
Anaphylaxis
Food allergy can be life threatening. The most serious 
reaction is anaphylaxis. Anaphylaxis involves more than 
one body system (e.g. skin, respiratory, gastrointestinal, 
cardiovascular). It is the most severe form of allergic 
reaction and usually occurs within  20 minutes to 2 hours 
after exposure to a food. Symptoms of anaphylaxis rapidly 
become life threatening. Immediate and urgent medical 
treatment is required.

Diagnosis of Food Allergy
• Skin prick tests are the most accurate 

test for diagnosing food allergies

• Speci� c IgE testing is used to determine 
the level of sensitivity to speci� c 
allergens

• In children with chronic eczema, a 
food diary (in which food, drinks and 
symptoms are recorded) may be useful

• If you think your child has a food allergy talk to a health 
professional.

NOTE: Allergy tests cannot be used alone to diagnose food 
allergy. Your child’s medical history must also be considered.

Management of Food Allergy
• Allergen avoidance is essential

• Read food labels carefully

• When eating out advise the host or restaurant of your 
child’s allergy 

• Discourage your child from swapping food at school

• Consider taking special food to birthday parties.

A reaction to food which occurs repeatedly may be the 
result of food sensitivity. Food sensitivities can be divided 
into two main types: food allergy and food intolerance.

Food Allergy
True food allergy is usually easy to recognise. It involves an 
immune reaction to a protein in food.

Common Food Allergens

NOTE: Many non-food allergens are present in our environment 
and may cause similar symptoms to food allergy. Examples 
include dust mite, pollens, feathers and animal fur.

Symptoms of Food Allergy
Symptoms usually occur within 30 minutes after eating 
the food. Common symptoms include redness around 
the mouth, � are of eczema, hives and itchy mouth and/
or throat. This may be accompanied by nausea, vomiting, 
abdominal pain and diarrhoea. 

Less common symptoms include throat, tongue and facial 
swelling, poor growth, re� ux and anaphylaxis. 

Severity varies from person to person.
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Food Intolerance
Food intolerance depends on the quantity of food or food 
additive eaten and does not involve the immune system. 
Food intolerance is not life threatening but can cause pain 
and discomfort.

Causes of Food Intolerance

Symptoms of Food Intolerance

Food chemical intolerance may aggravate allergic 
symptoms such as eczema and asthma. 

Diagnosis of Food Intolerance
Food intolerance is often di�  cult to diagnose because 
reactions can occur within 30 minutes or up to 48 
hours after eating. Diagnosis usually needs a temporary 
elimination diet, followed by planned food challenges. 

An elimination diet is best explained and monitored by 
a Dietitian.

Food Labels
Food labels provide a list of all the ingredients in a 
food product.

Certain food allergens must be declared on the food 
label. These include milk, eggs, peanuts, tree nuts, � sh, 
crustacea, soybeans, sesame seeds, gluten and sulphites 
(in concentrations greater than 10mg/kg). 

Some products have ‘May contain traces of’ statements. 
These are voluntary statements that indicate that a product 
may be unintentionally contaminated with a food allergen. 
If in doubt, food companies can be contacted directly to 
discuss the possible food contamination risks.

Frequently Asked Questions
Q. How can lactose intolerance be diagnosed in 

my child? 
A. Lactose intolerance can be diagnosed by a stool sample. 

Q. What about coeliac disease? 
A. Coeliac disease is an abnormal immune reaction to 

gluten (found in wheat, rye, barley and oats). All gluten 
needs to be avoided as even tiny amounts can damage 
the small bowel.

 A blood test and bowel biopsy are required to 
diagnose coeliac disease.

Where can I find out more information?

1. TALK to your child’s GP

2. MAKE AN APPOINTMENT with an ACT Health Community Dietitian by phoning 6207 9977

3. CHECK OUT more Tuckatalk factsheets at www.health.act.gov.au

4. FOR FURTHER INFORMATION about food allergy visit www.allergy.org.au
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• Food colourings, preservatives and � avour 
enhancers (e.g. MSG)

• Naturally occurring food chemicals such as 
salicylates, glutamates and amines

• Wheat

• Milk (Cow’s milk protein, lactose)

• Gluten

• Hyperactivity

• Headaches 

• Mouth ulcers

• Behavioural issues 

• Bloating

• Abdominal discomfort       

• Hives

• Excessive wind

• Diarrhoea
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