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WHILE THE NEWS MEDIA RECENTLY
FOCUSED MANY STORIES ON FOOD DYES AND
!$($�THEREHASBEENCONCERNABOUTSYN
THETICFOODDYESAND!$($�THINK&EIN
GOLDDIET	FORMORETHANTHIRTYYEARS�AND
AFAIRAMOUNTOFRESEARCHHASBEENDONETO
INVESTIGATETHISCONNECTION�4HECONCLUSION
OFTHESCIENTIlCCOMMUNITYHASBEENTHAT
ARTIlCIALFOODDYESARENOTAMAJORFACTORIN
!$($�"UTASMALLSUBSETOFPEOPLEDIAG
NOSEDWITH!$($WHOALSOHAVEFOODHY
PERSENSITIVITIESMAYSEESYMPTOMIMPROVE
MENTWHENTHEFOODDYESORTHEOFFENDING
FOODSAREELIMINATED�

4HE5�3�&OODAND$RUG!DMINISTRATION
CONVENEDAMEETINGON-ARCH����������
TOEXAMINETHESCIENTIlCEVIDENCEANDMAKE
RECOMMENDATIONSINRESPONSETOAPETITION
FROMTHE#ENTERFOR3CIENCEINTHE0UBLIC
)NTEREST�AFOODADVOCACYGROUPOPPOSEDTO
THEUSEOFARTIlCIALFOODDYESINTHEFOOD
SUPPLYCHAIN�/NEOFTHEMAJORQUESTIONS
BEFORETHE&$!�S&OOD!DVISORY#OMMITTEE
WASTHEEFFECTOFFOODDYESONALLCHILDREN�
NOTJUSTTHOSEWITH!$($�4HISISTHEDIS
TINCTIONMANYJOURNALISTSMISSEDINREPORT
INGONTHEMEETING�)LISTENEDTOTHEPRESEN
TATIONSBYANUMBEROFSCIENTISTS�INCLUDING
'ENE!RNOLD�-$�#(!$$�SREPRESENTA
TIVE	�)WANTTOSHARETHEDISCUSSIONAND
CONCLUSIONS OF THE &$! COMMITTEE
WITHALL#(!$$MEMBERS�

Results mixed and confusing

4HEBODYOF RESEARCH TODATE�WHICH
HAS CONFUSING AND MIXED RESULTS�
SUGGESTSTHEREMAYBEALOWLEVEL�
SHORTTERMEFFECTONBEHAVIORFOR
CHILDRENINGENERAL�"UTBOTHTHE
SEVERITYANDTHECHRONICITYOF THE
SYMPTOMSOF INATTENTION�HYPERACTIVITY�
ANDIMPULSIVITYNEEDEDFORADIAGNOSISOF

!$($AREOFAMUCHHIGHERMAGNITUDE
THANDEMONSTRATEDINTHESESTUDIES�)NAD
DITION�FOODDYESMAYLEADTOSOMEMILDIN
CREASEINTHELEVELOFSYMPTOMSFORCHILDREN
WHOAREDIAGNOSEDWITH!$($�

!NIMPORTANTCHANGETHATLEDTOTHE&$!
HEARINGWASASTUDYPUBLISHEDIN����IN
THE"RITISHJOURNALThe LancetLOOKINGATTHE
EFFECTOFTWOMIXTURESOFFOODDYESONCHIL
DRENWHOWERENOTDIAGNOSEDWITH!$($�
4HE INVESTIGATORS� FROMTHE5NIVERSITYOF
3OUTHAMPTON�5+	�FOUNDASMALLINCREASE
INACTIVITYLEVELSANDINATTENTIONBY
PARENTREPORT�4HECHANGESWERE
SHORTTERMINNATUREANDWOULD
NOTLEADTOADIAGNOSISOF!$($�
7HENINCREASESINHYPERACTIV
ITYAREREPORTEDINTHEMEDIA�
THEYAREREFERRINGTOTHEACTIV
ITY CHANGES REPORTED IN THIS
STUDYANDNOTTHESYMPTOMS
OF!$($�

