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Denver , CO — Sensitivity or intolerance to foods such as shell�sh and milk are common and can cause signi�cant cause for

concern, but there is a di�erence between those symptoms and a true food allergy. Nearly 20 percent of adults report

su�ering from food allergies, but recent studies show only half that many actually have a food allergy. Some of that di�erence

likely can be attributed to people having an intolerance and mistaking it for a food allergy.

A food allergy is an immune system reaction that a�ects more than one organ in the body, whereas, food intolerance is usually

limited to digestive issues. Food intolerance disorders are a subset of all adverse food reactions and are reported by 15 to 20

percent of the population. Intolerances are even more common among patients with irritable bowel syndrome and other

functional gastrointestinal disorders.

Some of the most common symptoms of a food allergy include: hives, itchy and watery eyes, shortness of breath and chest

tightness. In the most severe cases, a food allergy can result in anaphylaxis. In contrast, an intolerance to a food a�ects the

digestive system and occurs when a person is unable to break down food. Some symptoms of a food intolerance include:

nausea, stomach pain, vomiting and cramps.



“Because of the life-threatening nature of anaphylaxis, it is important to see an allergy specialist if you are unsure if you have a

food allergy or an intolerance,” said Kanao Otsu, MD, allergist and immunologist at National Jewish Health. “A specialist will

take into account your history with that food and test results to properly diagnose the condition.”

An allergy skin test is used to check immediate sensitivity to select foods. Blood testing will measure the presence of IgE

antibodies to speci�c foods. If it is suspected that you may not be allergic to a particular food, a food challenge may be

performed to be certain.

Food allergies and food intolerance have di�erent causes, requiring di�erent treatments. For gastrointestinal sensitivity due to

intolerance, carry an oral antihistamine to alleviate discomfort.

For those with food allergies, avoidance is key. If you have a food allergy, Dr. Otsu recommends the following steps to stay

safe:

Always carry your epinephrine auto injector

Read labels carefully

Talk with restaurants and hosts about ingredients in dishes being served

Have a food allergy action plan

Use and understand allergy medications

National Jewish Health is the leading respiratory hospital in the nation. Founded 125 years ago as a nonpro�t hospital,

National Jewish Health today is the only facility in the world dedicated exclusively to groundbreaking medical research and

treatment of children and adults with respiratory, cardiac, immune and related disorders. Patients and families come to

National Jewish Health from around the world to receive cutting-edge, comprehensive, coordinated care. To learn more, visit

the media resources page.
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