Food emulsifiers are ubiquitous in modern
processed foods, serving multiple functions that
benefit manufacturers but potentially harm
consumers. These additives improve texture,
extend shelf life, and blend ingredients that
naturally separate, like oil and water. While they
make processed foods more appealing and
profitable, research increasingly shows they
come with significant health costs.

The intestinal barrier is designed to be selective
—allowing nutrients to pass while blocking
harmful substances. Unfortunately, certain
emulsifiers disrupt this critical function, leading
to a cascade of health problems that extend far
beyond digestive discomfort.

choices.
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When your gut barrier becomes compromised,

you may experience:

e Increased intestinal permeability (commonly
called "leaky gut")

e Gut inflammation and dysbiosis (imbalanced
gut microbiome)

e Metabolic dysfunction affecting energy and
weight regulation

e Heightened risk of autoimmune reactions
throughout the body

The good news? Once you know what to look for, these additives are completely avoidable! This
guide will empower you with the knowledge to protect your gut health through informed food



@ AVOID AT ALL COSTS -
Definitely Harmful

The "Big 3" Gut Destroyers

Carboxymethylcell
ulose (CMCQC)

This synthetic compound
directly damages the
intestinal mucus layer that
protects your gut lining
from harmful bacteria and
digestive acids.

Also listed as: Cellulose
gum, E466

Common sources: Ice
cream, yogurt, salad
dressings, baked goods,
protein powders
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Carrageenan

Despite being derived from
seaweed, this "natural"
additive is a potent
inflammatory agent that
activates pathways linked
to intestinal disease.

Also listed as: E407

Common sources: Dairy
alternatives (almond milk,
coconut milk), deli meats,
cottage cheese, ice cream
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Polysorbate-80

This emulsifier allows
bacteria to penetrate the
protective mucus layer of
your intestines, promoting
inflalmmation and microbial

imbalance.

Also listed as: Tween 80,
E433

Common sources: Ice
cream, baked goods, salad
dressings, supplements,

vitamins

(® Research Alert: These three emulsifiers consistently cause gut inflammation, dysbiotic

changes, and metabolic dysfunction in every study conducted. They have been shown to

damage gut health even at the low concentrations approved for human consumption.



LIKELY PROBLEMATIC - Avoid

When Possible

While not as extensively studied as the "Big 3," the following emulsifiers have shown concerning effects

in preliminary research or share structural similarities with known harmful additives. Consider these

“guilty until proven innocent” and minimize exposure when possible.

Glyceryl Stearate

A fat-based emulsifier that may alter gut
bacteria composition.

Found in: Baked goods, margarine,
processed foods

Propylene Glycol Alginate

A chemically modified seaweed derivative
with insufficient safety data.

Also listed as: E405

Found in: Salad dressings, beer, processed
foods

Rhamnolipids & Sophorolipids

Newer "biosurfactants” with limited human
health data.

Found in: Some "natural” processed foods,
cosmetics

Sorbitan Monostearate

Structurally similar to polysorbates with
potential for similar effects.

Also listed as: E491

Found in: Cake mixes, whipped toppings,
confectionery

Xanthan Gum

While better tolerated than the "Big 3," can
cause digestive distress in sensitive
individuals and may alter gut bacteria.

Also listed as: E415

Found in: Gluten-free products, salad
dressings, sauces, ice cream

These emulsifiers haven't been studied as extensively as the "Big 3," but emerging research suggests

they may have similar mechanisms of action on the gut barrier. Until more conclusive evidence is

available, a cautious approach is warranted, especially for those with existing digestive issues,

autoimmune conditions, or chronic inflammation.



Sparingly

These emulsifiers have conflicting research - some studies show potential issues, while others suggest

I MIXED RESEARCH - Use

they may be acceptable in small amounts. Your individual tolerance may vary based on gut health

status and sensitivity.

Agar Agar

Derived from seaweed, this

gelatin alternative is

generally considered safer

than other emulsifiers.
Some research suggests

potential prebiotic benefits,

while other studies show

minimal impact on gut

bacteria. Most suitable for

occasional use.

Maltodextrin

This starch-derived
additive can feed harmful
bacteria in some people,
potentially promoting the
growth of problematic

strains like E. coli. However,

effects appear dose-
dependent and individual.
Those with inflammatory

bowel conditions should be

particularly cautious.

Glycerine (Glycerol)

Often well-tolerated in
small amounts, this sweet-
tasting compound acts as
both a sweetener and
emulsifier. The body
naturally produces glycerol,
which may explain its
better tolerance profile
compared to synthetic

emulsifiers.

Mono- and
Diglycerides

These fat-derived
emulsifiers have less direct
research on gut health, but
processing methods may
introduce problematic
compounds. Quality and
manufacturing standards
vary widely between
products.

Locust Bean Gum

Also called carob bean
gum, this plant-derived
thickener has mixed
research regarding gut
effects. Some studies show
minor changes to microbial
composition, while others
suggest potential prebiotic
activity. Individual
responses vary
significantly.

