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HISTAMINE INTOLERANCE 

WHAT IS HISTAMINE?  
We’ve all heard of taking anti-histamines for hay fever or seasonal allergies. But 
Histamine is present in our body even when we aren’t having allergies.  
 

Ø Mast cells in our blood store Histamine and are always ready to release 
Histamine in response to a perceived invader or allergen.  

 

Ø When Mast cells are “activated”, they release Histamine into the blood to 
flow through the body & stimulate a “Histamine receptor”.  

 

Ø Histamine receptors are designed to cause a reaction 
in the body.   

 
4 HISTAMINE RECEPTORS 

 

 
 
 

H1	RECEPTORS- cause “hay fever” & seasonal 
allergy symptoms 
Ø Brain- makes you more awake & alert 

(antihistamines cause drowsiness) 
Ø White Blood Cells (WBC) 

o Increase WBC to fight off 
infections, injury, allergens 

o Increase in inflammatory cells 
(cytokines) 

o Platelet aggregation (clotting of 
the blood) 

Ø Blood Vessels-  
o Dilation of vessels in the skin (red 

& flushed)  
o Increased permeability (fluid 

leakage & swelling) 
o Dilation of blood vessels in the 

brain (headache) 
o Dilation & permeability of vessels 

in nasal passages (congestion) 
o Bronchodilation (chest 

congestion)  
Ø Skin- Hives (skin rashes, itching), hay fever 

& allergy symptoms 
Medications that block H1 receptors: 
“Antihistamines” Benadryl, Claritin, Zyrtec 
Allegra 

H2	RECEPTORS- heart & GI 
Ø Digestion- in the stomach & intestines 

o Increases gastric acid causing 
abdominal pain, nausea, acid 
reflux, peptic ulcer disease, 
cramping, diarrhea 

Ø Heart- Blood vessels dilate & 
increased heart rate 
o Drop in blood pressure 
o Increased heart rate (heart 

palpitations & can eventually lead 
to increased blood pressure 

Medications that block H2 Receptors: “Acid 
blockers/Antacids” Zantac, Tagamet, & 

Pepcid 

H3	RECEPTORS- nervous system 
Regulate histamine in the body, 
by inhibiting further synthesis of 
histamine 
 

H4	RECEPTORS- Discovered in 
2001, these receptors regulate 
white blood cells released from 
bone marrow & regulate the 
inflammatory response 
è Located in the thymus, small 

intestine, spleen, colon, 
bone marrow & basophils 
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WHAT	DOES	HISTAMINE	DO?	
● Affects metabolism 
● Controls appetite 
● Plays a role in digestion (acid reflux, indigestion)  
● Smooth muscle contraction 
● Immune system function 
● Blood cell formation 
● Wound healing 
● Day-night rhythm (imbalance leads to sleep 

disorders) 
● Regulating factors involved in cancer prevention 
● Triggers symptoms involved in allergic response:  

o Dilation of blood vessels (flushing in the 
cheeks) 

○ Swelling (increased leaking of blood vessels) 
○ Increased mucus secretion (runny nose, 

congestion, cough) 

○ Tachycardia- (rapid heartbeat) & arrhythmias 
(irregular heartbeat) 

○ Alteration in blood pressure (high or low 
blood pressure) 

○ Pain receptors are stimulated causing pain 
○ Inflammation (important to help the body 

fight off an invader & begin to heal 
 
What most people don’t know is that histamine is 
found in foods and medications. So eating a large 
quantity of foods that are high in histamine (or trigger 
our body to release more histamine) can cause 
“allergy” type symptoms.  
 
  

 
 

 
 

Immune Response 
Injury 
Illness  

Ex treme Hot or Cold 

Stress 
Alcohol 
Certain Foods 

Medications/Drugs 

OTHER CAUSES OF INCREASED HISTAMINE 
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WHAT IS HISTAMINE INTOLERANCE? 
 

Histamine intolerance results from accumulated histamine 
and reduced ability to breakdown or eliminate histamine.  
 

 
Ø Certain causes of increased Histamine fill the bucket. 
Ø The body produces enzymes such as Diamine	

Oxidase	(DAO) that breaks down ingested Histamine 
and another enzyme (HNMT) breaks down circulating 
Histamine. 

