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WHILE THE NEWS MEDIA RECENTLY฀
FOCUSED฀ MANY฀ STORIES฀ ON฀ FOOD฀ DYES฀ AND฀
!$($�฀THERE฀HAS฀BEEN฀CONCERN฀ABOUT฀SYN

THETIC฀FOOD฀DYES฀AND฀!$($฀�THINK฀&EIN

GOLD฀DIET	฀FOR฀MORE฀THAN฀THIRTY฀YEARS�฀AND฀
A฀FAIR฀AMOUNT฀OF฀RESEARCH฀HAS฀BEEN฀DONE฀TO฀
INVESTIGATE฀THIS฀CONNECTION�฀4HE฀CONCLUSION฀
OF฀THE฀SCIENTIlC฀COMMUNITY฀HAS฀BEEN฀THAT฀
ARTIlCIAL฀FOOD฀DYES฀ARE฀NOT฀A฀MAJOR฀FACTOR฀IN฀
!$($�฀"UT฀A฀SMALL฀SUBSET฀OF฀PEOPLE฀DIAG

NOSED฀WITH฀!$($฀WHO฀ALSO฀HAVE฀FOOD฀HY

PERSENSITIVITIES฀MAY฀SEE฀SYMPTOM฀IMPROVE

MENT฀WHEN฀THE฀FOOD฀DYES฀OR฀THE฀OFFENDING฀
FOODS฀ARE฀ELIMINATED�

4HE฀5�3�฀&OOD฀AND฀$RUG฀!DMINISTRATION฀
CONVENED฀A฀MEETING฀ON฀-ARCH฀��
���฀�����฀
TO฀EXAMINE฀THE฀SCIENTIlC฀EVIDENCE฀AND฀MAKE฀
RECOMMENDATIONS฀IN฀RESPONSE฀TO฀A฀PETITION฀
FROM฀THE฀#ENTER฀FOR฀3CIENCE฀IN฀THE฀0UBLIC฀
)NTEREST�฀A฀FOOD฀ADVOCACY฀GROUP฀OPPOSED฀TO฀
THE฀USE฀OF฀ARTIlCIAL฀FOOD฀DYES฀IN฀THE฀FOOD฀
SUPPLY฀CHAIN�฀/NE฀OF฀THE฀MAJOR฀QUESTIONS฀
BEFORE฀THE฀&$!�S฀&OOD฀!DVISORY฀#OMMITTEE฀
WAS฀THE฀EFFECT฀OF฀FOOD฀DYES฀ON฀ALL฀CHILDREN�฀
NOT฀JUST฀THOSE฀WITH฀!$($�฀4HIS฀IS฀THE฀DIS

TINCTION฀MANY฀JOURNALISTS฀MISSED฀IN฀REPORT

ING฀ON฀THE฀MEETING�฀)฀LISTENED฀TO฀THE฀PRESEN

TATIONS฀BY฀A฀NUMBER฀OF฀SCIENTISTS�฀INCLUDING฀
'ENE฀!RNOLD�฀-$฀�#(!$$�S฀REPRESENTA

TIVE	�฀)฀WANT฀TO฀SHARE฀THE฀DISCUSSION฀AND฀
CONCLUSIONS฀ OF฀ THE฀ &$!฀ COMMITTEE฀
WITH฀ALL฀#(!$$฀MEMBERS�

Results mixed and confusing

4HE฀BODY฀OF฀ RESEARCH฀ TO฀DATE�฀WHICH฀
HAS฀ CONFUSING฀ AND฀ MIXED฀ RESULTS�฀
SUGGESTS฀THERE฀MAY฀BE฀A฀LOW
LEVEL�฀
SHORT
TERM฀EFFECT฀ON฀BEHAVIOR฀FOR฀
CHILDREN฀IN฀GENERAL�฀"UT฀BOTH฀THE฀
SEVERITY฀AND฀THE฀CHRONICITY฀OF฀ THE฀
SYMPTOMS฀OF฀ INATTENTION�฀HYPERACTIVITY�฀
AND฀IMPULSIVITY฀NEEDED฀FOR฀A฀DIAGNOSIS฀OF฀

