thankfully, it is still common to share meals in Brazil, as
it still is in very many other countries. Daily meals are
usually prepared for the whole family. Friends from work
or school prefer to eat in company. Shared meals at
weekends and as celebrations retain their special value.
This tradition is a precious part of national culture, varied
regionally and in different States, which needs to be protected and strengthened. All the more so because all over
the world, food cultures based on shared meals are being
undermined by the increasing manufacture, promotion
and consumption of ultra-processed products(53–56).
Universal value
In a personal communication to us, Olivier de Schutter,
former UN special rapporteur on the right to food, writes:
I made the Brazilian Guia the central message of my
ﬁnal address as UN Special Rapporteur. Now we
must work towards encouraging other countries and
regions to seek inspiration from the Guia in their
own nutritional policies.
Brazil as an example
Brazil is unusual in various ways. It is a vast country of
200 million people, with an area roughly half that of Latin
America, or of the USA minus Alaska. It is sometimes said
that ‘all human life is in Brazil’, from the cosmopolitan
centres of its great cities and its rapidly growing middle
classes in big and smaller cities and towns, to cooperative
and family farming communities, to impoverished populations living in favelas and in communities originally
founded by escaped slaves, and the original Brazilian
people, some still secluded in Amazonia.
Brazil also has retained its own rich food cultures in its
ﬁve main regions, each bigger than most European
countries. Many traditional foods, dishes and balanced
meals, originated in many countries including Brazil and
appropriately adapted over generations to suit climate,
terrain and custom, are special to Brazil, as of course is still
the case in many other countries(14). Plus Brazil is formally
constituted and actually organized as a participatory
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democracy with a resilient and resourceful system of civil
society organizations and social movements, whose
representatives have helped to shape the guidelines.
Facing this century
All this said, we believe that the guidelines, and their
rationale and approach outlined here, may apply to other
countries, now and for the foreseeable future.
We all of us human beings are now living in a unique
time in history. This century is a turning time for life
on Earth. There is no escaping this fact. To contribute
to the continued welfare and existence of human society
and civilizations, all relevant sciences and other activities
in principle and in action must now be sustainable,
and prove that they are sustainable. All of us who
have some responsibility for shaping food systems and
supplies and dietary patterns must be part of this great
endeavour.
We all have to face the facts of our times now and of this
century. These include human-made climate disruption;
precipitate urbanization; the pollution, degradation and
depletion of air, land, water and sources of energy; and
the outrageous abuses and waste caused by mass production of animals(57).
These also include food and nutrition insecurity; the
emergence of a global system that has made food, like
money, a commodity subject to speculation that jeopardizes established varied rational, equitable and economical national and regional food systems everywhere;
gross and widening inequities between and within countries; and a rocketing world population(50,58,59).
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It will also be very difﬁcult in those countries including
in Africa whose external debt burdens force their governments to give special access and privileges to transnational ultra-processed product corporations, and where
farmers are pressed to grow cash crops for export rather
than food for their own communities(65–69).
However hard, dangerous and steep the road ahead, we
see no other rational way. What is needed, with food and
nutrition, just as with climate disruption(70,71), is radical.
Tinkering will not work and can only make bad worse.
Thus, the desperate policy of reformulating ultraprocessed products so that, somewhat less unhealthy,
they can make health claims that further distract attention
away from genuinely healthy foods, consolidates the
crisis(50,72).
Our gift
There are beacons. Once, few people believed that breastfeeding could be revived, or that smoking could be controlled and reduced. But in many countries, including
Brazil, public actions to promote breast-feeding and to
control smoking are succeeding(73,74).
Any problem once recognized is halfway to its solution.
We believe that the Brazilian Dietary Guidelines face
the facts of this century. Our work in recent
years(14,26,27,48,50,51,53,63,72,75–77) and its practical application in our own national guidelines are offered for friends
and colleagues in other countries and continents, to adapt
to their own circumstances, customs and cultures.
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