
Food Challenge Tool Instructions (adapted from Sarah Ballantyne's The Paleo Approach)

1) Determine the food(s) you want to test.  These should be foods you have previously eliminated, 
resulting in a cessation or lessening of symptoms.  By this point, you should also have a list of 
symptoms that appear linked to food sensitivities, so you can be mindful of any changes along those 
lines.  

2) Decide the order in which you want to test the foods.  Start either with what you think are the 
"safest" foods, or what you think are the most "important" foods.  Do not start with foods you either 
already know you react to, or foods that you think you will have a severe reaction to.  If you don't want 
to test a food, you don't have to.

3) Practice patience and give yourself time to do the testing process well.  Don't rush it.  Budget at least
one week per testing food or group.  The presence and severity of symptoms determines the recovery 
period.  Don't move onto the next challenge until your symptoms from the previous challenge have 
subsided, even if it takes longer than expected!  

4) Plan the actual testing foods.  If you test tomatoes, how will you eat them?  Raw?  Cooked?  In 
soup?  Whatever you decide, stick with the plan.  This will help overcome cravings that will occur in 
the midst of testing to keep the process clean.  Cravings themselves are symptoms, so write them 
down!  
    Note that quality matters:  if you're testing eggs, for example, test only eggs from pasteured chickens
and know what's in their feed, because intact proteins from their feed (e.g., soy) can find their way into 
the egg.  You want to make sure you are reacting to the egg itself, not the soy protein!  Similarly, if you 
are testing wheat, test only organic wheat, because non-organic wheat is commonly saturated with the 
pesticide glyphosate ("Roundup") to make it easier to harvest.  You want to test high-quality, "clean" 
versions of the food for accuracy purposes and also to make the testing process as gentle on you as 
possible!  Consider testing fermented foods (e.g., sourdough bread or yogurt) before non-fermented 
(e.g., wheat soda biscuits or milk) because they are often more gentle and easier to digest.  If 
fermenting isn't an option, consider stewing the food (e.g., a long-cooking tomato soup).  If testing 
grains or pseudo-grains, whether you rinse, soak and ferment them may also impact your reaction.  For 
example, quinoa is high in saponins, which can cause cell death by disrupting cell membranes.  
Soaking, rinsing and fermenting before cooking drastically reduces toxins and increases nutrient 
bioavailability.
    Regardless of what you test, note the quality of the food on the chart.

5) Pick a testing method.  You can either do an "open test" where you have full awareness, or you can 
do a "blind test" where someone else administers you the test food and safe placebos, and you aren't 
sure which is which.  The "open test" is much easier, and recommended to start.  If you *really* need to
know, you can go back and do a blind test.  For the most part, staying calm and open-minded will 
produce reliable enough results in an open-test.  Easier said than done, especially when testing foods 
that you *really* want to include back in your diet.

6) Pick your challenge day.  This should be a day you are otherwise-healthy (not sleep-deprived, 
stressed, recovering from an attack or episode, etc).  If you think other factors are at play, either 
reschedule or write them in the "notes" section.  You can always go back and revisit or retest the food.  
Better safe than sorry.  

The *only foods* you will be eating the testing day are safe foods + the specific food(s) you are 



actually testing.  For example, if you decide to test both nightshades and corn, do them on separate 
days (unless of course you are OK with eliminating both of them from your diet at the sign of any 
symptoms).  Try not to introduce any problematic ingredients, and if you do, make note of it.  For 
example, if you test chocolate, don't also introduce soy by way of soy lecithin.

7) Do the challenge test.  You have your food ready.  Here's how the testing day goes:
    a. start with a minute exposure compared to a normal serving, such as a whiff, or a few drops on the 
tongue.  Note that this can occur with normal food prep (e.g., cutting a tomato, or the smell of cooking 
peppers).
    b. Wait and rest fifteen to thirty minutes for any symptoms to appear, if they haven't already.  If 
symptoms, record them and stop the challenge.  You are already done with the challenge!  If no 
symptoms, then proceed.
    c. Take a small nibble of the challenge food -- much smaller than a normal bite.
    d. Wait another fifteen to thirty minutes for symptoms (see "b" above).  If no symptoms, proceed.
    e. Take a full bite (or if it's a powdered spice, the amount that would be in a full bite of a meal)
    f. Wait three to four hours for symptoms.  If none, proceed.
    g. Have a full meal that includes the challenge food.
    h. Wait for at least three days in "observation mode," noting the time, severity, and tendency of the 
symptoms (when and how they worsen or get better).  

8) If at any point you experience symptoms during the challenge process, stop the challenge and switch
fully into observation mode.  Keep an open mind.  Don't dismiss or "explain away" things.  Just collect 
data.  Maybe you are more stressed or sleep-deprived, for example.  Still, record the symptoms and 
note the stress or sleep deprivation.  When you notice your symptoms are gone, you can move onto the 
next food challenge. 

9) At the end of all the tests, review the sheets and look at trends.  Do some symptoms from some foods
seem to linger?  Come on slowly or quickly after exposure?  How much exposure did it take?  Which 
are the most severe?  What foods should you try to avoid completely?  What foods seem to be foods 
you can "cheat" on every now and then (e.g., when you're eating out)?  What foods did you crave or 
miss the most, or seem the most addictive and difficult to have in moderation?

10) Each challenge test can be as broad or specific as you want, depending on whether you want to 
potentially eliminate broad categories of food (even if only one or two foods therein are actually 
problematic).  For example, you can test “nightshades” as a group or individually.  Testing individual 
foods takes longer, but gives you much better information.  One strategy people find useful is a hybrid: 
Test groups first, and if there's any reaction, then go back later and test individual foods within that 
group.
    Phase 1. Group tests, e.g., "nightshades," "grains," "pseudo-grains," "dried legumes" "seed spices"
    Phase 2. Individual follow-up tests, e.g., "tomato," "rice," "quinoa," "black pepper"

If at any point you react to an individual food, it potentially implicates the larger group.  For example, 
if you react to tomato, you may want to test the other nightshades as well, or assume they are all 
potentially unsafe.  The same goes for grains, as they all contain gluten-like proteins ("glutenoids").  
Likewise, you may test a group and have a reaction, but may only react to one specific food in that 
group.  For example, if you test "grains" and react to corn, you may want to test rice individually to see 
how safe it is instead of eliminating it as well.  You can do Phase 1, Phase 2, or both. 

Remember, the whole point is to know your sensitivities and their severity, so you can make informed 



and nuanced decisions about your diet without too much stress or social sacrifice.  Sensitivities can 
change over time for a variety of reasons, so it may make sense to do another elimination diet / food 
challenge test to see how things shape up.

See the attached "Reintroducing Foods" PDF excerpt of Sarah Ballantyne's excellent book, "The Paleo 
Approach," for more information.  This section is provided for educational reasons only.  I cannot 
recommend this book highly enough.  Dr. Ballantyne writes with rare rigor, sensitivity, and ethical 
sensibility.  The result is a fantastic, encyclopedic reference on the relationship between diet, lifestyle, 
and human health.