!$($฀ARE฀OF฀A฀MUCH฀HIGHER฀MAGNITUDE฀
THAN฀DEMONSTRATED฀IN฀THESE฀STUDIES�฀)N฀AD

DITION�฀FOOD฀DYES฀MAY฀LEAD฀TO฀SOME฀MILD฀IN

CREASE฀IN฀THE฀LEVEL฀OF฀SYMPTOMS฀FOR฀CHILDREN฀
WHO฀ARE฀DIAGNOSED฀WITH฀!$($�

!N฀IMPORTANT฀CHANGE฀THAT฀LED฀TO฀THE฀&$!฀
HEARING฀WAS฀A฀STUDY฀PUBLISHED฀IN฀����฀IN฀
THE฀"RITISH฀JOURNAL฀The Lancet฀LOOKING฀AT฀THE฀
EFFECT฀OF฀TWO฀MIXTURES฀OF฀FOOD฀DYES฀ON฀CHIL

DREN฀WHO฀WERE฀NOT฀DIAGNOSED฀WITH฀!$($�฀
4HE฀ INVESTIGATORS�฀ FROM฀THE฀5NIVERSITY฀OF฀
3OUTHAMPTON฀�5+	�฀FOUND฀A฀SMALL฀INCREASE฀
IN฀ACTIVITY฀LEVELS฀AND฀INATTENTION฀BY฀
PARENT฀REPORT�฀4HE฀CHANGES฀WERE฀
SHORT
TERM฀IN฀NATURE฀AND฀WOULD฀
NOT฀LEAD฀TO฀A฀DIAGNOSIS฀OF฀!$($�฀
7HEN฀INCREASES฀IN฀HYPERACTIV

ITY฀ARE฀REPORTED฀IN฀THE฀MEDIA�฀฀
THEY฀ARE฀REFERRING฀TO฀THE฀ACTIV

ITY฀ CHANGES฀ REPORTED฀ IN฀ THIS฀
STUDY฀AND฀NOT฀THE฀SYMPTOMS฀
OF฀!$($�

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

%UROPEAN฀5NION฀MADE฀THE฀POLICY฀DECISION฀
TO฀ADD฀A฀LABEL฀TO฀FOODS฀CONTAINING฀ARTIlCIAL฀
FOOD฀DYES�฀WARNING฀THAT฀THIS฀FOOD฀hMAY฀
HAVE฀ AN฀ ADVERSE฀ EFFECT฀ ON฀ ACTIVITY฀ AND฀
ATTENTION฀ IN฀ CHILDREN�v฀!LTHOUGH฀ MANY฀
FOOD฀ MANUFACTURERS฀ IN฀ "RITAIN฀ AND฀
THROUGHOUT฀%UROPE฀ELIMINATED฀ARTIlCIAL฀
FOOD฀DYES฀RATHER฀ THAN฀ADD฀THE฀WARNING฀
LABELS�฀THE฀5NITED฀+INGDOM฀DID฀NOT฀BAN฀
THE฀USE฀OF฀THESE฀DYES�฀AS฀SOME฀MEDIA฀HAVE฀
INCORRECTLY฀REPORTED�฀

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

!T฀THE฀END฀OF฀THE฀TWO
DAY฀MEETING�฀THE฀&$!�S฀&OOD฀!DVISORY฀#OMMITTEE฀
VOTED฀TO฀TAKE฀NO฀ACTION฀ON฀OUR฀CURRENT฀USE฀OF฀FOOD฀DYES�฀#ONCERN฀WAS฀
EXPRESSED฀THAT฀THERE฀ARE฀MANY฀UNRESOLVED฀QUESTIONS฀ABOUT฀THE฀STUDIES฀
DONE฀TO฀DATE฀AND฀MANY฀DESIGN฀CONCERNS�฀&OR฀INSTANCE�฀THE฀3OUTHAMPTON฀
STUDY฀INCLUDED฀A฀PRESERVATIVE฀IN฀BOTH฀MIXES฀IN฀ADDITION฀TO฀THE฀DYES�฀AND฀
THIS฀COULD฀ACCOUNT฀FOR฀THE฀RESULTS�฀4HE฀BEHAVIOR฀CHANGES฀WERE฀ONLY฀NO

