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FOOD ALLERGIES IN CHILDREN

What is a food allergy?
An allergy happens when a person’s immune system reacts to a substance that is eaten (an allergen) by 
releasing a chemical (histamine) in the body. The histamine is what causes bothersome symptoms (like an 
itchy mouth or throat, hives, diarrhea, cramps or nausea) or sometimes dangerous ones (like swelling of the 
face or tongue, or trouble breathing). This reaction can happen suddenly or within two hours after eating a food 
allergen.

What are the most common food allergies?
The most common are allergies to peanuts, fish, milk, soy, wheat, tree nuts (for example walnuts, almonds, 
pecans), eggs, shellfish and mustard.

How will I know if my child has a food allergy?
Most often your child will have been exposed to a food more than once before you know he/she is allergic. If 
your child develops allergic symptoms (outlined above) after eating a particular food, a food allergy may be a 
possible – though not the only – explanation.

Can food allergies be prevented?
In the past, parents were told to delay the introduction of food until after their child had turned six months of 
age to prevent a food allergy. This advice has now changed – the introduction of food should not be delayed 
even in children who have a parent or sibling with an allergy. In fact, the early introduction of food, like peanuts, 
can help to prevent an allergy. Keep in mind that, once you offer these foods to your child, it is important to 
continue offering them on a regular basis.
Note: You should never give honey to a child under age one. This is not related to food allergy but to the 
possibility that young child can get a bacteria (botulism) from the honey.

Avoiding foods, such as milk, egg or peanuts, during pregnancy or breastfeeding will NOT prevent your child 
from getting food allergies. Furthermore, there is no evidence that a soy-based formula will prevent allergies. 

Do children outgrow food allergies?
Some do, especially those with allergies to milk and eggs. Children with other food allergies, to peanut or other 
tree nuts and fish for example, may never outgrow them. 

When should I take my child to the doctor?
If your child appears to have a reaction to a certain food, pay a visit to your family doctor who will ask questions 
about the reaction and if your child or your family have experienced allergies before. This will determine whether 
your child needs blood tests or a referral to an allergist for further testing and diagnosis.

Sources: 1) Food allergy vs. food intolerance: What is the difference and can I prevent them? Canadian Pediatric Society. http://
www.caringforkids.cps.ca ; 2) Government of Canada. Food Allergies. 2015 https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/food-
allergies-intolerances/food-allergies.html ; 3) HealthLink BC. Food Allergies. 2018 https://www.healthlinkbc.ca/health-topics/te7016 
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