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Food Allergies: Causes, Symptoms, and 
How to Manage Them 
If you or someone you love has a food allergy, you’re not alone—about 33 million 
Americans, including 1 in 13 children, live with at least one, according to FARE’s 2024 
findings. In this article, you’ll learn what causes food allergies, how to spot symptoms, which 
foods are common triggers, and the latest evidence-based treatments. We’ll also explain the 
difference between food allergies and food intolerances, giving you clear steps to reduce risk 
and create safer spaces at home, school, and work. 

Food allergies continue to rise in the U.S., affecting both kids and adults. Teachers, parents, 
and caregivers face growing responsibility, yet confusion remains about symptoms and 
emergency response. This uncertainty leaves many families stressed, leads to unnecessary 
ER visits, and delays proper care. 

 

What Are Food Allergies and How Widespread Are 
They? 
Food allergies have quickly shifted from a rare concern to a common part of life in the United 
States. These days, millions of Americans feel the impact every day, changing the way 
families shop, cook, and even celebrate together. FARE’s April 2024 report estimates that 33 
million people in the U.S. including both adults and children now live with at least one food 
allergy. 

For children, the issue is even more alarming - roughly 1 in 13 school-aged kids deals with 
food allergies. Imagine a typical classroom; chances are, a couple of those students must 
worry about what’s in every snack or lunch. It’s become a reality that can’t be ignored. 

https://www.foodallergy.org/sites/default/files/2024-07/FARE%20Food%20Allergy%20Facts%20and%20Statistics_April2024.pdf
https://www.foodallergy.org/sites/default/files/2024-07/FARE%20Food%20Allergy%20Facts%20and%20Statistics_April2024.pdf?utm_source


The reach of food allergies stretches way beyond the family kitchen. Schools, workplaces, 
and public places like restaurants or community centers all adjust routines to keep everyone 
safe. Suddenly, cafeteria staff and coaches need allergy training, and organizing safe events 
takes more planning. It includes checking ingredients for hidden peanut, wiping shared 
sports equipment to remove traces of allergens, labeling snacks at team events, or having 
epinephrine auto-injectors on hand during practices and games. 

Beyond the Household 

Where allergies were once an afterthought, they now demand full attention. Not only do food 
allergies come with social and emotional challenges, but reactions in kids can develop out of 
nowhere and escalate quickly. Being alert and prepared is an important part of keeping 
children safe, especially for teachers, caregivers, and others who look after them. That might 
mean checking snack labels before class parties or knowing how to use an epinephrine 
auto-injector during a field trip. 

​
FARE’s recent data highlights more than just the scale of the problem. It’s also a wake-up 
call for communities: the right information and quick action truly save lives. By staying 
informed and making small adjustments, families and schools can make a world of 
difference for those living with food allergies. 

Tip: Include kids in allergy management early - teach them how to read labels, speak 
up, and spot symptoms so they feel empowered, not scared. 

 

How to Tell Food Allergy Symptoms Apart from Food 
Intolerance 
When it comes to food reactions, not all symptoms mean the same thing. Knowing how to 
distinguish a food allergy from a food intolerance can make all the difference. 

Food allergies kick the immune system into overdrive. Even a crumb of the wrong food can 
set off a chain reaction - itchy hives, swelling lips, nausea, diarrhea, coughing, wheezing, or 
in the worst cases, anaphylaxis. That last one is serious: it can become life-threatening 
within minutes and always needs emergency treatment. Symptoms of food allergies usually 
strike fast, anywhere from right away to two hours after eating the trigger. 

Food Intolerance - What’s the Difference? 

Food intolerance, on the other hand, is all about the digestive system. It doesn’t involve the 
immune system and it’s rarely dangerous. Think stomach cramps, bloating, gas, or diarrhea 
that shows up hours after eating. Lactose intolerance is a classic example - it might make 
you uncomfortable, but it won’t send you to the ER. That alone separates it from the dangers 
of the most common food allergies, like peanuts or shellfish. 

