
F A C T  S H E E T

Meat consumption around the world is at a record high despite 
guidelines from experts, governments, and organizations 
recommending to eat less of it. In the United States, meat is a 
very common part of the diet. Americans ate more meat than ever 
before in 2021. The average American is expected to eat around 
220 pounds of meat each year. Beef makes up nearly 60 pounds of 
that total.1 Processed meat makes up another nearly 36 pounds.2 

Processed meats have been preserved or altered in color, taste, 
or durability. This is usually done with additives. Examples of 
processed meats include bacon, deli meat, sausage, and hot dogs. 
We keep learning more reasons both red and processed meat are 
bad for health. One of the best things you can do for your health 
is to stop eating them.

What Makes These Meat  
Products So Dangerous?
Red and processed meats harm your body in a few ways. The 
dangerous parts of meat include compounds that your body 
turns into N-nitroso compounds (NOCs). These are heme iron, 
heterocyclic amines, saturated fat, and sodium. Your body turns 
these into NOCs when you eat them, and you get them mostly 
from red meat and especially processed meat. Once formed, 
NOCs can lead to cancer by damaging DNA 
in your body. Nitrites are also present in grains 
and some vegetables, but these don’t turn into 
NOCs. This is because nutrients like vitamin 
C, vitamin E, and polyphenols (which are 
abundant in plant foods) protect your body 
from converting nitrites into NOCs. Red 
meat, on the other hand, also contains heme iron. Heme iron 
actually causes your body to form even more NOCs.3,4

Heterocyclic aromatic amines (HAAs) work a lot like NOCs. 
They are made when meat gets cooked. Parts of meat like protein 
and sugars react to form HAAs. HAAs can cause a lot of damage 
to DNA.5,6

Lastly, saturated fat and sodium pose serious health risks. 
Saturated fat can increase risk of cardiovascular disease, obesity, 
and insulin resistance (which can contribute to diabetes).7,8,9 

Preserved and processed meats include a lot of sodium. Sodium 
is also frequently added to poultry. Most people get 70% of their 

total sodium from processed foods. Eating too much sodium 
contributes to high blood pressure and increases the risk of heart 
disease.10,11 Many Americans would be healthier if they ate less 
saturated fat and sodium and would have the added benefit of 
reducing their risk of complications from viral infections like 
COVID-19.12

Cardiovascular Disease 
Cardiovascular disease is the leading killer of Americans, but it 
doesn’t have to be.13 Eighty percent of premature cases of heart 
disease and stroke are preventable, mostly though diet and 
lifestyle changes.14 Eating less red and processed meat will help 
reduce saturated fat and sodium (both of which increase the risk 
of heart disease).
Many studies support the idea that avoiding red and processed 
meat is healthy. Between 1985 and 2016, researchers in the 
United States tracked 29,682 people’s diet 
and health. They found that people who 
consumed more red and processed meat (and 
poultry) had higher rates of heart disease and 
were more likely to die.15 Other studies have 
similar findings. The European Prospective 
Investigation into Cancer and Nutrition (EPIC) 
was a very large and famous study that followed 
448,568 participants. In 2013, researchers from this study found 
that eating more processed meat increased the risk of dying from 
cardiovascular disease. People who ate more than two servings 
(160 grams) of processed meat per day had a 30% greater chance 
of dying from heart disease than people who only ate between 10 
and 20 grams per day.16

Diabetes
Eating a lot of red meat can lead to diabetes. This happens because 
obesity and unhealthy diets cause fat to accumulate within muscle 
cells. This can lead to inflammation and insulin resistance.17 
Insulin resistance can turn into type 2 diabetes because it means 
insulin doesn’t work well and sugar accumulates in the blood. 
A buildup of fat can also cause insulin resistance in the brain. 
This is a big problem because insulin is one way the brain knows 
when we are full. When the insulin doesn’t work on the brain, the 
brain stops being able to tell when the stomach is full. Without 
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a regulated appetite, a person can overeat and gain more weight. 
More weight means even more insulin resistance, creating a 
vicious circle.9 In addition, eating a lot of sodium (like from 
processed meat) can also increase risk of diabetes. Plant-based 
diets, on the other hand, reduce risk of diabetes.12

Many studies over the years have looked at Seventh-day 
Adventists, who are often vegetarian or vegan. Very few use 
tobacco, alcohol, or caffeine. This lets researchers do very 
high-quality experiments that compare plant-based diets with 
omnivorous diets. Tens of thousands of Seventh-day Adventists 
have been followed over long periods of time, sometimes decades. 
The findings are always the same: People who eat red meat are 
more likely to develop diabetes than vegetarians. Some of these 
studies have even shown that an increase of more than half a 
serving a day of red meat increases a person’s risk for diabetes by 
48%.18

Cancer
In 2015, the International Agency for Research on Cancer, an 
arm of the World Health Organization, declared processed and 
red meat to be “carcinogenic” and “probably carcinogenic to 
humans,” respectively.19  Red and processed meat products can 
increase risk for cancers, including pancreatic, stomach, bladder, 
colon, breast, endometrial, esophageal, lung, nasopharyngeal, 
oral, prostate, and most significantly, colorectal cancer.20–25  
Processed meats increase risk of these cancers the most, but 
unprocessed red meat also raises these risks.

The more red meat a person eats, the higher their cancer risk. 
One study found that for each additional serving of red meat a 
woman eats each day, her risk of breast cancer increases by 13%.26

Conclusions 
Eating red or processed meat can increase a person’s risk for 
many diseases. These include cardiovascular disease, diabetes, 
and cancer. Avoiding these foods altogether offers the greatest 
protection against disease. One study tried to figure out if it 
really was the avoidance of meat or maybe something else about 
what vegetarians were eating that was helping their health. 
Researchers asked participants who had been eating a standard 
Western diet to replace meat and 
other sources of saturated fat from 
their diet with walnuts, while 
keeping everything else the same. 
The people who made this change 
improved their blood pressure and 
cholesterol levels.11 In light of this 
study and everything else we know, it’s safe to say you should 
avoid red meat and look to plant foods for your nutritional needs. 
Carbohydrates are abundant in plant foods and keep you fueled. 
The healthiest sources of protein are soy, beans, and legumes. 
These foods give you just the right amount of fat, and not much 
of it is saturated. And most importantly, on a plant-based diet, 
you’ll worry a lot less about meat products harming your health 
or shortening your life.
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