
Even with the best medical treatment known provided quickly 
after a reaction, a teen died after taking a bite of a snack 
containing peanuts, to which she was severely allergic.

For a free copy of our Root Cause Analysis Template in 
Microsoft Excel, used to create this page, visit our web site.

Teen ate snack 
with peanuts

Death of teen

Basic Level Cause Map - Start with simple Why questions.

More Detailed Cause Map -
Add detail as information becomes available.
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Analysis

Solutions

Problem
Cause Mapping is a Root Cause Analysis method that captures basic 
cause-and-effect relationships supported with evidence.

Copyright ThinkReliability 2013

fatal allergy

ProblemStep 1.

AnalysisStep 2.

SolutionsStep 3.

Cause MappingCause MappingCause MappingCause Mapping

What's the 
Problem?

Why did it 
happen?

What will be 
done?

1

2

3

Problem Solving • Incident Investigation • Root Cause Analysis

"Avoidance is the only way to avoid a reaction, 
but we know accidents happen.  That's the 
insidious nature of food allergies.  We tell people 
that their last reaction is not an indication of their 
next reaction.  Don't think because you have not 
had a severe reaction that you can't have one."

- John Lehr, Chief Executive Officer, 
Food Allergy Research & Education

Safety Goal
Impacted

Snack with peanuts kills teen

Effect Cause

Evidence:

Solution:
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Investigate Problems. Prevent Problems.

Safety Goal 
Impacted

Customer 
Service Goal 

Impacted

Treats did not 
clearly indicate 

presence of 

peanuts

Death of teen
Severe laryngeal 
edema (swelling

in throat)

Evidence: 
Sheriff's office

Severe allergic 
reaction

Prescribed 
treatment 
ineffective

?

Evidence: See 
Process Map

Teen allergy to 
peanuts

Teen ate snack 
Teen ate snack 

with peanuts

?AND

AND

Availability of 
snack with 

peanuts

Evidence: Fatalities
after appropriate 
response are rare

Evidence: Food 
allergies rising, 
though causes are 
unknown

Lack of 
knowledge 
about food 

allergies ?

Possible Solutions: 
Do not offer peanut 

Possible Solutions: 
Clearly label peanut 

AND

Evidence: Food 
allergies result in 
>200,000 ER visits 
each year (Food 
Allergy Research 
& Education)

Evidence: Peanut 
allergies are not 
most prevalent but 
are most 
dangerous 
(allergist)

Cause Map

Exposure to 
allergen

Monitor closely 
Treatment with 

epinephrine 
auto-injector

Allergy 
Response 
Process

Signs of 
reaction 

?

YES

NO

Continue to 
monitor for at 
least 8 hours

Treatment with 
Benadryl

Allergic 
response 
abated ?

YES

NO

Seek immediate 
follow-up 

emergency care

Treatment with 
another 

epinephrine 

auto-injector

A second wave of allergic reaction (biphasic) can occur up to 72 hours after the first one

Call for 
emergency 

treatment (911)

Those with food allergies should have multiple epinephrine auto-injectors available
- Ensure the full dose is given and replace before the medication expires

Process Map

Treats did not 
clearly indicate 

presence of 

peanuts

In a situation requiring emergency response, it is important to ensure that all 
the prescribed steps were taken.  The required steps can be diagrammed 
visually within a Process Map.  In this case, all available actions were taken 

to attempt to reverse the allergic reaction.

Up to 40% of 
people need a 
second or third 
dose of epinephrine

Many schools and other public facilities have stopped offering any food containing peanuts.  Others 
have designated peanut-free zones to help those with allergies avoid contact with peanuts.  (Although 
peanut allergies are not the most prevalent, they are the most dangerous, both from reaction severity 

and likelihood of contact.)  Certainly, snacks containing peanuts must be clearly marked as such.

What Problem(s) Anaphylactic shock, food allergy

When Date July 27, 2013

Time 12:30 a.m. (death)

Different, unusual, unique Treatment could not resolve reaction; Rice Krispies 

treats made with peanut butter

Where State, city Eldorado National Forest, California

Facility, site Summer camp

Task being performed Treatment with Benadryl, epinephrine

Impact to the Goals
Safety Death of teen

Environmental N/A

Customer Service Treats did not clearly indicate presence of peanuts

Production-Schedule N/A
Property, Equip, Mtls N/A

Labor, Time N/A

Frequency Increase in food allergies over recent years


