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Antioxidant pine nut protein hydrolysate as a
therapeutic oral immunotherapy agent in a murine
model of pine nut allergy
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Oral immunotherapy (OIT) is one of the most promising treatments for food allergy, although no proto-

cols have yet been described for pine nut allergy. We aim to produce a pine nut protein hydrolysate to be

used as a treatment agent in OIT. Hydrolysates were produced using three proteases (pepsin, trypsin, and

Alcalase) alone or in combination and their antioxidant activity, antigenicity, and immunomodulatory pro-

perties were determined in vitro. Pine nut-sensitized C57BL/6 mice were subjected to OIT with intact and

hydrolysed pine nut protein. The trypsin hydrolysate showed higher antioxidant activity and lower IgE

binding capacity than the intact protein, and it was able to desensitize mice in a similar way to the unhydro-

lyzed protein. Therefore, it could be regarded as a good candidate as a therapeutic agent in OIT on the

grounds of its effectiveness in desensitizing allergic mice and its improved antioxidant and immunoreactive

properties with respect to intact pine nut protein. Oral immunotherapy is one of the most promising treat-

ments for food allergy, although no protocols have yet been described for pine nut allergy. To identify pine

nut protein hydrolysates with potential for OIT, we applied enzymatic hydrolysis using food-grade enzymes

and a two-step selection strategy. Hydrolysates were first screened for in vitro antioxidant activity and then

assessed for their ability to modulate allergen-specific T-cell responses ex vivo. The trypsin-derived hydroly-

sate showed the most promising profile, leading to further evaluation of its IgE-binding properties and thera-

peutic potential in pine nut-sensitized C57BL/6 mice subjected to OIT with intact and hydrolysed pine nut

protein. Mice treated with the trypsin hydrolysate showed reduced specific IgE and IgG1 levels and were

protected against oral pine nut-induced anaphylaxis, similar to those treated with intact pine nut protein.

Due to its ability to desensitize allergic mice, combined with lower IgE binding and higher antioxidant

activity, the trypsin-hydrolysed pine nut protein appears to be a promising candidate for OIT.

Introduction

Food allergy has emerged as a pressing global public health
concern, displaying a steadily increasing prevalence over the
past few decades. It encompasses a range of immune-mediated
adverse responses triggered by specific food proteins, affecting
up to 10% of certain populations, with a predilection for
industrialized regions and emerging economies.1

Nine primary allergenic foods have been identified, includ-
ing tree nuts, which are known for causing potentially fatal
anaphylactic reactions, often triggered by IgE-mediated
responses. Tree nut allergies are closely linked to specific protein
families, such as 2S albumins, vicilins, legumins, and nonspecific
lipid transfer proteins.2,3 Allergic reactions to pine nuts are rela-
tively less common than to other nuts, such as walnuts, cashews,
hazelnuts or almonds, although they are particularly alarming
due to the significant frequency of severe anaphylactic responses
(approximately 80%) triggered by even small quantities of pine
nuts.4,5 A high proportion (70%) of pine nut allergic patients are
monosensitized5–7 and there is limited cross-reactivity between
pine nuts and more commonly consumed nuts, primarily due to
the evolutionary differences between gymnosperms (pine nuts)
and angiosperms (other nuts), which contribute to the distinct
characteristics of pine nut allergy.4

Pine nut allergy management is still limited to strict dietary
avoidance, basically because allergen-specific immunotherapy
using the whole allergenic food is often accompanied by
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severe side effects.4 Oral immunotherapy (OIT) has been
implemented mainly against peanut, egg, and milk allergies to
induce immunomodulation and protect against accidental
allergen exposure. However, concerns about its safety and
ability to establish permanent tolerance persist.8,9 Alternative
food allergy treatments have emerged, such as hydrolysed
protein-based OIT, which offers the advantage of a reduced
risk of adverse reactions compared to intact allergen-based
OIT. In addition, the peptides resulting from the hydrolysis of
allergens may have immunomodulatory properties maintain-
ing and reinforcing barrier function and promoting immune
homeostasis through their action on the cells of the innate
and adaptive immune system.10–12 Peptides derived from food
proteins may also exhibit antioxidant properties,13 which
could have an additional beneficial effect during immunother-
apy treatments as there is ample evidence that high levels of
oxidative stress may play an important role in the pathogenesis
of allergic disorders.14,15 An imbalance between reactive
oxygen species (ROS) production and antioxidant defence
during allergen encounter may favour a T helper 2 cell
immune response.16 In fact, certain clinical trials suggest that
specific antioxidants from diet or vitamin supplements might
improve asthma control or lung function in asthmatic children
and adults.17,18

