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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Many types of edible insects in raw and processed forms have been consumed by many cultures globally since
Edible insects time immemorial, particularly in developing countries where they are mostly traditionally viewed as a delicacy
Entomophagy besides provision of nutrition. As a food type, they are consumed in two main forms; whole insects or in-
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corporated in various food products as an ingredient, the choice of which is consumer preference driven.
Recently, there has been a lot of research interest in edible insects farming, processing and consumption mainly
in an effort to eradicate food insecurities prevalent in many developing countries and boost nutrition. Inclusion
of edible insects in human diets has been shown to improve the nutritional quality of foods due to their high
micro- and macronutrient levels comparable and sometimes higher than those of animal-derived foods. It is in
this regard that they can actually be used in directly addressing the first three UN’s Sustainable Development
Goals (no poverty, zero hunger, and good health and well-being). Edible insects production also helps in miti-
gating the negative effects of climate change and improve biodiversity both of which positively contributes to
food security. Even with all these benefits, several challenges are encountered in the promotion of edible insects
farming and consumption in developing and developed countries. Top in the list of these obstacles is the issue of
food safety where, especially western consumers willing to consume edible insects and/or edible insects-derived
foods are wary of the microbiological and chemical health risk they could pose. Based on the current literature,
there is clearly a need to balance the food safety concerns and the nutritional benefits of edible insects. There is a
necessity to promote food safety and hygiene practices in the entire edible insect value chain including during
wild harvesting in order to ensure that this highly nutritious food that requires little resources to produce is
availed to the consumers in a state that does not pose any health risks. Lack of regulations on edible insects value
chain which lacks in many countries, especially developing countries is also another problem that requires
urgent attention as addressing this issue is likely to boost consumer confidence and ease trade of this commodity
between countries.

1. Introduction

The practice of insect consumption as a type food, often referred to
as entomophagy has gained a lot of interest in both developed and
developing countries in recent times. Entomophagy is not a new habit
as it has been practiced for years by many cultures worldwide as a
means of providing unique, delicious and nutritious food to the con-
suming populations [1]. The use of insects as food is most widespread in
developing countries, mainly in tropical and subtropical climatic en-
vironments where they are often consumed by the rural poor, especially
in Africa and Asia [2]. The perception of insect consumption as ‘poor
man’s food’ in some developing countries which led to their depressed
consumption [3] is slowly changing with time. The current increasing

acceptance of insect consumption in one form or another, not only in
developing but also in developed countries [4] is mainly influenced by
consumer awareness of the nutritional benefits linked to these kinds of
foods [5]. However, even with the increasing recognition and im-
portance of edible insects in human nutrition, there are food safety
concerns raised (including but not limited to microbiological and che-
mical hazards) especially in developed countries that deter some pro-
spective consumers from incorporating or even thinking of including
them in their diets [6].

Food insecurity in the face of climate change is a reality that calls
for mitigating strategies to be urgently developed and implemented to
ensure adequate quality and safe food availability at all times. The
world population is rapidly increasing and it is estimated that by year
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2050, the world population will have hit the nine billion mark [7] with
demand for food increasing by 60% [8]. Feeding this huge population is
going to be a huge challenge due to increasingly limited resources such
as agriculturally cultivable land. This, without a doubt calls for alter-
native innovative ways of ensuring that adequate, quality, safe and
nutritious foods are available and accessible to all at all times. Setting
aside more land for food crop growing and animal rearing cannot be
considered as a mitigation strategy since land clearing for agriculture
may contribute to climate change and loss of biodiversity [9], wor-
sening the food availability situation worldwide.

Besides their nutritional benefits, edible insects are also promoted
by various organizations and governments as one way of taming cli-
mate change, conferring an environmental benefit of reduced green-
house gas emissions [10] as they have been associated with feeding on
waste organic matter [11]. As an alternative source of protein com-
pared to domestic animals-based foods, edible insects have additional
benefits that include use of less rearing land, a high rate of reproduction
and high feed conversion efficiency [12]. Ramos-Elorduy [13] reported
a higher efficiency of conversion of ingested food in edible insects (e.g.
53-73% in Tenebrio molitor L.) compared to livestock (10-12%) and
chicken (38-43%). Authors such as Van Huis and Oonincx [14] have
also confirmed that edible insects have better feed conversion effi-
ciency. The authors reported that yellow mealworms can convert up to
45% dietary protein to edible body mass while black soldier fly larvae
can convert up to 55% of dietary protein to edible body mass. Van Huis
and Oonincx [14] reported that this feed conversion efficiency was
significantly higher than that observed with chicken (converted 33% of
dietary protein to edible body mass). This suggests that with limited
input resources, insects rearing would be a better venture of con-
tributing to food and nutritional security. Even more interestingly,
Heckmann et al. [15] and Van Huis et al. [7] have reported that unlike
in cattle and, pork and chicken where only 40 and 55% of mass is in-
gested and digested by humans, as high as 80% of mass of many edible
insects is utilized suggesting a significant reduction in food loss.

To the rural poor in the developing countries, consumption and
trading in edible insects, especially street-vending, contributes to eco-
nomic empowerment (especially of women) and improved livelihood
[16] directly contributing to the attainment of the UN's first two Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs) — no poverty and zero hunger re-
spectively. In order to meet the present chronic food and nutrition se-
curity challenges, including hidden hunger, we need to explore various
ways to ensure that we are food secure today and in future.

One of the recent approaches is promoting utilization of edible in-
sects in our diverse diets [17]. Besides gathering the edible insects from
their natural habitat, there is increasing adoption of recent innovative
technologies involving mass rearing [7] in some developed countries
(e.g. Holland, Denmark and Belgium) and developing countries such as
Kenya, Thailand and Vietnam. At least 150 edible insect species are
consumed in Thailand where they form an important part of the diet
[18]. With an estimated number of people standing at, at least two
billion traditionally depending on insect-based diets [7], and the
number of potential consumers likely to go up thanks to continuing
acceptance of this food type, insect rearing and utilization in food-based
diets looks positive now and in foreseeable future. In fact the UN re-
commends entomophagy as a possible solution to the limited world
food supply [7].

