

C1.1 Detecting additives

How can we detect food additives?

Additives get a bad name: they are regularly talked about in relation to everything from hyperactivity to fatal allergic reactions. Most additives are harmless and helpful. They improve the flavour, colour and keeping properties of food. However, they do need to be managed carefully, and food scientists use highly technical machinery to check that they are within safe limits in foodstuffs. 

Some foods are marketed as being ‘completely free of artificial additives’ and attract premium prices. Food laboratories will check these to make sure they really are free of additives to prevent the public from being conned. The techniques used to detect additives can also be used to identify particular components of processed foods: at least one brand of ‘vegetarian burgers’ has been tested and found to contain meat proteins!  

This presentation demonstrates the way that simple laboratory-based tests can be used to detect additives in foods, and it could be a useful introduction to practical work on the topic.
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