To the best of our knowledge, there are no previous reports
on the use of pine nut protein hydrolysates in OIT. To identify
hydrolysates with optimal properties, after performing enzy-
matic hydrolysis of pine nut proteins using food-grade
enzymes, either individually or sequentially, a two-step selec-
tion strategy was applied: first, hydrolysates were evaluated for
antioxidant activity using multiple in vitro methods as the
primary criterion; second, their ability to down-regulate ex vivo
T-cell responses induced by the pine nut allergen was con-
sidered as a secondary criterion. Among the tested hydroly-
sates, the trypsin-derived hydrolysate exhibited the most
favourable profile. After assessing its IgE-binding properties
with sera from pine nut-allergic patients, we further investi-
gated its therapeutic potential in vivo using the C57BL/
6 mouse model.

Materials and methods
Preparation of protein isolate and protein hydrolysates

Pine nuts (Pinus pinea L), skinned and shelled, were bought
from a local market (Blida, Algeria). To prepare pine nut
protein isolate (PI), clean and dried pine nuts were ground and
defatted by Soxhlet extraction using n-hexane. Then, a solution
of defatted flour in MilliQ water at 125 mg mL−1 was prepared
and centrifuged at 3000g for 10 min and the supernatant was
freeze-dried.

Pine nut protein hydrolysates were obtained using pepsin
(P; Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO, USA) at an enzyme-to-sub-
strate (E/S) ratio of 128.034 U mg−1 protein in 200 mM KCl/
HCl buffer, pH 2.0, at 37 °C for 4 h; trypsin (T; Sigma-Aldrich)
at an E/S ratio of 0.3377 U mg−1 protein in 50 mM phosphate

buffer, pH 8.0, at 37 °C for 4 h; and Alcalase (A; Novozyme,
Bagsvaered, Denmark) at an E/S ratio of 62.205 U mg−1 protein
in 50 mM phosphate buffer, pH 8.0, at 55 °C for 3 h.
Hydrolysis was also carried out using combinations of pepsin/
trypsin (PT), pepsin/Alcalase (PA), trypsin/Alcalase (TA), and
pepsin/trypsin/Alcalase (PTA). Sequential hydrolysis was
initiated by adding the first enzyme and allowing it to hydro-
lyse the protein under the conditions mentioned above. Then,
the pH was adjusted with 6 M NaOH, and the next enzyme was
added and incubated for an additional 2 h at the indicated
temperature. Upon completion of the hydrolysis, the reaction
mixtures were heated at 85 °C for 15 min to inactivate enzymes
and centrifuged at 8000g for 15 min. Supernatants were col-
lected and freeze-dried for further analysis.

The protein content of PI and its hydrolysates was quanti-
fied by determining their nitrogen percentage by elemental
analysis. The lipopolysaccharide present in the samples was
removed by using Pierce™ high capacity endotoxin removal
spin columns (Thermo Fisher Scientific, Waltham, MA, USA)
and its absence was confirmed by using the transfected cell
line THP1-XBlue™, stably expressing an NF-κB/AP-1-inducible
secreted alkaline phosphatase reporter assessed by the
QUANTI-Blue™ assay (InvitroGen, Carlsbad, CA, USA), follow-
ing the manufacturer’s instructions.

SDS-PAGE analyses

The SDS-PAGE analysis of the samples was performed as pre-
viously described.19 Concisely, the samples were dissolved in
sample buffer containing 2-mercaptoethanol, heated at 95 °C
for 5 min and loaded (30 µg protein per well) onto 4–12% Bis-
Tris Criterion XT precast gel (Bio-Rad, Hercules, CA, USA). The
gel was stained with Bio-safe Coomassie blue R-250 (Bio-Rad).
As a molecular weight marker, Precision Plus Protein TM Dual
Xtra Prestained Protein Standard (Bio-Rad) was used.

