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JAN’S ACCOMMODATION FACT SHEET SERIES

Job Accommodations for People 
with Food Allergy
A food allergy occurs when a person’s immune system decides that a particular food is harmful and so creates specific antibodies to it. The next time the individual is exposed to that food, the immune system releases massive amounts of chemicals to protect the body. These chemicals trigger a cascade of allergic symptoms that can affect the respiratory system, gastrointestinal tract, skin, or cardiovascular system. Symptoms range from a tingling sensation in the mouth, swelling of the tongue and the throat, difficulty breathing, hives, vomiting, abdominal cramps, diarrhea, drop in blood pressure, and loss of consciousness to death. Symptoms typically appear within minutes to two hours after the person has eaten the food to which he or she is allergic.
Scientists estimate that approximately 11 million Americans suffer from true food allergies.  Although a person can be allergic to any food, there are eight foods that account for 90% of all food allergy reactions. These are milk, eggs, peanuts, tree nuts, fish, shellfish, soy, and wheat.  Currently, there are no medications that cure food allergies.  Strict avoidance of the allergy-causing food is the only way to avoid a reaction.  

The following is a quick overview of some of the job accommodations that might be useful for people with food allergy. For a more in depth discussion, access JAN's publications at http://askjan.org/media/atoz.htm.  To discuss an accommodation situation with a consultant, contact JAN directly.
General Accommodation Considerations

Implement a Policy Restricting Certain Foods from the Workplace

Note: While implementing policies restricting certain foods is not fail-safe, it may help to reduce exposure.  

· Post signs at entrances to the building and in hallways, restrooms, waiting rooms, classrooms, and cafeterias alerting people that certain foods are restricted due to a severe food allergy.
· Send memos to employees mentioning that if a person has eaten the offending food to let others know so the proper precautions may be taken.  Some allergic reactions have occurred when a person has contact with someone who has eaten an offending food.  

· Send occasional memos encouraging compliance with the policy.
· Enforce the policy with consequences for violations.
Sample Policy Language

· Memo to staff: "You may have noticed the signs up on the front door stating that this is a peanut and tree nut-free workplace. Please cooperate with this request because there are several of us on staff who are sensitive to peanuts and tree nuts to varying degrees. Our bodies have a hard time when we come into contact with these foods, and they may even cause anaphylaxis or death. If you have consumed peanuts, tree nuts, or other foods containing these products, please let [the receptionist, the manager, the HR person, etc.] know so we can take appropriate precautions."
· Sign posted at business entrance: "This is a peanut and tree nut-free office. Please help us to accommodate our co-workers and clients who are allergic to these foods. Thank you for not bringing these items into the workplace."

Modify Workplace Policies

· Allow employee to eat at his/her desk or in his/her office or allow extra time during lunch so the employee may go home to eat.
· Permit flexible scheduling so the employee with a food allergy may work when less people are present in the workplace to decrease possible exposure.
· Relocate employee’s workspace to reduce possibility of exposure to offending foods.
Traveling for Work

· Research current airline policies regarding snacks served on the plane; some airlines do not serve peanut snacks.
· Allow employees who travel for work to stay overnight in hotels with refrigerators in the rooms so they may bring their own food.
Recurrent Need for Medical Intervention
· Permit flexible scheduling.
· Allow a self-paced workload with flexible hours.
· Provide time off for medical appointments.
· Consider work from home.
· Allow additional unpaid leave if employee exhausts accrued time off.
Create an Emergency Plan of Action

· Conduct a training session to educate employees on food allergies.
· Discuss the proper steps to take in an emergency situation, e.g., how to call 911.
· Discuss the signs and symptoms of an anaphylactic reaction, which may include a tingling sensation in the mouth, swelling of the tongue and the throat, difficulty breathing, hives, vomiting, abdominal cramps, diarrhea, dizziness, and loss of consciousness. 

· Allow an employee to keep medication with him/her at all times.
· Note that an employee with a food allergy may wear a medical alert necklace or bracelet.
Resources for People with Food Allergy
(This is a non-inclusive list)

Celiac Disease and Gluten-free Diet Support Center
Celiac.com
4927 Sonoma Hwy., Ste C1 

Santa Rosa, CA 95409

Direct: (707)509-4528
Fax: (707)324-6060
http://www.celiac.com/
Food Allergy Initiative 
1414 Avenue of the Americas, Suite 1804
New York, NY 10019
Direct: (212)207-1974
Fax: (917)338-5130
info@foodallergyinitiative.org 
http://www.foodallergyinitiative.org/

Food Allergy and Anaphylaxis Network, The 
11781 Lee Jackson Hwy
Suite 160
Fairfax, VA 22033-3309
Toll Free: (800)929-4040
Fax: (703)691-2713
faan@foodallergy.org 
http://www.foodallergy.org/
Updated 3/23/10. 
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