2. Benefits of edible insects wild harvesting and/or domestication
2.1. Edible insects as a source of nutrients in human diet

The world is currently facing a challenge of fulfilling the first three
UN’s SDGs of ‘no poverty’, ‘zero hunger’ and ‘good health and well-
being’ which are interrelated, by year 2030 which is only 11 years away
from now. Of greatest concern is under-nutrition (micronutrient defi-
ciency), over-nutrition (obesity) and protein-energy malnutrition which
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have a direct effect on the health of people. According to Kohler et al.
[19] three options exists to ensure zero hunger and malnutrition; sup-
plementation (short-term mitigation strategy), food fortification
(medium-term mitigation strategy) and dietary diversification (long-
term mitigation strategy). Out of these three, the most economically
feasible, environmentally friendly and most sustainable option is
dietary diversification [19] which can take numerous approaches in-
cluding inclusion of varied food types, some of which are underutilized
or under exploited in the diet. One such food type is edible insects
which are loaded with nutrients but are poorly exploited and under-
utilized in human diets and nutrition globally.

Several insect species have from time immemorial been used by
different cultures in many countries worldwide as a source of food,
especially during times of other food type shortages, and when these
insects are readily available in nature for harvesting/collecting. It is
estimated that close to 2000 species of insects are edible in a variety of
forms. According to Van Huis et al. [7], the most commonly consumed
insect types include beetles (31%); caterpillars (18%); ants, wasps and
bees (14%); locusts, crickets and grasshoppers (13%); scale insects,
leafhoppers, true bugs, cicadas and planthoppers (10%); dragonflies
(3%); termites (3%) and flies (2%). In Europe, the most farmed insect
types are mealworm larvae (Tenebrio molitor) and crickets (Acheta do-
mesticus) as they are considered the most promising in food and feed
industries [20]. Their contribution to food and nutritional security has
been recognized thanks to a wide range of nutrients they contain that
confer numerous health benefits to consumers according to Murefu
et al. [21]. It is probably for this reason that most of the scientific lit-
erature on edible insects concentrates more on the nutritional aspect
than any other facet of this increasingly interesting subject among the
entomophagists in an effort directed at advocating the addition of in-
sects to food menus.

Edible insects can be eaten raw or in processed form (roasted,
toasted, fried, boiled, extruded, e.t.c.) [22,23]. Their nutritional com-
position normally depends on insect type, stage of development, diet
reared on, processing method used and edible insect species sex
[24,25], among other factors. Typically, edible insects are regarded as
highly nutritious foods that are an excellent source of energy, fats,
proteins and minerals [13].

A lot of attention and effort are placed on edible insects on their
potential to addressing food and nutrition security as they are a good
source of protein which can be obtained in relatively short period of
time due to their short life-cycles compared to conventional livestock-
based sources. Generally, the main nutrient in edible insects is protein
which depending on insect type, range from 35 to 61% for Isoptera e.g.
termite and Orthoptera e.g. grasshopper and cricket respectively [24].
A more recent study carried out in Thailand investigating protein,
amino acid and mineral composition of Bombay locust, scarab beetle,
house cricket, and mulberry silkworm found that these insects con-
tained a high protein content of 27-54g per 100g of edible portion [19].
Insects generally provide more than 50% of dietary protein in some
Central African countries where their market value is considered higher
than most of animal-derived protein sources [26]. Those edible insects
currently being contemplated for consumption in the developed world
such as crickets and mealworms have a fresh weight protein content in
the range of 19-22 g/100g [27] which has been shown to be compar-
able to traditional animal protein sources [28]. With an average fresh
weight protein content of 60 g/100g [6], edible insects are reported to
provide more protein to human diet compared to excellent plant-based
sources such as soybean protein. In fact research carried out by Finke
et al. [29] assessing protein quality of different insect meals fed to rats
suggested that they were of equal or better quality compared to soy
protein. Based on these findings, it is potentially likely that insects-
derived proteins are of a higher biological value than those obtained
from plant sources and are thus more nutritionally useful in the human
diet. As 67-98% of edible insects’ proteins is highly digestible, many of
them can be categorized as high value protein sources as their essential
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amino acid score varies from 46 to 96% [13]. With the recent reports of
animal-based protein sources such as processed meats being linked to
the rise of non-communicable illnesses such as cancer [30], more in-
terest in rearing and consumption of edible insects is likely to be seen as
both as an alternative source of protein and as a way of reducing and/or
preventing the prevalence of these diseases.

Fat, which is the second highest component of edible insects has a
wide range of variation dependent on insect type. On average, across all
edible insects types, the fat content ranges from 13 to 33% for
Orthoptera (e.g. crickets and grasshoppers) and Coleoptera (e.g. beetles
and grubs (insect larvae)) respectively [24]. Worth noting though is
that the larvae stages of insects such as caterpillars generally contain
the highest fat content compared to adult stages [31]. The fatty acid
profile of edible insects, which is more polyunsaturated, is reported to
be proportionate to that of fish and poultry [32] which suggest that
insects can provide healthier fats to human diets compared to the well
known traditional sources that include fatty fish. In this regard, edible
insects can be deemed to be better sources of energy when compared to,
for example, beef and pork which contain more of monosaturated fatty
acids than polyunsaturated fatty acids when it comes to the prevention
of coronary heart diseases. It has also been reported that, generally,
depending on species, insects accumulates significantly lower choles-
terol levels compared to foods of animal origin [33] and could also,
according to Sabolova et al [34] contain plant sterols thus making them
a better healthier choice food source.

Insects are a good source of many minerals. According to Rumpold
and Schluter [24], most edible insects have high levels of phosphorous
that meet adults’ dietary requirements. The authors and Kohler et al.
[19] also reported that several insect types provide significant amount
of magnesium, especially crickets, locusts and grasshoppers. Insects are
also generally regarded as good sources of manganese, copper, sele-
nium, zinc, iron and calcium. In fact edible insects have been shown to
contain more calcium, zinc and iron than chicken, pork and beef [35]
which means that entomophagy can be considered as an alternative
source of minerals to beat ‘hidden hunger’ prevalent in most developing
countries [36] where prevalence of persons at risk of zinc deficiency,
for instance, stands at 17% [36] while those at risk of iron deficiency
stands at 25% [37]. The low levels of sodium in edible insects means
that this food type can be readily and conveniently incorporated in low
sodium diets for high sodium sensitive individuals [24]. Insects are
generally rich in a wide range of vitamins including riboflavin, biotin
and pantothenic acid. Grasshoppers, locusts, beetles and crickets are
particularly rich in folic acid. Although other type of vitamins occurs in
relatively low amounts, it is hypothesized that vitamins concentration
in edible insects can be influenced by and/or controlled through feed
manipulation [38].

