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Multiple sclerosis (MS) is an autoimmune disorder of myelin destruction. Blood-brain-barrier (BBB)
disruption precedes pathological or clinical findings and could involve mediators from perivascular brain
mast cells, such as histamine and vascular endothelial growth factor (VEGF).  Mast cells could be
activated by many triggers, including acute stress that has been correlated with MS exacerbations. We
considered that the histamine-1 (H1) receptor antagonist hydroxyzine, which also partially inhibits brain
mast cells and has anxiolytic properties, may reduce MS symptoms. This open label, pilot, clinical trial
investigated the effect on MS of an oral solution of hydroxyzine (100 mg per day), together with caffeine
(200 mg per day) to reduce sedation. Twenty patients (8 males; 12 females) with relapsing-remitting or
relapsing-progressive MS completed the study (12 ± 1 months) and were evaluated using disability scales.
Most patients on hydroxyzine (75%) remained stable or improved neurologically and all but one showed
improved mood. Hydroxyzine could be used as an adjuvant in MS, but the small number of patients
enrolled and the short duration of the study precludes any definitive conclusions. A double-blind,
placebo-controlled study is warranted.

Multiple sclerosis (MS) is a human demyelinating
disease characterized by brain edema and
perivascular infiltrates (“cuffing”) of mononuclear
cells accompanied by various degrees of neurologic
disability (1-2). Affected areas fill with fibrotic tissue
forming the MS plaques that also contain activated
mast cells (3). Blood-brain-barrier (BBB) breakdown
precedes any pathological or clinical signs of MS (4-
5). Acute stress can disrupt the BBB in rats (6). Most
recently, acute stress was shown to increase BBB
permeability to 99 Technetium-gluceptate through the
involvement of brain mast cells (7) and corticotropin-

releasing-hormone (CRH) (7). It is, therefore, of
interest that MS symptoms can be precipitated by
psychological stress (8-9); a meta analysis and two
recent publications confirmed a correlation between
stress and MS attacks (10).

Mast cells are typically activated by IgE and
specific antigen in allergic reactions, as well as in
innate and acquired (11) immunity. They have also
been increasingly implicated in neuroinflammatory
conditions, especially those worsened by stress (12).
Mast cells have been associated with brain
demyelination (13-14) and are activated in
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experimental allergic encephalonyelitis in monkeys
(EAE) (15). The involvement of mast cells in MS
was recently supported by gene array results from
MS plaques that showed increased expression of the
high affinity IgE binding protein (FcεRI) and
histamine-1 (H1) receptors, as well as of the unique
mast cell protease, tryptase (16). In fact, elevated
tryptase had been documented in the CSF of MS
patients (17) and can activate peripheral mononuclear
cells to secrete pro-inflammatory cytokines (18). We,
therefore, hypothesized that a drug capable of
inhibiting brain mast cell activation, as well as
reducing stress, may be useful in MS.

In this study, we investigated the effect of the
heterocyclic piperazine H1 receptor antagonist
hydroxyzine, which penetrates the BBB, on the
disability of MS patients. Hydroxyzine had previously
been shown to inhibit neurogenic mast cell activation
and EAE in rats (19). The present findings suggest that
hydroxyzine might be useful in MS. 

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study design
This is an open label, pilot clinical trial investigating the effect

of oral hydroxyzine (mixed together with caffeine to counter
sedation) in an oral liquid formulation prepared by Muro
Pharmaceuticals, Inc. (Tewksbury, MA) under approval by the US
FDA(IND #32,519 issued on Jan. 3, 1989) granted to TCT, as well
as the respective Human Investigation Review Boards of Tufts-
New England Medical Center (Boston, MA) and AHEPAHospital
(Thessaloniki, Greece). The dosage regimen was 2 teaspoonfuls
(10 ml) 4 times per day of 0.25% (12.5 mg/5 ml) hydroxyzine HCl
and 0.5% (25 mg/5 ml) caffeine that would yield a total daily dose
of 100 mg hydroxyzine and 200 mg caffeine. Hydroxyzine HCl is
awell known H1 receptor antagonist with no adverse effects except
for sedation that usually subsides after a few days (20).

