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For anyone who has struggled with their own invisible battles, may this book offer hope.




Introduction

We may just think of our immune system as something that only ‘kicks in’ during the winter months when we pick up a cold or cough; however, it actually plays a key role in lots of different aspects of our health. In fact, increasing research has shown that our immune system plays an essential role in almost all areas of our physical, mental and emotional health. This incredible system influences how our brain functions; impacts heart health, metabolism, gut health, inflammation levels and mood; and is continually on the ‘lookout’ for cancer cells.

It is clear that as we age, supporting our immune system is more important than ever. An imbalanced immune system has a significant impact on our quality of life, and can lead to chronic pain, disability, poorer mental health and, sadly, death.

Immune system disorders are on the rise, and one area of immune function that has spiralled out of control is autoimmune disease, which is the result of the immune system attacking its own tissues. There are currently over a hundred autoimmune diseases, and while the exact causes are still unknown, they are believed to involve a combination of genetics, environmental factors and poor gut health. Autoimmune disease can affect our bodies on every level with some conditions affecting the heart, endocrine glands (pancreas, adrenals and thyroid), skin, joints, muscles and even the nervous system.


More women are affected by autoimmune disease than by breast cancer and heart disease combined.


Research indicates that women tend to have a stronger immune response than men, which, while beneficial in fighting infections more efficiently, may increase the risk of immune disorders.1 Almost 50 per cent of women who develop an autoimmune disease do so in the first year following pregnancy; then, as a woman enters perimenopause, the decrease in female sex hormones leads to a significant decrease in immune function, resulting in a reduction to a similar level of male immune function, or even less. In addition, during perimenopause a woman’s oestrogen levels decline, which switches on inflammation that can impact the gut and the immune system, thereby increasing the risk of autoimmune disease.

Women constitute approximately 78 per cent of those affected by autoimmune diseases, and around 85 per cent of people affected with multiple autoimmune diseases are female.2 My own mother is one of these statistics, having been diagnosed with Sjögren’s syndrome, an autoimmune disease affecting mostly women and most commonly first diagnosed in the 40s and 50s age group. This condition affects the body’s exocrine glands (the glands that produce tears and saliva), with dry eyes and mouth, joint and muscle pain, and fatigue as the primary features of the condition.

I know, as my mother has Sjögren’s, that I am at a greater risk of developing this disease, but for the last 25 years, armed with the nutrition and lifestyle knowledge that I am fortunate to have, I have followed the same recommendations that are included here in The Immunity Plan. Ensuring I have strong, balanced immunity reduces my risk of developing an autoimmune disease, such as Sjögren’s syndrome.

As an MSc-qualified nutritionist and academic researcher, I have helped hundreds of individuals improve their immune function to achieve a balanced and healthy immune system. Environmental toxins, poor diet, allergens, chronic stress, unresolved infections and imbalanced gut bacteria are believed to be the root causes of almost all immune disorders. By eliminating these aggressors, and improving immune function through nutrition, diet and lifestyle changes, research shows that you can significantly improve your immune health.

The Immunity Plan is a reference guide that will provide you with clear, easy-to-understand, scientifically proven and evidence-based diet, nutrition and lifestyle recommendations, complete with immunity-supporting recipes.

A strong, balanced and healthy immune system is our goal.

How To Use This Book

My aim is to give you the tools to understand what you can do to help support your immunity, reduce inflammation, decrease oxidative stress and minimize your risk of acquiring an immune disorder, such as autoimmune disease. However, if you are already suffering from an imbalanced immune system or a debilitating autoimmune disease, by improving your diet, nutrition and lifestyle you can, in turn, improve your immune health and potentially even reverse your symptoms.

Part 1 looks at how our immune system works and the role of the microbiome in immunity, as well as what autoimmune disease is and why women are more at risk than men.

Part 2 explores evidence-based strategies to support improved immune and gut health. We have the tools right at our fingertips to take control of our immunity and gut health, and I will guide you through the nutrition interventions that have been shown to be beneficial and address whether nutritional supplementation may be useful for you. We will explore how to optimize areas such as liver health, sleep, stress management, sunlight exposure and physical activity, as well as mental and emotional health. Also included is an easy-to-follow reference table you can refer to that summarizes all the advice in The Immunity Plan.

Part 3 includes immune-supporting and gut-nourishing recipes that are accessible, straightforward and inexpensive, and which the whole family can enjoy. Each recipe provides information on the different nutrients in the dish and how they benefit and support immune function and gut health. Gluten-free, dairy-free and plant-based options are included where possible.