2.2. Edible insects as a means of improving human gut microbiota

Due to their high chitin content which accounts for at least 10% of
the whole dried insects, insects can be a good source of fiber in human
diet [6]. Chitin is a type of carbohydrate polymer that forms the
exoskeleton of most arthropods including insects. Recently, chitin has
been linked to improved human gut microbiology where it has been
reported to improve gastrointestinal health due to its prebiotic potential
[39]. By promoting proliferation of naturally occurring microbiota in
the gut, chitin as a prebiotic, indirectly helps prevent incidences of
microbial foodborne illnesses and food digestion difficulties [39].
Growth in the human gut of pathogenic microorganisms such as Sal-
monella typhimurium, enteropathogenic Escherichia coli and Vibrio cho-
lera among others have been shown to be reduced by chitin and its
derivatives [40] while at the same time encouraging multiplication and
thriving of useful intestinal bacterial species such as Bifidobacteria and
Lactobacillus [41]. In two recent separate studies, chitin is believed to
promote growth of gut microbiota; Stull et al. [42] reported that pre-
sence of cricket chitin increased the multiplication of Bifidobacterium
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animalis by 5.7 times while Selenius et al. [39] showed enhancement in
the growth of Lactobacillus rhamnosus GG and inhibition of Escherichia
coli TG by chitin.

2.3. Edible insects as a source of livelihood

For some communities in different parts of the world, wild insects
gathering, preparation and/or processing, and sale, mainly as street-
vended foods [43] forms part of their livelihood [44]. Use and trading
in edible insects has always been a principal form of livelihood di-
versification means among many rural communities that practice en-
tomophagy in developing countries, possibly because it is a resource
that occur naturally and very little or no technical knowhow is required
in terms of gathering and preparing them for consumption or sale. In
regions where entomophagy is practiced, whenever there is food scar-
city, edible insects are the main fallback livelihood [45] buffering
against unpredictable seasonal shortages of food [46]. The practice of
gathering insects from the wild is commonly practiced by women and
children especially under rural set-ups that besides improving diets,
also act as a means through which the practitioners earn a living in
form of a cash income for other basic needs such as purchase of other
types of food, education and farm inputs among others [47]. In some
regions such as Thailand, edible insects have been reported to fetch
better prices than conventional animal protein sources such as poultry,
beef, pork and fish [48].

It is likely that the low entry requirements to engage in insect
harvesting, processing and trade have fueled the active roles played by
women and children in the edible insect sector in developing countries
[27]. Insects harvesting, and recently farming can provide jobs and
entrepreneurial opportunities both in developed and developing coun-
tries helping in improving the living standards particularly of the latter.
About 92% of insects consumed are wild-harvested with very few insect
types being farmed, even in Asian nations where insects eating as a
culture is generally accepted [49,50]. Increasing demand of insects as
food has recently seen a shift from wild-harvesting to mass domes-
tication of e.g. crickets that provide valuable income to farmers
[51,52]. Nevertheless, since edible insects mass farming technology is
reasonably new, there is limited knowledge on factors that would in-
fluence the yield and quality of the harvest. Acquiring insights of such
determinants would be valuable as it would contribute in the devel-
opment of insect-derived food products [53]. It is envisaged that in not
too distant future, the edible insect value chain will significantly de-
velop and improve thanks to scientific understanding of their domes-
tication and innovative business ideas geared towards insect food and
feed products diversification. In Thailand for example, insect farming,
specifically cricket rearing is a documented livelihood strategy that has
been shown to significantly improve the living standards of the rural
farmers in the country as an alternative source of income as well as
enhancing social and human capital [54]. Promoting incorporation of
insects in human diets may mean encouraging people to start farming
them in order to improve the supply [27] and to reduce the threat of
extinction due to overexploitation that may occur through continuous
natural harvesting from the wild. This, together with the ever growing
acceptance of insects as food can only mean that their demand will
continue increasing.

2.4. Environmental benefits of rearing edible insects

The already limited resources such as land and water are facing
pressure from feeding the ever increasing global population which re-
quires an increase in food production to sustain it. Increasing popula-
tion comes with more demand for food which may create environ-
mental problems particularly because of less land available for growing
crops and rearing animals for food. According to Van Huis et al. [7], if
there are no changes in agricultural production, there is a likelihood of
increased glasshouse gas emissions and environmental degradations
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which can lead to detrimental consequences in terms of food security,
especially food availability. The current high demand for animal pro-
teins requires that livestock is reared in large numbers over diminishing
land resource which is not possible and therefore, alternative sub-
stitutes for animal proteins needs to be embraced to overcome this
problem [55].

Rearing edible insects compared to rearing livestock has been
shown to have an insignificant environmental footprint [56] making it
a better choice for caring of the environment while providing the nu-
tritional benefits. Although the conventional sources of proteins (e.g.
livestock and fish) are economically feasible due to their high pro-
ductivity, they are not without their downside as they contribute to
enormous environmental costs [57] including: contamination of both
surface and ground water with manure that may be carrying pathogenic
microorganisms and chemical contaminants such as heavy metals [58],
emission of greenhouse and ammonia gases and possible deforestation
as a result of increased feed requirements [27].

A more sustainable approach to feeding the increasing population
that is not detrimental to the environment and biodiversity needs to be
adopted [59] to ensure food security. One approach to achieving this
includes rearing and utilization of edible insects in human diet. Ac-
cording to Van Huis et al. [7], rearing of edible insects confers several
benefits to the environment which include; utilization of organic waste
streams reducing environmental pollution while waste value-adding,
emission of low greenhouse gases (livestock keeping is accountable for
18% of greenhouse gas emissions) [27,60], less water requirement (e.g.
mealworms are reported to be hardier than livestock in terms of water
requirements), high feed conversion efficiency (e.g. crickets are more
efficient in converting feed to ‘meat’ as poultry (twice as efficient), pigs
(four times as efficient) and cattle (twelve times as efficient)). Rearing
and consumption of insects has also been shown to significantly reduce
the use of pesticide [61] thus reducing the negative environmental
impact and the likely presence of pesticide residues in foods. Direct
consumption of insects which are agricultural pests can also help reduce
usage of pesticides in agriculture significantly reducing the potential of
pesticide residues in plant-derived foods and environmental pollution
with chemicals. According to Dobermann [52], entomophagy has been
shown to be an effective strategy of controlling crop insect pests e.g. the
successful control of locust in 1978 as a result of government promotion
of insect consumption in Thailand.

