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I. INTRODUCTION

Virtually all food allergens are proteins, al-
though only a small percentage of the many pro-
teins in foods are allergens.! Any food that con-
tains protein has the potential to cause allergic
reactions in some individuals. However, a few
foods or food groups are known to cause allergies
on a more frequent basis than other foods. At a
1995 consultation on food allergies sponsored by
the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), a
group of international experts confirmed that pea-
nuts, soybeans, crustacea, fish, cow’s milk, eggs,
tree nuts, and wheat are the most common aller-
genic foods.? These foods are responsible for over
90% of serious allergic reactions to foods. Aller-
gies to certain fresh fruits and vegetables are also
rather common, but the allergens tend to be labile
to processing and cooking and the symptoms are
mild and confined primarily to the oropharyngeal
area.’ The prevalence of allergic sensitivities to
specific foods varies from one country to another
depending on the frequency with which the food
is eaten in that country and the typical age at its
introduction into the diet. For example, peanuts
are a much more frequent cause of food allergies
in the U.S. than in most other countries. Ameri-
cans eat peanuts more often and introduce peanut
butter into the diet of children at an early age. The
Japanese probably experience more soybean and
rice allergies than some other cultures because of
the frequency of these two foods in the Japanese
diet.? Scandinavians have a high incidence of
codfish allergy* for similar reasons.
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Table 1 provides a listing of the most com-
mon allergenic foods and food groups compiled
from a thorough search of the medical literature.
Too many studies have been conducted to allow
citation of the entire body of medical literature;
citations reflect the most relevant studies docu-
menting the allergenicity of those foods. Such
hallmark studies have comparatively large groups
of patients and use the most objective diagnostic
criteria, such as double-blind, placebo-controlled
food challenge trials (DBPCFC). For some of the
individual foods within an allergenic food group,
only a few published accounts of allergic reac-
tions can be found. For example, allergic reac-
tions to certain tree nuts, such as pistachio or
macadamia, are rarely reported, probably due to
less frequent consumption.

Table 2 provides a listing of the less common
allergenic foods. Only some of the foods listed in
this table have been documented to cause severe,
life-threatening allergic reactions. Citations are
provided to studies and/or case reports that docu-
ment the allergenicity of those particular foods.
The absence of a particular food on this list may
not mean that it is nonallergenic, but may indicate
that its allergenicity has not been documented.
Conversely, the presence of a specific food on the
list merely indicates that it has been listed in one
or more reports as a cause of food allergy and
does not indicate the prevalence or potential as an
allergenic food.

Obviously, considerable differences exist in
the quality of the information used to establish the
allergenicity of each specific food appearing in
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TABLE 1

Common Allergenic Foods and Food Groups

Food Ref.
Crustacea 26, 39, 45, 46, 51, 143, 145, 156, 199, 253
(shrimp, lobster, crab)
Egg 23, 26, 27, 35, 36, 67, 101, 172, 173, 199, 200, 201, 202, 203
Fish 1, 35, 36, 78, 84, 86, 101, 126, 128, 161, 198, 199, 200, 201, 202, 253
Mitk 23, 26, 27, 35, 36, 79, 101, 172, 173, 175, 198, 199, 200, 201, 202, 203, 211
Peanuts 17, 25, 26, 27, 35, 101, 117, 198, 199, 200, 201, 202, 203, 254, 255
Soybeans 17, 28, 25, 27, 101, 198, 199, 200, 201, 202, 203, 255
Tree nuts 3,5,7, 8,13, 14, 16, 18, 26, 27, 30, 62, 63, 65, 77, 93, 94, 102, 103, 141, 155, 165,
173, 181, 190, 204, 214, 237
Wheat 4,11, 12, 26, 35, 36, 51, 101, 117, 120, 198, 199, 200, 201, 202, 203

Note: This table was compiled using literature searches of the Agricola (1972 to July 1994) and

Medline (1966 to July 1994) databases.

Table 2. Supporting data range from highly ob-
jective DBPCFCs to anecdotal reports based pri-
marily on clinical histories. Reports were not in-
cluded in the summary if they were based on
histories of controversial symptoms not widely
acknowledged as being caused by allergic reac-
tions to foods, or if the supporting clinical data
were based solely on controversial diagnostic tech-
niques. Table 2 provides information on symp-
toms, age of patients, and the supportive diagnos-
tic data provided in those reports.

The variability in symptoms is quite large
both between individual patients and between
different studies (groups of patients). Even indi-
vidual patients display variable responses depend-
ing on such factors as the exposure dose to the
offending food. Certainly, some symptoms are
more serious than others. Systemic anaphylaxis,
asthma, and laryngeal edema are potentially life-
threatening. Some foods are primarily associated
with mild adverse reactions, such as the so-called
oral allergy syndrome, which is associated with

itching, hives, and other mild reactions in the
oropharyngeal area only after ingestion of fresh
fruits, and only rarely with systemic reactions.?

DBPCFCs represent the most objective diag-
nostic approach to establish a cause-and-effect
relationship between ingestion of a food and an
allergic reaction.’ Other types of challenge stud-
ies, such as the single-blind and open, are also
useful, but are somewhat less objective than the
DBPCFC. Challenge trials establish a cause-and-
effect relationship between ingestion of the food
and the onset of symptoms in a sensitized indi-
vidual. However, they do not establish an allergic
mechanism behind the illness.

Table 2 also provides information relating to
results of skin tests, immunoassays, and hista-
mine release tests that do provide evidence of an
IgE-mediated allergic mechanism for the illness.
However, these tests alone are insufficient to es-
tablish a cause-and-effect relationship because
false positives, and to a lesser extent, false nega-
tives do occur.®

Please note that the bibliography for this section of text follows the list of references and appears on page S89.
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