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LATEX ALLERGY: AN EMERGING PROBLEM
Viswanath P. Kurup, Ph.D.
Allergy/Immunology Division, Department of Medicine,
Medical college of Wisconsin and Research Service,
V A Medical Center, Milwaukee, Wisconsin 53295-1000, U.S.A.

It has been known for a long time that latex glove wearers develop contact dermatitis, a T-cell
mediated hypersensitivity reaction. Chemicals added in the manufacturing process of rubber
products have been implicated in this reaction. In recent years, however, immediate type allergic
responses including urticaria, rhinitis, asthma, angioedema, conjunctivitis, anaphylaxis, and death
have been reported due to exposure to latex products. These immediate hypersensitivity reactions
have been shown to be IgE, mast cell and latex allergen mediated. The severity of these IgE
mediated reaction was particularly prevalent in certain occupational or disease groups, such as
health care workers, patients undergoing multiple surgeries and procedures, and spina bifida
patients. The reasons for the sudden emergence of immediate latex allergy reaction is unknown.
A number of factors including excessive demand resulted in shortage, OSHA regulation for
universal safety, altered manufacturing procedures, etc. might have contributed to enhanced
exposure to latex allergens resulting in the development of latex hypersensitivity. The diagnosis
poses a major problem due to the lack of defined clinical criteria and universally acceptable
laboratory assays. No reliable skin test antigens or in vitro diagnostic reagents are currently
available. Environmental monitoring of relevant allergens are also not easily available. As some
of the sensitive patients develop anaphylaxis on exposure to antigen, careful avoidance is
particularly essential. The immune mechanism, role of persistent exposure to latex antigen, and
appropriate care of patients both during childhood exposure and occupational exposure, etc. are vital

issues to be addressed to understand latex allergy and in its effective prevention.
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