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Allergy to mustard is a potentially serious 
condition that requires careful management 
and awareness.

Mustard is one of the top 14 regulated 
allergens that must be declared under UK food 
labelling laws and can trigger allergic reactions 
even when present in small amounts. Although 
mustard must be clearly identified on food 
labels and in allergen information provided by 
food businesses, it can sometimes be a hidden 
ingredient, making vigilance essential when 
food shopping and eating out.

Under UK food information legislation, mustard 
must be:

•	 Emphasised (for example, in bold type, 
italics, capitalised or in a different colour) 
within the ingredients list of prepacked 
foods.

•	 Declared in allergen information for non-
prepacked foods, which must be available 
either in writing or verbally by trained staff.

Be aware that mustard may not always be 
obvious by sight, taste, or smell. It can be 
present in a wide range of foods, including 
spice blends, sauces, dressings, marinades, 
processed meats, and manufactured products 
where it may not be expected. For this reason, 
it is important to read food labels carefully and 
always check allergen information when eating 
away from home.

How common is mustard allergy?

Mustard allergy is more common in countries 
where people eat a lot of mustard, such as 
France. In the UK, we don’t know how common 
it is because there hasn’t been much research 
or data collected. This means we don’t know 
exactly how many people are affected. 
However, mustard allergy has been known 
about for many years. Recently, more spices, 
including mustard, are being used in a wider 
range of foods, which means people are more 
likely to come into contact with mustard in 
their diet.

Cross reactivity

Mustard allergy can sometimes occur as a 
result of cross-reactivity between pollen 
allergens and food allergens. One example is 
mugwort–mustard syndrome, in which a person 
who is sensitised to mugwort pollen (a weed 
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pollen that can cause hay fever symptoms) 
develops allergic reactions to foods from the 
mustard family. This happens because some 
of the proteins in mugwort pollen are similar 
in structure to proteins found in mustard and 
related plants. 

People with mugwort pollen allergy may react 
to members of the Brassicaceae (Cruciferae) 
family, including: 

•	 White mustard (Sinapis alba) 

•	 Brown/Indian mustard (Brassica juncea) 

•	 Other related vegetables and spices from 
the mustard family.

Mugwort pollen allergy is relatively uncommon 
in the UK, and therefore mugwort–mustard 
syndrome is considered rare. However, it may 
be considered in individuals with pollen allergy 
who experience symptoms after eating mustard 
or related foods. 

It is important to note that not everyone with 
mugwort pollen allergy will react to mustard, 
and not everyone with mustard allergy has a 
pollen-related allergy. Assessment by an allergy 
specialist can help determine whether cross-
reactivity is relevant in an individual case.

Signs and symptoms

Mustard allergy can affect people of any age. As 
with any food allergy the signs and symptoms 
can vary and will affect people differently.

Reactions can range from mild symptoms, 
such as itching, hives, or vomiting, to severe 
and potentially life-threatening anaphylaxis, 
which requires immediate treatment with 
adrenaline (epinephrine) and urgent medical 
attention. Even trace amounts due to cross-
contamination during food preparation can 
trigger reactions in sensitive individuals.

Mustard in the diet

Mustard is a common ingredient in a wide 
variety of foods and is widely used in cuisines 
around the world, including Chinese, Japanese, 
Indian, French, Middle Eastern, Eastern 
European and Italian cooking. It may be found 
in sauces, dressings, marinades, curries, pickles, 
chutneys, processed meats, soups and ready-
made meals. It can also occasionally be present 
in non-food products, such as massage oils and 
topical preparations. 

Mustard may be found 
in foods such as sauces, 
dressings, marinades, 
curries, pickles, chutneys, 
processed meats, soups 
and ready-made meals.

The seeds may be used 
whole, cracked, crushed, 
or ground into a powder.
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In food manufacturing, mustard may be added 
not only for flavour but also for its thickening, 
emulsifying and stabilising properties. As a 
result, it can be found in unexpected foods, 
including processed products and baby foods. 

Because mustard is used so widely and may be 
present as a hidden ingredient, it is important 
to read food labels carefully and check allergen 
information whenever purchasing food or 
eating away from home.

Types of mustard

Mustard comes from plants in the Brassicaceae 
(mustard) family. Several species are used to 
produce mustard seeds, including:

•	 White or yellow mustard (Sinapis alba)

•	 Brown mustard (Brassica juncea)

•	 Black mustard (Brassica nigra).