Determination of antioxidant activity

The ABTS, DPPH, and OH radical scavenging activities of the
samples were assessed, respectively, according to the methods
described by Zhang et al.,20 Farvin et al.,21 and Mintah et al.22

The oxygen radical absorbance capacity (ORAC) of the samples
was measured following the method described by Vasquez-
Rojas et al.23 The ability of samples to chelate ferrous iron was
evaluated based on the procedure described by Xia et al.,24 and
the method described by He et al.25 was followed for the deter-
mination of the ferric reducing power (FRAP) of the samples.

In vitro gastrointestinal digestion

The in vitro gastrointestinal digestion of PI and T was per-
formed according to the INFOGEST 2.0 protocol.26 For the
gastric phase, PI and T solutions (15 mg mL−1 in the final
mixture), mixed with simulated gastric fluid, were adjusted to
a pH of 3.0 with 1 M HCl. Pepsin from porcine gastric mucosa
was added to achieve a concentration of 2000 U mL−1 in the
final mixture, followed by a 2-hour incubation at 37 °C. Pepsin
activity was halted by raising the pH to 7.0 using 1 M NaHCO3.
Subsequently, gastric samples were mixed with simulated
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intestinal fluid. The pH was adjusted to 7.0 with 1 M NaOH,
and CaCl2 (0.075 mM in the final digestion mixture) was intro-
duced. To simulate the intestinal phase, pancreatin from
porcine pancreas (100 U mL−1 in the final digestion mixture
based on its trypsin activity) and bovine bile extract (10 mM in
the final digestion mixture) were added. The mixtures were
subjected to an additional 2-hour incubation and the process
was halted with a Bowman–Birk protease inhibitor. Samples
were immediately frozen and stored at −80 °C for subsequent
analyses.

Immunodetection assays

The human IgE binding capacity of samples was assessed by
inhibition ELISA and western blotting as previously reported,27

using a pool of 5 sera from pine nut-allergic patients diag-
nosed through a compatible clinical history and positive skin
prick test. Serum samples were obtained from the Institute of
Food Science Research (CIAL) serum library in compliance
with relevant institutional and national guidelines and regu-
lations and in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki.
The study protocol was approved by the CIAL Bioethics
Committee. Written informed consent was obtained from all
participants prior to inclusion. Human samples were pro-
cessed in a coded manner to protect participant confidentiality
and stored at −80 °C until analysis.

Ex vivo experiments in spleen cells from sensitized mice

The immunomodulatory properties of the hydrolysates were
assessed on splenocytes from mice sensitized to pine nut
protein. Six-week-old female C57BL/6 mice were purchased
from Charles River Laboratories (Saint Germain sur l’Arbresle,
France). Mice (n = 5) were sensitized to PI by the oral adminis-
tration of 5 mg of PI protein per mouse plus 10 μg of cholera
toxin (CT, List Biologicals, Campbell, CA) in PBS, during 3 con-
secutive days on the first week and once per week during the
following 5 weeks (SI Fig. 1A). Mice were euthanized by CO2

inhalation and spleens were collected and processed under
sterile conditions. Splenocytes from individual animals were
cultured in 96-well plates (4 × 106 cells per mL) and stimulated
in triplicate with PI alone or in combination with its hydroly-
sates (200 μg mL−1). Stimulation with concanavalin A (2.5 μg
mL−1) was used as a positive control, and PBS as a negative
control. Inactivated enzymes were also tested at a concen-
tration equivalent to that present in 200 μg mL−1 hydrolysates.
Supernatants were collected after 72 h at 37 °C in 5% CO2 and
detection of IL-4 and IFN-γ was performed by ELISA, using
commercial kits (Invitrogen).

