
Facts about Penicillin Allergy Desensitization

What is desensitization?
Penicillin desensitization is a type of medical 
treatment. A trained medical professional 
administers small amounts of penicillin into your 
body to teach it to temporarily tolerate penicillin.  

Desensitization is performed in a hospital by a 
trained medical professional with supportive care 
available in case of a reaction. 

Certain medications (e.g., antihistamines, 
prednisone, or medicines like prednisone) may 
interact with this treatment. Your provider will 
give you more guidance.

Who needs desensitization,
and why is it important?
You might need penicillin desensitization if you 
have a confirmed penicillin allergy but penicillin is 
your only immediate treatment option.

Desensitization should not be performed in people 
with certain severe reaction types. Two of these 
reactions include severe skin peeling and 
blistering, known as Steven-Johnson’s syndrome 
(SJS), or toxic epidermal necrolysis syndrome 
(TENS). Your health care provider will have more 
information on other severe reaction types.

What test doses should I expect?
You will be given very small, increasing doses of 
penicillin by mouth, through the vein, or in the skin 
over the course of several hours.

If there is no reaction, your provider will start you 
on penicillin.

What should I know after
desensitization is performed?

You must take penicillin exactly as prescribed 
without missing a single dose. Call your provider 
if you miss a dose.

Watch for signs of an allergic reaction, which can 
include a rash, itching, swelling, wheezing, and 
difficulty breathing.

Desensitization is temporary. If you stop 
penicillin, your allergy may return after only a 
couple of days. Tell all your treating providers 
about your penicillin allergy.
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