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Antecedentes
Background information

Overweight and obesity have reached alarming levels worldwide and they affect all age
groups. Furthermore, according to the World Health Organization (1), overweight and
obesity will continue to rise in the following decade. It is estimated that the population
of children under the age of 5 will increase worldwide from 33.3 million in the year
2000 to 39 million in 2030. The prevalence of obesity among children age 5 to 19 was
20% or more in various countries in the Pacific, Eastern Mediterranean, Caribbean
and the Americas. Also, overweight children are at greater risk of being overweight or
obese in adulthood. On the other hand, there were 1,900 million overweight adults in
2020, and obese adults reached 0.6 million that same year. Obesity is one of the main
risk factors in various chronic diseases, including diabetes, cardiovascular diseases,
hypertension and stroke, as well as various types of cancer. (2)

The costs of obesity and associated diseases are on the rise. The estimated cost of health
services globally reaches US$ 990 billion per year, which equals more than 13% of the
entire health care budget. Indirect costs of obesity include declining productivity, disability,
lost years of life and a reduced quality of life. It is estimated that the combined direct and
indirect costs of health care make up nearly 3.3% of the total GDP in countries. (3)

Although the main cause of overweight and obesity is an energy imbalance between
caloric consumption and expenditure, in summary it is the result of an increase in the
intake of high-calorie foods and a decrease in physical activity, issues that are often the
consequence of associated environmental and social changes. (1) The consequences of
this shift in consumption and physical activity patterns are reflected not only in increased
overweight and obesity, but also in non-communicable diseases such as cardiovascular
diseases —mainly heart disease and stroke— diabetes, psychomotor disorders and some
forms of cancer, all of which result in reduced life quality and premature death. (4, 5)

To face the global rise of these health issues, there are numerous actions that should be
taken to reverse this trend. One of them is continuous monitoring of changes in the
population’s consumption patterns, to uphold policies and programs that protect good
nutrition practices, support healthy local food production, as well as also ensuring
access to the entire population.
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In this context, tools that allow us to monitor shifts in the population’s consumption
patterns are essential, given that the increase in consumption of ultra-processed foods
and beverages containing high levels of fat, salt and sugar, as well as low contents of
essential nutrients, is detrimental to healthy diets in which minimally processed fresh
foods are predominant —namely, fruits and vegetables that have been consumed for
thousands of years in various population groups. (6)

To carry out this monitoring, the “Nova 27 UPF Categories Tracker” is presented as an
easy-to-apply instrument. This instrument can be implemented and analyzed quickly,
and it also provides data on the consumption patterns of ultra-processed foods and the
ratio of calories derived from their consumption. This information is useful to monitor
the population’s diet behavior and to define and evaluate intervention policies and
programs aimed at protecting healthy nutrition. It also allows to compare population
groups within a country and between countries.

This tool may be implemented alone or as a module for existing periodic data collection
surveys, such as intake and expenditure surveys, employment surveys and food safety
surveys, among others.

The tool presented in this document can replace “24-hour reminder” surveys when
the UPF caloric intake in the 24 hours prior is to be estimated and if the purpose is
to have prompt information that allows to monitor the consumption patterns of these
products. Its advantages are that it allows for easy application and data analysis, and can
obtain prompt and reliable results for decision making. (7-9)

In comparison, applying a “24-hour reminder” survey —the gold standard for
estimating food consumption— is more complex and costly. Moreover, collected data
requires complex analysis in order to estimate the population’s food consumption.
(10) Therefore, not all countries are able to implement a “24-hour reminder” survey
for frequent monitoring activities of UPF consumption. Thus, the “NOVA 27 UPF
Categories Tracker” is a low-cost and easy-to-implement alternative.

The set of documents presented here offers tools that facilitate the application of this
instrument in a specific population or at a national level, either online or in person, to
monitor caloric intake and caloric content of UPE

This tool was designed and validated in Brazil, (11) but in order to apply it to other
population groups, it was adapted for use and validation in Ecuador. This allows
application of the instrument to other contexts by following the recommendations
outlined in this document.

“NOVA 27 UPF Categories Tracker”

The results from the process of adaptation, application, field work, as well as data
analysis and validation showed that the tracker can be applied in Ecuador, in other
population groups and in other countries by following the steps described later in
this document. Thus, its use is recommended for estimating UPF food and beverage
consumption and caloric value in the studied population’s diet. This recommendation
may be very important in other countries if they decide to design and implement
programs aimed at promoting healthy nutrition.
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This set of instruments will allow us to standardize the procedures to be applied in
different population groups, cither as a stand-alone survey or as a module of surveys to
which the tracker can be added —for example, expenditure or employment surveys, etc.

Originally, the instrument was designed to be self-administered. However, in Ecuador
it was applied online. This methodology was also validated for its application in other
contexts. This means that the tracker can be applied both in person and online.

Once the instrument is validated, its application does not require special resources
or extended times for its analysis and interpretation. (11) The data collected with
this instrument provides a high degree of comparability over time, between similar
population groups and between countries. (12)

The simplicity of its application provides information that —if collected periodically—
allows us to monitor the consumption patterns of ultra-processed foods. This
information may be relevant for the formulation of policies, strategies and advocacy
programs for healthy nutrition and associated policies.