This is an accessible guide to support you in implementing the diet and lifestyle tweaks to improve your immune and gut health for the long term.

How Healthy Is Your Immune System?

This questionnaire considers different factors that will provide you with an idea of how healthy and balanced your immune system is.

Answer the following questions and then add together the point values of each of your responses.


	Over the last 12 months, how would you rate your health?

	Very poor = 3

	Not great = 2

	OK = 1

	Excellent = 0





	Have you been to your doctor over the last 12 months for any health concerns?

	Four or more times = 3

	Three times = 2

	One or two times = 1

	No times = 0





	Over the last 12 months, how many mild infections – such as a cold or cough – have you experienced?

	Seven or more = 3

	Five or six = 2

	Three or four = 1

	Two or fewer = 0




The number of colds that children get a year is higher compared with adults, and some children can get up to eight colds a year.



	Do you have a diagnosed autoimmune condition?

	More than one = 3

	Only one = 2

	No, but I am showing symptoms = 1

	None = 0





	Do you have hay fever, asthma or eczema?

	All of the above = 3

	Two of the above = 2

	One of the above = 1

	None of the above = 0





	Do you have any known allergies?

	More than one = 3

	Only one = 2

	No, but I am showing symptoms = 1

	None = 0





	How do you heal from wounds?

	Always heal poorly and slowly = 3

	Sometimes heal slowly = 2

	Mostly well = 1

	Always heal well = 0





	On average, how many hours do you sleep each night?

	Less than six = 3

	Six = 2

	Seven = 1

	Eight or more = 0







Results

9 or more

You have lots of areas that need support to improve the health of your immune system. Now is the time to implement these changes, and this book will guide you every step of the way to help you reach your immune health goals.

7 or 8

Your immune system seems to be struggling, and modifications to your diet and lifestyle are highly recommended to help you improve your immune health. This book will advise and guide you on how to implement these changes.

5 or 6

Your immune system appears to be functioning adequately but not optimally, and there is room for improvement. To support your immunity even further, check where you scored highly and focus on making changes in these areas. There are plenty of lifestyle and diet implementations that will support your immune health.

4 or less

Fantastic! It sounds like your immune system is strong, balanced, efficient and healthy. To continue to optimize your health, check where you scored highly and focus on making lifestyle improvements in these areas.

Let’s begin!




Part 1



THE SCIENCE




CHAPTER 1

Immune System Basics

The immune system is highly complex and is often thought of as the body’s main defence system. It is made up of numerous organs as well as different tissues, cells and cell subtypes that work, in synergy, as a team. Your clever immune system is at work every minute of the day, protecting you and reacting constantly to your internal and external environment.

However, your immune system is doing much more than just defending against harmful ‘invaders’ such as bacteria, viruses and fungi. Studies have shown that it is involved in various bodily processes such as cancer surveillance, metabolism, brain function and mood. In fact, your immune system is involved in almost all aspects of health – physical, emotional and mental. Therefore, focusing on improving your immunity is not just for fighting off these potentially harmful pathogens in the short term but for life.

Let’s think of the tissues, cells and molecules in our immune system as a sports team – they all have different but vital roles to play.

The Cells

White Blood Cells

White blood cells, also known as leucocytes, are the most common of our immune cells. There are several types of white blood cells, including neutrophils, monocytes, lymphocytes, basophils and eosinophils.

If any harmful bacteria, virus or other pathogen enters our body, then the white blood cells swiftly kick into action, identifying the pathogen and subsequently fighting off this potentially harmful invader.

Lymphocytes are very capable white blood cells that can destroy pathogens efficiently. Two types of lymphocytes are known as B lymphocytes and T lymphocytes and are made in our bone marrow. Some cells move from the bone marrow to the thymus (a gland behind our sternum), where they then become T cells, while other cells remain and become B cells. The role of the T cells is to regulate the immune response and help combat cancer cells, while the role of the B cells is to make antibodies (protective proteins), created by the immune system to combat an antigen (something that incites an antibody response).


Antibodies are proteins produced by the immune system which protect you when an unwanted substance, such as a bacteria or virus, enters your body.

Antigens are foreign substances which provoke an antibody response. They can include bacteria, viruses, fungi and toxins. An allergy-inducing food, such as shellfish, egg or milk, can also be an antigen.


If we do not produce an abundance of varied T and B cells – which is what occurs during ageing – our immune system may miss certain bacteria, viruses or other invaders. These can then remain and potentially lead to illness and disease.