3. Edible insects consumption challenges and food safety concerns
3.1. Edible insects consumer acceptability

Despite numerous benefits of edible insects consumption, consumer
acceptance still remains one of the obstacles to their utilization as a
protein food source especially in the developed countries where insects
are viewed in disgust by majority of the population [62,63]. This is not
much of a surprise because a recent study carried out in Germany trying
to comprehend consumer attitudes towards consumption of edible in-
sects reported neophobia and disgust as the main deterrent factors
contributing to low uptake of this food type among the prospective
consumers [64]. In fact Europeans generally associate consumption of
edible insects with poor countries [7,63] although in some countries
such as Austria, Belgium, Holland and France, farming and consump-
tion of edible insects is somehow tolerated [27]. Studies carried out in
some European countries revealed that only a limited number of people
are likely to eat insects as alternative for meat (6.3% females and 12.8%
males), and only 19% were ready to swap meat for insects as a protein
source [63,65]. Although modest neophobia was observed among
participant in a Belgian edible insects consumer acceptance survey
[66], the study revealed that people were willing to consume insects in
the future. A more recent and similar study in the same country seems
to confirm the slight but insignificant growing acceptance of en-
tomophagy among Belgian consumers [67] where potential consumers
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seemed to prefer foods processed with edible insects as an ingredient
other than eating whole insects. Orsi et al. [64] also noted that utili-
zation of edible insects as food ingredients other than sale of whole
edible insects would offer a better opportunity to promote en-
tomophagy in German markets. It is generally agreeable, based on these
recent studies that entomophagy practice has a potential of being suc-
cessfully promoted in the developed countries. It would also be inter-
esting to understand the feelings about this practice among prospective
consumers in the developing countries where many communities within
this population consume edible insects, and where such consumer
studies are limited. In most European countries however, use of insects
as an ingredient in the manufacture of animal feed is generally accepted
[68].

To some extent, the influence of western culture in developing
countries has somewhat depressed or stagnated the consumption of
edible insects especially among the middle and upper class earners, as
well as the urbanites where consumers have been viewed as poor and
practicing primitive activities [63,69]. Recently, food preference in
developing countries has been observed to shift more towards wester-
nized diets and with many people moving and living in urban centres,
diminished consumption of conventional foods including edible insects
has been observed [70]. Lack of embracing entomophagy by the west
and negative portrayal of the practice by some media in both devel-
oping and developed countries has contributed to sluggish uptake of
insect consumption which may lead to nutritional problems, particu-
larly in societies that depended on them for food and nutritional se-
curity [63].

Limited literature is available in regard to factors influencing con-
sumer acceptance and willingness to consume edible insects. According
to Verbeke [63] and Gere [71], some of the factors influencing con-
sumer consumption of edible insects include convenience, interest in
the environment and food neophobia. Dobermann et al. [52] observed
that people are less likely to consume insects the more they are disin-
terested in taking care of the environment and the more neophobic they
are. This observation is supported by findings of Sogari et al. [72] who
reported a negative correlation between neophobia and consumer
willingness to practice entomophagy in an Italian study. Interestingly,
the authors also reported that women were less likely to consume ed-
ibles insects than their male counterparts, a finding that is worth further
investigation to find out whether gender really plays a role in en-
tomophagy.

In order to encourage insects eating and farming, strategies needs to
be devised geared towards value addition into products that are more
attractive and that people can easily relate with. Change in form and/or
product development where edible insects form part of a food product
ingredient may offer an avenue through which perceptions are
changed, and insects are consumed ‘indirectly’. Megido [66] observed
that people are more willing to consume edible insects when presented
in other food forms e.g. cookies, energy bars, burgers and sandwich
spreads among others. This should be encouraged especially among the
food manufacturers alongside educating the consumers on the nutri-
tional benefits of consuming edible insects. Change in negative per-
ception (thus increasing consumer willingness to eat insects) about
entomophagy as a result of enlightening consumers about the benefits
of consuming insects has been observed in Italy and Denmark and the
same approach ought to be replicated to other countries or communities
to achieve the same goal.

3.2. Potential hazards associated with edible insects

As the consumption of edible insects gains momentum worldwide,
food safety issues in their regard continue becoming a concern parti-
cularly in the developed world after recognition of insects as food that
has seen a slight increase in their consumption [73]. Due to lack of and/
or limited knowledge of edible insects food safety in many countries,
this will continue being a barrier for promoting edible insects farming
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and consumption in some niches. According to Van der Fels-Klerx [74],
food safety concerns in regard to edible insects needs to be addressed
particularly in western countries in order to encourage and promote
their use in human diets. Knowledge of risks in regard to rearing and
use of insects in food production including utilization as food in-
gredients is not well known [75]. Besides the nutritional benefits as-
sociated with edible insects, they may carry exogenous and endogenous
risk factors to human health as is in the case of animal and plant-based
foods. Potential food safety hazards that may be associated with edible
insects may be grouped into three categories; chemical, biological and
allergens [21]. According to European Food Safety Authority (EFSA)
[76], prevalence and concentration of contaminants in insects and in-
sect-derived foods is majorly influenced by insects production method,
insect species, insect stage of harvest and substrate used (including
sources) in the rearing process. The principle route of exposure of food
safety hazards in edible insects to humans, according to Van der Fels-
Klerx [74], is the feed substrate on which they are reared. This in es-
sence means that to improve the food safety aspect of edible insects,
these factors, and especially correct choice of quality hazard free feed
substrate needs to be assessed and controlled which is only possible
under controlled production other than wild harvesting. Poma et al.
[77] opines that ensuring edible insects food safety can promote con-
sumer acceptance of them as substitute food source helping change the
perception of western consumers.

