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Introduction to Food Allergies,
Intolerance and Coeliac Disease

Management Guide

Food Allergies

Facts

• Food allergy affects 1-2% of adults & around 6-8%
of children in the UK

• 1 in 50 children in the UK has a nut allergy

• 30,000 cases of hospitalisation are due to
anaphylaxis every year

• Up to 10 deaths a year in the UK are caused by nut
allergies

• High risk categories are young children and the 15-
25 year age group.

Food Allergy

An extreme and severe allergic reaction. The whole
body is affected, often within minutes of exposure to
the substance which causes the allergic reaction
(allergen) but sometimes after hours. Sometimes a
secondary reaction can happen afterwards, but the
times can vary dependent on the person.

Reactions that individuals experience can include

• generalised flushing of the skin, (hives) anywhere
on the body

• swelling of face, lips and eyes

• swelling of throat and mouth and difficulty in
swallowing or speaking

• alterations in heart rate, dizziness, collapse and
unconsciousness

• severe asthma – difficult or noisy breathing,
wheeze or persistent cough

• abdominal pain, nausea and vomiting 

• tingling mouth, runny / itchy nose, sneezing

• Stomach cramps, nausea, vomiting

Note: Allergies can come on at any time in a person’s life. 

Coeliac Disease 

Facts

• 1 in 100 people in the UK are diagnosed with
Coeliac disease

• Currently diagnosis is thought to be 15% under
diagnosed

• Coeliac disease can cause some to become lactose
intolerance, this can be temporary until the gut
heals or permanent if symptoms persist

What is Coeliac Disease

It is an autoimmune disease, where the gut reacts to
gluten, preventing the body from absorbing nutrients
& vitamins which can cause the body to react in 
many ways.

When someone with coeliac disease eats gluten, their
immune system reacts by damaging the lining (villi) of
the small intestine which absorbs all the body’s
nutrients and vitamins.

Reactions

Some coeliacs are non-symptomatic and may not suffer
any reactions, however that is not say that internal
damage isn’t taking place when they consume gluten.

There are a range of symptoms which affect individuals
differently

• gastrointestinal symptoms, such as nausea and
vomiting and diarrhoea

• deficiency in iron, vitamin B12 or folic acid 

• weight loss 

• mouth ulcers

• hair loss 

• skin rash

• osteoporosis, joint and/or bone pain



Intolerances
A reaction to foods or drink caused by an enzyme
deficiency or reactions in the digestive tract, thus
causing an inability to digest foods efficiently.

With food intolerances, an abnormal immune system
response results in the body making antibodies to
'fight off' a food. However, some people suffer
symptoms after eating certain foods even when they
are not producing antibodies against them. 

Intolerances are NOT medically diagnosed and can only
really be confirmed by an elimination diet. 

This does not however mean that we should take them
less seriously, as symptoms can sometimes last longer
and have a long-term effect on the sufferer.

The symptoms of food intolerance are largely abdominal
and gastrointestinal, which can then cause muscular
pain and/or headaches. 

Note: Intolerance sufferers may tell you they have an
allergy or coeliac disease to make you take them more
seriously, and it should also be noted that intolerant
sufferers can sometimes tolerate a small amount of
the foods that affect them. 

Tip: If someone informs you they have an intolerance
and then consumes the food after you have warned
them about the dish containing their problem food, we
recommended keeping a log to record that all relevant
information was given to the customer to ensure the
meal was safe to eat.

Emergency action
Anaphylaxis is a severe allergic reaction and is
potentially life threatening. It normally occurs after
someone with a severe allergy is exposed to the
substance they are allergic to (normally food, an insect
sting or medicine). ALWAYS treat anaphylaxis as a
medical emergency, requiring immediate treatment.