The natural killer cells, known as NK cells, are another type of lymphocyte. They make up 10 per cent of our white blood cells and are spread out in different places in our body, such as the lymph nodes, lungs and liver. These cells are fast to fight potentially harmful pathogens and destroy virus-infected cells. Our NK cells do this by determining alterations that occur in our body’s cells when a virus infects them. These powerful cells are also busy carrying out continual surveillance for the presence of cancer cells and investigate every cell carefully.

We also have our regulatory T cells (Tregs), and these are our main peacekeepers and control the other immune cells. Tregs shut down the immune reaction at the end of an immune response after the other immune cells have played their role. Tregs are vital for a balanced immune system, as an imbalanced immune system may lead to chronic inflammation, reduced energy, poorer mental health and accelerated ageing. In addition, Tregs are in charge of signalling whether our immune system should withdraw, halt the assault and step down. We need to ensure our Tregs regulate appropriately and effectively but not excessively. Too many Tregs can result in inadequate immunity, which may lead to increased infections and cancer risk, while not enough Tregs may result in excessive regulation, resulting in our cells and organs being potentially damaged.

Some of this is determined by our genetics, but fortunately, we are able to take control by making the best nutrition and lifestyle choices we can, and by ensuring adequate physical activity, sleep and effective stress management.


Every single day, the human body manufactures and destroys approximately 100 billion neutrophils – the most common type of white blood cell and the body’s first line of defence.


Red Blood Cells

These cells are made in our bone marrow and contain a protein called haemoglobin, which carries oxygen from the lungs to all parts of the body. However, when it comes to their role in immunity, research shows red blood cells’ immune functions to be diverse. They bind to potentially harmful pathogens, and in some cases they release oxygen from their haemoglobin to kill bacteria in a process called oxycytosis. This is a quick and effective process that kills bacteria and removes them from the bloodstream.

The Lymphatic System

The lymphatic system is an important part of our immune system and involves tissues and organs that help the body fight infection and disease. The lymphatic system runs through the entire body, carrying a fluid known as lymph, and helps our body eliminate toxins and waste. Our diligent white blood cells also use lymph to carry out their important surveillance, so they are ready to destroy any foreign substances that may cause us potential harm.

Lymphatic Vessels and Lymph Nodes

This intricate system consists of tube-like lymphatic vessels and lymph nodes (bean-shaped organs) which filter the lymph. We have approximately 500–600 lymph nodes that store our immune cells, and it is here that our immune cells can explore for any potential pathogens that may be lurking.

Have you ever felt swollen lymph nodes when you have been ill? You may have felt them at the side of your neck if you have had a throat infection or cold. They swell as a response to an infection due to the presence of immune cells, bacteria and lymph. In addition to the sides of the neck, you may feel them enlarged under your armpits or in the groin area.

Unlike our blood, which is pumped around the body, the lymphatic fluid is squeezed though the vessels when our muscles are activated, so physical activity is essential to allow lymph to move and for immune health. Our lymph vessels have valves that ensure that the lymph is moving, and the valves are one-way, which prevents any lymph moving backwards.

Bone Marrow

Bone marrow is the tissue in our bones that contains stem cells and is essential for producing blood cells that are involved in immune function. Most immune cells after early childhood are produced in the bone marrow.

Spleen

The spleen is an organ located in the upper-left abdomen and its role is to regulate the level of blood cells, remove old and damaged blood cells, and destroy harmful germs. Sometimes, an individual may need their spleen to be removed; however, if this happens, then the liver is able to take control of the spleen’s functions, and we can live without it.

Thymus

The thymus gland is situated behind the breastbone (sternum), and despite being active only until puberty, it has a vital role when it is active and supports the body in preventing autoimmunity (when the immune system mounts an attack against its own cells and tissues). During childhood, the thymus is involved in producing our T lymphocytes, which are crucial for immune health. Our thymus is at its largest in childhood, and after puberty it begins to get smaller; by the age of 75, it is basically little more than fatty tissue.

Tonsils

Tonsils are lymphoid tissue located near the entrance of the digestive and respiratory tracts at the back of the throat, and they play an essential role in our immune system. There are two tonsils, one on each side, and are the front line of defence that form the initial immune response to an inhaled or ingested pathogen.

Adenoids

Along with the tonsils, adenoids form an important part of the lymphatic system. Adenoids are small masses of lymphoid tissue that are situated at the back of the nasal passage, also known as the nasopharynx. Adenoids are an important part of the immune system, helping to fight infection by trapping the harmful germs that enter through the mouth and nose. They typically begin to shrink when we’re around four years old and disappear by early adulthood.

