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INTRODUCTION:
THE
CONTROVERSY
BEHIND A FLAVOR
ENHANCER

M o n o s o d i u m
glutamate,  commonly
known  as  MSG,  has
b e e n  a  s t a p l e  i n
k i tchens  and  food
manufacturing for over
a century. Its ability to
amplify savory, umami
flavors  makes  it  a
favorite  among  chefs
and  food  companies
worldwide.  Yet,  for

decades,  MSG  has
been  the  subject  of
i n t e n s e  d e b a t e ,
pr imar i ly  due  to  a
collection  of  reported
adverse  react ions
collectively referred to
as In Bad Taste The
M s g  S y m p t o m
Complex.  This  phrase
captures  the  public
perception  that  MSG
leaves a "bad taste" in
more ways than one –
both  in  terms  of  flavor
and  health.  But  what
exactly  is  the  MSG
symptom  complex?  Is
it  a  genuine  medical
condition,  or  has  it
b e e n  u n f a i r l y
s t i g m a t i z e d  b y
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anecdotal  reports  and
biased studies? In this
article, we will explore
the origins, symptoms,
scientific evidence, and
ongoing  controversies
surrounding  the  MSG
symptom  complex,
separating  fact  from
fiction.

WHAT IS MSG AND
HOW DOES IT
WORK?

MSG is the sodium salt
of  glutamic  acid,  an
amino  acid  naturally
present in many foods
such  as  tomatoes,
cheese,  mushrooms,
and  seaweed.  The
human body produces
glutamate  naturally,
and  it  plays  a  critical
r o l e  i n
neurotransmission  and
metabolism.  When
u s e d  a s  a  f o o d
additive, MSG provides
a distinct umami taste,
which is one of the five
basic  tastes  alongside

sweet, sour, bitter, and
salty.  The  flavor-
enhancing  properties
of  MSG  were  first
identified  by  Japanese
professor  Kikunae
Ikeda in 1908, leading
to  i t s  commerc ia l
production.
Despite  its  natural
o c c u r r e n c e ,  t h e
addit ion  of  MSG  to
processed  foods  has
sparked  widespread
concern.  The  term  In
Bad  Taste  The  Msg
Symptom  Complex
emerged  in  the  late
1960s  after  a  letter
published  in  the  New
England  Journal  of
Medicine  described  a
s e t  o f  s y m p t o m s
exper ienced  by  a
doctor  after  eating
Chinese  food.  This
anecdo ta l  r epo r t
i g n i t e d  a  m e d i a
firestorm  and  led  to
the popular belief that
M S G  c o u l d  c a u s e
headaches,  flushing,
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sweating,  palpitations,
and other discomforts.
S i n c e  t h e n ,  t h e
condition  has  been
studied  extensively,
but  definitive  answers
remain  elusive.

UNDERSTANDING
THE MSG
SYMPTOM
COMPLEX:
SYMPTOMS AND
ONSET

The  MSG  symptom
complex,  sometimes
c a l l e d  C h i n e s e
restaurant  syndrome,
refers  to  a  group  of
transient  symptoms
that  some  individuals
report after consuming
foods containing added
M S G .  T y p i c a l
symptoms  include:

Headaches and
migraines –
often described
as a dull,
throbbing pain
Flushing or

redness of the
face and neck
Sweating and a
feeling of
warmth
Palpitations or
rapid
heartbeat
Tingling,
numbness, or
burning
sensations on
the skin
Chest tightness
or pressure
Nausea and
gastrointestina
l discomfort
Fatigue or
drowsiness

A c c o r d i n g  t o
proponents  of  the
symptom  complex,
t h e s e  r e a c t i o n s
typically appear within
15  to  30  minutes  of
consuming  MSG-rich
food  and  can  last  for
s e v e r a l  h o u r s .
However,  the  severity
and  occurrence  of
symptoms vary widely
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among  individuals.
Some  c l a im  to  be
highly  sensitive,  while
others  consume  MSG
without any noticeable
effect.  This
inconsistency is one of
the main reasons why
the  MSG  symptom
comp lex  rema ins
controversial  in  the
medical  community.

