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Food & ADHD 

While there are many factors that play into ADHD, without a doubt, food should be considered an 
important factor. 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. 

So try removing these from the diet for at least a week to see if you notice any change in behavior and 
impulsiveness. After this two-week period, you may also want to add a food that contains one of 
these ingredients back into the diet to see what happens. If you notice a difference, this is definitely an 
ingredient to keep avoiding as much as possible! 

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, these ingredients are 
contained in many processed foods, so avoiding them can’t be bad a bad thing! 

If you want to find out more about avoiding food ingredients that can aggravate ADHD symptoms, you 
can download my guide “Optimum Nutrition for Your Child’s Brain Health.”  You’ll discover other things 
you can remove from the diet, and foods that are full of the nutrients your child’s developing brain 
needs - many of these nutrients are already low in those with ADHD. 
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This information in this guide is not a substitution for medical 
advice. If you or your child are on ADHD medication, do not go off 

any medication unless under the close supervision of your 
medical doctor.

Here are the 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. 
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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, medicines, 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, some frostings

Green No. 3  Fast Green Canned vegetables, candy, ice cream, beverages, fish
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MSG 
(Monosodium Glutamate) 

MSG (monosodium glutamate) 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 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."  

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! 

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 over 100 
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. 

Click here for a list of the 40 ingredients to avoid that contain MSG. 
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Preservatives 
BHA & BHT 

Sodium Benzoate 

The preservatives BHA (butylated hydroxyanisole) & BHT (butylated hydroxytoluene) are both linked 
to behavior problems and hyperactivity. Also, studies in mice have found that the offspring of mice 
who were fed BHT had an effect on the behavior of the offspring, including sleeping less, and had 
negative impacts on learning and aggression.  

The reason these two preservatives have been linked to behavior and hyperactivity is because they 
are both in the benzoate family, so if you’re avoiding sodium benzoate for that reason, be sure to avoid 
these ingredients, also. 

Where they’re found: Chewing gum, butter, cereals, snack foods, and beer 

Sodium benzoate is another preservative linked to behavior and worsening symptoms. The Lancet 
medical journal found giving children a drink that included artificial colors plus sodium benzoate 
produced hyperactivity even in the children who didn’t have ADHD!  

Where it’s found: Fruit juices, sodas, and pickles 

 

goneholistic.net

#3

http://goneholistic.net


Sources 

Beezhold, B. L., Johnston, C. S., & Nochta, K. A. (2015, January 29). Sodium Benzoate–Rich Beverage  
   Consumption is Associated With Increased Reporting of ADHD Symptoms in College Students.  
   Retrieved March 20, 2016, from http://jad.sagepub.com/content/18/3/236.short 

Food Dye and ADHD: Food Coloring, Sugar, and Diet. (n.d.). Retrieved March 19, 2016,  
   from http://www.webmd.com/add-adhd/childhood-adhd/food-dye-adhd 

Gardner, A., & 2011, C. H. (2010). Can food additives affect ADHD?  
   Retrieved March 20, 2016, from http://www.cnn.com/2010/HEALTH/ 
   11/18/health.food.additives.adhd/ 

González-Burgos, I., Pérez-Vega, M., & Beas-Zárate, C. (2001). Neonatal exposure to monosodium  
   glutamate induces cell death and dendritic hypotrophy in rat prefrontocortical pyramidal neurons.  
   Neuroscience Letters, 297(2), 69-72. Retrieved from http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12376189 

Blaylock, R. L. (1998). Excitotoxins: The taste that kills. Santa Fe, NM: Health Press. 

Weiss, B. (2011, September 16). Synthetic Food Colors and Neurobehavioral Hazards: The View from  
   Environmental Health Research. Retrieved March 10, 2016, from http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/ 
   articles/PMC3261946/ 

About 
Tonya Harris, MSHN is Board Certified in Holistic Nutrition®, and graduated from Hawthorn University 
with a Master of Science in Holistic Nutrition. She is also a graduate of Eastern Illinois University, 
where she received her Bachelor of Science in Elementary Education. 

