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Abstract
This study was carried out to determine the level of awareness about the use of additives in processed foods among the
general population. A total of 50 respondents from the Medway area of Kent participated in the face to face interviews
which comprised 20 questions out of which 5 questions was used to assess their level of awareness regarding the use of
additives in processed foods. The results of the study shows that majority of the respondents could not correctly identify
the function of each of the additives with the exception of glucose which was correctly identified as being a sweetener
by 66% of the respondents. Furthermore, Vitamin E was correctly identified by 70% of the respondents as being a
vitamin, although far fewer respondents (4%) were aware of its use as a preservative. Only 10% of respondents have
identified niacin as being a preservative used in foods. Additionally, a significant percentage of the respondents
selected the option “I do not know” meaning that they did not know the function of the listed additives as in the case of
niacin (46%) and monosodium glutamate (40%). This suggests that there is a general lack of knowledge amongst the
respondents about the functions of the commonly used additives in processed foods. The provision of balanced and
science based information about food additives conveyed through sources that are trusted by consumers will reduce
concerns and increase consumer awareness about the use of additives in processed foods.
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the second half of the 20th Century, many more
additives, both natural and artificial, were
developed for various applications in food
processing.
Food additives plays a significant role in
modern food processing and the supply system
allowing for an all year-around supply of
wholesome and appealing food products for a
growing urban population (Abdulmumeen et
al., 2012). There is a growing use of food
additives in food processing over the years
with about 25,000 different food additives
currently being in used worldwide (Wu et al.,
2013). Food additives are useful either for
facilitating or complementing a wide range of
processing methods in a contemporary food
supply system by making foods safer by
preventing the growth of pathogenic
microorganisms, preventing chemical changes
such as oxidation and making foods more
appealing and acceptable (Emerton and Choi,
2008).

1. INTRODUCTION
For many centuries, food additives have served
many beneficial functions in a variety of
different processed food products. Even though
basic foods often contain no additives,
processing foodstuffs into different end
products has significantly increased the amount
of food additives that are commonly used in
foods (Branen and Haggerty 2001). Ancient
people used salt for preserving meat and fish,
enhanced the flavour of some foods by adding
spices and herbs, and preserved fruits using
sugar and cucumbers by pickling in vinegar.
Nowadays consumers demand food products
that are nutritious, flavourful, convenient, safe,
colourful and affordable. Advances in modern
technology and the use of additives in foods
have helped to make this feasible [United
States Food and Drug Administration (FDA
2010)]. Pandey and Uphadyay (2012) claimed
that with the introduction of processed foods in
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However, in recent times, concerns amongst
consumers have increased about the use of
additives, particularly artificial additives, in
processed foods. Various surveys have
indicated that people were concerned about the
safety of food additives and they found “E”
numbers confusing. This gave rise to anxiety
amongst many parents and young children. In
addition, most people said that they needed
more information about the potential health
effects of additives used in foods (Tarnavolgyi,
2003).
Consumers with access to basic education
would be expected to have knowledge about
food and its relationship with general wellbeing. Nevertheless, many consumers are
confused and do not know what constitutes a
healthy diet and which food products can be
harmful. Consequently, some of the concerns
about food additives may be attributed to the
lack of adequate information being provided
for the public (Dicks, 2007). The main sources
of information about food additives and other
food safety issues were identified in a survey
on Consumer Attitudes to Food Standards
conducted by the Food Standard Agency (FSA)
in 2007 as presented in Table 1. Government
information was clearly on top of the list
(selected by 47%), close behind were
Television
(TV)
news
(42%)
and
advertisements (29%).

The channel of information could be used to
strengthen the awareness level of consumer and
reduce their negative perceptions of food
additives. What is really important to know is
whether with the information being provided
over the years, the awareness level has
increased significantly and that consumers are
informed about the functions of the commonly
used additives in foods.
2. MATERIALS AND METHODS
The aim of this study was to determine the
level of awareness about the use of additives in
processed foods. Data were collected using a
questionnaire survey conducted through face to
face interviews. This enabled the collection of
qualitative data on the level of consumer
awareness about the use of additives in
processed foods.
The questionnaire consisted of 20 questions out
of which five was used to determine the
awareness level of the consumers. The
respondents’ demographic information was
also collected for building a profile of the
respondents and when using the data to see
whether these characteristics have affected
their responses to questions. A total of 50
respondents mostly adults over the age of 18
participated in the face to face interview carried
out in public places such as cafes, parks, kiosks
and other public gathering centres in the
Medway area of Kent, United Kingdom.
The type of questions and their justification is
presented in Table 2.