Soy Lecithin &
Sunflower Lecithin

Lecithins are phospholipids
found naturally in cell
membranes. Sunflower
lecithin is generally better
tolerated than soy lecithin,
which may contain residual
processing chemicals.
Quality and source
significantly impact
potential effects.

With these mixed-evidence emulsifiers, consider your personal health status, frequency of

consumption, and overall diet quality. Those with existing gut issues may want to be more cautious,

while those with robust digestive health might tolerate occasional exposure without issues.



GENERALLY SAFE

EMULSIFIERS

Not all emulsifiers have negative effects on gut

health. In fact, some plant-derived emulsifiers
may actually support digestive function and
promote beneficial gut bacteria. These safer
options can be included as part of a gut-friendly

diet for most people.

When purchasing products containing even
these safer emulsifiers, it's still important to

consider the overall quality of the food. A highly
processed product isn't suddenly healthy just
because it uses a safer emulsifier—the entire
ingredient list and nutritional profile matters.

Arabinogalactan

Derived from larch trees, this fiber acts as
both an emulsifier and prebiotic. Research
shows it may actually benefit gut health
by promoting the growth of beneficial
bacteria like Bifidobacteria and short-
chain fatty acid production.

Guar Gum

Extracted from guar beans, this soluble
fiber has been shown to support digestive
health rather than harm it. Studies
indicate prebiotic effects, cholesterol-
lowering properties, and potential
benefits for blood sugar regulation.

Gum Arabic (Acacia Gum)

Harvested from acacia trees, this complex
polysaccharide has documented
prebiotic properties. Research shows it
supports beneficial bacteria growth,
increases beneficial short-chain fatty
acid production, and may actually
improve gut barrier function.



© How to Spot Hidden Emulsifiers

Always Read Ingredient Lists

Emulsifiers are ubiquitous in processed foods,
often hiding in products you wouldn't expect.
Even items marketed as "natural,” "organic,” or
"health foods" frequently contain problematic
additives. The only reliable way to identify them
is to carefully read ingredient lists.

Remember that ingredients are listed in
descending order by weight. Emulsifiers closer
to the beginning of the list are present in larger
amounts and pose a greater potential risk. Even
small amounts of the most problematic
emulsifiers (the "Big 3") are worth avoiding
entirely.

e Don't trust front-of-package claims like

"natural” or "clean"

e Be especially vigilant with products making
texture claims like "creamy” or "smooth’

e Check all new products before purchasing,
as formulations change frequently

Baked Goods

Commercial breads, muffins, and cakes
often contain emulsifiers to extend shelf life
and improve texture. Choose artisan
bakeries or make your own from scratch.
Sourdough breads typically have cleaner
ingredient lists.

Common Hiding Places:

Ice Cream & Frozen Desserts

Nearly all commercial ice creams contain
problematic emulsifiers to create smooth
texture and prevent ice crystals. Look for
simple, homemade-style brands with
minimal ingredients. Premium ice creams
are more likely to use eggs as natural
emulsifiers instead of additives.

Dairy Alternatives

Most almond, oat, soy, and coconut milks
contain carrageenan or other emulsifiers
to prevent separation and create a creamy
mouthfeel. Choose brands specifically
labeled "carrageenan-free" or make your
own at home.

Salad Dressings & Sauces

Commercial dressings are emulsifier-
heavy to keep oil and vinegar from
separating. Make your own with olive oil,
vinegar, and herbs, or look for refrigerated
options with shorter ingredient lists.

Processed Meats

Deli meats, sausages, and hot dogs
frequently contain carrageenan and other
emulsifiers to improve texture and water
retention. Look for additive-free options
from quality butchers or brands specifically
advertising "no additives” or "minimally

nrocessed "



7/ Shopping Strategy
Your Safe Shopping List

Dairy & Alternatives Fats & Oils
o [%4 Organic whole milk (if dairy- o [%4 Extra virgin olive oil
tolerated)

lﬁ? e [V Coconut oll

CE e [ Coconut milk (canned, « [ Avocado ol

inimal i dient
minimal ingredients) « Y Margarine and processed
e [%4 Homemade nut milks spreads

o X Most commercial plant milks

Condiments & Dressings

Proteins , :
o [74 Homemade dressings
« [ Fresh meat, poultry, fish 0P o [¥4 Simple vinegars and oils
@ « [7AEggs o [%4 Mustard (check ingredients)
* [@ Minimally processed deli o X Commercial salad dressings
meats

o X Processed meats with long
ingredient lists

Adopting a whole-foods approach to shopping is the most effective way to avoid harmful emulsifiers.
Foods without ingredient lists (like fresh produce, unprocessed meats, and bulk grains) are
automatically emulsifier-free. When purchasing packaged foods, prioritize those with short,
recognizable ingredient lists.

(G Shopping Tip: Shop primarily around the perimeter of the grocery store, where fresh,
unprocessed foods are typically located. The center aisles contain most of the heavily
processed, emulsifier-laden products.

Remember that "organic” or "natural” labels don't guarantee the absence of problematic emulsifiers.
Many organic processed foods still contain ingredients like carrageenan. Always check the full
ingredient list regardless of marketing claims or certifications.



