Food Allergy vs Food Intolerance: What's the Difference?
Have you ever eaten a food and felt unwell afterwards? Many people assume they have a food allergy, but food allergies and food intolerances are very different conditions. Understanding the difference is important because the risks, symptoms, and management strategies vary significantly.
What is a Food Allergy?
A food allergy occurs when the body's immune system mistakenly identifies a food protein as harmful and launches an immune response.
There are two main types of food allergy: IgE-mediated and non-IgE-mediated food allergy.
IgE-Mediated Food Allergy
IgE-mediated allergies involve the immune system producing Immunoglobulin E (IgE) antibodies against specific foods. Symptoms typically occur rapidly, often within minutes to two hours of eating the food.
Symptoms May Include:
· Itching or tingling in the mouth 
· Hives (raised, itchy rash) 
· Swelling of the lips, tongue, face, or throat 
· Wheezing or difficulty breathing 
· Dizziness or fainting 
· Vomiting 
· Anaphylaxis, a severe and potentially life-threatening allergic reaction 
Because of the risk of anaphylaxis, IgE-mediated food allergies should be assessed and managed by an immunologist or allergy specialist.
Non-IgE-Mediated Food Allergy
Non-IgE-mediated food allergies involve a different part of the immune system and tend to cause delayed symptoms, often developing hours or even days after consuming the food.
Symptoms May Include:
· Reflux 
· Vomiting 
· Diarrhoea 
· Constipation 
· Abdominal pain 
· Feeding difficulties in infants and children 
· Eczema flare-ups in some individuals 
Unlike IgE-mediated allergies, non-IgE food allergies do not cause anaphylaxis.
It is possible to have a combination of IgE and non-IgE mediated food allergies
Diagnosis is usually based on a careful clinical history and a structured elimination and reintroduction trial. The suspected food is removed from the diet for a period of time and then gradually reintroduced to assess tolerance and confirm whether symptoms recur.
A dietitian can play an important role in supporting diagnosis and management while ensuring nutritional adequacy.
Common Food Allergens
In the UK, foods containing any of the 14 most common foods allergens must have the allergen highlighted in bold on the food packaging.
Common food allergens include:
· Cow's milk 
· Eggs 
· Cereals containing gluten (Wheat, barley, rye) 
· Peanuts 
· Tree nuts 
· Fish 
· Shellfish (crustaceans and molluscs)
· Soya 
· Sesame seeds
· Celery
· Lupin
· Mustard
· Sulphites
Useful websites for further information:
Allergy UK | National Charity
https://www.anaphylaxis.org.uk
Home - BSACI
https://allaboutallergy.net

What is a Food Intolerance?
A food intolerance does not involve the immune system. Instead, it occurs when the body has difficulty digesting or processing certain foods or food components.
Symptoms are often unpleasant but are not usually life-threatening.
Common Symptoms of Food Intolerance
· Bloating 
· Excess wind 
· Abdominal pain 
· Diarrhoea 
· Constipation 
· Nausea 
· Fatigue 
· Headaches (in some individuals) 
Symptoms may occur several hours after eating and often depend on the amount consumed.
Common Food Intolerances
· Lactose intolerance 
· Sensitivity to caffeine 
· Intolerance to certain food additives 
· Sensitivity to FODMAPs 

Food Allergy vs Food Intolerance at a Glance
	Food Allergy
	Food Intolerance

	Involves the immune system
	Does not involve the immune system

	Includes IgE and non-IgE types
	Does not involve allergy mechanisms

	Can occur after tiny amounts
	Usually dose-dependent

	Symptoms may be immediate or delayed
	Symptoms are often delayed

	IgE allergies can cause anaphylaxis
	Does not cause anaphylaxis

	Requires medical assessment
	Often managed through dietary modification



Beware of Self-Diagnosis
Many people eliminate foods unnecessarily after reading online advice or using unvalidated food sensitivity tests. Restricting foods without a clear diagnosis can increase the risk of nutritional deficiencies and may make symptoms harder to interpret.
Many gastrointestinal symptoms can have causes other than food allergy or intolerance, including:
· Irritable Bowel Syndrome (IBS) 
· Coeliac disease 
· Inflammatory bowel disease 
· Stress and anxiety 
· Medication side effects 
Obtaining the correct diagnosis is the first step towards effective treatment.

How a Dietitian Can Help
At The Dietetic Clinic, we support individuals and families with:
· Suspected non-IgE food allergies 
· Food intolerance investigations 
· Elimination and reintroduction diets 
· Nutritional assessment during food exclusion 
· Building tolerance where appropriate 
· Managing digestive symptoms while maintaining a balanced diet 
If you suspect a food-related reaction, professional assessment can help identify the cause and prevent unnecessary dietary restriction.
Need support with food allergies, intolerances, or digestive symptoms? Contact The Dietetic Clinic to book an appointment with a registered dietitian and receive evidence-based, personalised advice.
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