Brought to you by Dr. Cindy Haines, Managing Editor of Physician's Briefing-a division of the HealthDay news service. 

Dr. Cindy: Providing Empowerment through Information.

Going Nuts Over Food Allergies? Some Stats and Facts from Dr. Cindy:

-Over 50 million Americans suffer from any type of allergy
-10-12 million Americans have a food allergy (or food allergies)

-The most common food allergy is seafood (approx. 6.9 million Americans)

-Second most common: peanuts/tree nuts (approx. 3.3 million Americans)

-Food allergies affect about 3% of American adults and 5% of American children

· Approx. 2.2 million school-age children are affected

· 1 in 15 to 17 children younger than 3 years of age is affected

-There are 8 foods responsible for 90% of all food allergies:

· Peanuts
· Tree nuts
· Fish
· Shellfish
· Wheat
· Soy
· Milk
· Eggs

-Food allergies can sometimes be outgrown, although nut and seafood allergies are among those more likely to stay with you 

What exactly is a food allergy?

An allergy is an over-reaction of your immune system. Your immune system mounts an attack against a usually harmless substance. In the case of food allergy, the substance is a food protein.

The symptoms of allergy include hives, itching, swelling, nausea/vomiting and diarrhea. Severe cases can result in anaphylaxis, a potentially life-threatening condition, symptoms of which include sudden drops in blood pressure and breathing difficulties.

What is not a food allergy?

There are other reactions to specific foods or food groups that people may think are allergy that, in fact, are something other than an allergic reaction. These include food intolerance (such as being lactose-intolerant and feeling off after having dairy) or hypersensitivity (such as getting "all-hyped-up" on sugar).

While food allergies tend to be under-diagnosed by docs and over-diagnosed by parents, the truth lies somewhere in between.

Results of one study revealed that, of a group of children whose parents were sure they had a food allergy, only 39 percent had the diagnosis confirmed.

Why does it seem like there are so many more people with a food allergy these days?

The jury is still out on this one, however, experts agree that there has been a significant increase in the number of food allergies seen over the last 20-30 years.

Some theories as to why:

1. The hygiene hypothesis

We have done such a great job protecting ourselves from disease and sanitizing our environments, perhaps our immune systems are bored and looking for something to do.

2. Exposure too early
We may be introducing foods too early, before our children's intestinal tracts are mature, which may sensitize them to certain foods. This may even occur pre-natally or when breastfeeding.

3. Our over-processed world

Over-processed foods mean exposure to many substances we may not even be aware of.

4. Global warming

Another theory suggests that the environmental changes seen with global warming may play a role in setting us up for heightened immune reactions (due to shifts in the atmospheric allergy load).

What to do?

1. Prevent

· Avoid potential allergens in your diet when pregnant and when breastfeeding.

· Delay introduction of solid foods for children until they are at least 6 months old; delay longer for potentially allergenic foods or if there is family history of allergy.
· Don't smoke and avoid secondhand smoke. 
· Take control of your environment: Read labels. Cook more rather than eating out. Eat a variety of foods (repetition of food can trigger allergy to it in some).
2. Know the signs

· Be familiar with the true signs of allergy (see above).

3. Keep a food diary

· Keep track of what you eat and when so you can spot the trends.

4. Get tested 

· The only way to know for sure if you or your loved one has a food allergy is to see your doctor and get tested and accurately diagnosed. 
· Your doctor can also assist you in your management program.
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