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33 Health risks from flavor enhancers?

Glutamic acid as a percentage of total protein 
by weight:
Whole grain wheat flour = 32, cow’s milk = 21, 
unpolished rice = 20, walnuts = 19, beef 
or chicken meat = 15, salmon = 14, egg = 13

Several types of produce like tomatoes, cheese or 
yeast contain larger amounts of “free” glutamate.

Additive glutamate of up to 1 g per 100 g 
of our foods is permitted (Council Directive 
92/2/EC). It is prohibited to add glutamate 
to baby food.

Even though excessive amounts of glutamate might 
not directly cause illness, they still obviously indi-
rectly pose a problem by promoting obesity. Indeed, 
glutamate is one of several peripheral neurotrans-
mitters that intervene in appetite regulation in the 
brain (7  Chapter 12 and 7  Chapter 14). It suppresses 
the saturation signals, so the individual keeps eat-
ing. But it keeps people eating more for another rea-
son. Namely, glutamate gives even the blandest, 
cheapest meals a pleasant intensive flavor. This is 
so pronounced that it meanwhile counts as a fifth 
basic taste after salt, sweet, sour and bitter. It is 
called umami, which means yummy, deliciousness 
or a pleasant savory taste in Japanese, and was 
coined in 1908 by the Japanese chemist Kikunae 
Ikeda. Weight gains related to monosodium gluta-
mate have been observed frequently (He et al. 2011).

The manufacturers of store-bought convenience 
meals regularly add a plethora of chemicals like pre-
servatives, food colorings, emulgators, stabilizers, 
thickening agents as well as flavor enhancers. In the 
European Union, approx. 320 different food addi-
tives are currently approved.

Approximately half of all raw food materials 
contain such additives.

The permissible amounts are measured to prevent 
health damage over a lifetime. Nevertheless, the 
 acceptable daily intake (ADI) values on which these 
limits are based only apply to adults. No values have 
been set for children.

The flavor enhancers frequently used are highly 
controversial. For example, monosodium glutamate 
has been linked to the development of Alzheimer’s 
disease, Parkinson’s disease and the Chinese restau-
rant syndrome (headache, nausea, numbness in the 
neck, tightness in the thorax and burning skin) 
among others. Given that the body of scientific data, 
however, is highly inadequate, neither the national 
professional societies nor international institutions 
like the WHO have spoken out for a ban on gluta-
mate additives. 

In normal amounts, glutamate is even essential 
for life. Glutamate is a salt of glutamic acid which 
is a key component of very many endogenous pro-
teins (7  Chapter 4). Therefore, glutamate is also 
 often present in the proteins of our food, as the fol-
lowing examples will show.
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