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Sodium cetearyl sulfate and other related alkyl sulfates
are surfactants that are often used as emulsifiers in cos-
metics, and to date they have been considered to be
extremely rare sensitizers.

Case Report

A 51-year-old atopic female with a past history of allergic
contact dermatitis caused by methylchloroisothiazoli-
none/methylisothiazolinone in 2011 presented in our
office in September 2016 with a 2-month history of
eczematous lesions affecting predominantly the dor-
sal and lateral aspects of both hands and wrists. She
admitted the use of multiple cosmetics. She was tested
with a cosmetics and fragrances series (Chemotech-
nique Diagnostics, Vellinge, Sweden) and with her own
products, according to the ESCD guideline (1); readings
were performed according to ICDRG recommendations.
On day (D) 4, +/++ positive reactions were detected to
two of her own products (Neutrogena hand cream® and
Neutrogena ultramoisturing foot cream®). The repeated
open application test (ROAT) performed with the hand
cream elicited a positive reaction within 3 days. Break-
down of the creams was then performed, comprising
19 ingredients, supplied by the manufacturer (John-
son & Johnson, Los Angeles CA, USA). Further testing
with individual ingredients yielded a ?+ reaction on
D2 and a ++ reaction on D4 to sodium cetearyl sulfate
(SCS), which was tested as provided by the manufac-
turer, at 10% pet. in Finn Chambers® (SmartPractice,
Phoenix, AZ, USA), with 48 h of occlusion. Ten healthy
controls showed no reactions to SCS. Cetyl alcohol 5%
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Fig. 1. Sodium cetearyl sulfate, also known as sodium cetyl/stearyl
sulfate and sodium hexadecyl sulfate, octadecyl sulfate. Molecular
formula: C34H70NaO8S2. Molecular weight: 694.

pet., stearyl alcohol 30% pet. and cetearyl alcohol 20%
pet. were tested from the Chemotechnique cosmetics
and leg ulcer series, and there were no reactions to
any of them.

Discussion

SCS (CAS no. 59186-41-3) is a sulfated salt of cetearyl
alcohol (Fig. 1). Cetearyl alcohol is a fatty alcohol com-
posed of the mix of a cetyl alcohol (hexadecanol) molecule
and a stearyl alcohol (octadecanol) molecule. SCS is used
in cosmetics mainly as an anionic emulsifier, because of
its surfactant, emollient and opacifier properties. Its safety
profile was tested twice, in 1992 and 2007, by the Cos-
metic Ingredient Review Expert Panel. It was found in
111 products at concentrations of 0.1–10%. It was clas-
sified as a safe product for the skin: not irritant or sensi-
tizing (2). It is thought that its ‘safe profile’ is related to
the polyethoxylation of the fatty alcohols (3). To date, no
cases of contact allergy to SCS have been reported, and
only a few cases of allergic contact dermatitis caused by
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cetearyl alcohol (4) and cetearyl isonanoate (5) have been
reported. Cetearyl alcohol is an unusual allergen in cos-
metics (6) but a rather frequent allergen in topical phar-
maceutical products (7).

This is the first reported case of allergic contact der-
matitis caused by SCS confirmed by patch testing, a ROAT,
clinical improvement after cessation of the use of the
cream, and negative test results in 10 healthy controls.

We strongly recommend testing each ingredient individu-
ally in every case of suspicion of allergic contact dermatitis
caused by cosmetics, in order to detect new contact aller-
gies to ‘safe’ molecules.
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