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About This Resource 

Introduction 
Every day, thousands of meals are prepared and served within care homes, nursing 
homes and other healthcare settings. While providing nutritious, enjoyable meals is 
important, ensuring those meals are safe for every resident is equally essential. 

For individuals living with food allergies, consuming even a very small amount of an 
allergenic ingredient can trigger a serious allergic reaction. In some cases, the 
consequences can be life-threatening. This is why effective allergen management is a 
fundamental part of safe food preparation and an important responsibility for everyone 
working within a care catering environment. 

Kitchen staff play a vital role in protecting residents by following safe food handling 
procedures, checking ingredients carefully and ensuring meals are prepared accurately 
according to individual dietary requirements. Good communication between catering 
staff and care teams also helps ensure residents receive the correct meals every time. 

This resource has been developed to provide practical awareness guidance for chefs, 
cooks, kitchen assistants and other catering staff working in care settings. It explains 
the importance of allergen management, outlines everyday good practice and 
highlights simple steps that can significantly reduce the risk of accidental allergen 
exposure. 

Although this guide provides an overview of allergen awareness, it does not replace 
formal food safety or allergen training. Staff should always follow their organisation's 
policies and procedures and seek guidance whenever they are unsure. 

 

Learning Outcomes 
After reading this resource, you should be able to: 

• Understand why allergen management is essential within care catering.  
• Recognise the importance of following residents' dietary requirements.  
• Identify the 14 major food allergens that must be declared in the UK.  
• Understand how cross-contamination can occur during food preparation.  
• Apply simple good practice measures to help keep residents safe.  
• Appreciate the importance of communication and accurate food information 

within the catering team.  

 



The 14 Major Food Allergens 
Food allergies occur when the body's immune system reacts to certain foods that are 
normally harmless. Even a very small amount of an allergen can cause symptoms 
ranging from mild irritation to a severe allergic reaction known as anaphylaxis, which 
requires immediate medical attention. 

To help protect consumers, UK food information legislation identifies 14 major 
allergens that must always be declared when they are used as ingredients in food. 

These allergens are: 

• Celery  
• Cereals containing gluten (such as wheat, barley, rye and oats)  
• Crustaceans (such as prawns, crab and lobster)  
• Eggs  
• Fish  
• Lupin  
• Milk  
• Molluscs (such as mussels, clams and squid)  
• Mustard  
• Peanuts  
• Sesame  
• Soya  
• Sulphur dioxide and sulphites (above prescribed levels)  
• Tree nuts (such as almonds, hazelnuts, walnuts, cashews and pistachios)  

Kitchen staff should become familiar with these allergens and understand which 
ingredients commonly contain them. Never rely on memory alone, as recipes and 
ingredients can change without notice. 

Checking Ingredients 
One of the most effective ways to prevent allergen incidents is to check ingredient 
labels every time food is prepared. 

Good practice includes: 

• Reading ingredient labels before preparing meals.  
• Checking labels even when using familiar products.  
• Keeping original packaging where possible.  
• Following the manufacturer's allergen information.  
• Reporting any ingredient changes to the person responsible for menu planning.  



Never assume a product is safe because it has been used before. Manufacturers may 
change recipes, substitute ingredients or alter production methods, meaning allergen 
information can change at any time. 

Taking a few moments to check ingredients carefully helps protect residents and 
reduces the risk of avoidable mistakes. 

 

Preventing Cross-Contamination 

Cross-contamination occurs when allergens are accidentally transferred from one 
food, surface or piece of equipment to another. Even tiny traces of an allergen can 
cause a serious allergic reaction in someone with a food allergy, making good kitchen 
practices essential. 

Simple steps can greatly reduce the risk of cross-contamination. 

Good Practice Includes: 

• Washing hands thoroughly before preparing food.  
• Cleaning and sanitising work surfaces before and after use.  
• Using separate chopping boards and utensils where appropriate.  
• Storing allergenic ingredients securely and clearly labelled.  
• Preparing allergen-free meals before other meals whenever possible.  
• Using clean serving utensils for every dish.  
• Avoiding contact between allergen-free foods and foods containing allergens.  

Maintaining a clean and organised kitchen helps reduce the likelihood of accidental 
contamination and supports safer food preparation. 

Communication Is Essential 
Good communication is just as important as good food preparation. 

Kitchen staff should always: 

• Follow residents' dietary requirements and care plans.  
• Confirm any allergy information before preparing meals.  
• Inform colleagues if ingredients or recipes change.  
• Ask for clarification if dietary information is unclear.  
• Report concerns or mistakes immediately.  

Never guess if you are unsure whether a meal is suitable for a resident with an allergy. 
Always stop and seek advice from your supervisor or the appropriate member of staff. 



If an Allergen Incident Occurs 
If you believe the wrong meal has been prepared or served: 

• Inform your supervisor immediately.  
• Prevent the meal from being served if possible.  
• Follow your organisation's emergency procedures.  
• Support care staff if an emergency response is required.  
• Record the incident in accordance with local policies and procedures.  

Prompt action can help protect residents and prevent further harm. 

 

Key Takeaways 

Effective allergen management is an essential part of providing safe, high-quality 
catering within care settings. Every member of the catering team has a responsibility to 
prepare food safely, prevent cross-contamination and ensure residents receive meals 
that meet their individual dietary requirements. 

By following good food safety practices, checking ingredients carefully and 
communicating effectively with colleagues, catering staff can significantly reduce the 
risk of accidental allergen exposure and help protect the health and wellbeing of those 
in their care. 

Remember: 

• Every food allergy should be taken seriously.  
• Always check ingredient labels before preparing food.  
• Prevent cross-contamination by maintaining high standards of hygiene.  
• Follow care plans and dietary information accurately.  
• Never guess if you are unsure—always ask.  
• Report concerns or incidents immediately in accordance with your 

organisation's procedures.  

Safe allergen management is everyone's responsibility. 

 

 

 



Continue Your Professional Development 

If you found this resource helpful, you may also be interested in the following 
FlexiLearnHub online training courses: 

• Food Safety & Hygiene Level 2  
• HACCP Level 2  
• Dysphagia Awareness & IDDSI Framework  
• Nutrition & Hydration Awareness  
• Care Home Staff Awareness Training  

Visit www.flexilearnhub.com to explore our full range of professional online training 
courses for the care, catering and hospitality sectors. 
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Copyright & Disclaimer 

© 2026 FlexiLearnHub. All rights reserved. 

This resource has been produced by FlexiLearnHub to support professional awareness 
and continuing professional development within care settings. It may be downloaded, 
printed and shared in its original, unaltered format for personal, educational and 
workplace training purposes. It must not be modified, reproduced for commercial gain, 
sold or republished without the prior written permission of FlexiLearnHub. 

Information within this guide is intended as general awareness and should always be 
used alongside current legislation, organisational policies, professional guidance and 
individual care plans where applicable. 

 


