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Science in the News: Peanut allergy hope 

 

Peanut allergy hope 

One in 50, or 2%, of young people in the UK have a peanut 

allergy. For some people it can be so bad that it causes serious 

breathing problems, or sometimes even death (doctors estimate that 

about five people per year die from peanut allergies in the UK each 

year). Peanut allergy sufferers need to read the ingredients 

on all foods to make sure they do not contain ‘traces of nuts’, and 

they may find that they are unable to eat out at restaurants 

or friends’ homes. If the allergy is severe, for example, if the sufferer 

cannot even touch peanuts, this may affect the whole family, as 

they will have to make sure they have no products containing peanuts in the home at all. 

Now a team of doctors from a Cambridge hospital have cured the peanut allergies of four children by de-

sensitising them. It is a method that has been used before for bee and wasp stings and for pollen allergies, 

but never for a food allergy. The doctors gave the children tiny amounts of peanut flour each day (5 mg, the 

equivalent of less than one-thirtieth of a whole peanut), and gradually increased the amount as their bodies 

built up tolerance. After six months the children were able to eat the equivalent of five whole peanuts. The 

doctors say it is not a permanent cure, but as long as the children keep eating the daily dose of peanuts 

they should keep their tolerance. Now they are starting a bigger study with more children. 

One parent said, ‘It’s very hard to describe how much of a difference it’s made – not just in Michael’s life, 

but for us all.’ However, doctors stress that it is very important that peanut allergy sufferers do not try this at 

home, as it could be very dangerous. The study was done in very carefully controlled conditions and with 

doctors on hand in case there was a problem. 

QUESTIONS 

How many young people in the UK have a peanut allergy? 

Describe in your own words how it can affect their family. 

Describe in your own words what you think ‘de-sensitising’ means. 

How much peanut flour could the children eat after six months? 

Why must the children keep eating a daily dose of peanuts? 

Why do you think the doctors want to do a bigger study with more children? 

Explain why the doctors don’t want peanut allergy sufferers to try this at home. 

 

Find out more 

If anyone in your class has a peanut allergy, or if you know anyone who has, ask him or her to talk to you 

about how it affects their way of life. Try to imagine what life is like for them. 
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