
  

 
 
WHAT IS MULTIPLE CHEMICAL SENSITIVITY? 
Multiple Chemical Sensitivity (MCS) is a term used 
to describe a class of conditions that some 
individuals develop after they are exposed to 
certain chemicals. The variety of symptoms 
individuals experience depends upon the type and 
intensity of the chemical exposure. 

Symptoms can range from those that  
produce only mild discomfort, such as a headache, 
to more severe reactions, such as an asthma 
attack.   

Foods, molds, and natural allergens have been 
implicated in the development of MCS. 

One of the notable features of MCS is that 
sensitivity can develop even at exposure levels that 
are generally considered safe for the average 
person. 

HOW DO I KNOW IF I HAVE MCS? 
Exposure to a variety of substances can prompt 
symptoms in a number of people in the general 
population. However, such reactions do not 
necessarily mean that you have MCS. People who 
suffer from MCS experience a variety of adverse 
health effects. Common symptoms include but are 
not limited to: 

• Headaches 
• Fatigue or general malaise 
• Confusion or Disorientation 
• Problems concentrating 
• Short-term memory problems 

• Dizziness 
• Fainting spells 
• Flu-like symptoms 
• Asthma or other breathing problems 
• Muscle and joint pain and weakness 
• Irregular or rapid heartbeat 
• Increased sensitivity to odor 
• Rashes 
• Gastro-intestinal problems 
• Depression/Irritability 
• Breathing problems 

It is not normal to regularly experience these kinds 
of symptoms. If you suffer from these health 
problems on a regular basis, you should talk with 
your doctor; you may want to ask for a referral to a 
doctor who specializes in occupational and/or 
environmental medicine. 

WHO GETS MCS? 
Although people of all ages, races, and economic 
backgrounds may develop MCS, those identified as 
most at risk for developing MCS include people who: 

• Work in occupations that expose them to 
industrial chemicals; 

• Work in buildings with serious indoor air quality 
problems; 

• Are exposed to hazardous waste, pesticides, 
and other environmental contamination; 

• Are exposed to chemicals from remodeling 
activities in their home or office. 

 

WHAT CAUSES MCS? 
Although many chemicals, as well as certain foods, 
molds, and natural allergens, have been implicated 
in the development of MCS there is no one 
universally accepted mechanism to explain what 
causes the condition to develop. An individual may 
develop MCS after one substantial chemical 
exposure or after several lower-level exposures to 
substances such as pesticides, solvents, or 
cleaning solutions. It has been suggested that this 
initiation or “induction” stage is followed by 
“triggering” of symptoms by everyday levels of  
chemicals and certain foods that they  
had previously tolerated. 
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