
If your child has been diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), you have probably heard a 
lot about genetics. What you may not have heard is that environmental factors — particularly mold 
and the toxins it produces — may be quietly making things worse.


This is not a fringe idea. Peer-reviewed research published in journals including Nutritional 
Neuroscience, Toxins, and Clinical Therapeutics has been building a compelling case for over a 
decade. Here is what the science shows, in plain language.


What Are Mycotoxins? 

Mycotoxins are toxic compounds produced by mold — specifically by species like Stachybotrys 
(black mold), Aspergillus, Penicillium, and Fusarium. These molds are common in water-damaged 
homes, schools, and buildings. The toxins they produce can be inhaled, ingested through 
contaminated food, or absorbed through the skin. 

The mycotoxins most associated with neurological effects include: 
• Ochratoxin A (OTA) — one of the most studied in ASD research 
• Gliotoxin — produced by Aspergillus, highly immunosuppressive 
• Zearalenone — an endocrine disruptor with neurotoxic effects 
• Trichothecenes — produced by Stachybotrys, potent and damaging 
• Aflatoxins — common food contaminants with systemic toxicity 

What Does the Research Actually Show? 

Elevated Mycotoxin Levels in ASD Children 

A systematic review of 11 studies published between 2008 and 2019 found that nearly all of them 
revealed possible links between mycotoxin exposure and ASD. This was not a single small study — 
this was a pattern emerging consistently across the literature. 

A large Italian study tested blood and urine in 172 autistic children alongside 61 controls using 
validated clinical laboratory methods. Children with ASD showed statistically significant differences 
in mycotoxin levels — including higher concentrations of ochratoxin A. 
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The Male Prevalence Connection 

One particularly striking finding: ochratoxin A has been shown to exert male-specific neurotoxicity — 
possibly through microRNA modulation of a gene called neuroligin4X, which sits on the X 
chromosome. This may help explain one of autism's most persistent mysteries: why ASD is 
diagnosed in boys at a rate of 2 to 5 times higher than in girls. 

How Mycotoxins Affect the Brain and Body 

Mycotoxins do not act through a single pathway. They create a cascade of biological disruption that 
hits multiple systems at once. Here is how: 

1. Gut-Brain Axis Disruption 

Mycotoxins damage the gut lining and allow toxins to cross into the bloodstream — a condition 

commonly called "leaky gut." Those toxins then travel to the brain. This gut-brain disruption is 

one of the most active areas of autism research, and many children with ASD already show gut 

dysbiosis (an imbalanced microbiome) before mold exposure compounds the problem.

2. Neuroinflammation via Mast Cells and Microglia 

Mycotoxins like gliotoxin and ochratoxin A directly trigger mast cell degranulation — releasing 

histamine and inflammatory cytokines throughout the body. In the brain, these interact with 

microglia (the brain's immune cells), amplifying neuroinflammatory signaling and disrupting the 

blood-brain barrier. The result is a brain under chronic immune stress.

3. Mitochondrial Dysfunction 

Mycotoxins impair the mitochondria — the energy producers inside every cell. When mitochondria 

are compromised, energy production drops. This has downstream effects on cognition, speech, 

behavior, and sensory regulation. Mitochondrial dysfunction is independently recognized as a 

significant factor in ASD.



What Does This Look Like Clinically? 

Functional medicine practitioners frequently observe a recognizable pattern: children with ASD 
experience noticeable regressions after moving to a new home with moisture issues, returning to 
school after a water damage event, or spending extended time in a building with hidden mold. 

Families report increases in: 
• Stimming behaviors 
• Meltdowns and emotional dysregulation 
• Social withdrawal 
• Language regression or reduced speech 
• Cognitive fog and decreased attention 
• Sleep disruption 
• Gut symptoms — constipation, bloating, diarrhea 

These symptoms reflect underlying immune reactivity, neuroinflammation, and mitochondrial stress 
— all of which mold exposure can trigger or amplify. 

An Important Distinction 

4. Oxidative Stress 

Mycotoxin exposure generates excess free radicals, damaging cells throughout the body — 

including neurons. Children with ASD already tend to have impaired antioxidant capacity 

(lower glutathione levels), making them significantly more vulnerable to this oxidative burden. 

This is not a coincidence — it is a compounding problem.

5. Epigenetic Disruption 

Some mycotoxins interfere with gene expression by dysregulating microRNA. This means mold 

exposure can alter how genes are read and expressed — contributing to neurodevelopmental 

changes that look like worsening autism symptoms. Children with ASD may also produce elevated 

oxalates as a result of fungal overgrowth, adding further inflammation and oxidative stress.



The research does not claim that mold causes autism. What it consistently shows is that 
mycotoxins act as a significant environmental trigger and amplifier — particularly in children who 
already have impaired detoxification, immune dysregulation, or genetic susceptibility. 

This is a root-cause perspective: the immune system is not attacking randomly. It is responding to a 
real biological burden. When we reduce that burden, the body has more capacity to function — and 
many families see meaningful improvements in their child's symptoms when mold exposure is 
addressed. 

Assess the Environment 
• Look for visible mold, water stains, musty smells, or a history of leaks in your home or your 

child's school 
• Consider professional mold testing if there is any suspicion of contamination 
• Water damage does not need to be obvious — mold often grows inside walls, under flooring, 

and in HVAC systems 

Consider Functional Lab Testing 
• Organic acids testing (OAT) can reveal markers of fungal overgrowth in the gut 
• Urinary mycotoxin panels can detect systemic exposure 
• Bioenergetic scanning can identify stress patterns related to fungal and mold burden 

Support the Body's Detoxification Capacity 
• Antifungal protocols (herbal or prescribed) can reduce fungal load 
• Binders help escort mycotoxins out of the body safely 
• Supporting glutathione and antioxidant pathways reduces oxidative damage 
• Gut restoration is essential — the gut is the primary point of vulnerability 
• A whole food supplement foundation supports cellular resilience 

This handout is for educational purposes only and does not constitute medical advice. 
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WHAT YOU CAN DO

A Note from Kimberly 

This is exactly why I do bioenergetic scanning with every client. The body holds information that 
standard lab panels often miss. Mold and fungal burden are among the most common findings I see — 
and among the most underrecognized drivers of neurological and behavioral challenges in children. 

If you suspect mold may be a factor for your child, let's talk. There is a lot we can do to support the 
body in clearing this burden and restoring function.
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