Ø If we can’t break down Histamine fast enough, the 
bucket overflows causing “Intolerance” symptoms 
similar to allergy or inflammatory reactions.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

***When	we	take	“antihistamines”	this	is	only	blocking	the	
histamine	receptors	(reduces	allergy	symptoms	temporarily).	
	
When	the	antihistamine	wears	off,	symptoms	worsen	if	you	still	
have	a	large	amount	of	histamine	present	in	the	body.	You	need	to	
eliminate	the	cause	of	increased	histamine	and/or	help	your	body	
break	it	down	&	eliminate	excess	histamine.***	
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CAUSES	OF	ELEVATED	LEVELS	OF	HISTAMINE	
1. LACK	OF	DIAMINE	OXIDASE	(DAO): This can be a genetic 

defect. Insufficiency in DAO makes you unable to break 
down & eliminate histamine. 

2. STRESS: Extreme stress and/or chronic stress stimulates 
mast cells to dump histamine in the body & may cause 
reduced production of DAO. 

3. ALLERGIES: Actual allergic reactions cause histamine to be 
released to fight off the allergen.  

4. LIVER	&	TOXINS: The liver is responsible for breaking 
down histamine. If a high amount of toxins (such as 
pesticides, preservatives, chemicals, parabens, alcohol, 
medications...) are consumed, the liver will be working 
overtime. The liver needs certain NUTRIENTS to detoxify. If 
the diet is lacking in the nutrients that the liver needs in 
order to do its job, then this process breaks down & 
histamine levels build up. 

5. INJURY: An injury activates the immune response causing 
increased histamine levels to aid the healing process. 

6. PARASITES,	VIRUSES,	INFECTION: Any infection will 
trigger the immune system to release histamine. Chronic 
infections such as Epstein Barr Virus, Herpes Simplex, & 
Herpes Zoster Virus lead to long term increased histamine 
levels & can cause sensitivity to foods & other sources that 
may increase histamine levels. 

7. POOR	DIET: A diet that lacks nutrients & antioxidants (low 
in fruits & vegetables) & is full of fried foods, artificial 
ingredients, pesticides, preservatives, sugars, & other toxins 
worsens histamine intolerance.  

8. MAST	CELL	ACTIVATION	SYNDROME: When mast cells 
break open too easily dumping histamine & other 
inflammation into the blood stream. This condition is 
thought to be a genetic problem that also results from 
exposure to certain triggers. Another condition that is much 
less common is called MASTOCYTOSIS (the body makes too 
many mast cells). 

9. EXCESS	HISTAMINE	SOURCES: A combination of overactive 
mast cells, consuming too much histamine from foods, a 
poor diet lacking the nutrients for the liver to flush out 
toxins & histamines, taking medications that trigger 
histamine response, too much stress, illness, injury, extreme 
temperatures can all add up to excessive histamine in the 
body. This can cause symptoms of an allergic reaction. If this 
is coupled with not enough DAO available to flush out the 
excess histamine, symptoms will become chronic and/or 
continue to worsen as allergic symptoms become severe. 
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DIAGNOSING	HISTAMINE	INTOLERANCE	
Histamine intolerance is under-diagnosed & many doctors do not recognize this condition. The symptoms 
overlap with several other conditions and can vary widely from person to person.   

è Need to differentiate between Histamine Intolerance & true food allergy or intolerance to sulfites, 
salicylates, oxalates, dairy, or lactose. 

Basically the way to confirm is the “Elimination Diet”. Eliminate all foods that are high histamine or are 
“histamine liberators” (cause the body to produce more histamine).  

