
Approximately one third of laboratory animal workers have
occupational allergy to animal danders, and a third of these
have symptomatic asthma. Sensitization generally occurs with
the first 3 years of employment, and risk factors include atopic
background, as well as job description as it relates to the
intensity of exposure. A symptomatic worker can reduce aller-
gen exposure with personal protective devices. A laboratory
can further reduce exposure with generally available equip-
ment, such as laminar flow caging, and procedures, such as
frequent wet washing of vivaria and careful maintenance of
ventilation systems. It is advisable to institute periodic medical
screening of all laboratory animal workers with questionnaires
and allergy skin testing in addition to providing them with
training programs to reduce personal exposure. (J Allergy Clin
Immunol 1998;102:99-112.)

CLINICAL ASPECTS

Laboratory workers who are in regular contact with
furred animals commonly develop sensitivity to those
animals. As such, laboratory animal allergy represents
a major occupational illness to the thousands of techni-
cians, animal caretakers, physicians, and scientists
whose work requires such exposure. Allergy to rats and
mice is the most common clinical problem, primarily
because these animals are the most widely used in
medical research. Estimates of the prevalence of labo-
ratory animal allergy have varied considerably in dif-
ferent studies, at least in part because of differences in
the diagnostic techniques that have been used. For rats,
prevalence rates have ranged from 12% to 31%.1-5 The
prevalence of mouse allergy is overall very similar,
ranging from 10% to 32%.2,4-6

In addition to rats and mice, allergic reactions will
occur upon regular exposure to virtually all furred ani-
mals. Although allergy to other animals in the work-
place is less common overall than allergy to rats and

mice, this is primarily because these other animals are
used less often, not because they are inherently less
allergenic. Allergy to guinea pigs, rabbits, hamsters,




























