
Elimination Diet Education 
 
An elimination diet is used to learn whether or not certain foods may be causing your symptoms 
or making them worse.  If they are, the diet also can become a way to treat these symptoms. 
 
There are four main steps to an elimination diet: 
 
Step 1 – Planning 
Learn which foods might be causing problems.  You may want to keep a diet journal for a week, 
listing the foods you eat and keeping track of the symptoms you have throughout the day.  It is 
helpful to ask yourself a few key questions: 
 

• What foods do I eat most often? 
• What foods do I crave? 
• What foods do I eat to “feel better”? 
• What foods would I have trouble giving up? 

 
Often, these seem to be the foods that are most important to try not to eat.  
 
Step 2 – Avoiding 
For two weeks, follow the elimination diet without any exceptions.  Don’t eat the foods whole or 
as ingredients in other foods.  For example, if you are avoiding all dairy products, you need to 
check labels for whey, casein, and lactose so you can avoid them as well.  This step takes a lot of 
discipline.  You must pay close attention to food labels.  Be particularly careful if you are eating 
out, since you have less control over what goes into the food you eat. 
 
Many people notice that in the first week, especially in the first few days, their symptoms will 
become worse before they start to improve.  If your symptoms become severe or increase for 
more than a day or two, consult your health care practitioner. 
 
Step 3 – Challenging 

• If your symptoms have not improved in two weeks, stop the diet and talk with your health 
care practitioner about whether or not to try it again with a different combination of foods. 

 
• If your symptoms improve, start “challenging” your body with the eliminated foods, one 

food group at a time.  As you do this, keep a written record of your symptoms. 
 

To challenge your body, add a new food group every three days.  It takes three days to be 
sure that your symptoms have time to come back if they are going to.  On the day you try an 
eliminated food for the first time, start with just a small amount in the morning.  If you 
don’t notice any symptoms, eat two larger portions in the afternoon and evening.  After a 
day of eating the new food, remove it, and wait for two days to see if you notice the 
symptoms. 
 
If a food doesn’t cause symptoms during a challenge, it is unlikely to be a problem food and 
can be added back into your diet.  However, don’t add the food back until you have tested 
all the other foods on your list. 

 
NOTE: If a food causes you to have an immediate allergic reaction, such as throat swelling, a 
severe rash, or other severe allergy symptoms, seek medical care and avoid food challenges unless 
you are directly supervised by a physician. 



Step 4 – Creating A New, Long-Term Diet 
Based on your results, your health care practitioner can help you plan a diet to prevent your 
symptoms. Some things to keep in mind: 
 

• This is not a perfect test. It can be confusing to tell for certain if a specific food is the cause. 
A lot of other factors (such as a stressful day at work) could interfere with the results. Try 
to keep things as constant as possible while you are on the diet. 

 
• Some people have problems with more than one food. You may need to try several 

elimination diets before you identify the problem. 
 

• Be sure that you are getting adequate nutrition during the elimination diet and as you 
change your diet for the long-term. For example, if you give up dairy, you must supplement 
your calcium from other sources like green leafy vegetables. 

 
Example of an Elimination Diet Calendar 
 

Day # Step 
1 Begin Elimination Diet 
2-7 You may notice symptoms worse for a day or two 
8-14 Symptoms should go away if the right foods have been removed 
15  Re-introduce food #1 (for example, dairy) 
16-17 Stop food #1 and watch for symptoms 
18 Re-introduce food # 2 (for example wheat) 
19-20 Stop food # 2 again and watch for symptoms 
21  Re-introduce food #3 
 And so on 

 
** You only eat a new food for one day.  Do not add it back into your meal plan again until the 
elimination diet is over.** 



 

D 
Step 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 