Histamine	and	headache	
Headache can be triggered in migraine sufferers when large amounts of Histamine rich foods are consumed. 
Histamine-induced headache is a vascular headache caused mainly by nitrate monoxide. An increase in the 
number of brain mast cells is associated with pathologic conditions such as migraine, cluster headache, and 
multiple sclerosis.  
Ø Many migraine patients have histamine intolerance and improved symptoms under a histamine-free diet 

& therapy with antihistamines & supplements. 
Ø Tyramine is another common cause of migraines (cocoa & wine are high in tyramine & liberate histamine) 
 

Histamine	and	Gastrointestinal	Issues	
Small Intestinal Bacterial Overgrowth (SIBO)- When germs build up in your small intestines, this increases 
histamine levels. This happens when we take antibiotics which kill bacterial infections but also cause an 
imbalance in the good bacteria in our gut. Good bacteria are responsible for attacking bacteria that we 
consume from our diet.  
Ø Leaky Gut-  When histamine levels build up in the gut from foods, drinks, & medications; this causes 

inflammation in the stomach & intestines which allows germs & toxins to enter the blood stream leading 
to food intolerance symptoms. 

Ø Inflammatory Bowel Disease (IBD)- There is a strong association with IBD such as Crohn’s, Ulcerative 
Colitis, Celiac Disease, & gluten intolerance with Histamine intolerance. This is due to chronic GI 
inflammation & bad bacteria building up in the gut (SIBO). 

Ø Stomach-ache, colic, flatulence, & diarrhea- may be symptoms of histamine intolerance 
 

Histamine	and	airways	
During or immediately after the ingestion of histamine-rich food or alcohol, runny nose or congestion may 
occur in patients with histamine intolerance; in extreme cases, asthma attacks also may occur.  
 

Histamine	and	sexual	steroids	
In the female genital tract, histamine is mainly produced by mast cells in the uterus and ovaries.  
Ø OVULATION & PERIODS- Histamine-intolerant women often suffer from headache that is dependent on 

their menstrual cycle and from dysmenorrhea (painful periods). Histamine may worsen painful periods by 
increasing estrogen concentrations. And, in reverse, estrogen can influence histamine action. A 
significant increase in response to histamine during OVULATION & TIME OF PERIOD causes migraines, 
painful periods, & GI issues if histamine intolerant. 

Ø PREGNANCY- DAO is produced at very high concentrations by the placenta, & its concentration may 
become 500 times that when the woman is not pregnant. This increased DAO production in pregnant 
women may be the reason why, in women with food intolerance, remissions frequently occur during 
pregnancy.  

NOTE:	Since	histamine	 causes	allergic	symptoms,	it	 is	possible	that	someone	with	histamine	 intolerance	will	 be	tested	for	
allergies	&	test	negative.	This	gets	very	frustrating	when	you	KNOW	you	are	having	an	allergic	reaction	to	something!	
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Histamine	and	food	
LEFTOVERS OR FERMENTED FOODS: Histamine and other biogenic amines are present to various degrees in 
many foods, and their presence increases with maturation. High concentrations of histamine are found mainly 
in products of microbial fermentation, such as aged cheese, sauerkraut, wine, and processed meat or in 
microbially spoiled food. DON’T EAT LEFTOVERS OR OVER RIPE PRODUCE.  
 

SOME FOODS STIMULATE HISTAMINE REACTION- Histamine Liberators 
 In addition to histamine-rich food, many foods such as citrus foods and pickled foods are considered 
to have the capacity to cause the body to release histamine directly from tissue mast cells, even if they 
themselves contain only small amounts of histamine. These are known as “Histamine liberators” and are often 
“healthy foods”.  
     

ALCOHOL	AND	HISTAMINE		
Alcohol, especially red wine & beer, is rich in histamine & is a potent inhibitor of DAO. The ingestion of wine 
& beer causes an increase in plasma histamine leading to Histamine Intolerance symptoms.  

è There are other substances in wine such as tyramine and sulfites in addition to Histamine that can 
contribute to symptoms known as “wine intolerance” or “red wine asthma”.  

 

Histamine	and	atopic	eczema	(skin	rash)	
Severe atopic eczema (AE) is associated with increased Histamine levels. In addition, reduced DAO activities 
have been shown in AE patients. Thus, these patients have a significantly greater occurrence of chronic 
headache, dysmenorrhea, flushing, gastrointestinal symptoms, & intolerance to alcohol and food. 

è TREATMENT OF SEVERE ATOPIC ECZEMA IS TO REDUCE CONSUMPTION OF HISTAMINE FOODS, 
ALCOHOL, & TAKE CLARITIN & NATURAL ANTIHISTAMINES.   

