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Dear Editor,

The research letter from Dr Brunner1, published in your Journal some time ago, was most interesting to 
read. I would like to add some comments to the discussion on whether Helicobacter pylori is a friend or 
a foe to humans. As Martin Blaser pointed out many years ago, H. pylori may have beneficial effects for 
humans2. More recently, the potential benefits of H. pylori carriage were discussed in an editorial by Ian C 
Roberts-Thomson in the Journal of Gastroenterology and Hepatology in 20223. 

H. pylori induces an immune response in the human body4. This may potentially protect against asth-
ma5,6. Studies of two Norwegian cohorts may provide additional information. In our study of 200 children 
followed from age 2 to 16 to assess the presence of allergic disease, we found that none of the children who 
carried H. pylori at age 2 developed asthma by age 16, whereas asthma was observed in the H. pylori-neg-
ative group7. This is in line with studies in a mouse model by Arnold et al8, which showed that exposure of 
infant mice to H. pylori reduced allergy in adult mice. No such effect was observed when adult mice were 
exposed to H. pylori prior to later antigen exposure.

Coeliac disease (CeD), a condition caused by an immune response to gluten, has been studied in the 
HUNT4 cohort9,10. The presence of H. pylori had an interesting effect. When examining the effects of dif-
ferent H. pylori antigens, newly diagnosed CeD patients who were H. pylori positive and had an immune 
response to the groEL antigen tended to be almost 16 years older than those without such antibodies11.

Many studies have examined the human immune response to various H. pylori antigens in cases of 
peptic ulcer, gastric cancer, and lymphoma12-14. Interestingly, our CeD study suggested that groEL, a heat-
shock protein, may interfere, for instance, by suppressing clinical markers of disease11. Furthermore, groEL 
may stimulate interleukin 10 and 12 production12. A broad spectrum of H. pylori antigens has been used in 
an attempt to find a simple way to screen patients for possible gastric cancer13. Thus, tools are available to 
examine the immune effects of H. pylori carriage and human immune responses to H. pylori in various ex-
traintestinal diseases, such as allergy and asthma. These conditions are on the rise14. The human immune re-
sponse to various H. pylori antigens in well-defined patient groups beyond those already mentioned would 
be of substantial interest. Possibly, a large group of people infected with H. pylori may benefit from having 
their stomachs colonised by this organism, which has colonised humans for at least 5,000 years15. 

If this brief note might stimulate research into the effects of different Hp strains and their immune re-
sponses, hopefully data will be presented at forthcoming H. pylori workshops and meetings.
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