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In 1976, a significant shift occurred in the packaging and marketing of M&M’s
candies due to concerns over food safety and consumer health. A pivotal study
suggested a potential link between certain artificial food dyes and cancer
risk, prompting manufacturers to reevaluate their ingredient lists and
packaging strategies. Consequently, M&M’s, one of the most popular candy
brands worldwide, made a notable change by excluding a specific color from
their packaging that year. This decision not only reflected growing consumer
awareness about food additives but also marked a turning point in how food
companies approached artificial coloring and safety regulations. Today, the
story behind this change remains a fascinating chapter in food history,
illustrating how scientific findings can influence product presentation and
consumer choices.

---

The Historical Context of Food Dyes and Public
Health

Artificial Food Dyes in the 20th Century

Since the early 1900s, artificial food dyes have been a staple in the food
industry, used to enhance aesthetic appeal and consumer interest. Initially,
these dyes were considered safe, with regulatory agencies approving various
synthetic colors. However, as the 20th century progressed, scientific
research began to question the safety of some of these additives, especially
regarding their long-term health effects.

Public Concerns and Regulatory Responses

By the 1960s and 1970s, consumer advocacy groups and researchers raised
alarms about the potential carcinogenic effects of certain food dyes. These
concerns prompted regulatory agencies such as the U.S. Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) to initiate studies and tighten regulations on
artificial colors. The public's growing awareness and concern about food
safety led to increased demand for transparency and safer ingredients.

---



The 1976 Study Linking Food Dyes to Cancer

The Research Findings

In 1976, a groundbreaking study conducted by independent researchers
suggested a possible link between specific synthetic food dyes and increased
cancer risk in laboratory animals. While the study's findings were initially
controversial and debated, they ignited a wave of concern among consumers,
health advocates, and food manufacturers.

Impact on Food Industry and Regulations

The study’s implications prompted regulatory agencies to re-examine approved
food dyes and consider stricter safety standards. Several dyes were either
banned or restricted, and food companies faced pressure to modify their
formulations. The research also initiated a broader conversation about food
additives, safety testing, and consumer rights.

---

M&M’s and the Exclusion of the Red Dye in 1976

The Significance of the Red Color

Before 1976, M&M’s candies contained a vibrant red color, which was a
signature aspect of their branding. The red dye used in M&M’s at that time
was derived from a specific synthetic dye, which later became the focal point
of safety concerns.

The Decision to Remove Red Dye from Packaging

Following the 1976 study linking certain food dyes to cancer, Mars Inc., the
manufacturer of M&M’s, took proactive steps to address consumer safety and
perception. Although the red dye itself was not definitively proven to be
carcinogenic, the company opted to exclude the red color from their packaging
and formulations as a precautionary measure. This decision aimed to reassure
consumers and demonstrate corporate responsibility.

The Implementation and Consumer Response

The removal of the red dye from M&M’s packaging was a significant move at the
time. The candies continued to be produced with other colors, but the iconic
red color was temporarily absent from packaging labels and promotional
materials. Consumers responded with mixed reactions—some appreciated the
transparency and safety focus, while others missed the traditional red



candies.

---

Understanding Food Dyes and Their Safety

Common Artificial Food Dyes Used in Confectionery

Artificial dyes have been widely used in candies, beverages, baked goods, and
processed foods. Some of the most common synthetic food colors include:

- Red 40 (Allura Red)
- Yellow 5 (Tartrazine)
- Yellow 6 (Sunset Yellow)
- Blue 1 (Brilliant Blue)
- Green 3
- Orange B

Health Concerns Associated with Food Dyes

While many food dyes are approved for use, concerns persist regarding their
safety:

- Potential Allergic Reactions
- Behavioral Effects in Children (e.g., hyperactivity)
- Possible Carcinogenicity (as suggested by early studies)
- Long-term health effects remain inconclusive but warrant ongoing research

Regulatory Measures and Consumer Choice

Regulatory agencies like the FDA and European Food Safety Authority (EFSA)
continuously monitor and re-evaluate food dye safety. Some dyes have been
banned or restricted in certain countries, and consumers increasingly seek
natural alternatives such as beet juice, turmeric, or paprika for coloring
foods.

---

The Legacy of the 1976 Red Dye Exclusion and
Its Evolution

From Exclusion to Reintroduction

Over time, further research clarified the safety profiles of various food
dyes. In the 1980s and 1990s, some synthetic dyes, including the red dye used



in M&M’s, were reintroduced after rigorous safety assessments. The red dye
used in modern M&M’s is now often derived from safer synthetic sources, and
the packaging reflects updated regulatory standards.

The Role of Consumer Advocacy and Transparency

The controversy surrounding food dyes in the 1970s fostered greater consumer
advocacy for transparency. Brands like M&M’s responded by providing clearer
ingredient lists, offering dye-free or natural-colored options, and engaging
in public education about food safety.