In essence, the instrument collects data on the consumption of UPF in the 24 hours
prior to the interview, in adults over the age of 18, through a list of ultra-processed
products grouped into 27 categories, which in turn are grouped into 3 large categories
of ultra-processed products. In the first category these groups include beverages
such as flavored sodas, flavored yogurts, flavored milks and powdered milk, which
are presented in 8 subcategories. The second category includes ultra-processed foods
consumed in the day prior replacing a regular meal, grouped into 12 subcategories.
The third category includes sweet or salty snacks, also consumed in the day prior, and
are grouped into seven subcategories.

Steps for its implementation

Definition of the environment where the “NOVA 27 UPF
Categories Tracker” will be implemented.

Once the decision to implement the tracker has been made, either as a stand-alone
or as part of a more complex survey, choices about surveyors’ training must be made;
the application of the instrument in a sub-sample or the total sample; implementation
schedule, either as a stand-alone or as part of a more complex survey; the instrument’s
design, whether it is in-person or online, and how to store the data. That is, all steps for
the implementation of the tool must be followed prior to the selection and training of
surveyors, which is the last activity before field work. Ensuring the implementation of
these steps is an essential task to obtain and analyze data successtully.

Adaptation

The tracker used in the country was originally designed and validated in Brazil. (11)
In order to use it in Ecuador, two previous steps were taken: the survey was translated
from Portuguese into Spanish and the relevance of using the 24 UPF categories in the
survey designed in Brazil was analyzed.
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To this end, the database of the “24-hour reminder” survey was used, which was applied
in the National Nutrition Survey (ENSANUT) 2012. (13) The category corresponding
to the NOVA classification was assigned to each food. (14, 15) Next, an additional list
of ultra-processed products that were not registered in the “24 hour reminder” survey
from ENSANUT 2012 was added. With this more comprehensive list, the 3 categories
of ultra-processed products and the corresponding 27 subcategories were established; as
described in the General Guidelines document for statistical validation of the tracker,
which will be presented later in this document.

After taking these steps, the “24-hour reminder multi-step method” survey was adjusted
with the aim of ensuring its applicability in Quito. The data collection categories and
the viability of applying the 5 multi-steps were reviewed. (16)

To ensure the proper application of the tracker and the 24-hour survey, the instrument
was applied to a trial group consisting of 10 men and women above the age of 18.
This activity allowed for identification and verification of the names of the ultra-
processed products that are sold and consumed with different names and packagings.
The surveyors’ degree of understanding of these instruments, as well as the application
time and the data collection and recording process were also evaluated.

Two nutritionists were then surveyed to determine the degree of information they need
in order to properly apply the tracker and the “24-hour reminder multi-step method”
survey and their ability with the NOVA food classification. This activity showed that
the surveyors need specific training to be able to recognize foods according to certain
degree of processing, that is, according to the NOVA classification (14,15), and to be
able to apply the multi-step method in the 24-hour survey.

The instruments were adjusted and the final version was designed using the information
gathered in these activities. (17) This validation allowed us to determine that the 27-
step tracker and the “24-hour reminder” survey can be applied in Ecuador, being
certain that true data will be collected.

Back-up material for the surveyor. “Atlas of Standardized Foods
and Beverages”

In order to apply the “NOVA 27 UPF Categories Tracker” and the “24-hour reminder
multi-step method” survey, designing an “Atlas of Standardized Foods and Beverages”
was necessary (Annex 1). This atlas contains a collection of photographs of foods and
beverages grouped into 5 categories and a food coding table. When shown to the
survey respondents, they were asked to recognize the foods and beverages consumed
the previous day, identifying the photograph of the product and the amount or volume
ingested. These 5 categories are:

Cooking ingredients

Standardized food portions

Dishes prepared at home or at restaurants
Ultra-processed products and beverages
Snacks

Food coding
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After completing the adaptation of the instruments, as well as of the tracker with the
27 subcategories and the “24-hour reminder multi-step method” survey, and once the
“Photographic Atlas of Standardized Foods and Beverages” was prepared, training for
the surveyors began.

Training

The training included the materials and instruments designed for this study, the list
of foods gathered in the 2012 “24-hour reminder” survey classified following NOVA,
(18) the list of ultra-processed products not listed in the “2017 Food Composition
Table” and the “Photographic Atlas of Standardized Foods and Beverages”.

At the end of the training, the surveyors were evaluated on their ability to identify
ultra-processed products consumed locally and differentiate them from other non-
ultra-processed foods and beverages, as well as on their use of the NOVA classification
to all foods reported in the “24-hour reminder” survey, using the Food Atlas, and
conducting the interview within the set schedule while establishing good relations with
the interviewees.

Survey application

After completing the training phase, an interview schedule was planned with the people
who agreed to take part in the study. They were visited virtually following the interview

schedule.
Data analysis
Once data was collected, the database was cleaned and the statistical analysis was carried

out, which showed that the instruments adapted to Ecuador were valid and can be applied
in other contexts by following the recommendations set forth in this document.
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