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The Big Eight refers to the eight foods that are responsible for approximately 90% of all food
allergies in the United States.1 As a result of soy being included in this group, products containing
soy have to indicate so on the product label. This regulatory requirement certainly makes it easier
for people allergic to soy protein to avoid soy protein-containing products. However, the Big Eight is
to a large extent, an arbitrary classification. The Big Eight could have just as easily been the Big
Seven or the Big Nine. To this point, in Europe, there is the Big 14. Foods in the Big Eight aren’t
equally allergenic and in all likelihood, if the Big Eight were reduced to the Big Seven, soy protein
wouldn’t make the cut.
In 2011, Gupta et al.2 reported the results of a randomized cross-sectional survey involving 38,480
U.S. children that examined the prevalence of food allergy. The survey was administered
electronically to a representative sample of U.S. households with children from June 2009 to
February 2010. Eligible participants included adults (aged 18 years or older) able to complete the
survey in Spanish or English who resided in a household with at least 1 child younger than 18
years.
Eight percent of the children reported having a food allergy. In order of highest to lowest
prevalence expressed as a percentage of the participants, the survey found the following: peanut
(2.0), milk (1.7), shellfish (1.4), tree nut (1.0), egg (0.8), fin fish (0.5), strawberry (0.4), wheat (0.4)
and soy (0.4). Thus, the prevalence of allergy to peanuts and milk were approximately 5 and 4
times greater respectively than the allergy to soy protein. Furthermore, the prevalence of
strawberry allergy was similar to soy protein even though strawberries aren’t one of the Big Eight
foods and are very commonly consumed.
In some ways, the differences in prevalence among the foods in the Big Eight becomes even more
apparent when limiting the above survey to children with food allergies (n=3339). In this case the
survey found the prevalence of allergic reactions to foods to be: peanut (25.2%), milk (21.1%),
shellfish (17.2%), tree nut (13.1%), egg (9.8%), fin fish (6.2%), strawberry (5.3%), wheat (5.0%)
and soy (4.6%). Thus, among the food-allergic children, strawberry allergy was more common than
allergy to soy protein.
In comparison to the results in children, the prevalence of food allergy among adults to the Big
Eight foods shows to an even greater extent why a legitimate question can be raised about the
value of including soy protein in this group.3 Of the total sample of 4,447 adults included in a 2001
survey, 5.3% reported a doctor-diagnosed food allergy. The prevalence for the Big Eight foods
were: milk/dairy (1.1%), fish (0.6%), tree nuts (0.4%), wheat/gluten (0.4%), eggs (0.3%),
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Crustaceans (0.3%), peanuts (0.3%) and soy (0.04%). Thus, allergic reactions to milk/dairy were
27.5-fold greater than reactions to soy protein and reactions to soy protein were only a little more
than 10% as common as reactions to the foods (eggs and peanuts) with the next lowest
prevalence.
Another issue to consider is the possible cross-reactivity between soy and other food proteins. In
simple terms, cross-reactivity occurs when the proteins in one food are similar to the proteins in
another. This causes the immune system to view them in the same way with the result that an
allergic response will occur to both foods. Although peanuts and soy are both legumes, and thus
exists the potential for cross-reactivity, recent research shows that cross-reactivity between soy
and peanuts is actually quite unusual. In fact, of the 64 children with peanut allergy established by
a double-blind, placebo-controlled food challenge, only 2 (3%) reacted to soy protein.4 These
results are similar to previously published results.
Finally, research from Europe has found that similar to the U.S. situation, the prevalence of soy
allergy is very low. Nevertheless, soy protein is one of the allergens for which labeling is mandated
as it is one of the Big 14. However, a report from EuroPrevall concluded that the management
measures that are instituted for soy protein by law, because it is included in the Big 14, appear to
have a lower public health impact than some allergenic proteins which are not required to be
declared. EuroPrevall is a multidisciplinary project including 62 institutions from 22 European
countries charged with studying the prevalence and distribution of food allergies in infants, children,
adolescents, and adults in Europe.5
In conclusion, while all agree that food allergy labeling regulations serve an important public health
benefit, research suggests that because the prevalence of allergy to soy protein is so low, requiring
products that contain soy protein to indicate so on the label may not be a benefit to the public
because it may unnecessarily detour people from consuming soyfoods.
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