TICED฀BY฀PARENTS฀AND฀NOT฀CONSISTENTLY฀PICKED฀UP฀BY฀TEACHERS�฀CLINICIANS�฀OR฀
PERFORMANCE฀SCORES฀ON฀AN฀OBJECTIVE฀TEST฀OF฀ATTENTION�฀4HE฀&OOD฀!DVISORY฀
#OMMITTEE฀CONCLUDED�฀BY฀A฀VOTE฀OF฀SEVENTY
NINE฀PERCENT฀OF฀ITS฀MEMBERS�฀
THAT฀THE฀RESEARCH฀TO฀DATE฀IS฀INADEQUATE฀TO฀CONCLUDE฀THAT฀FOOD฀DYES฀HAVE฀AN฀
ADVERSE฀EFFECT฀ON฀CHILDREN�S฀BEHAVIOR�

#ONCERN฀WAS฀ALSO฀EXPRESSED฀ABOUT฀THE฀PUBLIC฀HEALTH฀IMPACT฀OF฀WAITING฀
FOR฀BETTER
DESIGNED฀STUDIES฀AND฀A฀LARGER฀BODY฀OF฀RESEARCH�฀'IVEN฀THE฀lND

ING฀IN฀SOME฀STUDIES฀THAT฀BOTH฀ATTENTION฀AND฀ACTIVITY฀LEVELS฀IN฀CHILDREN฀ARE฀
AFFECTED฀BY฀ARTIlCIAL฀FOOD฀DYES�฀SHOULD฀THE฀&$!฀BE฀MORE฀PROACTIVE฀THAN฀

THE฀SCIENTIlC฀EVIDENCE฀SUGGESTS�฀4HERE฀WAS฀MUCH฀DISCUSSION฀ABOUT฀
WARNING฀LABELS฀OR฀OTHER฀METHODS฀TO฀INFORM฀PARENTS฀THAT฀THERE฀IS฀

SOME฀INDICATION฀THAT฀ARTIlCIAL฀FOOD฀DYES฀MIGHT฀HAVE฀A฀MILDLY฀
NEGATIVE฀EFFECT฀ON฀ATTENTION฀AND฀ACTIVITY฀LEVELS�฀"UT฀IN฀THE฀
END�฀lFTY
SEVEN฀PERCENT฀OF฀THE฀COMMITTEE฀MEMBERS฀VOTED฀

NO฀ACTION฀SHOULD฀BE฀RECOMMENDED฀BECAUSE฀THE฀SCIENTIlC฀
EVIDENCE฀IS฀SO฀MUDDLED�

4HE฀&$!฀COMMITTEE฀MEMBERS฀WERE฀ALSO฀ASKED฀TO฀
CONSIDER฀THE฀PREVAILING฀GUIDANCE฀ON฀FOOD฀DYES฀AND฀

THE฀IMPACT฀ON฀CHILDREN฀DIAGNOSED฀WITH฀!$($�฀
4HE฀COMMITTEE฀VOTED฀NO฀CHANGE฀BY฀NINETY


THREE฀PERCENT�฀AND฀WAS฀CLEAR฀IN฀THE฀DISCUSSION฀
THAT฀NO฀NEW฀EVIDENCE฀HAD฀BEEN฀PRESENTED฀

THAT฀INDICATED฀ANY฀CONSISTENT฀CONNECTION฀
BETWEEN฀FOOD฀DYES฀AND฀!$($�฀#UR


RENT฀CLINICAL฀GUIDANCE฀SUGGESTS฀THAT฀
ELIMINATION฀OF฀FOOD฀DYES฀SHOULD฀NOT฀
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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.



14 Attention

BE฀ CONSIDERED฀ A฀ MAINSTREAM฀ INTERVEN

TION�฀BUT฀SHOULD฀BE฀CONSIDERED฀IF฀THERE฀IS฀
A฀HISTORY฀OF฀FOOD฀SENSITIVITIES฀OR฀IF฀PARENTS฀
NOTICE฀A฀BEHAVIOR฀CHANGE฀AFTER฀INGESTING฀
CERTAIN฀FOODS�฀!ND฀THE฀&$!฀COMMITTEE฀
MEMBERS฀AGREED�฀BY฀A฀VOTE฀OF฀NINETY
THREE฀
PERCENT�฀THAT฀MORE฀STUDIES฀ARE฀NEEDED฀TO฀
CLARIFY฀THESE฀ISSUES�

So what is the takeaway message  

for families coping with ADHD?

