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In the last blog, I covered why undeclared allergens are such a high risk for foodservice businesses, the
supplier-side drivers of undeclared allergen risk, and why a foodservice business should work closely with
their suppliers to ensure they prevent undeclared allergens. In this blog, I focus on what restaurant
operators should do inside the four walls of their kitchens to prevent undeclared allergens in

prepared foods during foodservice operations.

Build a “multiple controls” system
(not a single SOP)

Because speed, task-switching, and kitchen design
constraints make segregation between allergen
and non-allergen food prep difficult, prevention
has to be layered using verified training,
separation/segregation recipes/SOP’s, manager
monitoring to verify execution, and customer
avoidance messaging- each working together to
maximize prevention.

Training of each employee
(managers and food handlers) on
these and other best practices to
prevent undeclared allergens

Food handler allergen training teaches employees
to prevent cross-contact, recognize major
allergens (like the “Big Nine” including sesame),
understand symptoms of reactions, and safely
handle special orders to protect customers from

potentially life-threatening allergic reactions.
This training covering topics from storage to
cleaning, is often offered through online courses
with certificates by state and national accredited
organizations. Key training needed includes:

* The “Big Nine"” Allergens: Training covers
common allergens, now including sesame seeds

* Cross-Contact Prevention: Techniques for
separate storage, cleaning, and using cleaning
tools to avoid transferring allergens

* Recipe & Ingredient Knowledge: Understanding
what ingredients have allergens if not obvious
and how to read labels.

* Service Procedures: How to take allergen special
orders, communicate with the kitchen, and serve
safely.

* Emergency Response: Recognizing anaphylaxis
to know when to call 911 and knowing how to
administer epinephrine if trained and allowed by
a regulatory authority

THE “BIG 9” ALLERGENS
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Milk Fish Shellfish Eggs

Tree Nuts

Peanuts Soybeans Wheat Sesame



Order intake and communication
(front-of-house controls)

Operationally, the most preventable failures start
as communication gaps. Use a consistent flow of
communication between the order taker and the
customer:

* Prompt for allergies (don't wait for the customer
to volunteer it).

« If an allergy is disclosed, immediately notify the
PIC / designated manager and shift the order
into an “allergy workflow.”

* Maintain an ingredient reference for staff
and customers; guide the customer toward
safer alternatives and confirm feasibility of
modifications.

* Mark the order clearly with the allergen(s) so
back-of-house sees it and customer received the
order with this information

“Allergy-order” production discipline
(back-of-house execution)

Treat allergy orders like a controlled process step,
not a preference request:

* Re-clean the prep area and equipment that
will be used for that customer—even if it was
“cleaned for normal use.”
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* Handwashing is non-negotiable, proper single-
use disposable glove use is critical, and changing
apron/chef coats if there’s any chance it's soiled
with allergens is important too

* Use dedicated or clearly marked equipment/
utensils, or physically separate work to prevent
cross-contact; avoid shared grills/prep tables
and shared cooking media (oil/water) between
allergen and non-allergen foods.

* Assign one trained food handler to prepare the
meal end-to-end (including garnishes) without
simultaneously prepping other orders.

« If an allergen is accidentally introduced, do not
pick it off—cross-contact has occurred. Remake
the meal.

* Cover and label the finished meal (e.qg.,
“ALLERGY") and notify the PIC when it's ready.

Delivery and service controls
(the “last 10 feet” risk)

* Verify with the preparer that the meal does not
contain the specified allergen, and prevent cross-
contact during transport.

+ If there's any concern at handoff, discard and
remake, then retrain before allowing the remake.



Emergency response (because
prevention is imperfect)

If a customer reports a reaction: when in doubt,
call 911, follow the restaurant’s emergency
response plan, and clearly assign someone to
assist the customer as needed.

Single-use disposable wipes add
real value (and why it matters)
in prevention of cross contact of
allergens

Here's the operational truth: foodservice
establishments don't have time or practical
technology to test food contact surface to ensure
they have been cleaned from all allergens before
food preparation. Likewise, there is no means to
test finished foods for allergens after preparation
(beyond a cursory visual check). So a foodservice
operation needs controls that are easy to train on,
repeatable, fast, and less dependent on human
judgment/error to provide maximum undeclared
allergen control at the point of highest risk - food
contact surfaces.

The FDA evaluated allergen removal/transfer on
common food-contact surfaces using different
wiping/cleaning approaches, including paper
wipes, terry cloth reusable towels, and alcohol/
quaternary ammonium chloride (quat) sanitizing
wipes (based on a wash-rinse-sanitize-air dry
process). In the FDA study, both wet reusable terry
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cloth towels (if properly managed) and alcohol/
quat single-use wipes were generally effective
approaches for allergen removal compared

with dry wiping. The operational advantage of
single-use wipes, however, was that they remove
a major real-world failure that reusable towels
introduce: the sanitizer bucket can become an
allergen reservoir when towels are misused (e.g.,
repeatedly re-dipped while visibly soiled, not
changed often, weak sanitizer control).
Single-use disposable sanitizing wipes
(including alcohol/quat formats) can function
as a practical cross-contact reduction control
because they are wet by design and eliminate
the “where has this reusable towel in a bucket
been?” transfer pathway that’s common with
reusable towels. Reusable towels can easily be
used on the wrong surfaces and they can harbor
allergens from use that then cross contact gloves,
hands, and food preparation surfaces. Single use
disposable wipes are used once and then thrown
away removing any risk of cross contact by the
cleaning tool.

Based on the article in Food Safety Magazine,
February-March 2025

Contact ACTIVE FOOD SAFETY for more
information or help with prevention of
undeclared allergens in foodservice.
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