If an allergic customer becomes ill, it is likely that
person – or someone with them – will state that he/she
is suffering an allergic reaction. They may use the
word “ANAPHYLAXIS”

Immediately send someone to dial 999 giving the
following information:

• “This is an emergency. A customer has collapsed,
and we believe they are suffering from anaphylaxis.”
(Pronounced Ana-fill-axis)

• Ask other customers if there is a Doctor in the
restaurant if the ambulance has not arrived and
the patient is becoming very unwell

• Any staff trained in First Aid should make a point
of learning what to do if someone suffers from
anaphylaxis. (Use the persons adrenaline auto-
injector device, as appropriate)

Tip: Have a sign by the telephone with details of your
address and actions as listed above for staff
awareness. The person having a reaction may never
have reacted to the food before and if doubt and
symptoms are present call 999

The Law
The FIR regulations which came into force in 2014 are
in place to enable the consumer to make an informed
decision about their choice of food and to make eating
out safer and an improved experience for allergen
sufferers. Statistics show that the number of adults
suffering from a food related allergy or intolerance has
increased to an estimated 21 million in the UK. 

The primary cause of food allergy deaths in the UK is due
to allergic reactions when food is consumed outside the
home where allergic ingredients have not been declared.

Therefore, these regulations were brought in to
stipulate that any business serving food to a
consumer, be it free or charged, needs to be able to
supply information on the ingredients. Specifically,
they need to highlight if the dish contains any of the
14 major allergens listed in the regulations.

There are several ways in which this information can
be given, such as the examples below What is not
allowed is to state that “You do NOT know”

• orally when requested

• specification sheets for all menu items

• signage indicating availability of information

• descriptions on menus to include the allergen 

• display cards above each dish stating “Allergens
contained within the item”

• have an allocated person on duty who is aware of
the allergenic and coeliac customer requirements 

Food Allergy Aware have a fully formatted colour coded
excel sheet which can be downloaded for FREE to find
out more visit: www.fatc.co.uk/allergen-matrix/ 

The Regulations apply to pre-packed and non pre-packed
foods.

Prepacked foods including but not limited to confectionary,
sandwiches, cakes, biscuits and ready meals. 

These are bought as pre-wrapped, labelled and intended
for the final consumer or to caterers. The consumer must
be informed if any prepacked food contains allergens
as there is no opportunity for direct communication
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between producer and customer and contents cannot
be altered without opening or changing the packaging.

Your suppliers are obligated to supply you with full
ingredient information for all products supplied.

Non-prepacked foods include meals that are cooked
and served, such as a restaurant, cafeteria ,take-away,
and mobile caterers. 

To find out more about the regulations and any
exemptions please speak to Food Allergy Aware and
read this guidance.
www.food.gov.uk/sites/default/files/food-allergen-
labelling-technical-guidance.pdf

Food Allergy Policy
To help manage the regulations and cater successfully for
FreeFrom customers, we recommend you develop a food
allergy policy, either as part of your HACCP procedure or
as a separate document. The policy can be adapted for an
internal version for your staff on policies and procedures
and an external version for your website for customers to
review. Some areas you may want to consider could be:

Food Allergy Aware can offer advise and assist in
developing such policies. 

Cross contamination should be considered at all stages
and the risks assessed. 

Training is an important factor in successful FreeFrom
catering and should be appropriate to the role and level
of responsibility for the member of staff. Face to face
training enables discussion and highlights the importance
of allergen awareness for staff. Online training should
be backed up with practical exercises to ensure a firm
understanding of responsibilities have been grasped.

Cross contamination, is the transfer of allergens from
a source to an item that does not contain them. This can
be by direct or indirect means. Examples of this could
be flour used to roll out pizza dough which may be
present in the atmosphere and could settle on gluten
free dishes , liquid from defrosting shell fish could drip
onto meat if stored incorrectly in the same fridge and
cooking chips in the same fryer as battered fish.

Cross contamination is a major concern for food allergy
sufferers as in some cases the tiniest trace of a food

allergen can trigger severe symptoms and may cause a
near fatal or fatal reaction. It is not enough to remove
the food from a plate a fresh dish should be prepared.

