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3.4 Contact dermatitis'
R

Contact dermatitis, also referred to as contact eczema, is-a comman itchy reartion of the skin due to the
contact with a number of chemical sgents

Clinical features

Contact desmatitis can be variable in its presentation, At one extreme end of its spectrum there is intense

reciness of the skin, with oozing and small blisters. At the other end, the skin is dry, scaly, orcasionally thick-

ened and fissured. Troublesome fieh fs & unitying feature and scratching may lead to bacterial infection.
Contact dermatitis can appwa’ttmmufmmuutmhmm:hem:nmmmuﬂm

invalved. Faclal involvement is embarrassing, while hand lesions may lead 1o lost working daysand con-

siderable social costs.

Contact dermatitis has two forms; toxie or irritant and allergic. The clinical changes are virtually identi-
cal, no matter what the cause. Ifritant contact dermatitis is caused by repeated insults from chemical
substances such as soaps, detergents, metalworking fluids or solvents. This kind of contact dermatitis is
prevalent in cerlain otcupations such as cleaning work as well 85 among houstwives,

Table 1:  Common allergens causing allergic contact dermatitis

Hubiter stiditives in nloves, boots, shoes:

~ thilram compounds

— henenthizzoies

Antl-micanbiatlanti-mouli dgents in pamts, cosmetics, hath products.
= formisldetde releasens

~ jsnthipzalingnes

— riergury compounds fthimeosad)

= quetemery ammonium compounds

Metials reieased from jewelry, or in cement:
= nilicked
= chromate

Dryes Iy headr divies or teklifes:

~ azc-dyes

— p-phienylenedizmine (FRB}

Substances from plants of woods:

— sesnuitergene lactones [ehrysanthemum|
— tlephony (rosing

Unfinishied plistics:

— acrylates fin anificat nails)

— epony resine fin- olues)

Allergic contact dermatitis oocuts when the individual, after 2 reprated number of contacts, develops
a specific immune response toa chemical. Such sllergenit substances can be found at work le, epoxy
resing in the plastic industry of chromate in construction workers) orat home feg. perfurmes, bt dyes,

1 sew.also Chapters 2.2 and 2.4
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plants and topical drugs). Once individuals become allergic, they are likely to remain reactive to the sub-
stance for the rest of the life, therefore limiting personal of professional activities:

To complicate things, combinations of allergic and irritant factors may play 2 role, For example, skin
damaged by irritant contact dermatitis may be more easily sensitized to contact allergens.

The etioloay of aifergic contact dermatitis should be confirmed by epicutaneous patch testing. The Eu-
ropean Standard Series of allergens detects most cases of allergic contact dermatitis, but aften additional
series of allergens, tested secording to the patient’s history and occupational exposure, sre necessary for
a mare accurale diaonosic

Table 2:  Examples of occupations where contact dermatitis 1§ frequent
Bullding industry: (ritant contact dermatits fram aikaline cement, and allergic cantact dermatits from allergy ﬂ
ehromate in cement

Nurses and other Frealth care wiatkers: lrritant contact dermatitis from soaps, disinfectants, oeclsive gloves.
Contact allergy to rubber gloves, with reactions to lates

Metal industry: Irritant cantmet dermatitis from metalworking fuids. Contaet allergy to components of these
metalwarking fiuids

Comstruction and repair of “plastic” abjeets. such as boats, windmiils or others: Contact allergy to epaxy resins and
to acrylites

Dental technicians: Allergic contael dermatitis caused by unfinished glass ionomers filers and glues

Hairdressers: Contact aliergy t components of hair tyes and some permarient-wave luids. lrritant cantact
dermutitis from shamponos

Treatment
The immediate symploms can be alfeviated ty topical creams or ointments containing corticosteraids. In
addition, neutral emulfients are often prescribed. The only eure for the problem is o avaid the causative

In the case of contact aliergy this means a siriet avoidance of skin contact with the alleraen and
chemically related compounds: even very small amounts miay cause an aggravation or relapse of the der-
matitis. The patient must receive detailed information about those allergens identified by paich testing
which are determined to be clinically refevant,

In irfitant contact dermatitis, instruction on avoidance of skin exposure to all agenis that damage or
Irritate the skin is mandatory. This can be diffieult, because the patient may have to adapt his work habits,
change his washing habits, avaid soaps and detergents at home (e.9. no dishwashing or washing his car],
and he must continuously think about the possible consequences when performing any manual task

Significance

Contact dermatitis is a significant public health issue because it affects many persans.

1. Because of everydday exposure to a variety of products, a significant number of persans may develop
3 troublesome contact allergy. For example, about 15-200 of young women are allergic to nickel
because of exposure o costume jewelry, especially earrings for pierced ears; this has prompted the
Eurpean Commission to estabiish leqislation in order to restrict EXPOSUTE,

2 Occupational skin disease ranks among the top three work-related diseases; in simost all instances
the diagnosis is allergic or irritant contact dermatitis, or 3 combination of both, Contact dermatitis is
respansible for many working days lost, and often abliges a change of nccupation which is castly for
the individual and the employer,
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Figure 1 Contact dermatitis. Irritant contact dermatitis of the hands in a building construction worker (bricklayer]
(13). Acute allergic contact dermatitis caused by 3 component of a liquid soap (1b) (contributed by P--J. Coenraads).

3. New products with new chemical components are continuously put on the market, exposing work-
ers and consumers. Expertise in risk assessment, surveillance and adequate diagnosis in individual
patients must be maintained and updated.

4 Contact dermatitis is troublesome for the individual, not only because of the restrictions in daily life
and the loss of sleep (and subsequent dangerous drowsiness) because of itch, but also because of the
potential loss of income and treatment costs.

5. Detecting the cause of an individual's contact dermatitis requires considerable dermatological ex-
pertise. Diagnosing and treating dermatitis/eczema (which includes confirming or excluding contact
dermatitis) is a substantial part of the workload of an average dermatologist.

& The European Society of Contact Dermatitis (website: orgsdermisnet/esed) is a non-profit organiza-
tion concerned with research, teaching, diagnosis and treatment of this significant skin problem.