The Innate And Adaptive Immune Systems

Our immune system is like a very sophisticated security set-up that consists of two different teams. The first team is our innate immunity, which acts as the rapid-response team and provides immediate defence by launching a powerful response against potentially harmful pathogens. The second team is our adaptive immunity, the highly trained and specialized team that, from its previous experiences, has developed to protect us even more competently and effectively in the future. These two teams must work together to maintain health; when the balance is threatened, we are at an increased risk of infections as well as chronic inflammation and autoimmune disease.


Immune modulation is the process of refining the immune response so that our whole immune system works together in harmony.


The innate immune system is our immediate first line of defence – the initial stage in an immune response – and involves a varied assortment of white blood cells and molecules. Innate immunity is activated when we fall and hurt ourselves, inflammation and tissue damage occur and we feel pain; however, it is also involved in removing cells that are malfunctioning or old.


Our immune system has two arms – the innate and adaptive – working on their own and together to maintain our health.


When our innate immune system cannot sort the issue out, our second line of defence – which is known as adaptive immunity – is activated. This arm of our immune system can take some time to kick into action – around five days to a week – and is controlled by our lymphocytes, namely the B and T lymphocytes. Our innate immune cells, called phagocytes, present antigens that the adaptive immune system can recognize; it then assembles the T cells to launch an immune response.

We can look at the innate immune system like an alarm clock going off: it awakens the adaptive immune system. During adaptive immunity, our immune cells are acting as surveillants and keeping an eye out in case we are infected with a germ we have previously encountered that needs destroying. This frequently occurs without us knowing and even before we have presented with any signs of illness.

Our genes are an essential consideration here, as our human leucocyte antigen (HLA) immunity genes differ massively between us, which illustrates how we are all highly unique when it comes to our immune systems. Understanding HLA genes is complicated, but it is vital I explain this briefly as it is the reason why we all react in different ways to the same infection. Take the virus SARS-CoV-2, for example, which caused the disease Covid-19. A close friend and I responded very differently to that same virus – why did this happen? Well, our immune systems may launch an efficient response to the virus, but how competently our T and B cells execute this will be determined to some extent by our individual HLA molecules as these influence how efficiently we can turn on our adaptive immune response.1

Our adaptive immune system is incredibly clever; it is like a memory bank, remembering and ‘archiving’ all the past viral and bacterial infections we have encountered, and is able to recognize them by their molecular shape. This is what we refer to as immunological memory and it is like an elephant – it does not tend to forget!

Immunological Memory

This is one of the most important elements of the immune response – its ability to recall previous infections is vital since the immune system will then be able to respond more effectively and rapidly to germs that you have previously encountered. Your immunological memory is the reason you catch certain diseases like chickenpox once, even though you may have been exposed to it numerous times. Unfortunately, there are some devious culprits like rhinovirus, which is the cause of the common cold, that have established clever tactics to bypass our immunological memory. They do this by constantly altering their molecular information and recognition code on their surfaces.

Fortunately, immunological memory can last a very long time, and a 2016 study demonstrated that for the research participants who were analysed, their memory of the measles infection would take more than 3,000 years to decrease by half.2 These lasting changes are the reason why vaccines offer predominantly long-lasting protection. However, vaccines do vary, so the exact type of memory produced by different vaccines may differ significantly. Furthermore, individuals respond differently to vaccines, as we saw with the Covid-19 vaccine, due to variations in genes, age and environmental factors.

As with everything immune-system related, we need balance, and issues may arise if the adaptive immune response is inappropriately triggered, which as we will discover in the next chapter can lead to significant adverse effects.

As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, our immune system impacts many different areas of our health – let’s take a closer look at these.

Brain Health

Our immune system plays a vital role in supporting a healthy brain, where special immune cells called microglia are the first line of defence. These cells help eliminate potentially harmful substances and are continually looking out for any damage or disease. However, when the immune system ‘malfunctions’ this can contribute to the development of neurodegenerative issues or dementia. In conditions such as Alzheimer’s and other types of dementia, the immune response becomes chronically activated, which can lead to significant issues.

In addition, research has shown that numerous genes that are associated with a greater risk of dementia are active in the immune cells of the brain, thereby indicating their significance in Alzheimer’s and other forms of dementia.

