Food Allergies and Intolerances
What do they really mean?
‘Food allergies’ and ‘food intolerances’ are adverse reactions to foods that people often talk 'about. ‘Milk does not agree with me – I think I am allergic to it’ is the kind of comment that we might hear.

So, what does it really mean to be allergic or intolerant to a food or group of foods?  To understand about food allergies and intolerances, we need to appreciate that there is a difference between the two conditions. Let’s look at the facts.

We are told by doctors and dieticians who are experienced in this area, that many people who think they have a food allergy or intolerance do not in fact have one. And, we are told that many people confuse the terms ‘food allergy’ and ‘food intolerance’.

Food allergy – the facts
What is a food allergy?
A food allergy is an abnormal reaction of the body’s immune system to a protein in food. When the body comes in contact with the food protein, substances are released which cause inflammation (redness and swelling) and the symptoms of an allergic reaction. Sometimes people feel unwell.

What are the symptoms of food allergies?
The symptoms of a true food allergy may include an itchy rash, swelling or burning around the mouth and throat; vomiting; stomach cramps; hives; diarrhoea; wheezing and eczema. Severe reactions may cause asthma and allergic shock (called anaphylaxis).

Which foods cause an allergic reaction in sensitive people?
The three most common foods in Australia that are linked with allergic reactions are: 
eggs
cow’s milk 
peanuts
Other foods include fish, wheat and soy.

Which people are prone to food allergies?
Food allergies usually occur in people who have a family history of allergic diseases (such as asthma, hay fever and eczema). They are usually most common in infants and young children. It is rare for a food allergy to occur for the first time in adult life.

How is a food allergy diagnosed?
A doctor or dietician who is experienced in the area of food allergies and intolerances should make the diagnosis. Because the symptoms usually occur in response to a specific food, the doctor or dietician may be able to make a diagnosis from the person’s case history. Skin or blood tests are helpful to confirm the diagnosis.

How is a food allergy treated?
This condition is managed by completely avoiding all the foods that contain the protein.

Food intolerance – the facts
What is a food intolerance?
A food intolerance is an adverse reaction of the body to chemicals found in a variety of foods. In sensitive people, the build-up of certain food chemicals can cause side effects in a similar way that drugs do. (For the majority of people, food chemicals do no harm when eaten in normal amounts as part of a balanced diet.)

What are the symptoms of food intolerances?
Common symptoms are irritation of the stomach or bowels; hives; mouth ulcers; nausea; nasal congestion and diarrhoea.
Food intolerances may also cause tiredness, weakness, headaches, irritability and muscle aches.
The range of symptoms caused by a food intolerance can overlap with those caused by a food allergy.

Which chemicals cause an intolerance reaction in sensitive people?
Although many people blame food additives for unpleasant reactions to foods, natural food chemicals are a more common problem. The food chemicals most often known to cause a reaction in sensitive people include:
Salicylates:  These are natural preservatives found in a range of plant foods such as most fruits and vegetables, herbs, spices, nuts and mint as well as wines, tea, coffee, honey, yeast and aspirin.
Amines:  These are naturally found in foods such as tasty cheeses, chocolate, wine, bananas, mushrooms, tomatoes, oranges and avocados.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Monosodium glutamate (msg):  Although it is often associated with commercial cooking, msg is also found naturally in tomatoes, parmesan cheese, stock cubes, meat and yeast extracts.
Food additives: The most common problems are caused by certain preservatives, colours and flavours.

Which people are prone to food intolerances?
People may suffer adverse symptoms to a food chemical if the level of the chemical in their body is above their threshold level (or tolerance level). A person with a high threshold level will not usually react to chemicals found in foods. On the other hand, chemicals in food will often affect a person with a low threshold level.

How is a food intolerance treated?
Most people with a food intolerance can tolerate some of the chemical to which they are sensitive. Their symptoms can be prevented by avoiding the build-up of the food chemical in their body – so that it does not reach a level above their threshold level.

How is a food intolerance diagnosed?
The most effective way to investigate a food intolerance is by the elimination diet and challenges.

Seek professional advice
If you or a member of your family assume you have a food allergy or intolerance, you need to seek the advice of a health professional who is experienced in this area. This is important for two reasons:

1 The symptoms that occur as the result of a food allergy or intolerance can also be caused by many other conditions. If you have any of the described symptoms, do not jump to the conclusion that you have a food allergy or intolerance. A careful assessment of the problem by an experienced doctor or dietician is essential.
2 By reducing your intake of certain foods to avoid symptoms, you may have an unbalanced eating plan.

Your doctor or dietician will need to give you advise on which foods you can include instead. 