Patient Information
Twenty-two patients (9 males, 13 females) entered the

study. Two patients dropped out and so twenty patients (8
males and 12 females) completed the study (12±1 months).
The patients enrolled fulfilled the following criteria:

Documented MS for at least one year.
Age 18 –40 years.
Relapsing-remitting or relapsing-progressive type of

MS. Duration of symptoms for at least one year.
At least two exacerbations during the year prior to

enrollment; an exacerbation (attack) was considered by the
presence of neurologic or other symptoms for at least 36

hours, especially signs and symptoms not previously
experienced by the patient.

Absence of any other medical problems that could
potentially complicate MS or make the patient’s
participation risky.

Patients who could understand the nature of the clinical
study, including any potential risks, and could sign the
consent form of their own free will.

Pregnant females, or patients enrolled in any other
clinical study were excluded.

Of the twenty-two Caucasian patients (mean age 32)
enrolled, ten patients were followed by the B. Neurology
Clinic of AHEPA Hospital in Thessaloniki, five by the A.
Neurology Clinic of AHEPA Hospital in Thessaloniki and
seven by the Neurology Clinic of the Egineitio Hospital in
Athens; however, the first and last examination of all
patients were conducted at the AHEPA Hospital in
Thessaloniki.

The patients were allowed to continue on any pre-
existing treatment for spasticity or bladder control; they
were also allowed symptomatic therapy for any
unexpected medical problem.  However, no drugs
“specific” for MS were used. In the case of any MS
exacerbations, the patients were treated with steroids
according to established protocols.

Grading of MS
Patient examination was conducted at the beginning

and the end of the 12-month study, with bimonthly
examinations in between, primarily using disability and
functionality scales. The general assessment of the patients
included the following:

Recording of any or no changes in patients’
neurological status according to the Kurtzkes’s Expanded
Disability Status Scale (EDSS) and the Functional
neurologic systems for EDSS including: (i) pyramidal, (ii)
cerebellar, (iii) brainstem, (iv) sensory, (v) bladder and
bowel, (vi) visual and (vii) cerebral (or mental) functions
(21). In addition, use was made of a walking ability index,
time in seconds required to walk 5 meters, and an index for
upper extremity functionality, (b) entry of all relapses or
new symptoms, (c) listing of any adverse effects.

Presentation of results
This was an open label study and no statistical analysis

was carried out. The results are presented in terms of the
number of patients who improved or remained unchanged
and those who worsened. Because of the short duration of
the study and the inclusion of both relapsing-remitting and
relapsing-progressive patients, it was not possible to
generate data and statistics concerning the number of
relapses or their duration.
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RESULTS

Objective finding according to Kurtzke
All patients for this and subsequent evaluations

were separated in 3 groups.  Those who improved,
those who remained stable (unchanged) and those
who worsened (Figs. 1 & 2).  On the disability status
according to Kurtzke’s EDSS five patients improved,
seven remained stable or had partial improvement
and eight patients worsened by one point (Fig. 1).

On the walking ability index, three patients
improved, eleven remained unchanged and six
worsened (Fig. 1).

The upper extremity functionality index showed
that five patients improved, nine were unchanged and
six worsened (Fig. 1).

With respect to the individual functional systems
for EDSS, the results are presented in Fig. 2: For
pyramidal functions, four patients improved, ten
remained unchanged and six worsened; for cerebellar
functions, five patients improved, ten were
unchanged and five worsened; for brainstem
functions, five patients again improved, ten were
unchanged and five worsened; for sensory functions,
five patients improved, eleven remained unchanged
and four worsened; for bowel and bladder functions,
four improved, thirteen remained stable and three
worsened;  for visual functions one patient improved,
fifteen remained unchanged and four worsened.
Finally, for cerebral (or mental) functions three
patients improved, fourteen remained unchanged and
three worsened.