Inflammation

Inflammation anywhere in the body can also affect brain health, and systemic inflammation present in conditions such as obesity, cardiovascular disease and type 2 diabetes can impact the blood–brain barrier and also increase the risk of neurodegenerative issues. The blood–brain barrier plays a vital role in protecting the brain, so we need to ensure we minimize inflammation as much as possible. Fortunately, this can be achieved with the appropriate nutrition and lifestyle choices – all of which is in our control.

Metabolism

In short, metabolism is a process that converts what we eat and drink into energy, and metabolic processes can impact how our immune cells function. We have known for a long time from the available research that any ‘disturbances’ to metabolism, including obesity, are also associated with immune system changes such as inflammation.3 The term ‘immunometabolism’ was coined in 2011 in a Nature journal article 4 to explain the complex relationship between the immune system and metabolism, and we will look at the importance of immunometabolism in Chapter 4.

It is very clear that our immune system and metabolic system are closely connected. Our metabolism supports the high energy requirements of our immune cells, and at the same time, our immune system and any inflammatory immune responses can significantly influence metabolic homeostasis. This can potentially increase our risk of several health conditions, such as obesity and type 2 diabetes, if not functioning appropriately.


Metabolic homeostasis means reaching and maintaining a state of metabolic balance.


Heart Health

The heart and the immune system are also very closely connected, with the immune system supporting heart health by helping to repair tissue damage as well as promoting the formation of new blood vessels and removing harmful pathogens.

Immune cells are essential after a cardiac injury for the initial wound healing response; however, excessive immune responses can worsen any heart damage and contribute to conditions such as atherosclerosis. This is a condition where fatty plaques build up in arteries, and if left unmanaged, it can ultimately lead to an increased risk of stroke or heart attacks.

Acute inflammation is the body’s immediate response to infection or injury where there are symptoms such as swelling, heat, pain or redness. It is a protective process that will help remove damaged tissue or bring immune cells to combat the harmful invader/irritant and allow the healing process to start. Chronic inflammation, meanwhile, is a long-term state of inflammation which can damage our body’s healthy tissue and lead to diseases such as type 2 diabetes, heart disease, cancer and autoimmune disease. Ensuring chronic inflammation is kept to a minimum is essential, and this can be achieved by making the best nutrition and lifestyle choices possible.

Gut Health

Our gut microbiome and our immune system are intricately linked, with the microbiome shaping immune cell development and function, and in turn, the immune system helps to maintain optimal gut health. The gut is actually the largest immunological organ, housing the majority of the body’s immune cells. As we will explore in more detail in Chapter 5, a balanced microbiome helps to promote a healthy immune system that is capable of maintaining tolerance to the body’s own tissues, limiting the risk of autoimmune disease as well as effectively eliminating any potentially harmful pathogens.

Summary

Our immune system, as we have seen, is made up of lots of different cells, tissues and organs. It has many roles, including protecting us against potentially harmful bacteria, viruses and fungi; surveilling for cancer cells; supporting our metabolism, brain function, heart health and gut health; and regulating inflammation levels.

This incredible system is involved in almost all areas of health, and improving our immune health will not just help to fight off harmful pathogens in the short term but will also help support almost every other system in our body for life. If we look after our immunity, it will look after us!




CHAPTER 2

The Autoimmunity Crisis

On a daily basis, we are faced with numerous potentially very harmful pathogens. Our immune systems are dealing with these threats quietly and efficiently without us realizing as we go on with the rest of our day.

Autoimmune Disease

It is not only potential infections that our immune systems are having to deal with continually: our own immune systems may cause us harm due to the risk of autoimmune disease, which is currently at epidemic levels.

Autoimmunity is when our immune system begins to attack our healthy cells, which then leads to a loss of tolerance to the self, and when our own tissues and organs are attacked and damaged. Unfortunately, the result of this happening is autoimmune disease. At present, researchers believe there are between 80 and 150 autoimmune diseases.1


Autoimmune conditions are the result of the immune system attacking its own tissues, which leads to increased inflammation and oxidative stress as well as accelerated immunological ageing.


Autoimmune disease may affect different parts of the body. While some autoimmune disorders are organ-specific – such as in type 1 diabetes, which impacts the pancreas – other autoimmune diseases can cause harm to other areas of the body, such as lupus, which may affect the heart, lungs, joints and skin. This can result in long-term pain, fatigue, low energy and poor mental health.

A study published in the Lancet medical journal involving 22 million people in the UK reported that autoimmune disorders now affect approximately one in ten individuals. Among the 22million individuals included in the study, 978,872 had a new diagnosis of at least one autoimmune disease between 2000 and 2019.2 In the United States, it is a similar situation: it is believed that 8 per cent of the population are living with an autoimmune disease, and approximately 80 per cent of these diseases are diagnosed in women.3 Worryingly, autoimmune disease prevalence is increasing and the cost to manage these disorders is costing the economy billions annually.