In vivo experiments in sensitized mice

For the in vivo evaluation of the therapeutic capacity of pine
nut hydrolysate with trypsin (T), three groups of six-week-old
female C57BL/6 mice (n = 5) were sensitized to PI as described
above, while mice from a fourth group (n = 5) just received
10 μg of CT (sham-sensitized mice). One week apart, mice
from two of the PI-sensitized groups were orally treated with
5 mg of PI or T protein per mouse, three times per week for 3

weeks. Mice from the other PI-sensitized group and the sham-
sensitized group received PBS during the therapy. Three days
after the last treatment dose, all mice were orally challenged
with 50 mg of PI (SI Fig. 1B). Anaphylactic responses were eval-
uated by measuring the body temperature with a rectal
thermometer and scoring clinical signs 30 min after challenge
with the scale described in Pablos-Tanarro et al.28 Blood
samples were collected for pine nut specific IgE and IgG1 ana-
lyses by indirect ELISA as previously described.28 Mouse mast-
cell protease 1 (MCP-1) was analysed using an ELISA Kit
(Invitrogen).

All protocols involving animals followed the European
Legislation (Directive 2010/63/EU) and were approved by the
Comunidad de Madrid (Ref PROEX 286.8/20).

Statistical analyses

Statistical analyses were performed using GraphPad Prism
version 7.0e (GraphPad Software Inc., San Diego, CA). For
Fig. 1, 2, and 3C, differences among groups were assessed by
one-way ANOVA followed by Tukey’s multiple comparisons test.
For Fig. 3, differences were assessed using a two-tailed
Student’s t test. For Fig. 4 and 5A, data were analyzed by two-
way ANOVA followed by Šidák’s multiple comparisons test.
Clinical sign scores (Fig. 5b) were analyzed using the Mann–
Whitney U test. Statistical significance was set at P < 0.05.

Results
Antioxidant and immunomodulant activity of pine nut
hydrolysates

Under reducing conditions, PI showed protein bands from
∼100 to ∼10 kDa. Enzymatic hydrolysis removed most high-
molecular-mass proteins, leaving only <10 kDa bands after
Alcalase or combined enzyme treatments, while P and T
retained bands up to ∼15 and 20 kDa, respectively (SI Fig. 2).
The antioxidant capacity of the hydrolysates was measured by
different in vitro methods (Fig. 1). Overall, all hydrolysates
showed better antioxidant capacity than PI. Radical scavenging
assays revealed that the lowest IC50 values were observed for PA
in the ABTS assay, for T, PT, and PA in the DPPH assay, and for
T, PT, PA, and TA in the OH radical assay. All hydrolysates
showed ORAC antioxidant capacity values ranging from 439 to
615 µM trolox equivalents per g except for A which showed a
higher capacity reaching up to 1090 µM trolox equivalents per
g. T and TA were the hydrolysates that showed the highest
ferrous iron chelating capacity with IC50 values of 19.5 and
42.4 µg mL−1, respectively. The hydrolysate that showed the
best ferric reducing ability was P, but it was excluded from
further consideration due to its comparatively low antioxidant
capacity in the other assays performed. On the basis of the
highest overall antioxidant capacity obtained with the
6 methods tested, we selected T, PT, PA, and TA for further
evaluation of their immunomodulatory capacity.

In order to test whether the allergen-induced responses on
immune cells from pine nut sensitized mice (SI Fig. 1A) could

Paper Food & Function

2432 | Food Funct., 2026, 17, 2430–2439 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2026

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 0

2 
Fe

br
ua

ry
 2

02
6.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 4

/6
/2

02
6 

3:
19

:3
9 

A
M

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

 3
.0

 U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d5fo04650e


be modulated by the hydrolysates, splenocytes were stimulated
with the PI used for sensitization in the presence of its hydro-
lysates at a concentration of 200 μg mL−1 of each substance,
and the impact on the secretion of Th2 (IL-4) and Th1 (IFN-γ)
cytokines was determined (Fig. 2). PI-induced production of
IL-4 was inhibited by co-incubation of spleen cells from PI-sen-
sitised mice with the hydrolysates of PI with T and TA. On the
other hand, these hydrolysates tended to promote the release
of the Th1 cytokine IFN-γ, when used together with PI for the
stimulation of the spleen cells from sensitized mice. However,
PT and PA failed to reduce IL-4 secretion and increase the
levels of IFN-γ induced by PI.