3.2.1. Allergens

An adverse immune response to food, which is caused by substances
called allergens (type of antigens), is referred to as a food allergy [78]
which can result to a serious illness and sometimes death. Food allergy
is an emerging public health problem whose management along the
food value chain continues to pose great challenge to the industry and
professional health care practitioners worldwide. A wide range of foods
can cause allergic reactions to sensitive people and, potentially, any
protein containing food can evoke an allergic reaction in responsive
persons [79]. Since the greatest component in edible insects is proteins,
it is possible that some insects and insect-derived foods are potential
allergen sources; in fact according to Murefu et al. [21], some types of
proteins present in edible insects including arginine kinase are con-
sidered allergens. The fact that insects are also related to crustaceans,
the potential for them to cause food related allergies is suggested [20].
Apart from aginine kinase, other common allergens linked to edible
insects include a-amylase and tropomyosine. It is estimated that be-
tween 1.0 to 3.2%, and 0.1 to 5.7% of European adult and children
respectively have food allergies [80]. A study carried out in Belgium
revealed that 19% of persons were sensitized by skin prick tests pre-
pared with grilled A. domesticus and T. molitor insect samples [20]
suggesting that a large population could be at risk of developing allergic
reactions upon consumption of certain edible insects types.

Edible insects are considered novel food [81]. With these kind
foods, it is important to determine their potential hazards and risks
including their allergenicity. Most of the research in regard to insect
allergy focusses on inhalation insect allergy and insect venom allergy
with little effort directed towards allergenicity in terms of food safety
[82]. With edible insects offering an attractive alternative and sus-
tainable means of meeting the protein demand for the increasing po-
pulation [62], there is a potential for their increased consumption in
future with the possibility of increasing insect food allergy prevalence.
An understanding through research, of the potential for insects and
insect-based food to cause adverse health effects to consumers in regard
to allergenicity is therefore important.

Reports on adverse effects to consumers upon insects consumption
is limited; however, recent studies indicate that 18% of fatal reactions
to foods in China were as a result of insects consumption [83], while
7.6% of insects consumers in Laos exhibited allergic reactions [84]. It is
not clear why most insect food allergies reported in the scientific lit-
erature is from developed countries [11] as opposed to developing
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countries where they are largely consumed. One of the possible ex-
planations to this scenario is lack of research in insects’ food allergies in
the developing countries. According to de Gier and Verhoeckx [82],
insect food allergy has been reported for mealworm, silkworm, sago
worms, caterpillars, grasshopper, locust, bee, cicada, Bruchus lentis and
Clanis bilineata. Edible insects allergic reactions have also been docu-
mented elsewhere; locusts and grasshoppers in India [85], mopane
cartapillars (Imbrasia belina) in Africa [86] and silkworm pupa in China
[87]. The most commonly consumed insect type in China is silkworm
pupa and it is estimated that at least one thousand of the consumers
experience allergic reactions with at least fifty of these consumers re-
quiring emergency hospitalization [87]. The only insect-derived food
additive implicated in triggering an allergic reaction so far is carmine
(used as food dye) which is obtained from female cochineal insects
(Dactylopius coccus) [82]. It is possible that with increasing research in
entomophagy, more insect types will be implicated in insect food al-
lergies, and therefore, mitigation strategies need to be considered and
put in place to safeguard consumer health including proper products
labeling to inform potential consumers of foods containing edible in-
sects or edible insects ingredients.

3.2.2. Pesticide residues

Wild harvested edible insects are of particularly great importance
when it comes to presence of pesticide residues in insect-derived foods
and ingredients. This is because the kind of material they feed on is not
controlled (they can freely move or migrate from one place to another)
and sometimes they may feed on pesticide-sprayed vegetation or crops
which may, potentially lead to accumulation of the residue in their
bodies. Consumers relying on wild harvested edible insects are parti-
cularly at risk of pesticide food poisoning. In Thailand for example,
pesticide contaminated insects (after a disinfection procedure) were
sold in the market endangering lives of entomophagists [88]. In Kuwait
[89], potentially hazardous locust contaminated with chlorinated and
organophosphorus pesticides residues were reported in the market after
spraying of crops to control the pest. In this study, as high as 49.2 ng/kg
and 740.6 pg/kg of chlorinated and organophosphorus pesticide re-
spectively were quantified in insects samples analyzed. Other authors
reporting presence of pesticide residues in edible insects include Gao
et al. [90], Charlton et al. [91], EFSA [76], Houbraken et al. [92], Van
der Spiegel [93] and Poma et al. [77]. However, with the current
promotion of edible insect farming where their feeding is controlled, it
is possible to produce pesticide residue-free edible insects.

3.2.3. Mycotoxins

Mycotoxins, which are regarded as the most important food con-
taminants in relation to their negative impact on public health and food
security are secondary metabolites produced by many phytopathogenic
and food spoilage moulds of mainly Fusarium, Aspergillus and Penicillium
genera [94]. Mycotoxins may be present in the feed substrate on which
edible insects are reared. Limited studies have been carried out to de-
termine occurrence and extent of contamination of edible insects and
edible insect-derived foods with mycotoxins. According to FAO [11],
mycotoxins detected and quantified in edible insects may originate
from contamination of feed substrate by the three genera of moulds
mentioned above as well as production in insects gut. This observation
demonstrates that edible insects can be of potential food safety concern
particularly because of the acute and chronic effects these toxins can
have on both human and animal health. A few authors have reported
presence of mycotoxins with varying concentrations in edible insects
[74,95-98].

Out of all the mycotoxins detected and/or quantified in edible in-
sects, perhaps the toxins of the greatest health concern are aflatoxins
which readily occur in tropical developing countries ironically asso-
ciated with greater consumption of edible insects. Aflatoxins are proven
carcinogens, which are also linked to stunted growth in human
[99,100]. Moulds implicated in the production of aflatoxin have been
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isolated from fresh edible insects as well as from dried ones possibly as
a result of unhygienic processing conditions such as exposure to an
open environment e.g. during sun drying and open display during
selling as a street food [101,102]. A recent study by Kachapulula et al.
[103] investigating aflatoxin contamination of dried insects and fish in
Zambia showed that for certain edible insects (moth Gynanisa maja,
moth Gonimbrasia zambesina and termite Macrotermes falciger), the
concentration exceeded the country’s regulatory limit of 10 pg/kg. This
clearly shows that edible insects could contribute to aflatoxicoses de-
velopment if appropriate measures are not taken in their value-chain
management, especially when they are consumed as ready-to-eat street
vended foods.

