
AT one time or another, you’ve prob ably come across someone who is lactose intol er ant and might
exper i ence some unpleas ant gut symp toms if they have dairy. Maybe it’s you — food intol er ances
are estim ated to affect up to 25% of Aus trali ans and New Zeal anders.

Mean while, cow’s milk allergy is one of the most com mon food aller gies in infants and young
chil dren, affect ing about one in 100 infants.
But what’s the diff er ence between food aller gies and food intol er ances? While they might seem
alike, there are some fun da mental diff er ences between the two.
What is an allergy?
Aus tralia has one of the highest rates of food aller gies in the world. Food aller gies can develop at
any age but are more com mon in chil dren, affect ing more than 10% of 1 year olds and 6% of chil -
dren at age 10.
A food allergy hap pens when the body’s immune sys tem mis takenly reacts to cer tain foods as if
they were dan ger ous. The most com mon foods that trig ger aller gies include eggs, pea nuts and
other nuts, milk, shell fish, fish, soy and wheat.
Mild to mod er ate signs of food allergy include a swollen face, lips or eyes; hives or welts on your
skin; or vomit ing. A severe aller gic reac tion (called ana phyl axis) can cause trouble breath ing, per -
sist ent dizzi ness or col lapse.
What is an intol er ance?
Food intol er ances (some times called non aller gic reac tions) are also reac tions to food, but they
don’t involve your immune sys tem.
For example, lactose intol er ance is a meta bolic con di tion that hap pens when the body doesn’t
pro duce enough lactase. This enzyme is needed to break down the lactose (a type of sugar) in dairy
products.
Food intol er ances can also include reac tions to nat ural chem ic als in foods (such as sali cyl ates,
found in some fruits, veget ables, herbs and spices) and prob lems with arti fi cial pre ser vat ives or
fla vour enhan cers.
Symp toms of food intol er ances can include an upset stom ach, head aches and fatigue, among oth -
ers.
Food intol er ances don’t cause life threat en ing reac tions (ana phyl axis) so are less dan ger ous than
aller gies in the short term, although they can cause prob lems in the longer term such as mal nu tri -
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tion. We don’t know a lot about how com mon food intol er ances are, but they appear to be more
com monly repor ted than aller gies. They can develop at any age.
It can be con fus ing
Some foods, such as pea nuts and tree nuts, are more often asso ci ated with allergy. Other foods or
ingredi ents, such as caff eine, are more often asso ci ated with intol er ance. Mean while, cer tain
foods, such as cow’s milk and wheat or glu ten (a pro tein found in wheat, rye and bar ley), can cause
both aller gic and non aller gic reac tions in diff er ent people. But these reac tions, even when they’re
caused by the same foods, are quite diff er ent.
For example, chil dren with a cow’s milk allergy can react to very small amounts of milk, and ser i -
ous reac tions (such as throat swell ing or di�  culty breath ing) can hap pen within minutes. Con -
versely, many people with lactose intol er ance can tol er ate small amounts of lactose without
symp toms. There are other diff er ences too. Cow’s milk allergy is more com mon in chil dren,
though many infants will grow out of this allergy dur ing child hood. Lactose intol er ance is more
com mon in adults, but can also some times be tem por ary. One type of lactose intol er ance, sec ond -
ary lactase defi ciency, can be caused by dam age to the gut after infec tion or with med ic a tion use
(such as anti bi ot ics or can cer treat ment). This can go away by itself when the under ly ing con di tion
resolves or the per son stops using the rel ev ant med ic a tion.
Whether an allergy or intol er ance is likely to be lifelong depends on the food and the reason that
the child or adult is react ing to it.
Aller gies to some foods, such as milk, egg, wheat and soy, often resolve dur ing child hood, whereas
aller gies to nuts, fish or shell fish, often (but not always) per sist into adult hood. We don’t know
much about how likely chil dren are to grow out of diff er ent types of food intol er ances.
How do you find out what’s wrong?
If you think you may have a food allergy or intol er ance, see a doc tor.
Allergy tests help doc tors find out which foods might be caus ing your aller gic reac tions (but can’t
dia gnose food intol er ances). There are two com mon types: skin prick tests and blood tests. In a
skin prick test, doc tors put tiny amounts of aller gens (the things that can cause aller gies) on your
skin and make small pricks to see if your body reacts.
A blood test checks for aller gen spe cific immun o globulin E (IgE) anti bod ies in your blood that
show if you might be aller gic to a par tic u lar food.
Food intol er ances can be tricky to fig ure out because the symp toms depend on what foods you eat
and how much. To dia gnose them, doc tors look at your health his tory, and may do some tests
(such as a breath test). They may ask you to keep a record of foods you eat and
Food intol er ances are estim ated to affect up to 25% of New Zeal anders. tim ing of symp toms. A
tem por ary elim in a tion diet, where you stop eat ing cer tain foods, can also help to work out which
foods you might be intol er ant to. But this should only be done with the help of a doc tor or dieti tian,
because elim in at ing par tic u lar foods can lead to nutri tional defi cien cies, espe cially in chil dren.
Is there a cure?
There’s cur rently no cure for food aller gies or intol er ances. For aller gies in par tic u lar, it’s import -
ant to strictly avoid aller gens. This means read ing food labels care fully and being vigil ant when
eat ing out. However, research ers are study ing a treat ment called oral immun o ther apy, which may
help some people with food aller gies become less sens it ive to cer tain foods.
Whether you have a food allergy or intol er ance, your doc tor or dieti tian can help you ensure you’re
eat ing the right foods. — thecon ver sa tion.com
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