Customers must trust that their food is “safe to eat”
and that risks of cross contamination have been
minimised. At all stages of food manufacture
production and service strict controls should be in
place to prevent cross contamination and these should
be documented and monitored.

May Contains:
The FIR regulations do not currently cover ‘May Contains’
The regulations states “Precautionary allergen labelling
should only be used following a thorough risk
assessment, when you think there is a real risk of
allergen cross contamination that cannot be eliminated. 

©Food Allergy Aware

We would advise not to use disclaimer statements like
“All our foods could contain ….” Or on your web site
“Ask a member of staff about our allergy information”

Why provide for the FreeFrom customer?
“FreeFrom offering adds growth to your business” –
27% of UK population now avoiding some food or
other as part of a ‘healthy lifestyle (Mintel) – 55% of
those consuming freefrom food do not have a medical
problem but do so from choice (Mintel)

Although the main growth in market is from those
choosing to buy freefrom it is still underpinned by growth
in allergy, coeliac disease and immune and/or health
conditions which benefit from a restricted diet, and
that is still growing and does not look like stopping any
time soon. 1 in 6 (17%) of the UK population consider
themselves to have a food allergy or intolerance, most
not diagnosed by a medical professional and nearly a
quarter (23%) of UK households include at least one
allergy or intolerance sufferer (YouGov 2016)

13% of the population are cutting down gluten, while
a further 8% would like to. 1 in 7 are cutting down
their intake of dairy (YouGov 2016)

55% of those with a sensitivity to gluten also have a
sensitivity to dairy, and 58% of those who are cutting
down on gluten are also cutting down on dairy
(YouGov 2016)
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• training

• menu creation

• storage 

• cooking methods,

• communication

• suppliers 

• preparation

• service & buffets

• events & bookings

• housekeeping 



Case Study: Indigo Restaurant, One Aldwych, London

In the main the FreeFrom customer will research on
your website and social media before visiting your
venue and as demonstrated above, the number of

people who need positive FreeFrom catering is
significant. Therefore the more information you have
available will encourage the FreeFrom customer.
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Indigo Restaurant is a 5-star boutique
hotel in the heart of Covent Garden. In
2015 the kitchen was refurbished and
Dominic Teague – Exec Chef took the
decision to make the restaurant
entirely gluten and dairy free, as he
was increasingly being asked to provide
dishes for guest daily.

The challenge was set to his staff to
produce dishes of high quality with the
FreeFrom remit. On the opening of the
restaurant it was decided to keep the
‘FreeFrom theme’ under wraps and guest
feedback was overwhelmingly positive. 

After a 3-month period the menu was
then launched as dairy and gluten free,
the response was phenomenal, seeing a
30% increase in bookings over the next
quarter, and Dominic confirmed that
bookings for Jan – March this year have
increased by 25% on 2017 figures. 

Businesses that provide for the FreeFrom
customer gain a loyal customer, who will
recommend your business on many
social media platforms and to family
and friends. This is particularly
important for group bookings, where
the FreeFrom customer are often
heavily involved in choosing the venue. 

Having read this guide, if you are interested
in improving your FreeFrom understanding
and catering provision, Food Allergy Aware
have lots of knowledge, advice and
templates for Food Allergy and Supplier
Policies – email Consultancy@fatc.co.uk
for more information.

The 14 main allergens included in the
regulations are as follows. The icons
highlighted in orange are more common
in the UK. 

Celery – including celery
stalks, leaves & seeds and
celeriac are found in salads,

soups, celery salt, some meat products

Molluscs – such as mussels,
whelks, squid, land snails, and
as an ingredient in oyster sauce

Crustaceans – such as
prawns, lobster, scampi, crab
and shrimp paste

Mustard – including liquid
mustard, mustard powder and
mustard seeds, in salad

dressings, marinades, soups, sauces,
curries, meat products. Note: Colman’s
mustard paste contains gluten, mustard
powder does not

Eggs – a common ingredient
in ice cream, cakes, mousses,
sauces, pasta, quiche, some

meat products, mayonnaise, foods
brushed with egg and some cocktails.