Spotting the Symptoms Makes a Huge Difference 



Learning to recognize symptoms of food allergies versus food intolerance can prevent panic 
and unnecessary trips to the hospital. Quick thinking is crucial: swelling, hives, or trouble 
breathing? That’s a red flag for allergies. Gradual stomach discomfort? Probably intolerance.​
 

If you’re unsure, don’t guess - see an allergist for testing that may include skin prick tests or 
blood IgE. Tests can sort out whether it’s an actual allergy or just sensitivity. Schools and 
communities are ramping up education so more people can spot the warning signs and 
respond the right way. Being able to recognize symptoms early on leads to faster treatment, 
less stress, and a safer experience for everyone managing food allergies. 

Tip: If symptoms happen right after eating and involve breathing or swelling - don’t 
wait. Use your emergency plan and call 911 immediately. 

SUGGESTED DESIGN 

Reaction 
Type 

Timing Symptoms Risk Level 

Food Allergy Immediate–2 
hrs 

Hives, swelling, vomiting, 
trouble breathing 

Can be life-threatening 

Food 
Intolerance 

Delayed 
(hours) 

Bloating, cramps, diarrhea Uncomfortable, but not 
dangerous 

 

The Most Common Food Allergies in the U.S. 
Certain foods show up again and again as the culprits behind serious allergic reactions in 
Americans. Knowing which foods top the list helps with safer meal prep, informed shopping, 
and knowing what to watch for. 

Peanuts Are at the Top 

Peanuts are at the very top, especially for kids. This allergy often appears early and, 
unfortunately, is usually here to stay. The risk isn’t just about eating peanuts - sometimes 
even traces from shared equipment can cause a reaction. 

Childhood Allergens 

Milk comes in close behind, mainly affecting children. For some, this allergy fades with age, 
but many will never outgrow it. The tricky part? Milk shows up in a huge range of processed 
foods, from bread to baked goods to even deli meats. 

Lifelong Risks 

Shellfish is mostly a problem for adults, and it doesn’t usually go away. Both types - 
crustaceans (shrimp, crab) and mollusks (oysters, clams) - make ER visits all too common 



for shellfish-allergic folks.​
Tree nuts like walnuts, almonds, and cashews are also major allergens that stick around for 
life. Just like with peanuts, even a tiny amount can spark dangerous food allergy symptoms. 

The FDA’s “Big 9” allergen list also includes eggs, soy, wheat, fish, and sesame. Although 
scientists have documented more than 170 foods that can trigger reactions, these major nine 
are responsible for most food allergy emergencies. 

Staying Up-to-Date 

Food trends and new ingredients mean it’s important to stay alert - for yourself, your kids, 
and anyone you feed. Early awareness and understanding the most common food allergies 
are keys to safer everyday choices. 

Tip: Use separate utensils when preparing meals for guests with known allergies - 
even shared tongs or cutting boards can trigger reactions. 

SUGGESTED DESIGN 

Allergen Common Foods to Watch Out For Risk Level 

Peanuts Peanut butter, baked goods, sauces High (often lifelong) 

Milk Cheese, yogurt, processed foods High (esp. in kids) 

Shellfish Shrimp, crab, oysters High (adults) 

Tree Nuts Almonds, walnuts, cashews High 

Eggs Baked goods, pasta, dressings Moderate–High 

Soy Soy sauce, tofu, vegetarian 
products 

Moderate 

Wheat Bread, pasta, cereals Moderate 

Fish Salmon, tuna, anchovies Moderate 

Sesame Hummus, tahini, baked goods Increasingly common 

 

Prevention and Treatment: Living Safely with Food 
Allergies 
Living with food allergies isn’t just about avoiding certain foods - it takes smart planning, 
consistent education, and always being prepared just in case. 

Start with prevention. That means reading labels like a pro, asking questions at restaurants, 
double-checking party menus, and teaching kids how to self-advocate. The FDA now 



requires clear allergen labeling on packaged foods, which helps, but vigilance at social 
events and public places is still a must. It’s also important to know that “may contain traces 
of…” or “produced in a facility with…” statements are voluntary, not required by law which is 
a common misunderstanding for many families. 

