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Background: Today, food processing technologies—aimed at increasing shelf life or
enhancing the appearance, composition, and color of food—have encouraged food operators
to use natural and artificial colors to increase product attractiveness. Therefore, the current
study aimed to investigate the prevalence of food colors used in food products offered by food
vendors under the supervision of Shahid Beheshti University of Medical Sciences in Tehran.
Materials and Methods: This descriptive cross-sectional study involved a secondary analysis
of data from 1742 food samples collected and tested by the health centers of Shahid Beheshti
University of Medical Sciences between 2017 and 2021. Data were extracted from standard
sampling forms and food laboratory reports. Statistical analyses, including Chi-square tests,
cross-tabulations, logistic regression, and odds ratio estimations, were performed using SPSS
software version 26. Ethical considerations were observed throughout the study.

Results: Out of the 1742 evaluated samples, artificial and natural colors were detected in 922
and 820 samples, respectively. Tartrazine was the most frequently used artificial color,
predominantly found in grilled chicken samples. Furthermore, significant associations were
observed between the use of artificial colors and the type of food establishment (p=0.001), the
operator’s gender (p<<0.001), and the operator holding a health training certificate (p=0.002).
Additionally, the linear-by-linear association test revealed a significant upward trend in the use
of artificial colors over the studied years (p=0.007).

Conclusion: The results indicated a significantly increased trend over time in the use of
artificial food colors. The continuation of this practice poses a threat to public health,
highlighting the need for further studies and targeted interventions. Moreover, raising the
awareness of producers and consumers regarding the adverse health effects of artificial colors,
coupled with continuous legal monitoring and enforcement, can play an effective role in
preventing the use of these unauthorized additives in food products.
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