Tree Nuts – in sauces,
desserts, crackers, bread, ice
cream, marzipan, ground

almonds, nut oils – brazils, cashews,
hazelnuts, almonds, walnuts, pecans,
pistachios and macadamia.

Note: Chestnuts are NOT a nut but part
of the latex family which includes
avocado & Kiwi. Pine nuts are NOT a
nut but seeds

Fish – which may be in some
salad dressings, pizzas,
relishes, fish sauce and some

soy and Worcestershire sauces

Peanuts – as well as being
eaten alone, they are found in
sauces, pesto, satay, cakes,

desserts, groundnut oil, peanut flour. 

Note: Peanuts are a legume and part of
the same family as beans, and Soya. 

Gluten containing cereals –
such as wheat, rye and barley
and foods containing flour,

such as bread, pasta, cakes, pastry,
meat products, sauces, soups, batter,
stock cubes, breadcrumbs, foods dusted
with flour.

Sesame – often found in
breadsticks, tahini, houmous,
sesame oil

Lupin – seeds and flour can
be an ingredient in some
types of bread and pastries

(Commonly found in gluten free
products and European pastries) 

Soya – also known as tofu or
bean curd, is used in soya
flour and textured soya

protein, some ice cream, sauces,
desserts, meat products, vegetarian
products and edamame beans

Milk – in yoghurt, cream, cheese,
butter, milk powders, foods
glazed with milk and deserts

Sulphite – in meat products,
fruit juice drinks, dried fruit and
vegetables, wine, beer. Note:

Sulphites are not a protein and been
included in the major allergens because
it is known to cause asthma attacks
which can lead to an allergic reaction.

Note: The icons highlighted in orange
are more common to the UK



Further Resources
Government sites – Food Standards Agency (FSA) –
Signs, posters & templates
www.food.gov.uk/allergy 

European Food Safety Authority – information on
legislation
https://www.efsa.europa.eu/en 

Charities

Support for those with severe allergies, Yearly
Conferences and fact sheets available to download
www.anaphylaxis.org.uk 

Gluten-free diet and lifestyle information
www.coeliac.org.uk 

Advice, support and information on all allergies with 
a wide range of specific food related informative
materials to download
www.allergyuk.org

Catering recipes 

Mark Kennett – Head Chef Oscar & Bentley 
www.facebook.com/groups/TheGlutenFreeChefReci
peGroup/

Awards

Free From Eating Out Awards
www.freefromeatingoutawards.co.uk

General Information

Foods Matter
www.foodsmatter.com 

NHS website
www.nhs.uk/conditions/food-allergy

Food and Drink Federation- allergen information
www.fdf.org.uk

Food Allergy Aware
www.fatc.co.uk/resources

This guide was created by Caroline Benjamin MIH,
Founder of Food Allergy Aware. Food Allergy Aware
provides a full consultancy, auditing and training
service to food businesses who want to go the extra
mile to provide for the FreeFrom customer and
increase their customer base and turnover. Caroline
has a wealth of experience having worked with RSPH
to create their resources for their RSPH Level 2 Award
in Identifying and Controlling Food Allergy Risks.
Caroline is also a judge for the Free From Eating Out
Awards. Caroline can be contacted on:

T +44 (0) 7732637292
E consultancy@fatc.co.uk
W fatc.co.uk/services

Institute of Hospitality, The Counting House, 14 Palmerston Road, Sutton, Surrey SM1 4QL, UK. Tel: +44 (0)20 8661 4900 Fax: +44 (0)20 8661 4901 

Email: library@instituteofhospitality.org Website: www.instituteofhospitality.org 
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DISCLAIMER

This brief is intended as a guide only. While the information it contains is believed to be correct, it is not a substitute for appropriate professional advice.
The Institute of Hospitality can take no responsibility for action taken solely on the basis of this information. 
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