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Avoiding Cross-Contact –       
Preparing Allergen-Free Food Safely
When preparing food for a child with food allergies, it is important to do it safely so allergens do not 
accidentally get into the food—also known as cross-contact. This fact sheet will discuss cross-contact, 
how it is caused, and how to prevent it in family child care.

What is cross-contact?
Cross-contact is when an allergen is accidentally 
transferred from a food with an allergen to a food or 
surface that does not have an allergen. The term  
cross-contact is often used interchangeably with  
cross-contamination, but the terms mean different 
things. The following chart shows the difference  
between the two terms.

Cross-Contact Cross-Contamination

Definition: Accidental transfer of allergens       
to a food or surface

Definition: Accidental transfer of 
microorganisms to a food or surface

Cooking does not reduce or eliminate the 
allergen protein.

Cooking does reduce or eliminate the 
microorganism.

Removed from a surface by soap, water, 
and friction only.

Removed from a surface by washing, 
rinsing, and sanitizing. 

Example: A knife is used to spread peanut              
butter for peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. 
Then, the same knife is used to cut a turkey 
sandwich without cleaning, rinsing, and 
sanitizing the knife between uses.

Example: Raw meat is cut on a cutting board. 
Then, fresh vegetables for the salad bar are 
chopped on the same cutting board without 
cleaning, rinsing, and sanitizing the board 
between uses.
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What are possible sources of cross-contact?
Cross-contact can happen during any part of handling food from buying through serving. Care must 
be taken to keep allergen-free food away from foods that contain allergens. The following are some 
possible sources of cross-contact.

• Food mixing during preparation

• Insufficient handwashing allowing allergens to remain on hands

• Insufficient cleaning allowing allergens to remain on food contact surfaces such as 
counters

• Shared equipment, utensils, and cutting boards not being cleaned properly between uses

• Cooking food splattering into an allergen-free food

• Steam from cooking getting into an allergen-free food

• Family style dining where a child accidentally uses a utensil for multiple foods

What are ways to avoid cross-contact?
Storing, preparing, and serving food in a way that prevents cross-contact can reduce the risk of 
exposing a child to a food allergen. The following are ways family child care providers can prevent 
cross-contact.

Storage

• Have shelves in the dry storage, refrigerator, and freezer that are only for allergen-free foods. 
Best practice is to use the top shelf so nothing can fall on the food (for example, wheat flour 
falling on brown rice flour). 

Preparation

• Wash hands before preparing allergy-free foods.

• Wear single-use gloves.

• Use a clean apron, potholders, and oven mitts when preparing allergy-free foods to prevent 
cross-contact. 

• Wash all utensils, equipment, and food contact surfaces before and after each use with hot, 
soapy water making sure to scrub, then rinse and sanitize them.

• Prepare food items that do not contain allergens first. Cover, label, and store the allergy-free 
items separately.

• Designate an allergy-free zone in the kitchen if possible. When working with multiple food 
allergies, set up procedures to prevent cross-contact within the allergy-free zone.
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Serving

• Have children wash their hands before and after each meal.

• Serve the child with food allergies first, if possible.

• Take extra care with serving utensils and serving containers to prevent cross-contact. An adult 
should always be present during meals. 

• Do not allow children to share food or eating utensils. 

• Do not allow children to take food or beverages away from the table.

Family child care providers should think through their foodservice process and add ways to prevent 
cross-contact.

What if meals are served family style? 
Cross-contact is possible during family style meal service. 
Take steps to ensure a child with allergies cannot access 
foods that can cause allergic reactions. For infants, position 
high chairs far enough apart so that one child cannot touch 
the tray of another child. For toddlers and preschoolers, seat 
children with allergies next to an adult to allow supervision 
during the meal. It is also helpful to seat the child at the head 
of the table where it is more difficult to reach the communal 
bowls. Label all allergy-safe foods and have the allergic child 
take the foods they can eat from the regular menu before all 
other children to prevent cross-contact.

Are there ways other than meals or snacks that a child could be exposed to 
a food allergen? 
Items for art projects or crafts can sometimes contain food allergens, for example, play dough 
contains wheat. Food allergens may also be present in some household products like soaps and 
lotions. It is important to read labels for allergens and prevent a child with allergies from being 
exposed to any products that contain allergens. Foods for parties or rewards could also contain an 
allergen. Anyone entering the family child care could bring food that contains the allergen or have the 
allergen on their hands. Determine what policies need to be in place to help avoid exposure to food 
allergens.
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