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Food Allergies VS Food Intolerances & Food 
Sensitivities 

 
Food allergies, food sensitivities, and food intolerance are often used interchangeably, and 
often used inappropriately. In fact, there is active debate in scientific and medical circles as 
to how to properly define and use these 3 terms. The general consensus is that food allergy 

can be defined as any adverse reaction to food that involves our immune system. This 
further breaks down into 2 kinds of reactions, food allergy, and food sensitivity. 

 
Food Allergy 
 

Perhaps the best-known example of food allergy is also its most rare - and most 
dangerous. 

 
Anaphylactic shock is a severe hyper-reaction of the immune system caused by a massive 

release of 11 histamine and other chemical mediators from certain types of white blood 
cells called mast cells and basophils. The immunologic triggering mechanism that causes 
the mast cells and basophils to release their chemicals is called IgE and is a very well 

understood phenomenon. This underlying mechanism is considerably different than the 
triggering mechanisms found in food sensitivities. The most common foods implicated in 

food allergy are peanuts, other nuts, shellfish, or foods containing sulfites. 
 
People with anaphylaxis can die within minutes if they ingest even 1 molecule of their 

allergic food. 
 

Food allergy affects about 1-2% of the population and accounts for only a small percentage 
of all adverse food reactions. Most immediate reactions are not life threatening but do 
produce uncomfortable symptoms. People suffering from food allergy can usually identify 

what foods they are allergic to without the help of a doctor or testing. This is because the 
reaction occurs every time and shortly after they eat their allergic food. 

 
Food Sensitivities 
 

Food sensitivity (also known as delayed food allergy) is quite another story. Delayed 
reactions manifest in many different ways as they can affect any organ system in the body 

and can take from 45 minutes to several days for symptoms to manifest. The delayed 
onset of symptoms and complex physiological mechanisms involved in food sensitivities 
make them an especially difficult puzzle to try and solve either on your own or with 

laboratory serum tests. In fact, food sensitivities often go undiagnosed or misdiagnosed. 
The treatments prescribed usually provide only temporary relief that mask the symptoms 

instead of addressing the root cause of the problem. 
 
Food Intolerance 

 
Food intolerance can produce symptoms similar to food allergy but doesn’t involve the 

immune system. 
 
Instead, when the food in question is consumed, it is not properly digested and begins to 

ferment inside the gut. The best example of a food intolerance is lactose intolerance. This 
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condition is characterized by bloating, loose stools or diarrhea, and gas. Lactose intolerance 
is caused by an inability of your body to produce sufficient quantities of the enzyme which 

breaks down lactose, the primary sugar found in milk. Avoiding milk or supplementing their 
diet with lactase is the best way for a person with lactose intolerance to overcome their 
problem. 

 
Another example is an intolerance to foods or other hidden sources of gluten such as 

cosmetics. Some people experience obvious symptoms such as diarrhea, as in people with 
Celiac Disease, whereas other people may have symptoms of Adrenal Insufficiency or Low 
Thyroid function (cold hands, dry skin, constipation, slow metabolism). Some people get 

acid reflux, heartburn and/or intestinal pain or bloating. Others may experience blood 
sugar imbalances from food intolerances. This can be seen in the rise in people with 

Diabetes that is not caused by eating too much sugar. The gluten in grains or other refined 
grains seems to damage the pancreatic cells that secrete insulin in some individuals.  
 

Each person is biochemically unique, therefore we all have different symptoms from foods 
that we are intolerant to. Some people get chronic sinus problems whereas other people 

may have nervous system disorders such as anxiety or depression. Listening to your 
symptoms and to what your body is telling you is the only way to know which foods may 
be negatively affecting your health. Following a “Food Elimination Diet” or keeping track of 

the foods you consume and the symptoms you are having are great ways to determine 
problem foods. A food journal is a great way to do this. 

 
 
 

Resources: 
 

A great book on understanding the importance of eating according to your Metabolic Type 
and unique biochemistry:  

 
The Nutrition Solution: A Guide to Your Metabolic Type – by: Harold J. Kristal, James M. 
Haig, John R. Lee 

 
Below are links to where you can purchase easy to read books by David Rowland, the 

founder of the Edison Institute of Nutrition. These little booklets are only around $7. They 
are very small booklets but summarize complex information in a very comprehensible 
manner. 

 
 

Digestion: Inner Pathway to Health - http://www.rowlandpub.com/digestion.php 
 
One's Food is Another's Poison - http://www.rowlandpub.com/poison.php 

 
The Nutritional Bypass - http://www.rowlandpub.com/bypass.php 

 
Endocrine Harmony - http://www.rowlandpub.com/endocrine.php 
 

 
Here is more information about David Rowland: http://www.rowlandpub.com/about.php 
 
 

http://www.balancedconcepts.net/3moprog/elimination_diet.pdf
http://www.balancedconcepts.net/3moprog/food_diary.pdf
http://www.amazon.com/Nutrition-Solution-Guide-Your-Metabolic/dp/1556434375
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_1?_encoding=UTF8&sort=relevancerank&search-alias=books&field-author=Harold%20J.%20Kristal
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_2?_encoding=UTF8&sort=relevancerank&search-alias=books&field-author=James%20M.%20Haig
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_2?_encoding=UTF8&sort=relevancerank&search-alias=books&field-author=James%20M.%20Haig
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_3?_encoding=UTF8&sort=relevancerank&search-alias=books&field-author=John%20R.%20Lee
http://www.edisoninst.com/aboutus/index.php
http://www.rowlandpub.com/digestion.php
http://www.rowlandpub.com/poison.php
http://www.rowlandpub.com/bypass.php
http://www.rowlandpub.com/endocrine.php
http://www.rowlandpub.com/about.php

