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FACT SHEET

Diet and Hyperactivity In Children
There has been a great deal of debate on the relationship between diet and hyperactivity for many decades, but the topic still remains controversial and confusing.  A number of research studies have demonstrated that some children diagnosed with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and other behavioural abnormalities are sensitive to certain foods and will respond positively when the appropriate diet is followed.

   
A study published in 2004 indicated that all children, regardless of whether they would be considered abnormally hyperactive or not, demonstrate some degree of hyperactive behaviour when they consume artificial food dyes and benzoate preservatives. 

The reason for a child becoming hyperactive as a result of the foods in his or her diet has been suggested to be due to a number of effects including:

· Food allergy

· If your child is allergic to foods, his or her symptoms will disappear when their specific food allergens are excluded from the diet. They are then able to sleep, have more energy, and generally feel better, so their behaviour will naturally improve.

Hyperactivity is never the only symptom of allergy.  If your child has allergies, he or she child will have other signs that he or she is allergic, such as skin reactions (eczema or hives), stomach problems (diarrhea, stomach ache), or a runny, stuffy nose and itchy watery eyes.  Accurate identification of a child’s food allergies, and removal of the culprit foods from the child’s diet is important.  Equally important is that the allergic child should be provided with alternative foods that supply all his or her nutritional needs. 

· A drug-like response to food additives or natural chemicals in foods

· There is fairly strong evidence that artificial food dyes and benzoate preservatives might trigger hyperactive behaviour in all children, whether they have allergies or not.
In the 1970s the diet formulated by Dr. Benjamin Feingold became very popular.  It was free from food dyes, artificial flavours and natural salicylates.  Dr. Feingold claimed that 70% of his hyperactive patients became symptom-free on the diet. However, the diet fell into disrepute when other investigators were unable to reproduce Feingold’s results.

More recently, the results of a study of 277 3-year old children on the Isle of Wight (IOW) in England were reported.  The study showed that artificial food colourings and benzoate preservatives triggered some level of hyperactivity in all children, based on the parents’ assessment of their child’s behaviour.

· An unusually erratic metabolism (especially of sugars and simple carbohydrates) 

· An excess of sugar in the diet has often been blamed for a range of behavioural problems, such as irritability, anxiety, violent behaviour and fatigue.  Although a very small number of people do have a condition in which the normal metabolism of sugar is impaired, in most cases sugar has the effect of making a person feel lethargic because it promotes the production of serotonin, the “sleep chemical”, in the brain.

Probably, the reason for the idea that sugar causes hyperactivity in children is that the foods that contain large amounts of sugar, such as soft drinks, candies and other sweet manufactured foods, also contain artificial food colours and preservatives.  It is now thought that it is the latter that are responsible for the hyperactive behaviour, not the sugar.  In addition, a diet high in commercial snack foods and drinks with a great deal of sugar and processed starches tends to lead to a lack of “whole foods”, often resulting in nutritional deficiency, especially of essential vitamins and minerals.

· A nutritional deficiency, especially in vitamins and minerals 
· When food additives are excluded from a child's diet, it is often the "junk food" high in sucrose, artificial flavours, artificial colours and preservatives that are removed.  The resulting diet is often nutritionally much more adequate and balanced.  The child's behaviour is a response to a more nutritious diet.

· Change in status and family dynamics

· When a specifically formulated diet is prescribed, parents will take extra care in food preparation.  The child feels "special" and commands more attention within the family.  This change in status and family dynamics has a positive psychological effect on the child and behaviour improves.

The Short Answer

At the present stage in our knowledge we can say that artificial colours and preservatives, specifically benzoates, in manufactured foods seem to have the potential to trigger hyperactive behaviour in the greatest number of children, regardless of whether the child has food allergy or not, and should not be part of any child’s regular diet.

How do I avoid artificial colours and benzoates?

Artificial colours and preservatives are added to most prepared foods.  The four colours and benzoates identified as possible triggers for hyperactive behaviour in the IOW study are used in the following manufactured foods:

Foods Usually Containing Artificial Food Colour

(E numbers are the EEC designations of additives used on product labels in Europe)

	Tartrazine (E102)

Fruit squash, syrups and cordials

Colored fizzy drinks (soda pop)

Instant puddings

Packet convenience foods: e.g. Macaroni and cheese

Cake mixes

Soups (packets and cans)

Bottled sauces

Pickles

Commercial salad dressings

Ice creams and sherbets

Candies

Chewing gum

Jams and jellies

Smoked fish

Jello

Mustard

Flavoured Yogurt


	Sunset Yellow (E110)

Used especially in fermented foods which need to be heat-treated

Hot chocolate mix

Packet soups

Candies

Yogurts

Commercial breadcrumbs

Cheese sauce mixes

Jams and marmalades

Canned shrimps and prawns

Pickled cucumbers (dill pickles)

	Ponceau (E124)

Cake mixes

Packet soups

Seafood dressings

Dessert toppings

Canned strawberries

Canned cherry, raspberry and redcurrant pie fillings

Quick-setting jelly mixes ("Jello")

Salami 


	Carmoisine (E122)

Especially useful for foods that are heat-treated after fermentation

Packet soup mix

Blancmange

Packet breadcrumbs

Packet jellies

Candies

Packet cheesecake mix

Brown sauce

Convenience food mixes (Uncle Ben’s Rice mixes, Hamburger Helper, etc)

Prepackaged cakes

Almond paste

Flavoured yogurts

Ice creams

Jams and preserves




Foods Usually Containing Benzoates

	Benzoic acid (E210)

Jams

Beer 

Dessert sauces

Flavored syrups

Fruit pulp and purée

Fruit juice

Marinated fish (herring; mackerel)

Pickles

Salad dressings

Yogurts

Flavored coffees

Margarine

Table olives

Concentrated juices

Soft drinks
	Sodium benzoate (E211)

Caviar

Prawns

Candies

Margarine

Fruit pies

Soft drinks

Oyster sauce

Salad dressings

Barbecue sauce

Taco sauce

Cheesecake mix

Soya sauce

Jams and jellies

Dill pickles

Table olives

Concentrated pineapple juice

	Potassium benzoate (212)

Margarines

Table olives

Dill pickles

Concentrated pineapple juice
	Calcium benzoate (E213)

Concentrated pineapple juice

	Ethyl 4-hydroxybenzoate (E214)

Propyl 4-hydroxybenzoate (E216)

Methyl 4-hydroxybenzoate (E218)

Beer

Cooked packed beetroot

Coffee and chicory essence

Coloring dyes in solution

Dessert sauces

Flavored syrups

Frozen drink concentrates

Fruit-based pie fillings

Fruit pulp or purée

Glucose

Marinated fish (herring and mackerel)

Pickles

Salad dressings
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