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Central to the successful diagnosis
of food allergy is an understanding of
the two main mechanisms involved. 

Easier to recognise are IgE-mediated
(immediate type) reactions which are

What are the
common 
food allergens?

Whatare the
main mechanisms
involved?
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Diagnosing and managing
food allergy in children

Howshould
children 
be managed?

THE PAST FEW DECADES
HAVE SEEN A HUGE RISE
IN ALLERGIC DISEASE.
RECENT STUDIES SUGGEST

that the prevalence of food allergy in
children in the UK is now around 5%.1

The number of children put on
restricted diets by their parents
because of presumed allergy is likely
to be much higher. A recent
population-based study in the Isle of
Wight found that 33% of mothers
thought their child had had an allergic
reaction to food by the age of three.1

Accurate diagnosis of food allergy is
essential in order to ensure that the
correct foods are carefully avoided
while safe foods are not excluded
unnecessarily. 2 Examples of common
food allergens are listed in table 1,
right.
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FIGURE 1
Swollen lips 
and urticaria are
typical signs of 
an IgE-mediated
allergic response

the result of mast cell degranulation
leading to histamine release.3 The
typical signs of lip swelling and
urticaria (see figure 1, above) and
possible progression to respiratory
compromise (anaphylaxis) are usually
clearly described, occurring within
minutes of exposure to the problem
food. 

The second type of allergic reaction
to food is a non IgE-mediated
(delayed type) response. This tends to
start two to six hours, occasionally
longer, after exposure and cause less
specific signs/symptoms which are
less obviously allergic in origin. These
include eczema or gastrointestinal
symptoms such as gastro-oesophageal
reflux, diarrhoea or persistent crying. 

Both these types of reaction are
explored in the following two cases.

Table 1
Common food allergens
IgE-mediated Non IgE-mediated
• Cow’s milk • Cow’s milk
• Egg • Egg
• Peanut • Soya
• Tree nuts • Wheat
• Sesame
• Fish 
• Shellfish
• Wheat
• Soya
• Kiwi