773Int. J. Immunopathol. Pharmacol.
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Fig. 1. Summary of the results of the quantitative assessment of patient disability
according to three different different scales. The number of patients who improved remained unchanged or worsened are
shown in circles in the respective columns.
Kurtzke’s EDDS;
The Walking Ability Index. Patients were evaluated and assigned a grade from 0 to 9.  
0. Asymptomatic, fully active
1.Walks normally but easily getting tired
2. At times unsteady, some gait problem
3. Needs no help to walk but gait abnormal
4. Needs one sided support >80% of the time
5. Constant unilateral or bilateral support
6. Bilateral support, periodic use of wheelchair
7. Several steps with bilateral support, in wheelchair
8. Restricted to wheelchair, able to self-transfer
9. Restricted to wheelchair, unable to self-transfer
Upper Extremity Functionality Index:
0. Essentially normal
1. Mild weakness or unsteadiness of arm, fully capable with some delay
2. Arm moderately disturbed, feeds him/herself, poor in writing, movements unsteady
3. Arm severely disturbed with only limited use, cannot feed him/herself 21
4. The arm is useless but still moving. 

EDSS scale Index of walking
ability

Index of upper
extremity functionality
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If one were to group together the patients who
improved and those who remained unchanged, it is
apparent from Figures 1 and 2 that about 75%
improved or remained stable and 25% worsened.

Observations on patients who improved
Three of the five patients who improved included

two who were university students and were able to
graduate.  Of the seventeen patients presenting with
sensory symptoms, five improved significantly and
in one the Lhermitte sign disappeared for the first
time after six years of MS.  Four patients with severe
bladder symptoms improved significantly and their
improvement lasted throughout the duration of the
study. One patient who was cortisone-dependent did
not require cortisone any more.  Two patients had
noticeable improvement in sexual activity. One
patient with recurring retrobulbar neuritis especially
during her menstrual cycle had no episodes during
the course of the clinical study.

In general, all patients but one experienced
improvement in their psychological profiles, in self-
care and interest in hobbies or work.

Observations on patients who worsened/adverse effects
Four patients with sensory symptomatology had

worsening paresthesias and some required use of
carbamazepine.  Ten patients experienced worsening
of their symptoms during the last two months of the
study and two of them required hospitalization.  The
two patients who dropped out of the study did so
because of apparent symptom worsening two months
after entering the study.

Adverse effects
During the first 20 days of therapy, 7 patients

experienced somnolence, as well as increased
spasticity and tremor that subsided over time.  Three
patients reported weight gain.

DISCUSSION

The outcome of this pilot study indicates that
while on hydroxyzine, the majority (75%) of the MS
patients improved or stabilized.  These results are
important because, given the nature of MS where
most patients are expected to worsen, even
maintaining a large number of patients stable is an
advantage.  This apparent benefit of hydroxyzine
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Fig. 2. Summary of the results of the patient neurologic evaluation using the specific functional systems for EDSS. The
number of patients who either improved, remained unchanged or worsened is shown in circles in the corresponding
columns.
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could not be due simply to its H1-receptor antagonism
because other typical H1-receptor antagonists, such as
diphenhydramine, do not appear to have any effect on
MS. Hydroxyzine is a heterocyclic, piperazine H1-
receptor antagonist (Table I) that penetrates the BBB.
Hydroxyzine has additional properties relevant to
MS; these include anxiolytic actions, without muscle
relaxation, and partial inhibition of BBB
permeability. Hydroxyzine inhibits secretion from
mast cells and rat basophil leukemia cells;
interestingly, hydroxyzine’s non-sedating metabolite
cetirizine (Zyrtec) does not inhibit mast cell
activation (22). Hydroxyzine has also been shown to
inhibit neurogenic mast cell activation and EAE in
rats (19). Administering hydroxyzine in the evening
reduces its sedative effect, while permitting its
beneficial actions (20). 