Characterisation of pine nut hydrolysate with trypsin

According to the results explained above, T and TA were the
hydrolysates with the highest overall antioxidant capacity and
were also able to modulate specific T-cell responses induced
by the sensitizing allergen. Ultimately, we opted for T as a can-
didate for peptide immunotherapy because a single-step

Fig. 1 Antioxidant activity of pine nut protein isolate (PI) and its hydrolysates obtained using pepsin (P), trypsin (T), Alcalase (A), pepsin/trypsin (PT),
pepsin/Alcalase (PA), trypsin/Alcalase (TA), and pepsin/trypsin/Alcalase (PTA) measured by ABTS, DPPH, and OH radical scavenging capacity (SC)
assays, oxygen radical absorbance capacity (ORAC) assay, Fe2+ chelating activity (CA), and ferric reducing power (FRAP) assays. Data are represented
as mean ± SEM (n = 5). Different letters indicate significant differences among groups (p < 0.05).

Fig. 2 Immunomodulatory effects of pine nut protein isolate (PI) and its
hydrolysates obtained using trypsin (T), pepsin/trypsin (PT), pepsin/
Alcalase (PA), and trypsin/Alcalase (TA) on the secretion of IL-4 and IFN-
γ by splenocytes from pine nut sensitized mice. Data are expressed as
mean ± SEM (n = 5). Different letters indicate significant differences
among groups (p < 0.05).
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hydrolysis simplifies production and ensures high reproduci-
bility. In order to evaluate its potential allergenicity, IgE
binding was determined by inhibition ELISA using a pool of
sera from 5 pine nut allergic patients. Fig. 3 shows that the IgE

binding capacity of PI was significantly reduced after hydro-
lysis with trypsin, with EC50 values (concentration for 50% of
maximum IgE binding) a thousand times higher. Western blot
(Fig. 3B) showed that most protein bands in PI were recognized
by patient IgE. T still retained residual IgE binding capacity,
mainly due to two bands of approximately 15 and 20 kDa that
remained unhydrolyzed.

We next evaluated the influence of in vitro gastrointestinal
digestion on the immunoreactive and antioxidant properties
of the hydrolysate. The IgE binding capacity of both PI and T
decreased significantly throughout the digestion process, with
the percentage of IgE binding being the same for both
samples after gastric digestion and remaining similar until the
end of duodenal digestion (data not shown). Fig. 4 shows the
results of the antioxidant activity determined by different
methods after 2 h of simulated gastric digestion, followed by
2 h of duodenal digestion of PI and T. After undergoing pepsin
action during gastric digestion, the antioxidant activity of T
was significantly higher than that of PI. The same trend was
observed after subsequent duodenal digestion when the anti-
oxidant activity was measured by the ABTS and DPPH radical
scavenging assays and the FRAP assay. However, when the anti-
oxidant activity was measured by the OH radical scavenging,
ferrous iron chelating, and ORAC methods, the values
obtained for the gastrointestinal digests of PI and T were
similar. Although in vitro digestion models do not fully repli-
cate physiologically relevant conditions, these findings suggest

Fig. 3 IgE binding to pine nut protein isolate (PI) and its hydrolysate
obtained using trypsin (T), estimated by inhibition ELISA (A) and western
blotting (B) with sera from pine nut allergic patients. Data are rep-
resented as mean ± SEM (n = 3). Asterisks indicate statistically significant
differences. ***P < 0.001. Full, uncropped blots including all lanes and
molecular mass markers are provided in the SI. All samples and controls
used for comparative analysis were run on the same gel. Cropping was
applied only for clarity, and lane boundaries are indicated.

Fig. 4 Antioxidant activity of undigested (C) pine nut protein isolate (PI), its hydrolysate obtained using trypsin (T) and their gastric (G) and gastroin-
testinal (D) digests, measured by ABTS, DPPH, and OH radical scavenging capacity assays, oxygen radical absorbance capacity (ORAC) assay, Fe2+

chelating activity assay, and ferric reducing power (FRAP) assays. Data are represented as mean ± SEM (n = 3). Asterisks indicate statistically signifi-
cant differences. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001, ****P < 0.0001.
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that the hydrolysate may possess superior properties in vivo
compared to the parent extract.