4HE 3OUTHAMPTON STUDY
DID RAISE MANY QUESTIONS
ABOUT THE SAFETY OF FOOD DYES
ON ALL CHILDREN� !S A RESULT THE

%UROPEAN5NIONMADETHEPOLICYDECISION
TOADDALABELTOFOODSCONTAININGARTIlCIAL
FOODDYES�WARNINGTHATTHISFOODhMAY
HAVE AN ADVERSE EFFECT ON ACTIVITY AND
ATTENTION IN CHILDREN�v!LTHOUGH MANY
FOOD MANUFACTURERS IN "RITAIN AND
THROUGHOUT%UROPEELIMINATEDARTIlCIAL
FOODDYESRATHER THANADDTHEWARNING
LABELS�THE5NITED+INGDOMDIDNOTBAN
THEUSEOFTHESEDYES�ASSOMEMEDIAHAVE
INCORRECTLYREPORTED�

Artificial Food Dyes and ADHD
By Ruth Hughes, PhD

Ruth Hughes, PhD, is the CEO of CHADD.
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No action, more research recommended

!TTHEENDOFTHETWODAYMEETING�THE&$!�S&OOD!DVISORY#OMMITTEE
VOTEDTOTAKENOACTIONONOURCURRENTUSEOFFOODDYES�#ONCERNWAS
EXPRESSEDTHATTHEREAREMANYUNRESOLVEDQUESTIONSABOUTTHESTUDIES
DONETODATEANDMANYDESIGNCONCERNS�&ORINSTANCE�THE3OUTHAMPTON
STUDYINCLUDEDAPRESERVATIVEINBOTHMIXESINADDITIONTOTHEDYES�AND
THISCOULDACCOUNTFORTHERESULTS�4HEBEHAVIORCHANGESWEREONLYNO
TICEDBYPARENTSANDNOTCONSISTENTLYPICKEDUPBYTEACHERS�CLINICIANS�OR
PERFORMANCESCORESONANOBJECTIVETESTOFATTENTION�4HE&OOD!DVISORY
#OMMITTEECONCLUDED�BYAVOTEOFSEVENTYNINEPERCENTOFITSMEMBERS�
THATTHERESEARCHTODATEISINADEQUATETOCONCLUDETHATFOODDYESHAVEAN
ADVERSEEFFECTONCHILDREN�SBEHAVIOR�

#ONCERNWASALSOEXPRESSEDABOUTTHEPUBLICHEALTHIMPACTOFWAITING
FORBETTERDESIGNEDSTUDIESANDALARGERBODYOFRESEARCH�'IVENTHElND
INGINSOMESTUDIESTHATBOTHATTENTIONANDACTIVITYLEVELSINCHILDRENARE
AFFECTEDBYARTIlCIALFOODDYES�SHOULDTHE&$!BEMOREPROACTIVETHAN

THESCIENTIlCEVIDENCESUGGESTS�4HEREWASMUCHDISCUSSIONABOUT
WARNINGLABELSOROTHERMETHODSTOINFORMPARENTSTHATTHEREIS

SOMEINDICATIONTHATARTIlCIALFOODDYESMIGHTHAVEAMILDLY
NEGATIVEEFFECTONATTENTIONANDACTIVITYLEVELS�"UTINTHE
END�lFTYSEVENPERCENTOFTHECOMMITTEEMEMBERSVOTED

NOACTIONSHOULDBERECOMMENDEDBECAUSETHESCIENTIlC
EVIDENCEISSOMUDDLED�

4HE&$!COMMITTEEMEMBERSWEREALSOASKEDTO
CONSIDERTHEPREVAILINGGUIDANCEONFOODDYESAND

THEIMPACTONCHILDRENDIAGNOSEDWITH!$($�
4HECOMMITTEEVOTEDNOCHANGEBYNINETY

THREEPERCENT�ANDWASCLEARINTHEDISCUSSION
THATNONEWEVIDENCEHADBEENPRESENTED

THATINDICATEDANYCONSISTENTCONNECTION
BETWEENFOODDYESAND!$($�#UR

RENTCLINICALGUIDANCESUGGESTSTHAT
ELIMINATIONOFFOODDYESSHOULDNOT
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 FOR MORE INFO 

Visit Attention 2.0 at chadd.org, or the CHADD Leadership Blog at  

chaddleadershipblog.blogspot.com, for links to more information 

on the FDA hearing, the Southampton study, artificial food dyes, 

alternative treatments, and elimination diets.