Increased permeability of the BBB is recognized
as a key early event that precedes demyelination or
clinical signs in MS (4). We had hypothesized that
mast cells might regulate BBB permeability and
leukocyte infiltration into the brain (23). Increased
BBB permeability due to stress was documented in
Gulf war soldiers. Acute stress by immobilization
increased BBB permeability that was dependent on
mast cells (7) and CRH (24), typically released under
stress. Acute stress was also shown to shorten the
time of onset of experimental allergic
encephalomyelitis (EAE) in mice (25), These
findings are relevant in view of the fact that acute
stress has been correlated to new episodes and brain

lesions in MS patients (8). In fact, recent findings (9)
including a meta analysis (10) have correlated stress
and MS attacks. The molecular basis of BBB
alterations in MS is unknown, but inflammatory
mediators have been implicated (26). The
involvement of mast cells in BBB permeability (7) is
supported by reports that the mast cell secretagogue,
compound 48/80, increased BBB permeability in
pigeons (27). Mast cell derived molecules are known
to increase permeability of the BBB (27) and include
histamine (28), bradykinin and vascular endothelial
growth factor (VEGF) (29).

Mast cells derive from a distinct precursor in the
bone marrow and migrate from the circulation into
tissues, including the brain, where they mature and
acquire their perivascular localization, in close
association to neurons. Mast cells are critical for
allergic, autoimmune and neuroinflammatory
reactions, especially those exacerbated by stress (12).
Mast cells are also a rich source of most known
cytokines including TNF-α and could release it upon
immunologic stimulation (30). TNF-α (31) and
soluble TNF receptor (31) were detected in CSF of
MS patients and could participate in BBB impairment
(32). The unique mast cell protease tryptase was also
increased in the CSF of MS patients (17). Tryptase
induces microvascular leakage (33), activates
mononuclear cells to secrete pro-inflammatory
cytokines (18) and stimulates protease activated
receptors (PARs) inducing widespread inflammation.

Mast cells had previously been identified in

775Int. J. Immunopathol. Pharmacol.

Table I.  Hydroxyzine’s properties relevant to MS

• Anxiolytic, but not muscle relaxant

• Partial mast cell secretion inhibitor

• Partial BBB permeability blocker

• Penetrates into the brain

___________________________________
Unlike other histamine-1 receptor antagonists, hydroxyzine has additional properties that could be useful in the
treatment of MS. In particular, it penetrates into the brain and it has mild anxiolytic properties, without causing
muscle relaxation such as that caused by benzodiazepines that may be misconstrued as an MS exacerbation.
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brain lesions of MS (3, 13, 34), especially around
edematous capillaries (35), including non-human
primates (15). Mast cells can be activated by myelin
basic protein (MBP) (13), leading to syngeneic
brain demyelination and myelin degradation in
vitro. Moreover, MBP and estradiol showed a
synergistic action in triggering mast cell secretion
and brain demyelination, both of which are more
prominent in EAE susceptible rats (14).  Mast cells
were also shown to be essential for early onset and

severity of EAE in mice, as W/Wv mast cell
deficient mice had a delayed and attenuated EAE
course (36).

The diagnosis, pathophysiology (1) and
therapeutic options in MS were reviewed recently,
especially with respect to the involvement of both
allergic and autoimmune mechanisms and mast cells
in particular (12, 37). Recent findings from gene
array analysis of MS plaques (16) and EAE lesions
(38) showed upregulation of genes for FcεRI, H1-
receptor and the mast cell marker tryptase. The
mixed serotonin and H1-receptor antagonist
cyproheptadine could inhibit brain vascular
permeability and reduced EAE, possibly due to its
ability (similar to that of hydroxyzine) to inhibit
mast cell secretion (39). Inhibition of EAE was also
reported by the experimental mast cell “stabilizer”
picroximil. 

Our present data suggest that hydroxyzine may
be useful in MS.  Similar findings were obtained
from a pilot double-blind, placebo-controlled,
clinical trial using the same formulation of
hydroxyzine and caffeine on relapsing-remitting MS
(40). A randomized, double-blind clinical trial with
sufficient number of patients should be in order.
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