Autoimmune diseases are identified by the chronic inflammation and tissue damage resulting from unregulated immune responses throughout the body.


Why Do Autoimmune Diseases Happen?

An autoimmune disease is not caused by one single factor but by numerous factors. This has been defined as the ‘mosaic of autoimmunity’, which is an interaction between our genes and other factors, with many still unknown.4 And while the precise reason as to why acquiring an autoimmune disease occurs is not fully known, it is thought to be due to genetics, environmental factors, a poor gut microbiome and compromised gut-barrier health.


The mosaic of autoimmunity refers to the different combinations of many factors involved in autoimmunity that result in different symptoms and signs, representing the wide spectrum of autoimmune diseases.5


Research has indicated that genetic predisposition may explain approximately 30 per cent of all autoimmune conditions while a whopping 70 per cent are due to environmental aggressors, such as exposure to toxins and chemicals, poor diet, infections, chronic stress and gut dysbiosis (an imbalance in the gut bacteria).6

It is important to get a suspected autoimmune disease diagnosed as early as possible, as left unmanaged it could lead to an erratic and non-functional immune system. This could then increase the risk of acquiring a further autoimmune disease, which is known as polyautoimmunity. Unfortunately, some individuals have three or more autoimmune disorders, which is known as multiple autoimmune syndrome (MAS).

Autoimmune disease is still a fairly poorly understood area, but these debilitating and life-changing disorders can affect our bodies on every level, impacting the heart, pancreas, thyroid, skin, joints, muscles and even the nervous system. Autoimmune diseases are also associated with other health conditions, such as heart disease, cancer and sleep apnoea. Sadly, many people suffer in silence for several years, with the autoimmune disease continuing to cause significant damage to the individual. In fact, it is believed that a diagnosis can take approximately four and a half years.


Autoimmune disease is one of the main causes of mortality in those under 75 years old in the UK.


As I touched on in the introduction, we also know that hormonal fluctuations can significantly impact the likelihood of developing an autoimmune disease.

Common Autoimmune Diseases

Some of the most common autoimmune diseases include rheumatoid arthritis, lupus, coeliac disease, multiple sclerosis, Hashimoto’s disease, type 1 diabetes and Sjögren’s syndrome.

RHEUMATOID ARTHRITIS

In rheumatoid arthritis (RA) the immune system sends antibodies to the lining of the joints by accident and then these antibodies attack the tissues surrounding the joints. This causes the thin layer of cells (synovium) covering the joints to become inflamed, which is painful. In addition, inflammation causes chemicals to be released which thicken the synovium and may cause damage to the bones, cartilage (connective tissue between bones that protects them), tendons (connects bone to muscle) and ligaments (connects bone to bone). These chemicals may also alter the shape of the joint over time. RA is the most common inflammatory arthritis, and the confirmed prevalence of the disease is approximately 1 per cent of the UK population, which is similar to worldwide prevalence. Like many autoimmune conditions, RA is two to four times more common in women than in men, and onset of the disease can occur at any age but tends to start between the ages of 30 and 50. RA that starts after the age of 60 is called late-onset rheumatoid arthritis (LORA).


Family history of rheumatoid arthritis confers a two- to four-fold increase in risk for first-degree relatives.7


There are many symptoms an individual with RA may present with, such as:


	pain

	swelling

	heat around the joints

	redness

	stiffness and difficulty moving the affected joints

	nodules over a swollen joint and under the skin

	tiredness

	high temperature

	low-grade fever

	low mood

	sweating

	poor appetite

	weight loss.



Blood tests may determine if you have RA, and one blood test that measures the inflammatory marker, C-reactive protein (CRP), will confirm how much inflammation is present at that current time.

Living with RA can be hard as often the symptoms are unpredictable. There is no way of knowing when a flare-up will happen, with the stiffness and pain being worse some days than others. This unpredictability can lead to increased anxiety and stress levels and potentially low mood and poorer mental health. Approximately one third of people have to stop working because of the condition within two years of onset of the disease. Fortunately, certain treatments can help ease symptoms, such as physiotherapy, which can help to increase muscle strength, flexibility and fitness. Occupational therapy can also be of benefit as it provides training and advice if you need help with everyday tasks or are having difficulty at work.

The risk of acquiring RA increases with age, so looking after our immune system as we age is vital.

