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Food allergies and multiple sclerosis
Mauricio Franco Farez

The evidence on the association between allergies and multiple sclerosis (MS) 
disease activity is scarce. In this issue of JNNP, Fakih and colleagues report that 
patients with MS and food allergies have a higher disease activity compared 
with patients with no known allergies.

Both genetic and lifestyle/environmental 
factors are known to contribute to the 
development and the severity of MS.1 
Previously, a series of studies addressed 
the relationship between food allergies 
and MS risk with conflicting results.2

In their JNNP article, Fakih et al3 show 
that patients with MS and self-reported 
food allergies have more relapses and 
a higher likelihood of gadolinium-en-
hancing lesions compared with patients 
with no known allergies. Using a well-val-
idated cohort from a single centre, 1349 
patients with MS were asked about 
environmental, food and drug allergies. 
The investigators aimed to determinate 
whether the presence of known allergies 
was associated with clinical and radio-
logical activity. Overall, only patients 
with MS and food allergies had a higher 
relapse rate and twice the likelihood of 
Gd-enhancing lesions on MRI. No effect 
of environmental and drug allergies was 
noted. However, a minor effect of drug 
allergies on Expanded Disability Status 
Scale (EDSS) and a trend to significance in 
MRI variables raises the question whether 
multicentric/more powerful studies will 
also find a milder positive association for 
other allergies.

The findings of Fakih et al are in the 
opposite direction with a previous report 

showing an inverse association between 
self-reported food allergies and disease 
activity in a paediatric population with MS.4 
Several factors could have accounted for 
divergent findings. First, although paedi-
atric MS and adult MS share many clin-
ical and radiological parallels, they differ 
in several key clinical and immunological 
features.5 Second, there is evidence for 
other lifestyle/environmental factors such 
as obesity and Epstein-Barr virus infection 
that exert a differential effect on disease risk 
based on age.1 Third, since both studies rely 
on questionnaires without additional clin-
ical or laboratory confirmation, there could 
be qualitative and quantitative differences 
of what parents report for their children 
and what an adult may report.

Regardless of a negative or positive 
association, this study opens a myriad of 
questions on the relationship between 
allergies and MS: is there a common envi-
ronmental or genetic factor underlying 
this association? For example, both condi-
tions are associated with gut microbioma 
dysbiosis and this could explain a poten-
tial association.6 7 Are MS immunolog-
ical mechanisms explaining the abnormal 
immune response to food allergens? Or 
is it that food allergies that are associated 
with alterations in the gut microbiota 
early in life predispose to MS or to a more 
aggressive MS disease course? Future 
studies should confirm these interesting 
findings and start providing answers to 
some of these questions.
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