 

MEDICATIONS	AND	HISTAMINE	
As we age, we tend to develop medical conditions such as hypertension, high cholesterol, 
depression, & autoimmune diseases. Medications prescribed to treat these conditions can 
contain Histamine or “liberate” Histamine in the body.  

è Commonly people wonder why these suddenly have food intolerances when they’ve never had these 
issues before. Often this is a result of several medications filling up your “Histamine bucket” and 
causing symptoms to worsen.  

MEDICATIONS	THAT	CAN	WORSEN	HISTAMINE	SYMPTOMS	
NSAIDS- Ibuprofen, Aspirin, Aleve, Advil 
ANTACIDS- Pepcid, Zantac, Ranitidine, Omeprazole 
ANTIHISTAMINES- Benadryl, chronic use of antihistamines 
ANTIDEPRESSANTS- Effexor, Cymbalta, Prozac, Zoloft, Amitriptyline 
IMMUNE	MODULATORS- Plaquenil, Humira, Enbrel, Chloroquine 
ANTIARRHYTHMICS/BP	MEDS- Propranolol, Metoprolol, Cardizem, Norvasc 
ANTIBIOTIC- Augmentin 
PAIN	MEDS- Codeine, Opiates (hydrocodone/Lortab, oxycodone/Percocet, morphine, heroin) 
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SUMMARY	
Ø Histamine is a neurotransmitter naturally produced by the body. It controls bodily functions like 

immune response, mood, sleep, and even helps to secrete gastric juices.  
Ø Histamine is also present in many foods we eat. So a person may produce too much histamine 

as well as be eating a diet high in histamine without knowing it—which increases symptoms.  
Ø Excess Histamine is involved in many types of allergic and inflammatory processes, including 

immediate and delayed hypersensitivity reactions. You may react immediately to a food or 
stressor, or it may occur 1-3 days later (this makes it more difficult to pin down the cause). 

Ø Histamine regulates physiological function in the gastrointestinal tract causing digestive issues.  
Ø Histamine imbalances in the body may cause a variety of adverse effects ranging from life-

threatening allergic reactions to localized itching, runny nose or hives.  
Ø The body is supposed to produce adequate levels of Diamine Oxidase (DAO), an enzyme that 

breaks down histamine, but due to gene mutations, gut dysfunction, nutrient deficiencies, and 
stress, people can lack adequate levels. 

 

BUCKET: The “bucket” situation can occur if you suffer any combination of Histamine triggers 
and/or your body is not good at breaking down excess Histamine. If the bucket overflows, this 
causes histamine intolerance symptoms.  
Ø If you take antihistamines, this blocks histamine receptors to reduce allergy symptoms. If your 

body produces enough DAO enzyme, you can recover. If you don’t produce enough DAO or are 
suffering from poor GI status (leaky gut, inflammatory bowel..,) then your symptoms will persist.  
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HISTAMINE INTOLERANCE DIET 

(AVOID)	 (EAT	DAILY)	
(AVOID)	

(AVOID)	

Fresh	or	take	supplements		
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(AVOID)	
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TREATMENT	PLAN	FOR	HISTAMINE	INTOLERANCE	
1. BEGIN A LOW	HISTAMINE	DIET NOW 
2. TAKE 1 Claritin pill (or preferred antihistamine) every 

morning until symptoms resolve 
3. Take D-Hist- 2 pills three x a day for 1 week, then 1-2 pills 1-2 

x a day for maintenance  
4. Take HistDAO - 2 pills before a big meal 1-2 x a day until 

symptoms resolve, then as needed when eating a high Histamine meal 
5. Drink Inflammacore with SBI	protect daily for an 

anti-inflammatory protein shake to maintain healthy 
GI and reduce inflammation 
(Orthomolecular shake mix) 

6. Take probiotic daily (Orthomolecular or 

Xymogen offer quality probiotics- powder or pills) 
7. Take Orthomega	fish	oil 2 pills 1-2 x a day until 

symptoms resolve, then 1 pill 1-2 x a day for 
maintenance  

8. Orthomolecular	Vitamin	D-3	50,000	units – take 1 pill 1-2 x a 

week  
9. Take	activated	B-Vitamins- Orthomolecular & Xymogen 

have great multivitamins with activated B-Vitamins 
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