Table 1: Consumer main sources of information
about food safety issues
Main source of information
Percentage
(%)
Government information
47
TV news

42

Advertisement

35

TV programmes

29

Friends and family

15

Internet

13

Radio programmes

13

2.1 Analysis of data
The responses were calculated in percentage
for each question and the results are presented
in tables and figures and discussed.
2. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Leaflets
and
supermarkets

signs

in

the

3.1
Demographic information
Demographic data were collected for the
respondents and their influence on responses
was determined. The data are only discussed
where they influenced responses.

12

Source: (Food Standards Agency, 2007)
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Table 2: Awareness of food additives
Question
Justification
(1)
Please
indicate
the
function of each of the following
list of additives?
(2) Which of the following is
your main source of information
on the potential hazards of food
additives?

The rationale for this question was to understand whether consumers
understood the functions of the listed additives commonly found on
the labels of processed foods.
This question was used to determine what the most effective channels
would be for getting information to consumers.

(3) What do you believe the roles
of additives are in processed
foods?

This was asked to determine whether the respondents were aware of
the roles of additives in foods and whether they were able to correctly
identify some commonly used additives.

(4) When reading food labels
which information do you review
most often?

This was to determine how important the list of additives was in
comparison to the other information presented on food labels.

(5) How good do you think your
knowledge
is
about
food
additives?

The rationale of this question was to determine how respondents
assessed their own level of understanding of food additives.

Table 3: Knowledge amongst respondents about the function of common additives used in foods
Additive/Class Preservative

Sweetener
46%

Flavour
enhancer
4%

Colour

Vitamins

I do not know

4%

2%

24%

24%

2%

2%

30%

Aspartame

20%

Sodium
Nitrite

42%

Caramel

2%

30%

16%

20%

32%

MSG

22%

6%

10%

30%

40%

Glucose

2%

66%

Niacin

10%

Vitamin E

4%

Beta carotene

10%

8%

2%

4%

Of the people who took part in the survey, 54%
were male and 46% female. For the level of
education, 24% have secondary level, 24%
vocational training/college, 18% undergraduate
and 24% postgraduate levels of education.

24%

10%

26%

46%

2%

70%

24%

32%

20%

32%

common additives in foods, a number of
additives were presented, and the respondents
were asked to indicate the function of each
additive. Table 3 shows that the majority of
consumers could not correctly identify the
function of each of the additives with the
exception of glucose which was correctly
identified as being a sweetener by 66% of the
respondents. Additionally, Vitamin E was
correctly identified by 70% of the respondents

3.2 Awareness of food additives
In order to determine the awareness level of the
respondents regarding the function of some
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as being a vitamin, although far fewer
respondents (4%) were aware of its use as a
preservative. Only 10% of respondents
identified niacin as being a preservative used in
foods. Additionally, a significant percentage of
the respondents selected the option “I do not
know” meaning that they did not know the
function of the listed additives as in the case of
niacin (46%) and monosodium glutamate
(40%). This suggests that there was a general
lack of knowledge amongst the respondents
about the functions of the commonly used
additives in processed foods.

Table 4 shows that the majority of respondents
(56%) obtained information from Radio and
Television programmes, closely followed by
the Internet (42%) and Government
information (36%). Advertisements were only
used by 12% of respondents. “Other sources”
mentioned by a small number of the
respondents (4%) included scientific journals
and training in schools.
A further breakdown of the results based on the
demographic groups of the respondents is
presented in Table 5. The results indicate that
Radio/TV programmes were a source of
information for the majority of the female
respondents (70%) whereas for 62% of men,
the Internet was a source of information. When
it comes to age it is clear that the youngest age
group (18-29) found most of its information on
the Internet while older respondents used radio
and TV programmes as their main sources of
information.
Likewise looking at the
educational level it seems that the most highly
educated group obtained its information from
the Internet (67%) while on the contrary the
majority of the respondents with secondary
(58%), vocational (64%) and undergraduate
(67%) qualifications got information from
Radio/Television programmes.

3.2.1 Source of information on the potential
hazards of food additives
Respondents were asked to identify the main
sources from which they obtained information
about potential hazards associated with food
additives (Table 5). They were allowed to
select more than one option. These were based
on the sources of information listed in the 2007
survey conducted by the FSA in the UK on
Consumer Attitudes to Food Standards, the aim
of which was to determine consumer attitudes,
knowledge, and awareness with regards to food
related issues (Food Standards Agency, 2007).

