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The ThoughT of your brother 
or sister eating something and 
suddenly being unable to 
breathe, and maybe even dying, 
is scary, no matter what age  
you are. You can tell it’s always 
on your parents’ minds and 
everyone is constantly tense.  
A food allergy diagnosis has  
a tremendous impact on the 
wellbeing of the entire family.

“I remember Mum and Dad 
bringing Lucy home from the 
doctor,” says Harry, now eight, 
of the day his little sister’s 
peanut allergy was diagnosed. 
“Mum was crying and when  
I tried to tell her about my 
karate, Dad got really angry. 

“Lucy couldn’t go anywhere 

Finding out their 
sister or brother 
has a serious food 
allergy can really 
shake a child’s 
world. Allergy 
dietitian Jane 
Dostine looks at 
how families feel 
and cope 
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AN ALLERGY
or do anything for ages – it  
was like aliens had stolen her. 

“And Mum was always going 
on about food. Lucy can’t eat a 
lot of other stuff too and I wasn’t 
allowed to either because we 
couldn’t have it in the house. 

“But it’s cool now,” says 
Harry. “Mum’s chilled out a  
bit and we’ve always got an 
injection for Lucy so we’ve 
started going places.” 

The fact is food allergies do 
require radical lifestyle changes 
at first, and extreme care about 
food every day of a person’s 
life. It’s also understandable 
non-allergic siblings might have 
feelings of jealousy, anger or 
resentment for the attention and 

Jane Dostine is an accreDiteD 
practising Dietitian specialising 
in allergy management. see 
page 95 for article references.

If not treated, extreme difficulty 
breathing (respiratory distress) 
could occur within minutes. 
Currently, the only option 
people with an allergy have is 
to avoid the food that causes it.

“My sister’s oldest son is 
allergic to nuts and I’d always 
thought she was a drama queen 
about it,” says Carolyn. “But now 
I understand the stress it causes 
the whole family. It’s definitely 
hard on the other kids but you 
can’t help it – especially when 
your allergic child is a toddler.

“I suppose I do rely on Harry 
a lot and he misses out when 
we need to focus on Lucy.”

Stress levels and inability to 
cope are real issues for parents 
with an allergic child. Several 
studies have been carried out  
to look at such families, with 
findings of a consistent 
deterioration in quality of life. 
For parents there is the stress  
of extra food preparation  
and the fear of their child 
accidentally eating the wrong 
food; for the children there’s the 
impact of their parent’s stress.

The reality is a child’s food 
allergy influences many family 
decisions. Certain foods might 
not be allowed in the home, 
activities such as attending 
parties and eating out may be 
limited, even how holidays are 
spent may change. 

In another study to assess the 
quality of life in children with 
peanut allergy, their parents 
and siblings, it was found some 

siblings might experience fear 
that they too might have an 
unpredictable reaction; they 
may feel a sense of guilt that 
they somehow caused the 
allergy for the affected child; 
older siblings may feel 
responsible for preventing, 
recognising and treating 
reactions. The study also  
found the mother suffered with 
greater anxiety and stress than 
the child’s father or siblings. 

learning to cope
“It rules my life,” a client tells 
me, speaking of her child’s life-
threatening peanut allergy.  

Sharing this responsibility will 
help a mother cope, and taking 
on some responsibility will 
often help the rest of the family 
deal with the situation better.  
A simple step such as making 
sure the child with the allergy 
always carries their emergency 
kit and action plan, and making 
sure everyone in the family 
understands the action plan, 
will reduce anxiety.

Katherine has two highly 
allergic children, and another 
daughter with no allergies. 
“Once we got over the initial 
shock of the diagnosis we have 
managed quite well,” she says. 
Katherine’s main worry has 
been to keep the allergic 
children safe. The eldest,  
who has no allergies, never 
complains. “Sometimes she’ll 
say, ‘I wish I could have a 
peanut butter sandwich, but it’s 

time paid to an allergic child.
“I know it may have seemed 

like I was overreacting,” says 
Lucy and Harry’s mother, 
Carolyn. “But I was scared stiff. 
Anaphylaxis is a huge thing to 
come to terms with and I was 
incredibly frightened we were 
going to lose Lucy. I had to let 
Harry know how serious it was.”

real-life Drama
Allergic reactions to food are 
caused by an abnormal response 
of our immune system. The 
most dramatic is anaphylaxis, 
when the whole body is 
involved due to a massive 
release of histamine and other 
chemicals into the bloodstream. 

said jokingly and she certainly 
doesn’t dwell on it’.”

In my experience with families 
dealing with an allergy, most 
steel themselves and research 
the topic to deal with the 
problem. Frequently, proud 
parents tell me how protective 
their other children are.

Issues will come up where 
other kids will feel all of the 
attention – and menu choices – 
are given to the child with the 
allergy. It’s important to remind 
everyone at these times that 
choices are being made for a 
family member’s safety. It’s also 
helpful to keep in mind that the 
needs of every child in a family 
are equally important. 

If there are problems, 
counselling may help kids 
explore and express their 
feelings. Some families will 
cope and some will need help. 
Open communication is the  
first step, so the kids understand 
the difficult decisions parents 
need to make and the parents 
know how the kids are feeling. 

“The other day Dad showed 
me how to call an ambulance if 
Lucy can’t breathe,” says Harry 
proudly. “And I do ‘nut patrol’ 
with Mum – I look for nuts on 
the labels when we’re shopping.
I love being Lucy’s big brother 
now. I help look after her, and 
she calls me Doctor Harry.” 

family ∙ allergies

STOLE MY SISTER…

“I remember them bringing Lucy home from the doctor. Mum was 
crying and when I tried to tell her about my karate, Dad got angry.”