3.2.4. Antinutrients

Antinutrients, also referred to as antinutritional factors are naturally
occurring substances in foods that inhibit nutrients (both macro- and
micronutrients) intake, digestion, absorption and utilization [104].
These substances, which are more common and occur in higher con-
centration in plant-based foods than in animal-based foods may also
produce other adverse health effects to consumers depending on type
and concentration in foods. Different types of antinutrients have been
detected and quantified in a variety of edible insect types. Ekop et al.
[105] detected and quantified four types of antinutrients (tannin, ox-
alate, hydrocyanide and phytate) in four insect species in Nigeria. Some
of the insect types from which phytates and tannins have been detected
include long-horned beetle, grasshoppers, termites, meal bugs and
termites [97,106]. In Nigeria, a heat resistant thiaminase enzyme
naturally present in the pupa of African silkworm (Anaphe spp.) has
been implicated in seasonal ataxic syndrome [107]. “Seasonal ataxia is
a clinical syndrome of acute cerebellar ataxia which follows ingestion of
roasted larvae of Anaphe venata, an alternative protein source consumed
in western Nigeria” [106]. Other antinutrients detected and quantified
in edible insects include saponins and alkaloids [108]. In this regard,
there is a need to understand what antinutrients are present in which
insects type in order to devise ways of either eliminating them before
consumption, avoid consumption of the implicated insect types or seek
an alternative insect type for consumption.

3.2.5. Heavy metals

Heavy metals, usually considered systemic toxicants include lead,
mercury, arsenic and cadmium (among others) are metallic elements
capable of inducing toxicity at low levels of exposure [109]. Con-
tamination of foods by heavy metals is known to cause adverse health
effects, both acute and chronic in humans and animals [110]. There is
currently finite knowledge on the safety of edible insects in regard to
heavy metals. Possible heavy metals accumulation in edible insects
which has been shown to depend on many factors including insect
species, growth phase and feed substrate has been documented [76].
Whereas essential heavy metals have not been shown to accumulate in
edible insects, non-essential heavy metals such as cadmium, lead,
mercury and arsenic have been shown to accumulate in insects, the
extent of which is dependent on metal element, insect species and its
growth stage [74,111]. Some of the heavy metals that have been de-
tected and/or quantified in some edible insects include cadmium, lead
and mercury [112-114]. Two heavy metals of greatest concern are
cadmium and arsenic because of their potential to accumulate in black
soldier fly and in yellow mealworm larvae respectively which are two
main insect types which are of great interest for use as food and feed
particularly in western countries [74]. Recently, Kohler et al. [19] de-
tected mercury, lead, cadmium and arsenic albeit in low concentration
in four edible insect types (mulberry silkworm, scarab beetle, house
cricket and Bombay locust) consumed in Thailand. These few reports
suggests the likelihood for edible insects, particularly the wild collected
to contribute to unsafe edible insects food safety burden, a challenge
that would perhaps be possible to mitigate by controlled edible insects
production, processing and storage.
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3.2.6. Pathogenic microorganisms

Studies about microbial contamination of edible insects are limited
in the scientific literature but it is a growing area of interest and re-
search. The data available on this aspect seems to suggest that both
spoilage and pathogenic microorganisms can be inherent and that the
extent of contamination depends on many factors including insect type,
whether wild collected or domesticated, processing and handling pro-
cedures used in their preparation, and hygiene practices among others
[24]. It is well recognized that several pathogenic bacterial genera in-
cluding Escherichia, Staphylococcus and Bacillus can infect both humans
and invertebrates (including insects) [23] presenting health risks to
edible insects consumers even in instances where there is no con-
tamination of foods from other sources. This is particularly so because
insects can be carriers of pathogenic microbes, and with some com-
munities in developing countries consuming them raw, this presents a
direct health risk to the consumers. The fact that most of the edible
insects in the developing countries are collected from the wild, an en-
vironment that may be unhygienic is likely to further complicate this
issue. Pathogenic microorganisms often associated in outbreak of
foodborne diseases have been isolated in many edible insect types.
Reports of microbial foodborne infections and intoxications originating
from entomophagy have been reported in scientific literature [115]
demonstrating the need for promoting effective good hygiene practices
in the entire edible insect food value chain to protect the health of the
entomophagists.

Some recent studies carried out in regard to microbial risks asso-
ciated with edible insects have reported potential presence of patho-
genic microorganisms in these foods [116-118]. A study determining
the diversity of microbiota present in edible insects processed and sold
from Thailand revealed presence of many potentially human patho-
genic bacterial genera including Vibrio, Streptococcus, Staphylococcus,
Clostridium and Bacillus [117]. A more recent study characterizing mi-
crobes in raw edible grasshopper (Ruspolia differens) obtained from the
wild in Uganda [119] also pointed to the possibility of edible insects
harboring potentially dangerous genera of bacteria. In this case, the
authors reported presence of Campylobacter, Bacillus, Staphylococcus,
Neisseria, Pseudomonas and Clostridium genera. These researches suggest
the likelihood for both raw and processed ready-to-eat insects in con-
tributing to microbial foodborne illnesses to the insects consumers.
Edible insect food safety in regard to pathogenic microorganisms seems
to be of more significant concern to developing countries especially
those in Africa and Asia where the consumers mainly rely on wild
harvesting [120]. This is in comparison to edible insects obtained
through domestication mainly practiced in developed countries where
rearing is controlled minimizing or eliminating the potential con-
tamination by microbiological hazards [24]. The most common pa-
thogenic bacterial species that have been isolated from edible insects in
the current literature belong to the genera Staphylococcus, Micrococuss,
Bacillus, Salmonella, Shigella and Clostridium [96,119,121,122]. There is
need to ensure hygienic edible insects production procedures, proces-
sing, preservation and handling to reduce the risks of spreading mi-
crobial foodborne illnesses. Holding all factors constant, it is expected
that wild harvested edible insects, particularly those consumed raw
would pose significant risks to consumers compared to those farmed, as
in the latter, production control measures are undertaken.