Current Trends in Food Coloring

Today’s consumers are increasingly interested in clean labels and natural
ingredients. The food industry continues to innovate with plant-based and
naturally derived colorings, reducing reliance on synthetic dyes. The story
of the red dye exclusion in 1976 remains a catalyst for ongoing discussions
about food safety, transparency, and consumer health.

---

Conclusion: The Lasting Impact of 1976 on Food
Industry Practices

The decision by M&M’s to exclude the red dye from their packaging in 1976 is
a notable moment in food history, illustrating how scientific research,
public concern, and corporate responsibility intersect. While the initial
motivation was rooted in caution due to a study linking food dyes to cancer,
it set a precedent for stricter safety standards, transparency, and consumer
awareness. Over the decades, the story has evolved, reflecting advancements
in food science and changing consumer preferences. Today, the legacy of that
decision continues to influence how food companies approach artificial
coloring, safety assessments, and marketing, emphasizing the importance of
prioritizing consumer health and trust.

---

Key Takeaways
- In 1976, a study linked certain food dyes to cancer, prompting safety
concerns.
- M&M’s responded by removing the red dye from their packaging as a
precaution.
- The red color was a signature aspect of M&M’s branding before its
exclusion.
- Food dyes remain a topic of debate, with ongoing research and regulatory
oversight.
- Modern trends favor natural coloring options and transparent ingredient
labeling.
- The 1976 red dye exclusion contributed to increased industry vigilance and
consumer awareness about food safety.



---

Meta Description: Discover the story behind the 1976 exclusion of a specific
color from M&M’s packaging due to a study linking food dyes to cancer. Learn
how this pivotal event shaped food safety regulations and consumer choices.

Frequently Asked Questions

Which color of M&M's was removed from packaging in
1976 due to a study linking a food dye to cancer?

The red M&M was removed from packaging in 1976 because of concerns about a
food dye linked to cancer, which was later found to be unfounded.

What was the health concern associated with the food
dye in M&M's that led to the removal of a specific
color in 1976?

The concern was that the red dye used in M&M's might be carcinogenic,
prompting the removal of the red-colored candies from packaging temporarily.

Did the 1976 study conclusively prove that the red
dye in M&M's caused cancer?

No, the 1976 study did not conclusively prove that the red dye in M&M's
caused cancer; subsequent research determined the dye was safe for
consumption.

Which food dye was linked to cancer in the 1970s
study that affected M&M's packaging?

The dye in question was Amaranth, a synthetic red dye that was linked to
cancer concerns in some studies during the 1970s.

Are red M&M's still made with the dye that was linked
to cancer in 1976?

No, red M&M's currently do not contain the dye that was once linked to
cancer; the formula has been changed, and the red color is now achieved with
different, safer dyes.

How did the removal of the red M&M's in 1976 impact
public perception of food dyes?

The removal highlighted consumer concerns about food safety and led to
increased scrutiny and regulation of synthetic food dyes.

When did M&M's start including red candies again



after the dye concern in 1976?

Red M&M's were reintroduced into packaging after the safety of the dye was
established and alternative dyes were used, but the exact timing varied;
generally, red candies returned within a few years.

What lessons were learned from the 1976 food dye
scare regarding food safety regulations?

The episode emphasized the importance of rigorous testing, transparency, and
regulation of food additives to ensure consumer safety and maintain public
trust.

Additional Resources
Due To A Study Linking A Food Dye To Cancer, M&M’s Packages Did Not Include
Which Color From 1976

In the world of confectionery, few treats evoke as much nostalgia as
M&M’s—those colorful, chocolate-filled candies that have delighted consumers
for decades. Yet, behind their cheerful appearance lies a history intertwined
with scientific research, regulatory decisions, and corporate responsibility.
One pivotal moment occurred in 1976 when M&M’s packages notably omitted a
specific color—red—from their assortment. This decision was directly linked
to a groundbreaking study suggesting a potential link between a particular
food dye and cancer risk. Understanding the context, science, and
consequences surrounding this decision offers valuable insight into how food
safety concerns influence product formulations and consumer choices.

The Origins of M&M’s and the Introduction of Food Dyes

M&M’s were invented in 1941 by Forrest Mars and Bruce Murrie, emerging
initially as a convenient, portable candy coated with a hard shell to prevent
melting during wartime conditions. Their distinct colors—red, yellow, green,
brown, orange, and sometimes blue—became part of their identity. The vibrant
hues were achieved through the use of food-grade dyes, a standard practice in
the confectionery industry to make products more appealing.

During the mid-20th century, food dyes became widespread in processed foods,
driven by consumer demand for colorful, attractive products. However, as
scientific understanding of food additives evolved, so did concerns about
their safety. Some dyes, initially considered harmless, came under scrutiny
after research suggested potential health risks, including links to cancer.

The 1976 Study and Its Revelations

In the early 1970s, a series of studies raised alarms about certain synthetic
food dyes. Among these, a pivotal 1976 study published in the Environmental
Health Perspectives journal examined the carcinogenic potential of various
food additives in laboratory animals. The research focused on dyes such as
Red No. 2 and Red No. 3, which were commonly used in candies, baked goods,
and processed foods.