A BRIEF HISTORY:
FROM A SINGLE
LETTER TO A
GLOBAL
PHENOMENON

The  phrase  In  Bad
T a s t e  T h e  M s g
Symptom  Complex
d id  no t  appear  i n
scientific  literature
overnight.  Its  origin
story  begins  in  1968,
when  Dr.  Robert  Ho
Man  Kwok  wrote  a
l e t t e r  t o  t he  New
England  Journal  of
Medicine  describing
strange  symptoms  he
exper ienced  after

eating  at  a  Chinese
r e s t a u r a n t .  H e
hypothesized  that
MSG,  soy  sauce,  or
cooking wine might be
responsible.  The letter
sparked  immediate
attention,  and  similar
anecdotal reports from
readers  flooded  the
journal.
Media  outlets  quickly
latched onto the story,
c o i n i n g  t h e  t e r m
"Chinese  restaurant
s y n d r o m e . "  T h e
public's  fear  of  MSG
g r e w  r a p i d l y .  I n
r e s p o n s e ,  f o o d
manufacturers  began
labeling  products  as
"No MSG" or "No added
MSG,"  even  though
MSG naturally occurs in
many ingredients. This
marketing  strategy
reinforced  the  notion
t h a t  M S G  w a s
dangerous.  Over  the
following  decades,
dozens  of  scientific
s t u d i e s  w e r e
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c o n d u c t e d  t o
determine whether the
MSG symptom complex
is  a  real  physiological
r e a c t i o n  o r  a
p s y c h o s o m a t i c
phenomenon.

THE SCIENCE
BEHIND THE
CONTROVERSY:
WHAT STUDIES
SAY

Early
Studies
and
Limitation
s
In the 1970s and 80s,
researchers  attempted
to reproduce the MSG
symptom  complex
unde r  con t ro l l ed
cond i t ions .  Some

studies  reported  that
high doses of  MSG (3
g r a m s  o r  m o r e ,
consumed  without
food) could trigger mild
symptoms  in  certain
individuals.  However,
these studies often had
significant  flaws:  they
were  small,  lacked
proper  blinding,  and
used  unrealistic  doses
fa r  above  typ i ca l
d i e ta ry  i n take .  A
typical serving of MSG
in food ranges from 0.3
to 0.5 grams.

Placebo
Effects
and
Nocebo
Reactions
More  rigorous  double-
b l i n d ,  p l a c e b o -
controlled  trials  have



6

6 In Bad Taste The Msg Symptom
Complex

2022-10-01

largely  failed  to  find  a
consistent link between
MSG consumption and
the symptom complex.
I n  m a n y  c a s e s ,
pa r t i c i pan t s  who
believed  they  were
s e n s i t i v e  t o  M S G
reported  symptoms
even  when  given  a
placebo. This suggests
that  psychological
f a c t o r s ,  s u c h  a s
expectation  and  prior
beliefs,  may  play  a
significant  role.  The
concept  of  nocebo
effect  –  a  negative
reaction  triggered  by
t h e  b e l i e f  t h a t
something  will  cause
harm  –  is  particularly
r e l e v a n t  w h e n
discussing  the  MSG
symptom  complex.

Animal

Studies
vs.
Human
Data
Some  animal  studies
have  raised  concerns
that  MSG could  cause
n e u r o t o x i c i t y  a t
extremely  high  doses.
In  rodents,  injecting
MSG  directly  into  the
brain  or  administering
mass ive  amounts
oral ly  can  damage
neurons.  However,
these  conditions  bear
little  resemblance  to
human  dietary  intake.
Regulatory  agencies
worldwide,  including
the U.S. Food and Drug
Administration  (FDA),
the  European  Food
S a f e t y  A u t h o r i t y
(EFSA),  and  the  Joint
F A O / W H O  E x p e r t
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Committee  on  Food
Additives (JECFA), have
reviewed  the  existing
evidence  and  deemed
MSG  safe  for  general
consumption. The FDA
classifies  MSG  as
"generally  recognized
as  safe"  (GRAS).

WHY THE PHRASE
"IN BAD TASTE"
PERSISTS

Despite  scientific
consensus  on  safety,
the stigma around MSG
persists. The phrase In
Bad  Taste  The  Msg
Symptom Complex is
often used by bloggers,
wellness  influencers,
a n d  a l t e r n a t i v e
medicine advocates to
warn  against  MSG
consumption.  Why
does the myth endure?

