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Background

There is currently a lack of reliable data on the actual, as opposed to reported, prevalence of food
allergies in the UK, especially among children. Previous attempts to establish prevalence have
not always been representative of the general population, have used different endpoints and
diagnostic criteria, or have been based on adults rather than children. This makes them difficult to
interpret and compare. There is therefore a real need for robust studies using validated methods
and appropriate diagnostic criteria to establish the true prevalence of food allergies in UK
children.

There is also a need to improve our understanding of the current weaning practices of mothers in
the UK, and to understand what influence, if any, these weaning practices, and in particular the
timing of introduction of allergenic foods (e.g. peanuts, eggs, milk, wheat) may have on the
developing immune system and the later development of food sensitisation and food allergy.
Such information would assist us in ensuring our dietary advice to prospective mothers is
evidence-based and appropriate.

Research Approach

This project was part of a large-scale European Union project called EuroPrevall, which was
carried out under the European Commission’s 6th Framework research programme with the
overall aim of improving the quality of life of those with food allergy. Part of EuroPrevall was
concerned with gathering accurate information from across Europe on the patterns of prevalence
of food allergies in infants, children and adults. Project T07046 formed the UK part of EuroPrevall
which collected data on the prevalence of food allergies from birth to two years of age.

Pregnant women were recruited onto the study so as to create a birth cohort of over 1200 babies,
who werefollowed from birth to 2 years of age. At recruitment, parents were asked to complete a
detailed questionnaire to gather data on their allergic and dietary history as well as on all sorts of
other relevant environmental and experiential factors . A further questionnaire was completed at
one and two years of age to collect information on the child’s health, environmental and dietary
exposures. Any infant developing signs of a food allergy during the study was assessed in clinic
using validated and standardised protocols to establish if they had a food allergy or not. For every
symptomatic child on the study, 2 control children were recruited from the cohort and followed in
the same way.

https://www.food.gov.uk/cy/taxonomy/term/275


In addition to the above, and unique to the UK birth cohort, detailed prospective information were
collected on the child’s dietary intake from birth to 12 months of age, via a diary record. This
enabled the researchers to investigate the relationship between early infant diet and the
development of food allergy.

Results

A total of 1197 infants and their mothers were recruited into the study. The UK mothers were
representative of the recruitment area in terms of geography, age, education and ethnicity
although they tended to be older and better educated than the average for the UK population. 733
of these infants were assessed at twelve months and 823 at 24 months. Daily infant food diaries
were returned by the majority of mothers. A total of 594 participants completed diaries until 24
weeks of age, with 241 completing them for the whole first year of the infant’s lives.

The results from the first two years of the lives of these infants in UK part of the Europrevall birth
are covered in the final report. During this time a third of the infants were thought to have a food
allergy by a parent. Of these infants, only a third had symptoms or allergy test results that the
researcher’s felt would convince a physician that the infant had food allergy. These infants
underwent the gold-standard test for food allergy, a double-blind, placebo-controlled food
challenge. This confirmed food allergy in one in twenty infants (5%). The commonest foods giving
rise to reactions were, from most common to least common, cow’s milk, egg, peanut, soy, wheat
and fish.

Daily food diary data from the first year of these infants’ lives was used to look for significant
differences between infants with and without food allergy.

No significant differences in the level of nutrients consumed were found between those infants
with or without food allergy.

Factors that were protective for food allergy were: continued feeding of breast milk whilst
introducing solids, simultaneous feeding of breast milk and cow’s milk formula, high diversity of
diet, and following the infant feeding guidelines. The infant feeding guidelines were followed if the
infant ate a wide variety of home-cooked foods containing plenty of fruit and vegetables and ate
fish whilst consuming fewer crisps, commercial baby foods and potato products.

Food allergic infants were introduced to solids (but not allergens) earlier, were less likely to be
receiving breast milk while starting a cow’s milk formula or starting solids, followed a less diverse
diet and were less likely to follow the infant feeding guidelines.
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