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	Flu vaccinations and MS (and ME/CFS)



Two messages received from Dr Charles Shepherd:

As vaccinations mimic the effect of infections on 
the body's immune response it's not too surprising 
to find that they do sometimes trigger ME/CFS or cause a relapse of existing symptoms.

My main interest in this area is with hepatitis B 
vaccine, and I now have around 80 people - mainly health workers - who predate the onset of their 
ME/CFS (+/- joint problems) to this particular jab.

As far as flu vaccine is concerned, I carried out 
a small survey (not scientific - just feedback from 
MEA members who'd been given a flu jab that autumn) a few years ago.  Results:


7/21
had no problems at all.


13/21
reported an exacerbation of symptoms - 
3 were mild; 7 were moderate; 3 were severe.


1/21
was interesting in that this teenager reported 
a significant and continuous improvement following the jab.

Advice to my own ME/CFS patients this coming autumn (the vaccine will be available in late September/early October) is that they need to weigh up the pros and cons in each individual case as a dose of flu could
also cause a relapse of ME/CFS.  Flu vaccine would normally be very advisable for anyone with another chronic illness such as diabetes, kidney, heart, chest disease, or for anyone taking steroids.  And if you've had a flu jab in the past and been OK, then you may well be alright this time round.

I don't usually advise people with ME/CFS to have a flu jab if they're experiencing a lot of flu or infection-like symptoms such as sore throats, glands, problems with temperature control.

Incidentally, some docs who treat HIV/AIDS also 
take a very cautious view about flu vaccine because the immune system stimulation it creates could result in an increased production of HIV.

As for myself, I'm not going to have a flu jab this year.

If you want to know more about the links 
between ME/CFS and vaccinations check out 
a fairly comprehensive review - Is CFS linked to Vaccinations? - I wrote for The (US) CFS Research Review (Winter 2001, pp 6 - 8). It should still be available on-line at the CFIDS website: www.cfids.org

From:  Dr Charles Shepherd (July 2002)

I have always taken a fairly cautious view about the advisability of giving flu vaccinations to people with ME/CFS.  And like some (but not all) of my medical colleagues, I believe that this vaccine is probably best avoided if you are in the very early stages of this illness (especially if it follows 
an infective onset), or you continue to have 
a significant flu-like/infective/immunological component (eg recurrent sore throats, enlarged glands, joint pains, temperature control problems).  

However, if you have any other medical condition (such as diabetes, heart disease, asthma, or kidney problems) which could be seriously affected by a dose of flu, then a vaccination would almost certainly be advisable.  And this would also apply if you've had a flu vaccine in previous years without any problem - even though the 
viral make-up of the vaccine changes from year 
to year.

The link between flu vaccination and triggering/causing a relapse of ME/CFS is based on anecdotal reports, and it's interesting to note that some new research is suggesting that flu vaccine could also be linked to the development 
of MS and other serious neurological conditions such as Guillain Barre syndrome (GBS).  

The new research*, carried out by the US Institute of Medicine on behalf of the Centres 
for Disease Control, concluded that a causal 
link between flu vaccine and the onset of MS and GBS "cannot be ruled out" but blamed a dearth of good quality scientific evidence for 
its failure to reach a firm conclusion.

So while the general benefits of mass vaccination certainly against flu outweigh 
any possible risks, the role of flu vaccine as 
a possible trigger factor in the development of serious neurological disorders certainly requires some proper epidemiological research.

*Source: 'Pulse': Flu vaccine link to MS 'cannot be ruled out' -  21 October 2003

From:  Dr Charles Shepherd (October 2003)

	An updated factsheet on flu vaccinations is now available from the ME Association - 
This leaflet weighs up the pros and cons of flu vaccinations for people with ME/CFS.
Download their order form from - www.meassociation.org.uk or contact Gill on 01280 818964
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