Cultural Bias:1.
The initial
association with
Chinese food,
combined with

xenophobic
undertones, has
made MSG an
easy target.
Many people still
refer to the
condition as
"Chinese
restaurant
syndrome,"
despite efforts to
replace it with
the more neutral
term "MSG
symptom
complex."
Anecdotal2.
Prevalence:
When a person
experiences a
headache or
flushing after a
meal, they
naturally look for
a cause. MSG,
being a well-
known additive,
becomes an easy
scapegoat, even
if the actual
culprit is
something else
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like high sodium,
histamine, or
overeating.
Marketing3.
Forces: The food
industry profits
from "MSG-free"
labels, which
appeal to health-
conscious
consumers. This
reinforces the
idea that MSG is
harmful,
perpetuating the
cycle of fear.
Confirmation4.
Bias: Once a
person believes
they are
sensitive to MSG,
they are more
likely to attribute
any subsequent
discomfort to the
additive, ignoring
other possible
factors.

HOW TO IDENTIFY
A TRUE MSG

REACTION

Given  the  overlapping
symptoms between the
MSG symptom complex
and other conditions, it
can  be  difficult  to
pinpoint  the  cause.  If
you suspect you might
have  a  sensit ivity,
consider  the  following
steps:

Keep a detailed
food diary noting
when symptoms
occur and what
ingredients are
present.
Undergo a
double-blind
placebo-
controlled
challenge under
medical
supervision. This
is considered the
gold standard for
diagnosing food
sensitivities.
Eliminate other
common triggers
such as
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histamine-rich
foods, sulfites, or
salicylates.

M o s t  p e o p l e  w h o
believe  they  react  to
MSG  find  that  their
symptoms  do  no t
consistently  reproduce
when  tested  blindly.
For the small subset of
individuals  who  do
e x p e r i e n c e
r e p r o d u c i b l e
s y m p t o m s ,  t h e
reactions  are  typically
mild  and  transient.
There  is  no  evidence
that MSG causes long-
term harm in otherwise
healthy individuals.

PRACTICAL TIPS
FOR CONSUMERS

Reading
Labels

and
Making
Informed
Choices
If  you  are  concerned
a b o u t  t h e  M S G
symptom complex, you
can easily avoid added
M S G  b y  c h o o s i n g
whole,  unprocessed
foods.  However,  be
aware  that  MSG  can
appear  on  ingredient
l i s t s  unde r  o the r
n a m e s  s u c h  a s
"au to lyzed  yeas t
extract,"  "hydrolyzed
vegetable  protein,"  or
" m o n o s o d i u m
glutamate."  These  are
al l  sources  of  f ree
glutamate. Also,  many
foods naturally contain
glutamate,  including
tomatoes,  Parmesan
c h e e s e ,  a n d
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mushrooms. Your body
cannot  distinguish
between  natural  and
added  glutamate.

Moderati
on Is Key
A s  w i t h  a n y  f o o d
additive,  excessive
consumption  is  not
a d v i s a b l e .  B u t
moderate  amounts  of
MSG  –  up  t o  a  f ew
grams  per  day  –  are
s a f e  f o r  t h e  v a s t
majority  of  people.  In
fact,  adding  MSG  to
soups,  stews,  and
salads can reduce the
n e e d  f o r  s a l t ,
potentially  lowering
sodium  intake  and
benefiting
cardiovascular health.

CONCLUSION:
SEPARATING BAD
TASTE FROM BAD

SCIENCE

The  phrase  In  Bad
T a s t e  T h e  M s g
Symptom  Complex
continues  to  evoke
strong  opinions,  but
the  scientific  evidence
o v e r w h e l m i n g l y
supports the safety of
M S G  a s  a  f o o d
ingredient.  While  a
s m a l l  n u m b e r  o f
i n d i v i d u a l s  m a y
exper ience  m i ld ,
temporary  symptoms
after  consuming  large
amounts on an empty
s t o m a c h ,  t h e
widespread  fear  of
M S G  i s  l a r g e l y  a
product  of  anecdotal
reports,  cultural  bias,
and  placebo/nocebo
effects.  Instead  of
avoiding  MSG  out  of
fear,  consumers  can
m a k e  i n f o r m e d
decisions  based  on
credible  research.  The
real  "bad  taste"  may
be the lingering stigma
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that  prevents  us  from
fully  appreciating  the

umami flavor that MSG
provides.


