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s prison food really food?

Stephen J. Schoenthaler' and Alan C. Logan?"

To the Editor,

We read the recent article ‘Food and the prison envi-
ronment’ (Woods-Brown et al., 2023) with interest. The
authors should be commended for synthesizing inter-
national research to strengthen their argument that the
prison food environment, including food quality and
culinary skills, has the potential to improve health within
institutions, and beyond. We are hopeful that their efforts
will be widely disseminated and used as a roadmap for
further research.

Woods-Brown and colleagues provide background ref-
erences to nutritional quality, wherein quality is mostly
determined by the level of macronutrients (e.g., high fat
and/or sugar) and the presence/absence of micronutri-
ents. We would like to extend that discourse and point to
the rapidly growing research on ultra-processed foods,
which we consider to be of high-level relevance to food
justice. Ultra-processed foods arent really foods (van
Tulleken, 2023); they are better described as nutritional
products that have been subjected to high levels of indus-
trial processing; some contain added vitamins and miner-
als, which makes them “nutritionally adequate” on paper
(Monteiro, 2009a). That is, ultra-processed foods are
capable of passing muster in nutritional analysis within
institutional settings, including correctional systems,
but mostly they are assembled combinations of sugar,
fat, sodium, plant isolates, extruded meat remnants, syn-
thetic emulsifiers, flavor enhancers, and colors (Mon-
teiro, 2009b, 2011).
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The NOVA food classification system has allowed
researchers to identify ultra-processed foods within
dietary patterns; over the last decade, ultra-pro-
cessed food consumption has been linked to various
non-communicable diseases, and more recently, to
mental disorders (Samuthpongtorn et al., 2023) and anti-
social behavior (Gketsios et al., 2023). At the same time,
advances in neuropsychiatry and microbiome sciences
have provided support for mechanistic pathways linking
ultra-processed food consumption to depression, anxiety,
and aggression (Contreras-Rodriguez et al., 2022; Song
et al., 2023; Gulledge et al.,, 2023). Taken as a whole, and
when combined with a growing number of intervention
studies showing that removal of ultra-processed food-
stuffs enhances mental wellbeing (Lane et al., 2023), the
available evidence suggests the definition of ‘nutritionally
adequate’ in prison systems requires re-evaluation. We
also need to consider the extent to which ultra-processed
foods are ultimately contributing to an unhealthy envi-
ronment for all persons in correctional facilities, includ-
ing personnel.

Awareness of the emerging science of ultra-processed
foods, including their dominance in correctional food
service (Soble et al., 2020), allows the health and justice
field to visualize research opportunities. For example,
under the direction of the state Commissioner of Cor-
rections, Maine has engaged with Brigaid, a chef-run
organization that helps institutions limit ultra-processed
foods. The quality and service of the Maine prison food
program has been reported, subjectively, to be “head and
shoulders” above other US states (Cebula, 2023). Yet,
we need rigorous measurements of success in order to
encourage widespread transformation of food systems.
What defines head and shoulders above? We argue that
measuring outcomes related to mental health and behav-
ior vis a vis the presence or absence of ultra-processed
foods, which is to say, food-like products, will aid in the
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transformation of the prison food environment (Logan &
Schoenthaler, 2023).
Respectfully,

Acknowledgements
None.

Authors’ contributions

Both authors contributed equally to the submission, including the analysis of
the background references, and drafting of the communication; both authors
have read and agree to the final content.

Funding
None.

Data Availability
Not Applicable.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Not Applicable.

Consent for publication
Not Applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Received: 9 October 2023 / Accepted: 13 October 2023
Published online: 25 October 2023

References
Cebula, T. (2023). Maine prisons'food program on track to
become national model. Portland Press Herald. 18
Feb. 2023. https://www.pressherald.com/2023/02/18/
maine-prisons-food-program-on-track-to-become-national-model/.
Contreras-Rodriguez, O, Solanas, M., & Escorihuela, R. M. (2022). Dissecting ultra-
processed foods and drinks: Do they have a potential to impact the brain?
Reviews in Endocrine and Metabolic Disorders, 23(4), 697-717.

Page 2 of 2

Gketsios, I, Tsiampalis, T, Kanellopoulou, A, Vassilakou, T, Notara, V., Antonogeor-
gos, G, Rojas-Gil, A. P, Kornilaki, E. N., Lagiou, A., Panagiotakos, D. B., & Kosti,
R.1.(2023). Feb 24). The Synergetic Effect of Soft drinks and Sweet/Salty
snacks consumption and the moderating role of obesity on preadolescents’
emotions and Behavior: A School-based epidemiological study. Life (Basel),
13(3), 633.

Gulledge, L, Oyebode, D., & Donaldson, J. R. (2023). The influence of the microbi-
ome on aggressive behavior: An insight into age-related aggression. FEMS
Microbiology Letters, 370, fnac114.

Lane, M. M, Lotfaliany, M., Machado, P, Jacka, F. N, Mohebbi, M., O'Neil, A, &
Marx, W. (2023). Change in Ultra-Processed Food Consumption Moderates
Clinical Trial Outcomes in Depression: A Secondary Analysis of the SMILES
Randomised Controlled Trial. Preprints 2023, 2023081110. https://doi.
0rg/10.20944/preprints202308.1110.v1.

Logan, A. C, & Schoenthaler, S. J. (2023). Nutrition, Behavior, and the Criminal Jus-
tice System: What took so long? An interview with Dr. Stephen J Schoenthaler
Challenges, 14(3), 37.

Monteiro, C. A. (2009a). All the harmful effects of ultra-processed foods are not
captured by nutrient profiling. Public Health Nutrition, 12(10), 1968-1969.

Monteiro, C. A. (2009b). Nutrition and health. The issue is not food, nor nutrients, so
much as processing. Public Health Nutrition, 12(5), 729-731.

Monteiro, C. A. (2011). The big issue is ultra-processing: The price and value of
meals. World Nutrition, 2(6), 271-282.

Samuthpongtorn, C, Nguyen, L. H., Okereke, O. 1, Wang, D. D,, Song, M., Chan, A.
T, & Mehta, R. S. (2023). Consumption of Ultraprocessed Food and Risk of
Depression. JAMA Network Open, 6(9), 2334770-e2334770.

Soble, L, Stroud, K., & Weinstein, M. (2020). Eating behind bars: Ending the hidden
punishment of Food in Prison. Impact Justice. https://impactjustice.org/
impact/food-in-prison/#report.

Song, Z, Song, R, Liu, Y, Wu, Z, & Zhang, X. (2023). Effects of ultra-processed foods
on the microbiota-gut-brain axis: The bread-and-butter issue. Food Research
International, 112730.

van Tulleken, C. (2023). Ultra-processed people: The Science behind the food that isn't
Food. W.W. Norton.

Woods-Brown, C, Hunt, K, & Sweeting, H. (2023). Food and the prison environ-
ment: A meta-ethnography of global first-hand experiences of food, meals
and eating in custody. Health Justice, 11, 23.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.


https://www.pressherald.com/2023/02/18/maine-prisons-food-program-on-track-to-become-national-model/
https://www.pressherald.com/2023/02/18/maine-prisons-food-program-on-track-to-become-national-model/
https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202308.1110.v1
https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202308.1110.v1
https://impactjustice.org/impact/food-in-prison/#report
https://impactjustice.org/impact/food-in-prison/#report

	﻿Is prison food really food?
	﻿References