The seeds may be used whole, cracked, 
crushed, or ground into a powder and 
are widely used in cooking and food 
manufacturing.

Mustard seeds

•	 Whole mustard seeds may be used in:

•	 Curries

•	 Pickles and chutneys

•	 Marinades

•	 Spice blends

•	 Roasted vegetable dishes.

Mustard powder

Mustard seeds can be ground into a fine 
powder (sometimes called mustard flour), 
which is commonly used in:

•	 Sauces

•	 Dressings

•	 Seasonings

•	 Processed foods.

Prepared (table) mustard

Prepared mustard is made by mixing ground 
mustard seeds with ingredients such as water, 
vinegar, salt and spices.

Common varieties include:

•	 American mustard

•	 Dijon mustard

•	 English mustard

•	 French mustard

•	 Wholegrain mustard

•	 Sweet mustard

•	 Hot dog mustard.

The heat and flavour of mustard depend on 
the type and combination of seeds used and 
the method of preparation. Yellow mustard 
often contains turmeric, which gives it its 
characteristic colour.

Mustard greens

The leaves and stems of some mustard plants 
are edible and may be eaten as a vegetable or 
salad ingredient.

Examples include:

•	 Leaf mustard

•	 Chinese leaf mustard

•	 Indian mustard

•	 Baby mustard greens

•	 Kai Choi

•	 Jie Cai

•	 Mostaza.

Foods that may contain mustard

Mustard is commonly found in:

Sauces and dressings

•	 Barbecue sauce

•	 Cumberland sauce

•	 Curry sauce

•	 Tomato ketchup

•	 Mayonnaise

•	 Mustard sauce

•	 Honey and mustard sauce

•	 Salad dressings

•	 Vinaigrettes

•	 Mustard oil.

Pickles and preserved foods

•	 Pickled onions

•	 Pickled gherkins

•	 Chutneys

•	 Piccalilli

•	 Mixed pickles.

Meat and savoury products

•	 Sausages

•	 Processed deli meats

•	 Coated or marinated meat products

•	 Stock cubes and liquid stock.

Other foods

•	 Ready meals

•	 Soups

•	 Spice blends

•	 Baby foods.

This is not a complete list. Mustard can be present 
in unexpected foods, so it is important to read 
food labels carefully and check ingredient and 
allergen information whenever purchasing food 
or eating away from home.

Diagnosing mustard allergy

If you suspect you have had an allergic reaction 
to mustard it is important to seek medical 
advice without delay. A follow up appointment 
with your GP is recommended to determine 
if the symptoms you have experienced after 
exposure to mustard are suggestive of a food 
allergy. You may then be referred for allergy 
testing which may include skin prick testing 
and/or a specific IgE blood test. A diagnosis of 
mustard allergy should be based on a detailed 
clinical history supported by appropriate allergy 
testing. A positive allergy test alone, without 
a history of symptoms following exposure to 
mustard, is not sufficient to confirm an allergy. 
Private allergy testing without assessment 
by an appropriately trained healthcare 
professional or allergy specialist is not 
recommended. For more information about 
allergy testing, visit Allergy UK’s Food Allergy 
Testing and Diagnosing factsheet.
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Managing a mustard allergy
Individuals with confirmed mustard allergy are 
advised to:

•	 Strictly avoid mustard and foods 
containing mustard.

•	 Read food labels carefully every time, as 
ingredients can change.

•	 Check allergen information and inform 
food providers of their allergy when eating 
away from home.

•	 Carry any prescribed emergency 
medication at all times.

•	 Follow their personalised allergy 
management plan.

Even trace amounts of mustard may trigger 
allergic reactions in sensitive individuals, 
making it essential to minimise exposure 
and remain vigilant. There is a risk of cross-
contamination from shared equipment, buffet-
style serving, and food prepared in kitchens 
where mustard is used. 

Individuals should always check food labels 
carefully, as ingredients and recipes can 
change, and inform staff clearly about their 
allergy when eating out. It is important to 
ask specifically about hidden sources such 
as marinades, dressings, and pre-prepared 
sauces, and to avoid vague menu descriptions 
like “house dressing” unless full ingredients are 
confirmed. 

Strict avoidance of mustard is advised at all 
times, alongside practical safety measures 
such as carrying emergency medication if 
prescribed, maintaining an up-to-date allergy 
action plan, and informing relevant settings 
such as workplaces or schools to ensure 
appropriate support and risk management.