LUPUS

Also known as systemic lupus erythematosus, this disorder involves multiple bodily tissues due to the body making antibodies against our DNA, a fundamental component of cells. This then leads to inflammation and potential damage in various tissues and organs.

Research shows that around 90 per cent of lupus sufferers tend to be female, and it is most common in women of childbearing age – approximately 16 to 50 years old. The causes of lupus are not fully understood, but possible causes include a viral infection, sunlight, puberty, childbirth and menopause. The hormone oestrogen is also thought to play a significant role, while some medications can also cause lupus-like side effects.


Lupus tends to be less common in people of white European origin and more common in people of African, Caribbean or Asian origin.8


Symptoms of lupus are wide-ranging and may include:


	muscle pain

	extreme tiredness that won’t go away

	mouth ulcers

	rashes that usually come on after being in the sun – the rash is often over the nose and cheeks

	high temperature or fever (during a flare-up)

	hair loss

	weight loss

	swollen glands, usually in the neck, armpits or groin

	low mood and anxiety

	chest pain

	stomach pain

	changes in the colour of your fingers and toes when you are cold, anxious or stressed.9



If lupus is suspected, then your medical practitioner will carry out some blood tests, one of which is the antinuclear antibodies (ANA) test. However, a positive test does not necessarily mean you have lupus as other tests also need to be conducted. These investigations include testing for antiphospholipid antibodies, antibodies to double-stranded DNA and anti-Smith antibodies. A rheumatologist will consider the test results as well as signs, symptoms and medical history to confirm a diagnosis. Sometimes someone with lupus may be referred for an X-ray and scan, which is conducted to assess whether the heart, kidneys or any other organs may be affected.

COELIAC DISEASE

As a nutritionist, I see a lot of individuals who have coeliac disease. In this condition, the villi, which are like tiny fingers lining the inside of your small intestine, become damaged. This can happen over many years of eating foods containing gluten before a coeliac disease diagnosis is made. Gluten may also impact other organs, so an individual can experience many different symptoms, such as tiredness, low thyroid function, brain fog, anaemia and arthritis.

An antibodies blood test will be carried out to check for coeliac disease. It is important to continue to include gluten in your diet when the blood test is done because avoiding it could lead to an inaccurate result. If coeliac disease antibodies are found in your blood, then you may require more blood tests, or a biopsy of your intestine may be performed. However, it is not uncommon for an individual to have coeliac disease and not have these antibodies in their blood.

Sometimes additional blood tests may be required to see how the condition has affected you, such as measuring the levels of iron to check whether coeliac disease has caused other issues, including iron deficiency anaemia (a lack of iron in the blood) from nutrients being poorly absorbed. Some individuals may present with dermatitis herpetiformis, which is an itchy rash, and in these cases a skin biopsy may be carried out under local anaesthetic, involving a small skin sample being taken so it can be examined under a microscope. Bone health may also be affected, due to the poor absorption of nutrients, which may make bones weaker and more brittle. If a medical practitioner suspects this, then a DEXA scan (a type of X-ray) may be advised; this will measure bone density to see if you are at an increased risk of bone fractures.

MULTIPLE SCLEROSIS

Our body’s nerves are covered by a protective coating called myelin, and in MS sufferers, the myelin in the brain and spinal cord is damaged. The most frequently seen initial symptom is dysfunction of the central nervous system, and a condition that causes pain in the eye (optic neuritis) can be a first symptom of MS. In optic neuritis, the pain can worsen as you move the eye in different directions, and other eye issues such as blurred vision may also occur. Symptoms may flare up and then go into remission and, frequently, symptoms may get worse over time.

Other symptoms include:


	a tingling, pins-and-needles or numbness feeling in different parts of the body

	feeling dizzy or uncoordinated and clumsy

	swelling

	muscle cramps, spasms or stiffness

	itching

	fatigue

	needing to urinate more frequently

	cognitive, memory or concentration issues

	sexual problems, such as vaginal dryness or erectile dysfunction.



If your medical practitioner suspects you may have MS, they will refer you to a brain and nerve specialist, known as a neurologist. While there is no single, definitive test to diagnose MS, an MRI scan which looks for lesions or damage to the nerves in the brain or spinal cord may be conducted. A lumbar puncture may also be carried out, which involves taking a small sample of spinal fluid from your lower back using a needle.

Tests to measure coordination, movement, balance, reflexes and vision will be conducted. Other screening includes blood tests and potentially tests that use small sensors that are attached to your skin to assess how quickly messages from your ears or eyes travel to your brain.


