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Food & ADHD
While there are many factors that play into ADHD, food should be considered an important factor,
without a doubt. There are certain food ingredients that are commonly found to “trigger” hyperactivity
and impulsiveness in those who are sensitive, and many of the foods that have these ingredients can
actually deplete needed vitamins and minerals needed for brain (and overall!) health.
Although there is not a “cure” for ADHD, it’s worth it to do your research to ﬁnd out what toxins may be
in the foods and products in your home that could be aggravating behavior, attention, and impulsivity
issues. Children who already struggle with learning and behavior issues often struggle more with
continued toxin exposure, especially in their food.
Diet has not been found to be the cause of ADHD, nor the cure. But if you can reduce some of the
symptoms by removing some of the ingredients from the diet, why not? Plus, the ingredients in this
guide are contained in many processed foods, so avoiding them can’t be bad a bad thing!
While this is not a comprehensive list of food ingredients to
avoid for ADHD, these are some of the ingredients that play a
large role in contributing to symptoms.
If you want to ﬁnd out if a certain ingredient could be
contributing to attention or hyperactivity symptoms, I
recommend choosing one of these ingredients at a time and
avoiding them in the diet for a couple weeks, and then slowly
re-introduce it to see if it produces symptoms.. If you notice a
diﬀerence, this is deﬁnitely an ingredient to keep avoiding as
much as possible!
Do this for each ingredient, and when you are done with this experiment, you should have a good idea
of which ingredient(s) is/are the culprit.
While most of these ingredients should be avoided as much as possible anyway, once you know
which ingredients cause the most severe symptoms , you’ll know which foods are especially
important to avoid, especially before school or social events.

Here are 3 Surprising Food Ingredients to
Avoid for ADHD:
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ARTIFICIAL COLORS
Artiﬁcial colors are petroleum-based dyes that include Red #40, Yellow #5, Yellow #6. Although there
are several of these certiﬁed synthetic dyes, these 3 are account for 90% used in foods.
Artiﬁcial colors and food dyes are found in everything from soda, snack foods, salad dressings, and
candy to vitamins, toothpaste, mouthwash, and even medicines, such as cough syrups. Many foods
contain more than one dye (think Lucky Charms or Froot Loops!), so check the label carefully.

Studies published in medicals journals such as The Lancet and the Journal of Pediatrics have shown
that these dyes can cause hyperactivity in children. Some colorings, such as turmeric, red beets, beta
carotene, and saﬀron are more natural colorings that haven’t been found to lead to hyperactive
eﬀects, so these would be a better option.
Below is a table of common colorings and their common name, which you might see listed on an
ingredient label, and the product or food they where they are typically found.
FOOD COLORING

COMMON
NAME

FOUND IN:

Red No. 40

Allura Red

Cereal, medicines, soda, toothpaste, Pop-Tarts

Yellow No. 5

Tartrazine

Soda, pickles, mustard, gum, popsicles, medicine, chips

Yellow No. 6

Sunset Yellow

Cereal, orange soda, hot chocolate mix, baked goods,
candies

Red No. 3

Erythrosine

Candy, popsicles, frosting, maraschino cherries

Blue No. 1

Brilliant Blue

Ice cream, canned peas, candy, mouthwash

Blue No. 2

Indigotine

Candy, beverages, Pop-Tarts, cereals, frostings

Green No. 3

Fast Green

Canned vegetables, candy, ice cream, beverages, ﬁsh

Do Artiﬁcial Colors Cause ADHD?
Studies have found that artiﬁcial food coloring are not necessarily a cause of ADHD, but
that they seem to aﬀect children whether or not they have ADHD.
Neurotherapeutics, July 2012
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MONOSODIUM GLUTAMATE
(MSG)
Monosodium glutamate (MSG) is the most widely used food additive in the world, used as a ﬂavor
enhancer. It’s used to stimulate our taste buds and to make foods taste better, and it’s what allows
foods to be made with fewer natural ingredients – such as fewer chickens in chicken noodle soup
(yuck!).
Dr. Russell Blaylock, author of the book Excitoxins, the Taste That Kills, says that when neurons in the
brain are exposed to MSG, they become over-excited and quickly ﬁre oﬀ impulses until they reach a
state of extreme exhaustion. Several hours later these neurons die oﬀ, as if they were excited to death.
This is why MSG is known as an “excitotoxin."

In:

The problem is that there are over 40 ingredients that contain MSG, so the label might not even say
monosodium glutamate on it! This is how some companies can say “Contains no MSG” on the front of
the label. But then you ﬂip it over and the back of the label will say, “Except for that which naturally
occurs in autolyzed yeast extract,” or something similar. So then it’s not an MSG-free product – no
wonder it’s so hard to ﬁnd! (Click here for a list of the 40 ingredients that contain MSG).

If you really want to be shocked at other ways it’s hidden, beware of products with the ingredient
“natural ﬂavors.” It often hides in there, and some natural ﬂavors can be made up of dozens of
ingredients.
So be sure to carefully check your labels for all of the ingredients – it’s common to ﬁnd foods that
have several sources of MSG listed.
Where it’s found: Salad dressings, almost all snack foods (chips, crackers, etc.), sauces, and even
spices. It’s also heavily used in restaurant foods. And it can hide behind other names on the label.
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benzoate preservatives
Sodium Benzoate & Potassium Benzoate
Benzoate preservatives, such as sodium and potassium benzoate have been linked to hyperactivity in
children, especially when consumed with artiﬁcial dyes and colors.
British researchers studied 300 children who were randomly assigned to consume one of three
beverages daily for three weeks.: one beverage contained the amount of dye and sodium benzoate
typically found in a British child’s diet, a second drink had lower concentrations of the additives, and
the third was additive-free.
All of the children spent a week drinking each of the three mixtures, which looked at tasted the same.
Each week, teachers and parents used a variety of standardized behavior evaluation tools, not
knowing which drinks the children were consuming.
The results? Both teachers and parents observed qualities such as restlessness, concentration issues,
ﬁdgeting, and talking or interrupting too much.
After seeing these results, the lead researcher of the study said that while the eﬀects were not
enough to cause full-blown ADHD, “the adverse aﬀects could aﬀect the child’s ability to beneﬁt from
the experience of school” (Time, 2007).
Where they’re found: In beverages, such as soft drinks and ﬂavored water, and in products such as
soy sauce, pickles, pepper rings, and tomato sauce.

Source: Coca-Cola Product Facts
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The information in this guide is for informational purposes only, and is not a
substitution for medical advice. Do not go oﬀ any medication unless under the close
supervision of your medical doctor.
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About
Board-certiﬁed in holistic nutrition, a childhood leukemia survivor, and a mother of
three, Tonya Harris is the founder of Slightly Greener: oﬀering busy moms simple and
doable solutions to reducing toxins, one product at a time.
Tonya has been writing about toxins and their health eﬀects
since 2008, and in addition to Board certiﬁcation and a Master's
degree in holistic nutrition, she holds multiple certiﬁcates in the
environmental health ﬁeld.
When she’s not busting toxic products, Tonya can be found
spending time with her family, or raising money for her
organization Clubs to Cure Kids, from which she has donated
over $160,000 for childhood cancer research and family support
programs in the Chicago area.
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Learn More

Want even more simple, non-toxic tips?
Join my free Facebook community!
Click here to join!

