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Introduction

The recently published article by Vetander M. and col-
leagues [1] describe the overall incidence of anaphy-
laxis in Pediatric Emergency Departments in Sweden
and the reactions to foods in relation to sex and age,
clinical characteristics and management. In their expe-
rience on a North Europe paediatric population, the
incidence of anaphylaxis was 32 per 100 000 persons/
year irrespective of cause, and food was involved in
92%. The reported incidence is higher than that previ-
ously estimated by Bohlke et al. [2] (10.5 episodes per
100 000 persons/year), but lower than reported by
Decker et al. [3] (49.8 episodes per 100 000 person/
year) in the same age group in the United States.

Recent reports suggest that the incidence of anaphy-
laxis is rising in western countries [4, 5]. The rise in
anaphylaxis incidence appears most pronounced in the
youngest age group, and food antigens are the most
common trigger [4]. The increase in food-induced ana-
phylaxis is likely to represent the tip of iceberg of the
growing prevalence and severity of food allergy [6, 7].
Detailed data on hospital admissions for food-induced
anaphylaxis in the paediatric population of European
Southern Countries are limited. We aimed to describe
trends in hospital admissions for food-induced anaphy-
laxis among children (0–14 years) living in Italy, by
using nationally representative survey data available
from the year 2001 up to 2005 from the hospital epi-
sode statistics system database of the Italian Ministry of
Health (http://www.salute.gov.it). This is the first study
investigating the trends of hospital admissions for
food-induced anaphylaxis in Italian paediatric popula-
tion. We identified hospital admissions for food-
induced anaphylaxis using specific ICD-9 codes: 99560,
99561, 99562, 99563, 99564, 99565, 99567, 99568.
These codes are the only available means to identify
diagnosis of anaphylaxis by physicians operating in our

country. We analysed the number of hospital admis-
sions over the 5-year period and the type of food
responsible for the episode.

A total of 675 admissions for food-induced anaphy-
laxis occurred during the 5-year study period among
Italian children (approximately 8 million people aged
less than 14 years). A continuous significant increasing
trend was observed during the study period, and the
total number of hospital admissions for food-induced
anaphylaxis doubled comparing the year 2001 (91,
0.007% of all admissions) with the year 2005 (178,
0.014% of all admissions) (P = 0.016).

We cannot exclude underestimation of the true inci-
dence of anaphylaxis, in particular milder forms, and
we considered that the use of the ICD codes for tracing
patients has its limitations as symptoms and signs may
not be correctly coded. In our investigation, we observe
that the epidemiology of anaphylaxis continues to
evolve with an ongoing increase in reporting and prev-
alence of both diversity of foods inducing anaphylaxis
and severity of reaction, and that 31.3% of cases
received a final diagnosis of food-induced anaphylaxis,
but the particular food was not specified. This could
derive from the absence of a specific ICD code for all
dietary allergens. Thus, given irregularity in reporting
and diagnosing food-induced anaphylaxis, these values
might be underestimated.

Vetander and co-workers found that tree nuts, partic-
ular cashew, and peanuts are the most common elicit-
ing foods, and in children under 3 years of age,
reactions to these two food allergens are as common as
reactions to cow’s milk and hen’s egg. In our analysis,
we found that the most common foods responsible for
anaphylaxis are cow’s milk (42.3%), hen’s egg (8.2%),
nuts and seeds (5.1%), fruits and vegetables (3.1%), fish
(1.8%), peanuts (1.3%), crustaceans (0.7%).

Considering the average cost for a single day of hos-
pitalization for a child in Italy and the mean duration
of food anaphylaxis-related hospital stay, we estimated
that the economic costs for hospital admissions caused
by food-induced anaphylaxis increased from 150.000
Euro in 2001 to 390.000 Euro in 2005. Our data suggest
the importance of more research to investigate the
causative factors and the necessity to improve the
health care services for this condition.
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