3.2.7. Parasites

The role of edible insects in transmitting parasitic foodborne dis-
eases has barely been investigated although there exists a potential of
some edible insects to contribute to unsafe foods in this regard. The
likelihood of wild harvested insects in transmitting parasitic diseases to
human is higher than that of farmed insects because wild collected
insects are not confined and their feeding habits are not controlled
unlike in the case of farm reared insects. According to Chai et al. [123],
analysis of some insects and human autopsies in regions where en-
tomophagy is practiced implies the potential of foodborne transmission
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of parasites by some edible insects. Dicrocoelium dendriticum is a zoo-
notic parasite that is readily transmitted to humans through consump-
tion of edible insects such as ants [79]. Foodborne and waterborne
parasites including Entamoeba histolytica, Giardia lamblia and Tox-
oplasma spp. have been isolated in insects such as cockroaches [79]. It is
worth noting however, that this was observed in wild harvested insects
and that there is currently lack of data linking farm reared insects to
foodborne parasite transmission. In this regard, it is of paramount im-
portance to investigate the potential of farmed insects in the develop-
ment of parasitic foodborne diseases in human, particularly in those
edible insects that are consumed raw. This is useful because of the
currently heightened interest in insects farming in both developing and
developed countries which has a potential of spreading the risks should
there be any in this regard.

4. Edible insects nutrients digestibility and bioavailability

Nutrient digestibility refers to a way of evaluating the extent of
digestion or availability of nutrients, usually macronutrients while
nutrient bioavailability refers to the fraction of the nutrients absorbed
from the consumed food and utilized for normal body functions [124].
Edible insects nutrients digestibility and bioavailability is of paramount
importance in the utilization of this food commodity. It would be of no
nutritional benefit to the consumers if a given edible insect type con-
tained high levels of nutrients on laboratory analysis but which are not
readily available to the body for health and wellbeing promotion.
Often, reported nutritional composition upon laboratory analysis of
either raw or processed edible insects may not provide full information
on what, which and how much of the nutrients are available to the body
[125]. Scientific literature in the aspect of edible insects nutrient di-
gestibility and bioavailability is scanty and currently an area of in-
creased interest among some entomophagists promoting inclusion of
edible insects in human diets. Several factors have been reported to
influence nutrients digestibility and bioavailability in human foods.
These factors that include edible insect type [126], processing method
[125], antinutritional factors [108,127] and chitin levels [128] need to
be further studied in the context of edible insects to better understand
how they influence digestibility and bioavailability of nutrients in re-
gards to human consumption.

Processing of edible insects in one way or another such as roasting,
steaming, frying, drying and boiling is usually encouraged to improve
safety, palatability and keeping quality [129]. However, these proces-
sing methods which are rarely controlled where edible insects are lar-
gely traditionally consumed may negatively influence nutrient digest-
ibility and bioavailability although the findings are sometimes
contradictory [130]. Findings reported slightly over a decade ago
showed reduced true dry matter, ash, zinc and crude protein digest-
ibility in mopane worms [131]. Recently in mealworms, according to
Caparros Megido et al. [132], protein digestibility was reported to
significantly increase on boiling and oven cooking methods. Poelaert
et al. [133], in a study investigating protein value of two insects sub-
jected to various heat treatments using growing rats and the protein
digestibility-corrected amino acid score revealed high protein digest-
ibility in both raw (84-92%) and heated (84-90%) as well as amino acid
profile that met dietary requirements for human. In a more recent study
by Manditsera et al. [130], where the authors were determining the
effect of domestic cooking methods on protein digestibility and mineral
bioaccessibility of wild harvested adult edible insects (Eulepida mashona
(beetle) and Henicus whellani (cricket)), the findings revealed reduced
protein digestibility upon processing. The authors in this case opined
that this could have happened due to modification of proteins and
mineral interactions with the rest of the edible insect food matrix. In
this study, boiling led to significant reduction of minerals compared to
roasting indicating preference of the latter processing method as a sure
way of guaranteeing mineral bioavailability to edible insects con-
sumers. It is however worth noting that the mechanisms underlying the
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possible improvement of edible insects protein digestibility and/or
bioavailability through various types of processing methods is not well
understood like it is for e.g. beef and other types of animal proteins. It is
therefore important for scientists, particularly edible insects scientists
to explore this gray area of entomophagy.

From these few reports, it is evident that more research is required
to remove the contractions on the factors influencing edible insects
nutrient digestibility and bioavailability. It is also vital that more stu-
dies are carried out to design or develop ways of improving edible in-
sects nutrient digestibility and bioavailability as this food type is
viewed as one of the best sustainable ways of curbing food insecurity
and hidden hunger, particularly in regions where entomophagy is lar-
gely practiced. It should not be assumed that high edible insects nu-
trients profile on laboratory analysis translates to bioavailability and
utilization for normal body functions. Such an assumption may impact
negatively on human health where levels of, for example, protein and
minerals may not be sufficient (due to low digestibility and bioavail-
ability) to meet dietary requirements leading to malnutrition or hidden
hunger in edible insects consumers.

5. Shelf-life of edible insects

Edible insects can be consumed raw or processed using various
methods such as sun drying, boiling, roasting and frying. Processing of
edible insects that involves some form of heat treatment is an important
aspect that is meant to serve various purposes such as destruction of
potential microbial pathogens, improve palatability and delay or pre-
vent spoilage thus extending the product shelf-life. The extent to which
these benefits are achieved depends mainly on the type of the proces-
sing method. Shelf-life refers to the time a food maintains its acceptable
quality and remains safe to consume [134]. One of the challenges
limiting continued inclusion of edible insects in diets all year round is
the fact that the wildly harvested insects are seasonal and have limited
shelf-life, thus readily spoils. The postharvest shelf-life of freshly har-
vested edible insects is usually very short, for example, that of edible
grasshopper (Ruspolia nitidula) is 1-2 days [135]). In this regard, there
is a need to device ways of prolonging the storage stability to prevent
edible insects food losses. It is opined that the challenge of seasonality
can be overcome if more stable edible insects products are produced
[135] which necessitate shelf-life studies. There is currently limited
scientific literature on shelf-life studies of edible insects, processed or
otherwise, and edible insects-derived foods. The reason behind this
scenario is not clear but it may be probably because most edible insects
researchers have tended to concentrate more on the rearing, nutritional
profiling and health benefits associated with this food type as well as
incorporating edible insects as an ingredient in conventional foods to
increase consumer acceptability while neglecting most of the other
aspects including shelf-life studies.