The study found that:

- Red No. 3 (also known as Erythrosine) induced thyroid tumors in rats.
- Red No. 2 (Amaranth) showed carcinogenic effects in some animal studies.



- Certain other dyes, like Yellow No. 5 and Blue No. 1, also faced scrutiny
but with less conclusive evidence.

While the findings did not definitively prove that these dyes caused cancer
in humans, they raised significant safety concerns. Regulatory agencies
worldwide began reevaluating the safety of these food colorings, leading to
restrictions, bans, or calls for reformulation of products containing these
dyes.

The Decision to Remove Red from M&M’s Packaging

Amid mounting scientific evidence and increasing consumer awareness, Mars,
Inc., the manufacturer of M&M’s, faced pressure to ensure product safety and
maintain public trust. In 1976, following the revelations about Red No. 2 and
Red No. 3, Mars made a strategic decision: they would no longer include the
red dye in their candies.

While the primary motivation was to address safety concerns, the change also
aligned with regulatory advisories and consumer preferences. The red M&M’s,
which had been a staple of the colorful assortment, disappeared from
packaging and shelves. Instead, the company replaced red with other colors,
notably orange, yellow, green, brown, and blue, to maintain visual appeal.

This move was significant because it marked one of the earliest instances
where a major food company proactively responded to scientific findings and
consumer health concerns by reformulating a popular product. It also set a
precedent for transparency and responsibility in the food industry.

The Science Behind the Food Dyes and Cancer Risk

Understanding why certain dyes were linked to cancer involves delving into
their chemical composition and biological effects.

Common Dyes and Their Controversies

- Red No. 2 (Amaranth): Used in beverages, candies, and baked goods until
bans in several countries due to carcinogenicity concerns. In animal studies,
it was linked to bladder tumors.
- Red No. 3 (Erythrosine): Approved for use in some countries but banned or
restricted in others because of its potential to induce thyroid tumors in
rodents.
- Yellow No. 5 (Tartrazine): Widely used but linked to hyperactivity in
children; some studies also raised questions about carcinogenic potential.
- Blue No. 1 and No. 2: Generally considered safer but still subject to
ongoing review.

How These Dyes Could Lead to Cancer

The carcinogenicity of certain dyes was observed primarily in animal models.
The mechanisms hypothesized include:

- Metabolic Activation: Some dyes could be metabolized into carcinogenic
compounds within the body.
- Thyroid and Bladder Effects: Certain dyes accumulated in specific tissues,
leading to tumor formation.
- DNA Damage: Some chemical structures in dyes could potentially cause
mutations.

Given the differences between animal models and humans, researchers



emphasized caution and thorough evaluation before deeming these dyes safe.

Regulatory Responses and Industry Changes

The 1976 study and subsequent research prompted regulatory agencies worldwide
to reevaluate the safety of food dyes. Notable responses included:

- United States: The FDA imposed restrictions on Red No. 2 and Red No. 3,
eventually banning or limiting their use in foods.
- European Union: Implemented strict regulations and labeling requirements
for artificial dyes.
- Other Countries: Many nations banned or phased out certain dyes, opting for
safer alternatives.

In response, food manufacturers explored natural coloring agents—such as beet
juice, turmeric, and paprika—to replace synthetic dyes. The industry trend
shifted towards cleaner labels and safer ingredients.

The Legacy of the 1976 Decision

The removal of red dye from M&M’s in 1976 is a landmark event illustrating
how scientific research can influence product formulation and consumer
safety. It demonstrated corporate responsibility, setting a precedent for
transparency and proactive health measures.

Today, the story continues as consumers increasingly demand transparency
about food ingredients. Regulatory agencies maintain rigorous safety
evaluations, and industry players invest in research to develop safer,
natural alternatives to synthetic dyes.

Modern Perspectives and Ongoing Research

While the specific dyes linked to cancer in the 1970s have largely been
phased out or heavily restricted, ongoing research continues to assess the
safety of food additives. Advances in toxicology and risk assessment have led
to:

- Development of Natural Dyes: Using plant-based colors to meet safety
standards.
- Improved Testing Methods: Using cell culture and molecular techniques to
evaluate carcinogenic potential.
- Enhanced Regulation: Stricter labeling and safety thresholds.

Consumers today are more conscious of food ingredients, often scrutinizing
labels for artificial dyes. The historic decision to exclude red dye from
M&M’s packages remains a testament to the importance of scientific vigilance
and corporate responsibility in safeguarding public health.

Conclusion

The absence of red coloring from M&M’s packages in 1976 was more than a
simple product change; it was a response rooted in scientific evidence and
public health concerns. The link between certain food dyes and cancer risk
prompted regulatory action and industry reformulation, shaping the landscape
of food safety standards. This episode underscores the importance of ongoing
research, transparency, and consumer awareness in creating a food environment
that prioritizes health without sacrificing enjoyment. As science advances,
the goal remains clear: to provide safe, appealing, and trustworthy products
for generations to come.
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