• !฀SMALL฀NUMBER฀OF฀KIDS฀WHO฀APPEAR฀TO฀
BE฀HYPERSENSITIVE฀TO฀FOODS฀AND฀WHO฀ARE฀
DIAGNOSED฀WITH฀!$($฀MAY฀RESPOND฀
WELL฀TO฀A฀DIET฀ELIMINATING฀FOOD฀DYES฀OR฀
OTHER฀IRRITATING฀FOODS�

• )F฀YOUR฀CHILD�S฀BEHAVIOR฀OR฀INATTENTION฀
GETS฀WORSE฀AFTER฀EATING฀FOODS฀WITH฀
ARTIlCIAL฀FOOD฀DYES�฀THEN฀CONSIDER฀
AVOIDING฀THEM�฀4HIS฀WILL฀PROBABLY฀
NOT฀MAKE฀THE฀SYMPTOMS฀OF฀!$($฀
DISAPPEAR�฀BUT฀IT฀MAY฀REDUCE฀THE฀SEVERITY�

•฀!฀HEALTHY฀DIET฀IS฀IMPORTANT฀FOR฀
ALL฀CHILDREN�฀BUT฀ESPECIALLY฀FOR฀CHILDREN฀
WITH฀!$($�

• )F฀THERE฀DOES฀NOT฀SEEM฀TO฀BE฀AN฀EFFECT฀
FROM฀ELIMINATING฀FOODS฀WITH฀DYES฀
AND�OR฀IF฀AVOIDING฀FOOD฀DYES฀IS฀TOO฀
EXPENSIVE�฀TOO฀DIFlCULT�฀OR฀CREATES฀฀
TOO฀MUCH฀TENSION฀IN฀YOUR฀RELATIONSHIP฀฀
WITH฀YOUR฀CHILD�฀THEN฀THIS฀MAY฀NOT฀฀
BE฀A฀CHANGE฀THAT฀IS฀IMPORTANT฀IN฀YOUR฀
CHILD�S฀OVERALL฀TREATMENT

• !BOUT฀EIGHTY฀PERCENT฀OF฀ALL฀!$($฀
APPEARS฀TO฀BE฀RELATED฀TO฀GENETICS�฀)T฀
IS฀INHERITED�฀/THER฀THINGS฀HAPPENING฀
IN฀THE฀ENVIRONMENT฀MAY฀MAKE฀THE฀
SYMPTOMS฀WORSE฀�NO฀TREATMENT�฀FAMILY฀
STRESS�฀POOR฀DIET	฀AND฀OTHER฀FACTORS฀MAY฀
HELP฀TO฀REDUCE฀THE฀SYMPTOMS฀�GOOD฀

PARENTING�฀MULTIMODAL฀TREATMENT�฀
HEALTHY฀DIET	�฀/UR฀JOB฀AS฀PARENTS฀IS฀TO฀
PROVIDE฀THE฀BEST฀TREATMENT฀AND฀MOST฀
SUPPORTIVE฀ENVIRONMENT฀FOR฀฀
OUR฀CHILDREN฀THAT฀WE฀REASONABLY฀CAN�

• )F฀YOU฀ARE฀AN฀ADULT฀WITH฀!$($�฀
THERE฀IS฀NO฀RESEARCH฀AVAILABLE฀ON฀THE฀
EFFECT฀OF฀FOOD฀DYES฀IN฀ADULTS�฀9OUR฀BEST฀
BET฀IS฀TO฀ASSUME฀THE฀EFFECTS฀MAY฀BE฀
SIMILAR�฀THOUGH฀WE฀ARE฀NOT฀CLEAR฀ON฀
WHAT฀THOSE฀EFFECTS฀ARE�฀
#(!$$�S฀JOB฀IS฀TO฀MAKE฀SURE฀YOU฀HAVE฀

THE฀BEST฀INFORMATION฀AVAILABLE฀SO฀THAT฀YOU฀
CAN฀MAKE฀INFORMED฀DECISIONS฀ABOUT฀TREAT

MENT฀AND฀MANAGEMENT฀OF฀!$($�฀●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.


