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HEALTH BASICS

Food additives

Food additives are substances added to foods to preserve them or change qualities such

as taste, colour, and texture.

WHAT IT IS

Substances added to food for specific technical purposes

WHERE IT COMES UP

Ingredient lists, food labels, recipes, and packaged foods

WHY IT MATTERS

Some additives affect safety, nutrition, or individual reactions

WHAT IT IS NOT

Not a disease or diagnosis

WHO TO ASK

Primary care clinician, allergist, or registered dietitian

HOW IT IS CHECKED

No single test; targeted allergy testing when appropriate

Overview

Food additives are substances put into food for a specific purpose. They may help food stay

safe, last longer, keep its texture, or maintain its colour. Others add sweetness, acidity, flavour,

or nutrients.

Examples include preservatives, food colours, emulsifiers, thickeners, sweeteners, and

anti-caking agents. Salt, sugar, vinegar, pectin, and baking soda can also act as additives. An

additive can come from a plant, animal, mineral, or laboratory process.

"Natural" and "artificial" describe where an ingredient comes from or how it is made. They do

not, by themselves, show whether it is safer or healthier.

Food additives are not a disease or diagnosis. Most people do not need to avoid approved

additives as a group. However, a particular additive can matter if you have a confirmed allergy,

an intolerance, a metabolic condition, or another reason to limit it.

Rules differ between countries. In the United States, the Food and Drug Administration

regulates food additives and colour additives. Some substances are classified as "generally

recognized as safe," often shortened to GRAS, for particular uses. In the European Union,

approved additives may be identified by names or "E numbers."
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How it works

Each additive has a technical job in food. Common purposes include:

Regulators assess how an additive will be used, how much people are likely to consume, and

the evidence about possible harm. Approval is tied to specific uses and amounts. It does not

mean that unlimited intake has been tested or recommended.

Some additives have an acceptable daily intake. This is a cautious estimate of the amount that

can be consumed each day over a lifetime without an expected health risk. It is not a line

between "safe" and "poisonous," and exceeding it once does not automatically mean harm has

occurred.

Ingredient labels usually list additives by name or function. Some flavour mixtures can appear

under broader terms such as "natural flavour" or "artificial flavour." Label requirements and

exemptions depend on local law.

- Preservatives: slow spoilage or the growth of harmful microbes

- Antioxidants: reduce changes caused by oxygen, such as fats becoming rancid

- Emulsifiers: help ingredients such as oil and water stay mixed

- Stabilizers and thickeners: control texture and consistency

- Anti-caking agents: keep powders from clumping

- Sweeteners: provide sweetness, sometimes with little or no sugar

- Colours and flavours: change or restore appearance and taste

- Fortifying agents: add nutrients such as iron, folic acid, or vitamin D

Why it matters for your health

Additives can improve health and safety. Preservatives can limit food spoilage, while

fortification can replace nutrients lost during processing or add nutrients important to public

health. Stabilizers can also make medical nutrition products easier to store and use.

An additive's health effect cannot be judged only by whether its name sounds chemical. All

foods are made of chemicals, including water and vitamins. Safety depends on the substance,

amount, purpose, and your individual health needs.

Additives are also not the same as highly processed foods. A food may contain an additive yet

still provide useful nutrients. In contrast, some foods high in salt, added sugar, or saturated fat

may be best limited even if their individual additives are approved. Your overall eating pattern
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usually matters more than the number of unfamiliar words on one label.

Certain people need to pay attention to specific ingredients. For example, people with

phenylketonuria, or PKU, cannot properly process phenylalanine. Foods containing aspartame

must carry information about phenylalanine so that people with PKU can avoid it.

What can go wrong

A person may occasionally have an unwanted reaction linked to a particular additive. Several

different situations are possible.

Allergic reactions involve the immune system. True allergy to an additive is possible, although

many reported reactions are not confirmed as allergies. Hives, swelling, vomiting, wheezing, or

breathing difficulty after eating require medical assessment. Other food ingredients, including

common food allergens, may be responsible instead.

Sulfite sensitivity can affect some people, particularly some people with asthma. Sulfites are

preservatives used in certain foods and drinks. A reaction can include wheezing or other

breathing problems, but this is different from a typical food allergy.

Intolerance is an unwanted reaction that does not involve the same immune process as an

allergy. Headache, flushing, or digestive discomfort may have many causes. A food diary can

help identify a pattern, but symptoms alone do not prove that an additive is responsible.

Diet-related health risks can be associated with foods containing additives without being

caused by one additive alone. For example, regular consumption of processed meat is

associated with colorectal cancer. Salt, processing methods, and other features of the food

may all contribute. This evidence does not mean that every preservative has the same risk.

Seek emergency help for trouble breathing, throat tightness, faintness, confusion, or swelling

of the tongue or throat after eating. These can be signs of anaphylaxis, a severe allergic

reaction.

Arrange routine follow-up if reactions are repeated but not urgent, if asthma seems to worsen

after particular foods, or if avoiding ingredients is making it hard to eat a balanced diet.

What you can do

There is no general blood test, scan, or "additive panel" that shows whether all food additives

are safe for you. If you eat foods containing additives without a consistent problem, there is

usually nothing special you need to test or track.
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If you suspect a reaction:

For suspected food allergy, assessment may include a detailed history, targeted skin-prick

testing, or blood tests for specific allergy antibodies. A medically supervised oral food

challenge may sometimes be used. These tests are chosen for a suspected ingredient; they do

not screen reliably for every additive.

Commercial food IgG tests are not recommended for diagnosing food allergy or intolerance.

IgG antibodies often show that you have eaten a food, not that it is harming you.

Read the full ingredient list rather than relying on claims such as "natural," "clean," or

"preservative-free." If you must avoid a named additive, ask what other names it may have and

whether restaurant or unpackaged foods need special checking.

Do not remove many foods from your diet without guidance, especially for a child. Broad

restriction can reduce nutrient intake and make eating more stressful without identifying the

true cause.

- Record the food, brand, ingredient list, amount eaten, timing, and what happened

- Keep photographs of labels because recipes can change

- Note medicines, exercise, alcohol, and other foods consumed around the same time

- Ask a primary care clinician or allergist whether targeted testing is appropriate

- Ask a registered dietitian for help if your avoidance list is growing

Common questions

Are all E numbers artificial?

No. An E number means that an additive is approved for specified uses in the European Union.

Some E-numbered substances occur naturally, while others are manufactured.

Does a long ingredient list mean a food is unsafe?

No. List length does not measure safety or nutritional value. Consider the whole food, including

fibre, protein, salt, added sugars, and saturated fat.

Are natural additives safer than artificial ones?

Not automatically. Natural substances can cause allergies or other harmful effects, while

manufactured substances can be safe at approved uses. Each ingredient needs its own

assessment.

Can food colours affect children's behaviour?

Research has examined whether some colours affect activity or attention in some children.
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Findings do not show that food colours cause attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder. If you

notice a repeated pattern, record the product and discuss it with your child's clinician before

making broad dietary restrictions.

Should I avoid aspartame?

Most people do not need to avoid approved uses of aspartame solely because it is an additive.

People with PKU need to restrict phenylalanine and should follow their specialist nutrition plan.

Can an additive allergy be diagnosed from symptoms alone?

Usually not. Similar reactions can come from another ingredient, infection, asthma, medication,

or a non-allergic intolerance. Diagnosis may require a detailed history and carefully selected

tests.
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