A study carried out in Nigeria determining the shelf-life of two
common edible insect species (Macrotermes bellicosus and
Rhynchophorus phoenicis) as one of the components revealed a sig-
nificant reduction in both macro- and micronutrients after storage for
3 months [114]. In this study however, it is not clear under what
conditions the storage was carried out, thus, it is difficult to explain this
finding. In a study carried out in Uganda, Ssepuuya et al. [135] de-
monstrated the effectiveness of hurdle technology in extending the
shelf-life of sauteed ready-to-eat edible grasshopper (Ruspolia nitidula).
In this study, the authors reported an increase in shelf-life of R. nitidula
up to 22 weeks when the vacuum packaged product was stored under
chilled and ambient temperature conditions. Borremans et al. [136]
demonstrated that the appeal of edible insects can be increased by
enhancing their shelf-life and by doing so, the authors showed that
marination could increase the storage stability of mealworm larvae
(Tenebrio molitor) for at least 7 days. Kamau et al. [137] demonstrated
that a shelf-life of 7 months at 25°C is achievable if black soldier fly
larvae (Hermetia illucens) and edible house cricket (Acheta domesticus)
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powders were dried to approximately 5% moisture content and pack-
aged in 80 pm thick polyethylene bags.

More research is required in the determination and understanding
of shelf-life of both raw and processed edible insects in order to develop
and implement ways of extending storage stability of the products while
ensuring product safety at the same time. From the limited studies in
this aspect, it is apparent that hurdle technology has the potential of
enhancing edible insects shelf-life and safety just like it has been proven
to work in other food categories. Hurdle technology is a technique that
employs a combination of preservation methods meant to extend the
shelf-life of food while ensuring safety at the same time by preventing
growth of pathogenic microorganisms [138]. In the adoption of this
technology, in the context of developing countries which are mainly in
the tropics and where most entomophagy is practiced, emphasis should
be given to technologies that can enhance the keeping quality at am-
bient temperature as methods requiring electricity such as refrigeration
and freezing among others are expensive, unaffordable and unsustain-
able to most people.

6. Edible insects regulations

Safety policies and regulations in regard to edible insects should be
of paramount importance in governments of both developing and de-
veloped countries to ensure a reduced or risk free supply of this food
type to the consumers from farm-to-fork. The consumption patterns by
many consumers has significantly changed in recent times due to their
increasing understanding of their rights to quality and safe foods, and
this would no doubt apply to edible insects and foods derived from
them, especially to the western consumers who particularly seem to be
wary to practice entomophagy. There is lack of regulations touching on
edible insects production, processing and sale in developing countries
where entomophagy is generally traditionally practiced [52] leading to
no barriers imposed to their utilization. The case is however different in
western countries where majority of them are either in the process of
developing, reviewing and/or implementing their regulations. For ex-
ample, recently EFSA required that all insect-based foods meant for
human consumption be regarded as novel foods. Novel foods are mainly
considered those that do not have a history of consumption by humans
in the country/region in question. The European Commission (EC) de-
fines novel food as “Food that had not been consumed to a significant
degree by humans in the EU before 15 May 1997, when the first reg-
ulation on novel food came into force.”

Regulation (EU) No 2015/2283 sometimes referred to as the new
Novel Food Regulation whose main purpose is to safeguard consumers
health by ensuring food safety provides guidelines that must be adhered
to for all novel foods intended for sale within the European Union (EU)
market. Through this regulation, the EU consumers are availed a wide
range of safe, unique and innovative food choices including those from
third world countries. According to OJEU [139], novel foods should
only be approved if they meet the laid down regulations which include
being safe for consumption, not misleading to consumers by being
clearly labeled, and not differing in a way that their use would be nu-
tritionally disadvantageous to the consumer if they are meant to replace
other foods.

A wide range of foods are currently considered novel foods based on
Regulation (EU) No 2015/2283 and are included in the Union list of
authorized Novel Foods [139]. Edible insects which may include whole
insects, parts of whole edible insects including ingredients derived from
them such as meals/flours, as well as ingredients other than those de-
rived from whole edible insects or their parts such as insects extracts are
considered novel foods [140]. However, according to Merten-Lentz and
Commandeur [141], by November 2018, none of the edible insects had
been included in the Union novel food list. This is possibly due to the
stringent requirements of applications for authorization of a novel food
backed up by substantial scientific research data in support of the safety
of the novel food which may take time to gather and provide evidence
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to EFSA. This, however, is bound to change in the very near future as
more data is obtained in support of edible insects as novel foods. In
addition to this regulation, some EU member countries have their own
legislation regulations through their food safety agencies/authorities in
regard to edible insect trade for consumption as human food e.g. the
UK, Holland, Denmark, Austria and Belgium [142].

Lack of (the case of developing countries) and strict regulations (the
case of western countries) can obviously be viewed as a barrier to
utilization of edible insects which can be counter-productive in the
promotion of edible insects as sustainable means of combating food
insecurity. Edible insects produced in developing countries may pose
food safety concerns to western countries consumers as a result of
nonexistent or relaxed production, processing and handling rules [142].
Due to this reason, it would be difficult for developing countries edible
insects farmers to a earn a living through export of this commodity due
to food safety concerns from well-regulated western markets even if
there were ready markets in these regions. Stringent regulations in
developed countries are also the reason there is insignificant growth
and commercialization of edible insects and foods derived from them in
Europe [143]. In light of these observations, there is an urgent need for
the development and implementation of harmonized edible insects food
safety regulations particularly in the developing countries in order to
promote safe utilization of this commodity from farm-to-fork.

7. Conclusion

The current research evidence shows that edible insects can play a
significant role in addressing food and nutrition insecurities and this
should be encouraged. Scientific evidence shows that edible insects’
nutritional quality is equivalent and sometimes exceeds that of animal-
based foods. This and the fact that edible insects have a faster growth
rate, high food conversion efficiency and requires less resources to rear
compared to livestock should make them a more attractive quality food
source especially to the rural poor in the developing countries.

In countries or communities where entomophagy is practiced, ed-
ible insects may be generally recognized as safe (GRAS) foods, but this
is not the case in most developed countries where most consumers are
wary of their safety, thus hesitant to include them in their diets. The
scientific literature on edible insects food safety aspects is limited.
There is therefore a need for more research geared towards under-
standing the risks involved in their consumption to safeguard consumer
health.

In light of this, entomophagy needs to be promoted and encouraged
globally, but there needs to be a balance between consumer food safety
concerns, and the nutritional and health benefits of this food type.
Development and implementation of edible insects legislation regula-
tions in both the developing and developed countries should be en-
couraged as this, in the long run, apart from ensuring safety, can also
aid trade in this commodity among countries. Emphasis should also be
put on future research looking at up-scaling edible insects production
and commercialization.
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