Visit help4adhd.org to link to the NRC’s What We Know #6 

(WWK6), Complementary and Alternative Treatments for ADHD.
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BE CONSIDERED A MAINSTREAM INTERVEN
TION�BUTSHOULDBECONSIDEREDIFTHEREIS
AHISTORYOFFOODSENSITIVITIESORIFPARENTS
NOTICEABEHAVIORCHANGEAFTERINGESTING
CERTAINFOODS�!NDTHE&$!COMMITTEE
MEMBERSAGREED�BYAVOTEOFNINETYTHREE
PERCENT�THATMORESTUDIESARENEEDEDTO
CLARIFYTHESEISSUES�

So what is the takeaway message  

for families coping with ADHD?

• !SMALLNUMBEROFKIDSWHOAPPEARTO
BEHYPERSENSITIVETOFOODSANDWHOARE
DIAGNOSEDWITH!$($MAYRESPOND
WELLTOADIETELIMINATINGFOODDYESOR
OTHERIRRITATINGFOODS�

• )FYOURCHILD�SBEHAVIORORINATTENTION
GETSWORSEAFTEREATINGFOODSWITH
ARTIlCIALFOODDYES�THENCONSIDER
AVOIDINGTHEM�4HISWILLPROBABLY
NOTMAKETHESYMPTOMSOF!$($
DISAPPEAR�BUTITMAYREDUCETHESEVERITY�

•!HEALTHYDIETISIMPORTANTFOR
ALLCHILDREN�BUTESPECIALLYFORCHILDREN
WITH!$($�

• )FTHEREDOESNOTSEEMTOBEANEFFECT
FROMELIMINATINGFOODSWITHDYES
AND�ORIFAVOIDINGFOODDYESISTOO
EXPENSIVE�TOODIFlCULT�ORCREATES
TOOMUCHTENSIONINYOURRELATIONSHIP
WITHYOURCHILD�THENTHISMAYNOT
BEACHANGETHATISIMPORTANTINYOUR
CHILD�SOVERALLTREATMENT

• !BOUTEIGHTYPERCENTOFALL!$($
APPEARSTOBERELATEDTOGENETICS�)T
ISINHERITED�/THERTHINGSHAPPENING
INTHEENVIRONMENTMAYMAKETHE
SYMPTOMSWORSE�NOTREATMENT�FAMILY
STRESS�POORDIET	ANDOTHERFACTORSMAY
HELPTOREDUCETHESYMPTOMS�GOOD

PARENTING�MULTIMODALTREATMENT�
HEALTHYDIET	�/URJOBASPARENTSISTO
PROVIDETHEBESTTREATMENTANDMOST
SUPPORTIVEENVIRONMENTFOR
OURCHILDRENTHATWEREASONABLYCAN�

• )FYOUAREANADULTWITH!$($�
THEREISNORESEARCHAVAILABLEONTHE
EFFECTOFFOODDYESINADULTS�9OURBEST
BETISTOASSUMETHEEFFECTSMAYBE
SIMILAR�THOUGHWEARENOTCLEARON
WHATTHOSEEFFECTSARE�
#(!$$�SJOBISTOMAKESUREYOUHAVE

THEBESTINFORMATIONAVAILABLESOTHATYOU
CANMAKEINFORMEDDECISIONSABOUTTREAT
MENTANDMANAGEMENTOF!$($�●A

Reference for the Southampton study:

McCann D, Barrett A, Cooper A, Crumpler 

D, Dalen L, Grimshaw K, Kitchin E, Lok 

K, Porteous L, Prince E, Sonuga-Barke E, 

Warner JO, Stevenson J. (2007). Food 

additives and hyperactive behavior in 

3-year-old and 8/9-year-old children in 

the community: a randomized, double-

blinded, placebo-controlled trial. Lancet, 

370(9598):1560-7.

The Food Advisory 

Committee concluded 

that the research to 

date is inadequate to 

conclude that food dyes 

have an adverse effect on 

children’s behavior.


