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How Do You Create an Addictive 

Substance?



Ultra Processed Foods?





Number of Publications including 

the Term “Food Addiction”



Yale Food Addiction Scale 2.0

◼ DSM 5 SUD Criteria

◼ Loss of control

◼ Cravings

◼ Inability to Cut Down

◼ Negative consequences

◼ Tolerance

◼ Withdrawal

◼ 35-items

◼ Symptom count (0-11)

◼ Diagnostic Threshold Gearhardt et al., 2009; Gearhardt et al., 2012; Meule

et al., 2012: Gearhardt & Schulte, 2021



The Lived Experience

◼ “I can't even be in the same vicinity as Krispy 

Kreme or any type of donuts, 'cause I will finish 

a dozen all by myself and I'm type 2 diabetic. So, 

that could kill me, and I know that and I know 

that I shouldn't be eating all those. I shouldn't be 

eating one, let alone a whole dozen. But for 

some reason I just can't stop eating them.” 

(participant with severe food addiction)



Prevalence of Food Addiction  

◼ 31% in clinical 

samples of adults

◼ 14% non-clinical 

samples of adults

◼ 19% in samples of 

children with 

overweight

◼ 12% in non-clinical 

samples of children

Praxedes et al., 2021; Burrows et al., 2021



Which Foods?

Addictive Drugs

Increased dose of addictive 

agent 

+ 

Rapid rate of absorption 

= 

High addictive potential

Ultra Processed Foods

Increased dose of rewarding 

ingredients 

+ 

Rapid rate of absorption 

= 

High addictive potential

Dr. Erica LaFata

(Schulte), Drexel 

University



Rank Food Frequency

1 Chocolate 27.60

2 Ice Cream 27.02

3 French Fries 26.94

4 Pizza 26.73

5 Cookie 26.72

6 Chips 25.38

7 Cake 24.84

8 Popcorn (Buttered) 23.39

9 Cheeseburger 21.26

10 Muffin 20.81

Which Foods?

Schulte, Avena, & Gearhardt, 2015



Which Foods?

Rank Food Frequency

26 Apple 10.21

27 Corn (No Butter or Salt) 9.92

28 Salmon 9.44

29 Banana 9.34

30 Carrots (Plain) 9.08

31 Brown Rice (Plain, No 
Sauce)

8.79

32 Water 6.91

33 Cucumber (No Dip) 6.83

34 Broccoli 6.48

35 Beans 6.47

Schulte, Avena, & Gearhardt, 2015



The Lived Experience

“I do it all the time, but just one example is, I went 

to [name of mall], which is 30 or 40 minutes away 

from my house just to get a Cinnabon [chuckle] 

and I got extra sauce on it… If I have other foods 

in the house… I might have my fruits and 

vegetables in there but I'll still go to the store and 

get the Reese's peanut butter cups and then Doritos 

and two or three pops.” (participant with severe 

food addiction and very low food security)



Human Brains?

Small & DiFeliceantonio, 2019



Critique: Addictive Agent?

Image Attribution: Creative Commons



D i  C h i a r a  a n d  I m p e r a t o 1 9 8 8

T h a n k  y o u  t o  D r .  A l e x a n d r a  
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What Action Does UPF Have in the 
Brain?

B a s s e r e o a n d  d i  C h i a r a ,  
1 9 9 7
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T h a n k  y o u  t o  D r .  A l e x a n d r a  
D i F e l i c e a n t o n i a f o r  t h e s e  s l i d e s





Future Direction: Clinical 

Implications

◼ Not an Official Diagnosis

◼ Missing Clinical Need

– Eating Disorders?

◼ Psychopharmacology

– Naltrexone/Bupropion

– GLP-1 Agonists

◼ Psychosocial Treatments

– 12-Step

– MI

– CBT

– Harm Reduction
Schulte et al., 2020; Carbone et al., 2021; 

Gearhardt & LaFata, 2022



In fact, a Tobacco Institute document

noted: ‘‘…the entire matter of addiction is the 

most potent weapon a prosecuting attorney 

can have in a lung cancer/cigarette case. We 

can’t defend continued smoking as a ‘‘free 

choice’’ if the person was ‘‘addicted.’’ –

Henningfield et al. 2006

Why Would Addiction Matter?



Multi-Pronged Policy Action

◼ UPF and beverage taxes

◼ Mandatory or voluntary front-of-pack or 

shelf-tag labeling systems.

◼ Mandatory or voluntary reformulation 

of the food supply. 

◼ Marketing restrictions, particularly to 

children 



Thank You!

◼ Nassib B. Bueno, Alexandra 

G. DiFeliceantonio, Christina 

A. Roberto, Susana Jiménez-

Murcia, and Fernando 

Fernandez-Aranda

◼ Food Addiction Science 

& Treatment Lab at the 

University of Michigan

◼ National Institute of 

Diabetes and Digestive 

and Kidney Diseases 

(R01DK098983)

◼ National Institute of 

Drug Abuse 

(R01DA055027)  



Food and Addiction Science 

and Treatment Lab

https://sites.lsa.umich.edu/fastlab/



Prevalence of FA by Weight 

Status



Overlap within Eating Disorders

Granero et al., 2018



Overlap with Eating Disorders

Ivezaj, White, & Grilo, 2016



Role of Intoxication

The concept of "intoxication”, central to the issue 

of whether or not a drug is addicting, simply does 

not apply to nicotine. Moreover, smoking/nicotine 

is clearly compatible with performing everyday 

tasks and is perceived by the smoker as providing 

psychological benefits.

Robinson & Pritchard, 1992



Psychoactive – Euphoria Subscale of the 

ARC
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Gearhardt & DiFeliceantonio, 2022; Soria et al., 1996; Casperson et al., 2019



Highly Reinforcing

Ahmed et al., 2013, Ahmed et al., 2021



Strong Urges and Craving

Koban, Wager, 

Kober, 2023



Strong Urges and Craving

Boswell & Kober, 2016


	Slide 1: Social, Clinical, and Policy Implications of Ultra-Processed Food Addiction
	Slide 2: How Do You Create an Addictive Substance?
	Slide 3: Ultra Processed Foods?
	Slide 4
	Slide 5: Number of Publications including the Term “Food Addiction” 
	Slide 6: Yale Food Addiction Scale 2.0
	Slide 7: The Lived Experience
	Slide 8: Prevalence of Food Addiction  
	Slide 9: Which Foods?
	Slide 10: Which Foods?
	Slide 11: Which Foods?
	Slide 12: The Lived Experience
	Slide 13: Human Brains?
	Slide 14: Critique: Addictive Agent?
	Slide 15
	Slide 16
	Slide 17
	Slide 18: Future Direction: Clinical Implications
	Slide 19
	Slide 20: Multi-Pronged Policy Action
	Slide 21: Thank You!
	Slide 22: Food and Addiction Science and Treatment Lab
	Slide 23: Prevalence of FA by Weight Status
	Slide 24: Overlap within Eating Disorders
	Slide 25: Overlap with Eating Disorders
	Slide 26: Role of Intoxication
	Slide 27: Psychoactive – Euphoria Subscale of the ARC
	Slide 28: Highly Reinforcing
	Slide 29: Strong Urges and Craving
	Slide 30: Strong Urges and Craving