In vivo evaluation of the therapeutic capacity of pine nut
hydrolysate with trypsin

Pine nut allergy was induced in mice by using the oral sensitiz-
ation and boosting protocol shown in SI Fig. 1B. Starting at
week 6 of the protocol, mice were given 4 weekly oral treat-
ments with PI or T for 5 weeks and the concentrations of
specific antibodies were measured in the serum. The levels of
specific IgE and IgG1 were significantly reduced in both
groups of treated mice, while the levels in the non-treated
group remained unchanged (Fig. 5A). Three days after the last
treatment dose, mice were orally challenged with PI and no
visual signs of anaphylaxis or decrease in body temperature
were detected in the treated groups (Fig. 5B). In contrast, the
untreated group experienced obvious clinical signs of anaphy-
laxis and a significant drop in body temperature. Moreover,
serum levels of MCP-1, a protease released by activated intesti-
nal mast cells, which is indicative of mast cell degranulation,
were significantly lower in the treated mice than in the non-
treated ones (Fig. 5B).

Discussion

We used enzymatic hydrolysis of pine nut protein isolate to
produce protein hydrolysates with antioxidant and immuno-
modulatory activities. SDS-PAGE analysis showed protein
bands (6–11 kDa) that resisted enzymatic cleavage and were
present in all hydrolysates. Cabanillas et al. identified a band
with a molecular mass of around 6 kDa under reducing con-
ditions as a 2S albumin known as Pin p 1, the first character-
ized allergen in Pinus pinea L. nuts.5 This protein has been
reported to be resistant to heat treatment and cleavage by
digestive enzymes. However, a band with this molecular mass

was reactive to human IgE only in the non-hydrolysed extract
(PI).

Our investigation delved into the antioxidant activity of
pine nut protein hydrolysates using a diverse array of assays to
cover the variety of mechanisms by which antioxidants inhibit
oxidative routes, including inactivation of reactive oxygen
species, scavenging of free radicals, chelation or sequestration
of metal catalysts, or reduction of ferric ions, among others.29

The results obtained with each of the methodologies used
depend on the presence of amino acids in peptides that serve
as electron or hydrogen donors,30 with sequence position and
hydrophobicity also playing crucial roles.31 The ABTS assay
may be more useful than the DPPH assay for detecting the
scavenging capacity of hydrophilic antioxidants in foods,32

while the presence of hydrophobic and aromatic amino acids
could contribute to the ability of hydrolysates to neutralize
DPPH radicals.33 The hydroxyl radical (OH) is one of the most
toxic reactive oxygen radicals known, which causes damage to
all important biomolecules involving DNA, proteins, and mem-
branes.34 Notably, OH radical scavenging activity was observed
in T, PT, and TA hydrolysates, likely attributed to the presence
of amino acids with hydrogen atom donation capabilities that
could mitigate hydrogen peroxide-induced oxidative stress,35

such as Arg and Lys, which can become exposed after trypsin
cleaves at their carboxyl side. In the ORAC assay, A exhibited a
particularly high antioxidant activity, probably attributed to
the ability of this enzyme to expose hydrophobic amino acids
during hydrolysis,36 potentially enhancing hydrophobic inter-
actions between peptides and the oxidizing agent.31 Pine nut
hydrolysates also displayed high Fe2+ chelating activity and
substantial ferric reducing antioxidant power, which could be
attributed to peptides containing sulfhydryl amino acids such
as Cys and Met. These residues can bind heavy metals, redu-
cing their pro-oxidant activity,37 and donate electrons to rad-
icals, thereby stabilizing them and preventing oxidative
damage.38

Fig. 5 (A) serum EW-specific IgE and IgG1 of mice after sensitization (orange bars) with pine nut protein isolate (PI) plus cholera toxin (CT) and sub-
sequent oral immunotherapy (blue bars) with PI and its hydrolysate obtained using trypsin (T). Untreated mice were administered PBS. (B)
Anaphylaxis in mice after oral challenge with PI assessed by the clinical signs, body temperature, and serum concentration of mouse mast cell pro-
tease-1, MCP-1. Values are means ± SEM (n = 5), except for clinical signs, which are expressed as medians. Asterisks indicate statistically significant
differences. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001, and ****P < 0.0001.