Strategies for Safer Spaces 

Schools and workplaces can set up allergy-friendly zones, posting reminders and training 
staff. Kids do best when they’re taught what to look out for themselves and know who to call 
for help. 

Emergency Preparedness 

No plan is complete without emergency tools. An epinephrine auto-injector (like an EpiPen) 
should be close at hand for anyone with severe allergies. Teachers and caregivers need 
practice recognizing  lip swelling, wheezing, or sudden drowsiness that are symptoms of 
food allergies and acting fast. Keeping written action plans posted and up to date takes extra 
stress out of a crisis. Medical alerts bracelets or necklaces can give responders crucial info 
in seconds. 

Keep Learning, Stay Connected 

Check in with your allergist for new treatments or research updates. Support groups such as 
KFA (Kids With Food Allergies) or FARE’s online forums either online or face-to-face - offer 
advice, comfort, and real-life tips for food allergy safety. Pulling all these strategies together 
means a safer, freer life for people with food allergies, and peace of mind for everyone 
around them. 

Tip: Store backup epinephrine in multiple places - school, bag, home, and car. 
Seconds matter in an emergency. 

 

Building Supportive Communities for People With Food 
Allergies 
Creating safe and welcoming environments for people with food allergies is a shared 
responsibility that stretches across schools, restaurants, workplaces, and communities. 

At school, collaborative planning is key: families, teachers, and nurses should work together 
to set up custom allergy plans and make sure staff know what to do in an emergency. 
Cafeterias and restaurants play their part with transparent ingredient lists and well-trained 
employees who understand how to stop cross-contact before it happens. 

Workplaces matter, too. They can support those with food allergies by stocking safe snacks, 
offering allergy-aware catering during meetings, and encouraging open conversations about 
food safety. Parents and caregivers can push for consistent allergy protocols at sports 
events, daycare, or camps - so every child can join in without fear. 



Normalizing Allergy Awareness in Public Spaces 

Public education campaigns help bust myths and encourage open talk about food allergy 
symptoms, risks, and responses. These efforts make it less likely for anyone with an allergy 
to feel left out or anxious. Companies, health workers, and local organizations can team up 
to offer training or resources, so everyone - from family to neighbors to coaches - 
understands how to spot trouble and help fast. 

When entire communities commit to sharing knowledge and supporting each other, people 
with food allergies can live more confidently. The goal? Make food allergy awareness a 
normal part of community life - so no one’s safety is an afterthought. 

Tip: Organize a “food allergy awareness week” at schools or local organizations to 
help normalize safe practices and encourage education. 

 

Conclusion 
Food allergies affect millions, but clear information and thoughtful action can make them 
easier to manage. By learning the symptoms of food allergies, recognizing the most common 
triggers, and understanding the difference between allergy and intolerance, anyone can help 
make homes, classrooms, and public places safer. With open communication, prevention 
strategies, and a readiness to respond in emergencies, families and communities can 
confidently support those navigating food allergies, turning a challenge into something 
everyone has the power to address together. 

 

FAQs 
Q: How common are food allergies among children in the United States?​
A: Food allergies affect about 1 in 13 children in the United States. This means nearly 8% of 
children live with a food allergy, making awareness of food allergy symptoms essential for 
families and teachers. 

Q: What are the main differences between food allergy symptoms and food 
intolerance symptoms?​
A: Food allergy symptoms involve the immune system and can happen quickly, such as 
hives or trouble breathing. Food intolerance symptoms, like stomach cramps or gas, develop 
gradually and do not cause severe reactions like anaphylaxis. 

Q: What are the most common food allergies causing reactions in the U.S.?​
A: Peanuts, milk, shellfish, and tree nuts remain the most common food allergies in the U.S., 
especially among children. Together, these foods account for most severe allergic reactions 
that require fast emergency care. 

Q: How can you manage food allergies safely at school or public places?​



A: Managing food allergies involves strict avoidance of known allergens, clear food labeling, 
staff training, and having epinephrine auto-injectors ready for emergencies. Education and 
action plans help create safer environments for everyone. 
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