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“I agree with Dr. Taylor’s comments. As for the last question about attempting to build 
up tolerance by consuming small amounts of food, I must re-emphasize that this 
practice is strongly discouraged, except perhaps in a very controlled medical setting. 
True food allergy can be a serious business, with – at times – life threatening 
consequences. Even though well-meaning friends or relatives may trivialize this  
issue, patients and parents of patients must remain mindful and vigilant while at  
the same time not becoming unduly anxious.”

Dr. Peter Baum is a local board-certified immunologist/ 
allergist with the Kishwaukee Physician Group.

Farm & Food

Food Allergies

Why has there been an 
increase in food allergies?

You’ve probably heard someone 
ask these questions, or even asked 
them yourself. Best Food Facts 
reached out to Dr. Stephen Taylor, 
Professor and Co-Director of the 
University of Nebraska Food 
Allergy Research & Resource 
Program, for his expert insight on 
the question of why there has been 
an increase in food allergies in 
recent years.

He doubts any experts would 
hypothesize that chemicals used in 
food production play a role in the 
prevalence of food allergies. He 
explains other theories that seem 
much more plausible, but have 
not been proven, like cleanliness, 
c-section births and avoidance of 
specific foods.

Is there an increase in the 
prevalence of food allergies or 
does it just seem that way?

Dr. Taylor: “Most experts do 
believe that there’s a genuine 
increase in food allergies. Certainly, 

“Why is there such an increase 
in food-related allergies, such as 
peanut, eggs, and gluten? Could 
it be the chemicals that are 
used in the production of food?”

Local Physician’s Perspective

diagnoses have improved over the last 
25 years, so some of the increase may 
just be attributable to better diagnoses. 
Even so, there’s been a genuine 
increase in doctor-diagnosed food 
allergies as well. Self-diagnosed food 
allergies are not very reliable.” ►
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Can you explain the difference 
between food allergy and food 
intolerance?

Dr. Taylor: “My definition is that 
allergies are abnormal responses of 
the human immune system to natural-
ly-occurring proteins in foods. More 
than one kind of immune mechanism 
can be involved. Peanut allergy, for 
example, has a different immune 
mechanism than gluten sensitivity. 

There are also intolerances due to 
foods that do not involve abnormal 
responses of the immune system 
and for the most part, those illnesses 
have milder symptoms. For example, 
lactose intolerance leads some people 
to restrict their dairy product intake, 
but they don’t have to avoid it nearly 
as carefully as someone with a true 
milk allergy.”

Why is there such an increase in 
food-related allergies, such as 
peanut, eggs, and gluten?

Dr. Taylor: “Well, experts really 
don’t know for sure why there is an 
increase in food-related allergies, but 
there are several theories.

The one that’s gotten the most 
publicity is called the hygiene hy-
pothesis. It hypothesizes that we’re 
too clean and, therefore, our immune 
system doesn’t have very much 
to be concerned about. Instead, it 
becomes mischievous and gives us 
allergies. It’s been very well noted that 
consumers in societies where hygiene 
is not that high seem to have lower 
prevalence of food allergies.

Another theory that has been 
pretty clearly demonstrated is the 
increase in prevalence of birth by 
caesarean section because a baby born 
by caesarean does not acquire his 

mother’s gastrointestinal bacteria 
during the birthing process. The im-
munities that the baby might acquire 
during the birthing process may be 
quite important in preventing the 
development of food allergies, so 
babies born via caesarean seem to 
be at higher risk.

Another theory that’s been 
discussed but has little proof is the 
change in weaning practices that 
have occurred over the last three 

decades. We put 
a lot of emphasis 
on avoiding 
solid foods and 
weaning babies a 
little bit later in 
life, sometimes at 

two-to-three years old. And it seems 
like a good idea to avoid allergens 
in food, but that may not be the 
best course. There’s some evidence 
that suggests early introduction 
of certain kinds of solid foods 
into the baby’s diet may actually 
promote tolerance of those foods, 
rather than the development of 
food allergies. Recently completed 
research in England indicates that 

early ingestion of 
peanuts may help 
to prevent the 
development of 
peanut allergy, 
but parents should 
seek advice from 
their pediatrician 
or allergist because there are some 
important caveats to that advice.”

Is it true that some allergists 
have people consume small 
amounts of foods they’re  
allergic to in order to build  
up tolerance?

Dr. Taylor: “I would suggest that 
people talk to their allergists before 
they try that. The allergist may, in 
some cases, suggest periodically trying 
the food to see if you’ve outgrown 
your allergy, but you should do that 
only with expert advice. It can be a 
risky proposition as it is really hard 
to control the dose. It has to be done 
under expert medical guidance; doing 
it at home is not recommended.” ■

Adapted from www.bestfoodfacts.org, a site admin-
istered by The Center for Food Integrity. Used with 
permission.

Some theories suggest that cleanliness, 
c-section births and avoidance of specific foods 
play a role in the prevalance of food allergies.