Food & Function Paper

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2026 Food Funct., 2026, 17, 2430–2439 | 2435

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 0

2 
Fe

br
ua

ry
 2

02
6.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 4

/6
/2

02
6 

3:
19

:3
9 

A
M

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

 3
.0

 U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d5fo04650e


Assessment of the immunomodulatory capacity of pine nut
protein hydrolysates on splenocytes from sensitized C57BL/
6 mice revealed that, among the hydrolysates with the highest
antioxidant activity, T and TA could be regarded as good candi-
dates for peptide-based immunotherapy on the grounds of
their potential to reduce ex vivo Th2 responses induced by
pine nut protein, while also enhancing Th1 responses.
Previous results from our group have shown that ovalbumin
and egg white hydrolysates, selected for their low IgE binding
and their ability to reduce Th2 responses in splenocytes from
sensitized mice while enhancing Th1 responses, effectively
promoted oral tolerance to the corresponding intact allergens
in mouse models.39,40 This effect was associated with the
induction of a tolerogenic environment in the intestine that
promotes the expansion of regulatory T cells.41 Overall, these
findings indicate that allergen-derived peptides capable of
dampening inflammation and redirecting immune responses
of specific cell populations can enhance the effectiveness of
immunotherapy. A simple hydrolysis step with trypsin appears
to be a cheaper and simpler method for the reproducible pro-
duction of pine nut-derived antioxidant and immunomodulant
peptides than combined hydrolysis with trypsin and Alcalase.
Furthermore, there is evidence that bacterial enzymes, such as
Alcalase, may induce sensitization in susceptible individuals,42

while the European Food Safety Authority considers that the
risk of allergic sensitisation to trypsin from porcine pancreas
is low.43 Therefore, the hydrolysate obtained with trypsin was
selected for further examination, including the assessment of
its potential hypoallergenic effect using sera from pine nut
allergic subjects. Numerous studies have highlighted the
efficacy of enzymatic hydrolysis for reducing the allergenicity
of various food proteins.39,44 In our study, the IgE binding
capacity of PI was significantly reduced after hydrolysis with
trypsin, similarly to what has been previously reported for
other hydrolysates of different food substrates obtained with
this enzyme.45 During the digestion process, antioxidant pep-
tides may be further hydrolysed by gastrointestinal enzymes,
thereby altering their activities. In this study, the antioxidant
activity of T was higher than that of PI after the action of diges-
tive enzymes, as described in the case of other food
peptides,46,47 although this effect was more pronounced at the
end of the gastric phase.

To evaluate the use of the pine nut protein hydrolysate with
trypsin as a therapeutic agent, once pine nut allergy was estab-
lished in mice, T was administered for 3 weeks. Mice treated
with the hydrolysate were protected against anaphylaxis
induced by an oral pine nut challenge to the same extent as
those treated with intact pine nut protein. Protection was
accompanied by a reduction in serum pine nut-specific IgE
and IgG1 levels, consistent with previous reports of successful
desensitization in mouse models.39

The clinical efficacy of OIT is largely attributed to the acti-
vation of T cells by specific epitopes, which initiates counter-
regulatory immune mechanisms that reduce Th2 cell activity
and expansion.48 Fragmented allergens offer a distinct advan-
tage in OIT because they preserve T cell-stimulating epitopes

while lacking the ability to cross-link IgE on effector cells,
thereby minimizing the risk of adverse reactions. However, the
selection of peptides that balance immunostimulatory poten-
tial with reduced allergenicity remains challenging, as longer
peptides provide broader T cell epitope coverage but increase
the likelihood of IgE cross-linking.49 Since enzymatic hydro-
lysis typically generates short fragments with limited sequence
coverage, potentially reducing the proportion of full-length T
epitopes, the comparable desensitization achieved with PI and
T suggests that the latter may exert superior immunomodula-
tory effects, possibly by promoting a shift from Th2 to Th1
responses and/or inducing regulatory T cells. This dual benefit
of reduced allergenicity combined with preserved or enhanced
immunomodulatory capacity positions the pine nut hydroly-
sate with trypsin as a promising candidate for safer and more
effective OIT strategies. Such an approach could mitigate
adverse reactions during therapy, which are a major barrier to
patient adherence, although this aspect cannot be properly
evaluated in murine models.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the hydrolysate of pine nuts with trypsin could
be regarded as a good candidate for a therapeutic agent in OIT
on the grounds of its effectiveness in desensitizing pine nut
allergic mice with the added properties of having lower IgE
binding capacity and higher antioxidant activity than intact
pine nut protein.
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