Table 4: Main source of information about the potential hazards of food additives
Main source of information

Percentage (%)

Radio and Television programmes

56

Internet

42

Government information

36

Friends and family

24

Leaflets and signs in the supermarkets

24

Advertisement

12

Others

4
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Table 5: Impact of the demographic group on the source of information about the potential hazards
associated with food additives
Demographics

Source of information

Highest percentage of
respondents

Male

Internet

62%

Female

Radio/ Television programmes

70%

18-29

Internet

70%

30-39

Radio/ Television programmes

71%

40-60 and above

Radio/ Television programmes

54%

Secondary

Radio/ Television programmes

58%

Vocational

Radio/ Television programmes

64%

Undergraduate

Radio/ Television programmes

67%

Postgraduate

Internet

67%

Gender

Age

Level of education

Fig. 1: Distribution of the respondents based on their response on the role played by additives in processed foods
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of additives as something negative and did not
recognise the positive roles that additives can
perform, including improving the safety and
nutritional content of foods.

3.2.2 Role of additives in foods
This question was asked to find out what
respondents understood about the role played
by food additives in processed foods (Figure
1). Respondents were permitted to select more
than one option.
The vast majority of the respondents (70%)
indicated that additives are used for food
preservation followed by 58% who said that
they are used to improve the taste, colour and
acceptability of food. The smallest percentage
of respondents (12%) said that additives play a
role in improving the nutritional quality of food
example through fortification. Although
preservation of foods using additives is an
important method used to protect foods against
deterioration by microbial activity thereby
extending the shelf life and ensuring its safety,
preservatives are viewed negatively by
consumers and foods containing preservatives
are regarded as being unsafe or of inferior
quality and rather a way of increasing profits
for food manufacturers (Saltmarsh and Insall,
2013). The results from the current survey
suggested that the respondents viewed the use

3.2.3 Information on a food label reviewed
most often by the respondents
Figure 2 shows which information on food
labels was looked at most often by the
respondents. The result shows that the
information that was referred to by most
respondents was the “use by date” (42%)
followed by the “nutritional information”
(32%). The “use by date” is an indicator of the
safety of foods as food should not be sold or
consumed beyond this date to avoid potential
health risks. The nutritional information
provides them with information about the
levels of various nutrients in the products as so
that they can make an informed choice
concerning their diet. Ingredient information
was looked at by only 16% of respondents, but
from a safety point of view this may only be
relevant to consumers that suffer from food
allergies or for those purchasing food for
allergy sufferers.

Fig. 2: Distribution of the respondents based on their response to the question on the information reviewed most
often when buying foods
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Fig. 3 Distribution of the respondents based on their response to the question about their level of knowledge
about food additives

However, in spite of an apparent growing
concern about the use of additives in foods,
only 8% of the respondents looked at the “list
of additives” in the food they buy. This is
similar to the findings of [Tarnavolgyi, 2003]
which indicated that only a small percentage of
people looked at the list of additives when
buying processed foods. However, the 2007
survey conducted by the FSA in the UK on
Consumer Attitudes to Food Standards showed
that respondents were more likely to look at the
nutritional value and ingredient information
than the “use by date”. The change in attitude
is likely to be attributed to the rising concern
about food safety in recent years and the
importance of the “use by date” as an indicator
of food safety.

of food additives, suggesting that there that
there was a general lack of knowledge amongst
the respondents about additives used in
processed foods.
3. CONCLUSION
From the survey, that there was a general lack
of knowledge among the respondents about the
functions of the commonly used additives in
processed foods. This was evident in their
responses to various questions about the
functions of food additives. This can be
attributed to lack of adequate science based
information conveyed through consumer
trusted sources identified in the survey. When
sufficient and science based information are
provided through consumer trusted sources, the
awareness level of the consumers will increase
and hence they will be informed about what is
in the food that they are buying. Results of this
survey may benefit food processors in meeting
the consumer requirements, and provide ideas
to the relevant authorities for a more effective
information dissemination strategy.

3.2.4 Respondents’ level of knowledge about
food additives
Figure 3 shows the distribution of the
respondents based on their perceived level of
knowledge about food additives. The results
showed that a vast majority of the respondents
(78%) said that they had “a little knowledge”
about food additives. This was supported by
the answers given to questions about awareness
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