Tonya's path has led her to her mission of helping parents learn how both diet and 
common toxins in the home can affect their child's health. As a childhood 
leukemia survivor and now the mother of three (one with multiple learning 
disabilities, including ADHD), her goal is to work with parents to help 
them optimize their child's brain health and lessen the symptoms of behavior and 
attention issues through simple dietary and lifestyle changes. She does this 
through working with clients both individually and through the online program she 
created, "Healthy Home, Healthy Kids." She has been writing about the health 
implications of common chemicals in our homes and their effects on our children 
since 2008, and now blogs on her website at www.goneholistic.net. 

Tonya is also the founder of Clubs to Cure Kids, a fundraiser to support 
families facing childhood cancer, and has raised over $115,000 for childhood 
cancer research and family support programs. 

goneholistic.net

http://goneholistic.net
http://www.webmd.com/add-adhd/childhood-adhd/food-dye-adhd
http://www.cnn.com/2010/HEALTH/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/
http://www.goneholistic.net


 

www.goneholistic.net

Tonya Harris, MSHN 
Board Certified in Holistic Nutrition® 

www.goneholistic.net 
tonya@goneholistic.net 

Contact

Connect
iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiijjl
djflkjgiejrljreij
rijiejgeijgo;a
eijijgiojgriojjji

iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiijjl
djflkjgiejrljreij
rijiejgeijgo;a
eijijgiojgriojjji

iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiijjl
djflkjgiejrljreij
rijiejgeijgo;a
eijijgiojgriojjji

kjfdjadkfjsljdkfdkjfkdljfldjkdkddkfkkfjfjfjf
jfjdjdjkfdhfkjdhfdkfhdkjhfakjdhfsdkjhfkj
dhfjkdhfkdhjfsdhfjksdhfjkdsfhkdsahfjs
dkfhdkhfkjdsahfkjdhfhfkahkfhsdjhfjdhf
kdhfdhfkhfkdjhfjkshfjkdhfkjdfdkjfhdkjfh
dfhdkjhfkfhjdshfdkjhfdhfksdfhjdskhfjkd
shfjkdshfjkdhfjkdshfjkhdjfkadhjkshfjkhj
khskfhjkshfkdhfksjdhfjdshfjkdhfjdkshfj
kshfjkdshfjkshfjdskhfjsdkhfjdshfsjhfksf
hdjkhjkhfjkdhfdjkfhdskjhfjdkfhkdhdksh
fjkdhfjkdshfjdskhfdjksfhjdkshfjdkhfjkds
hfjkdshfkjdshfdkjhfjdkshfjkdshfjkdhfjkd
hfjkdhfjksdhfjkdshfjksdhfjdkhfjkdshfjkd
shfjkhfkjashfjkahkjhdkjhfjkhfdjkhfksfhk
jdshfjdhfjdhfjdkhjfkhkhfjkshfjdhdfjhfjkh
fjdkhdksjhfjdkshfjdkhfdsjkfhdsjkhajkdh
fkdshfjdkshfdskjfhdjkhfdjkshfjdkshfksd
hfkdshfjkdshfjkdshfdjkhfdjhfdjkhfkahdf
jkhfkashdfjakhjkkshfdkjhfjkashfksdjhjs
khkshfkjshfkjshfjkshjfkdfhjksdfhjkshjkd

http://www.goneholistic.net
http://www.Pinterest.com/GoneHolistic
http://www.Pinterest.com/GoneHolistic
https://tonyaharris.leadpages.co/free-training/
http://www.facebook.com/GoneHolistic
http://www.goneholistic.net
http://www.facebook.com/GoneHolistic
http://www.goneholistic.net
http://www.twitter.com/GoneHolistic
https://tonyaharris.leadpages.co/free-training/
http://www.twitter.com/GoneHolistic