Multiple sclerosis risk factors:


	you are 20–50 years old

	you are female

	you have a sister, brother or parent with MS

	you smoke (people who smoke are about twice as likely to develop the disease)

	you have had the Epstein–Barr virus, which causes glandular fever, in the past.




While there is presently no cure for MS, there are treatments that can slow the progression of the condition and help to ease symptoms. Physiotherapy can help with movement issues and muscular pain, and cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) may help with low mood, anxiety and tiredness. Your doctor or medical practitioner can also advise on treatments for sexual issues such as vaginal dryness or erectile dysfunction.

HASHIMOTO’S DISEASE

Hashimoto’s disease was first described by a Japanese doctor in 1912 and is a common cause of hypothyroidism (an underactive thyroid). Also known as chronic autoimmune thyroiditis, Hashimoto’s disease is a common autoimmune disorder that occurs when the immune system makes antibodies that attack the thyroid gland. In short, the thyroid gets infiltrated by large numbers of white blood cells and slowly becomes damaged, losing its function and ability to make a sufficient amount of thyroid hormones. These hormones are vital as they control how your body uses energy, so they impact almost every organ in your body, including the way your heart beats. In Hashimoto’s, an individual will often present with an enlarged thyroid (goitre), and when the thyroid is inflamed a sore throat may also be present. A goitre may create a feeling of fullness in your throat, although it is usually not painful. After many years, damage to the thyroid may cause the gland to shrink and the goitre to disappear.

Other symptoms of Hashimoto’s disease include:


	weight gain

	tiredness

	potential hair loss

	issues tolerating the cold

	joint and muscle pain

	dry skin or dry, thinning hair

	heavy or irregular menstrual periods

	fertility problems

	slowed heart rate

	constipation.



Researchers do not fully know why some individuals develop Hashimoto’s disease, but a family history of thyroid disease is common. Other factors that may also play a role include genetic predisposition and exposure to viruses such as hepatitis C; it may also be triggered by stress as well as pregnancy.10 It is four to ten times more common in women than men, and while Hashimoto’s can occur at any age, it most often develops in women aged 30 to 50.11

Tests to investigate suspected Hashimoto’s measure thyroid hormone levels, such as TSH, free T4, free T3 and anti-thyroglobulin and anti-thyroid peroxidase antibodies.


TSH is produced by the pituitary gland and stimulates the thyroid to produce T3 and T4. Elevated TSH often indicates hypothyroidism (underactive thyroid), while low TSH can suggest hyperthyroidism (overactive thyroid).

Free T3 is the active form of the thyroid hormone that directly impacts the body’s metabolism. Measuring free T3 helps assess thyroid hormone levels and can be used to diagnose and monitor hyperthyroidism and hypothyroidism.

Free T4 is the main thyroid hormone produced by the thyroid gland, and measuring it helps assess thyroid hormone levels and diagnose thyroid disorder.


Hashimoto’s disease can be diagnosed by the presence of antibodies, increased TSH and low blood levels of thyroid hormones. You may not need other tests to confirm you have Hashimoto’s disease; however, if your medical practitioner suspects the condition but you don’t have anti-thyroid antibodies in your blood, you may have an ultrasound scan of your thyroid. These images will show the size of your thyroid and other features of Hashimoto’s disease. The scan can also eliminate other causes of an enlarged thyroid, such as thyroid nodules, which are small lumps.

The thyroid uses iodine, a mineral in some foods, to make thyroid hormones. If you have Hashimoto’s disease or other types of autoimmune thyroid disorders, you may be sensitive to harmful side effects from iodine. Eating foods that contain significant amounts of iodine, such as kelp or other kinds of seaweed, may cause hypothyroidism or worsen it. Taking iodine supplements may have the same impact; however, if you are pregnant, you need to ensure you have adequate iodine intake, as your baby gets iodine from what you consume. As with everything nutrition and health related, balance is key – too much iodine can cause problems as well, such as a goitre in the baby, so if you are







	8 per cent risk if the father has type 1 diabetes

	2 per cent risk if the mother has type 1 diabetes

	30 per cent risk if both parents have it.12










	primary Sjögren’s syndrome, which develops in the absence of any existing underlying condition

	secondary Sjögren’s syndrome, which develops in addition to existing autoimmune diseases such as lupus, psoriatic arthritis and rheumatoid arthritis.
















































Summary



EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/images/cover.jpg
How to Balance your
Immune System and Unlock the
Secrets to a Healthier Body

MMUNIT

Kate Llewellyn-Waters





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


