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Case Report

A 6-year-old girl with a history of mild
atopic dermatitis since infancy was
referred for recurrent episodes of chei-
litis, which was accompanied by a
facial and upper extremity dermatitis.
Patch-testing was performed with
selected chemicals (based on exposure
history) from the North American
Contact Dermatitis Standard and
Vehicles, Textiles, Bakery, Fragrances,
and Plastics and Glues extended series.

Clinically relevant positive reac-
tions were noted to propolis and
cinnamaldehyde. Additional reactions
with uncertain relevance were noted
to potassium dichromate, sorbitan
sesquiolate, octyl gallate, and disperse
blue dyes (85 and 153). A provocative
use test with the child’s lip balm (Chap
Ice® Gentle Lips™ Cherry Lip Protec-
tant Balm™ by OraLabs Inc., Parker,
CO, USA) containing natural and arti-
ficial flavors and menthol in a ‘wax
base’ showed a positive reaction.

A topical avoidance regimen was
begun and on follow-up there was sig-
nificant improvement. Further dis-
cussion showed that she had begun
consuming multivitamins, namely
Flintstones™ Gummies chewable
multivitamins (by Bayer HealthCare
Leverkusen, Germany), which not-
ably contained an ‘unspecified’
amount of carnauba wax and bees
wax (Bayer HealthCare Consumer
Relations, personal communication,
July 2007). Of note, discontinuation
of the vitamins resulted in clearance
of both the cheilitis and dermatitis.

Discussion

Propolis, also known as ‘bee glue’, is
a wax-like resinous substance that is

made by the honeybees (Apis mellifera).
Partially digested resins from a
variety of tree buds and barks (par-
ticularly conifers and poplars) are
combined with the bees wax to form
this complex mixture of approxi-
mately 50 constituents, primarily
balsams and resins (55%), waxes
(30%), essential oils (10%), pollen
plus cinnamyl alcohol (5%), vita-
mins A, B, C and E, flavonoids and
various minerals (1). The human
consumption of this substance is
wide, as it is used in cough syrups,
cosmetics, oral pills, lozenges, oint-
ments, lotions, toothpastes and vita-
mins (2). Cases of allergic contact
cheilitis have been reported in associ-
ation with its use (3-5).

Children are frequently sensitized
to propolis with approximately, 1.2—
6.6% of tested patients displaying sen-
sitivity on patch-testing (2). Because
of common ‘nature identical’ chemical
ingredients (cinnamic acid, cinnamyl
alcohol and vanillin), (6) patients
with  sensitivities to  Myroxylon
pereirae, salicylates, poplar and coni-
fer are advised to avoid propolis (7).

Of interest, our patient ingested
vitamins, which contained bees wax
and carnauba wax. Bees wax is often
contaminated with propolis and car-
nauba wax is a plant composition of
approximately 10% cinnamic acid,
collected from the leaves of the
Brazilian carnauba palm (Copernicia
prunifera) (8). These waxes are com-
monly added to food to produce edible
coatings with a high gloss finish (9).
This case shows the need to consider
gummy vitamins as an exposure source
and highlights the potential for cross-
reactivity between propolis/bees wax
and carnauba wax through their com-
mon ingredient, cinnamic acid, the oxi-
dized form of cinnamaldehyde (10).
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