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Several studies have pointed out that the sesquiterpene lactone (SL) mix is a safe, though inad-
equate, screen for Compositae allergy. To test the usefulness of the sesquiterpene lactone parthenol-
ide as a supplementary Compositae screening test to the mix, both were included in the standard
series in 2 Danish dermatology departments. Among 2244 patients tested, 46 (2%) were positive
to SL mix and 73-75% of these were positive to parthenolide. The results demonstrate that par-
thenolide is not suitable as a supplementary screening agent to SL mix, but may be a fairly good

screen on its own if the mix is not available.
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The allergens responsible for Compositae dermati-
tis are sesquiterpene lactones (SL), which consist
of a lactone ring combined with a sesquiterpene
skeleton (1). The sesquiterpene lactone mix used
for patch testing in the European standard series
consists of a mixture of 3 lactones with different
sesquiterpene skeletons: alantolactone (an eudes-
manolide), costunolide (a germacranolide) and de-
hydrocostus lactone (a guaianolide) (2). This SL
mix, in 0.1% concentration, is used for screening
of SL contact allergy, with positive results in 1.4%—
1.8% on routine patch testing (2, 3).

Previous studies from Denmark, however, have
shown a higher detection rate of Compositae sensi-
tivity when the SL mix was supplemented with the
Compositae mix (4-6). Based on testing with the
constituents of the latter, the parthenolide-con-
taining feverfew extract was considered to be one
of the most important ingredients. At the same
time, costunolide of the SL mix yielded few posi-
tive reactions compared to alantolactone and de-
hydrocostus lactone (4), and it therefore seemed
advisable to supplement the SL mix with the com-
mercially available parthenolide, which has a ger-
macranolide structure (7).

The objective of this study was to assess the ef-
ficacy of parthenolide 0.1% pet. as a supplemen-
tary Compositae allergy screening test to the SL
mix used today.

Materials and Methods

Gentofte. Between July 1996 and October 1997,
955 consecutive patients were patch tested with ses-
quiterpene lactone mix 0.1% pet. (Hermal, Ham-
burg) (as part of the European standard series),
and with parthenolide 0.1% pet., using Finn
Chambers on Scanpor tape.

Odense. From January 1995 to October 1997,
1289 consecutive patients were patch tested with
SL mix 0.1% pet. and with parthenolide 0.1% pet.,
using Finn Chambers on Scanpor tape.

Gentofte

Parthenolide SL mix

Odense
Parthenolide SL mix

Fig. 1. Number of patients with positive allergic reactions to
SL mix 0.1% and parthenolide.
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Table 1. Allergic (+, ++, +++) and doubtful (?+) reactions
to SL mix 0.1% and parthenolide 0.1% in Gentofte and Odense
(results from Odense are in italics)

D2 D34 D 5-7

SL mix 0.1%:

8 15 14
Allergic reactions 2 25 24

5 5 2
Doubtful reactions 5 38 7
Parthenolide 0. 1%:

5 12 13
Allergic reactions 2 21 18

3 3 1
Doubtful reactions 9 14 4

Readings were performed at day(D) 2 (occasion-
ally), D 3-4, and D 5-7, according to the scale
recommended by the ICDRG.

Results

Gentofte. 16 patients (1.67%) showed allergic reac-
tions (+/++) to SL mix, and 14 (1.46%) to par-
thenolide 0.1%. Among the 16 patients with al-
lergic reactions to SL mix, 12 (75%) also reacted
to parthenolide, while 4 reacted to SL mix only,
and 2 to parthenolide only (Fig. 1). Most positive
reactions were recorded on D 3-7 (Table 1). There
was 1 case of active sensitization to the SL mix,
but none to parthenolide. 14 patients had doubtful
reactions (?+) (9 to SL mix and 5 to parthenolide).
The majority of these reactions occurred on D 2-
4, contrary to the true positive reactions (Table 1).

Odense. 30 patients (2.3%) were positive to the
SL mix and 23 (1.8%) to parthenolide. 22 patients
(73%) were positive to both screening agents,
whereas 8 were positive to the SL mix only and 1
to parthenolide only (Fig. 1). 47 persons had
doubtful reactions to the SL mix and 24 to par-
thenolide. The true positive reactions tended to
persist at the 2nd reading on D 5-7, contrary to
the doubtful reactions (Table 1).

Discussion

SL mix 0.1% is considered a safe, though not opti-
mal, screen for sesquiterpene lactone allergy, with

low risks of irritation or active sensitization (2, 6).
We report the 1st case of active sensitization to SL
mix 0.1%. None of the patients developed active
sensitization from parthenolide 0.1%.

1.67% and 2.3% positive reactions to SL mix are
on a par with, or higher than, previous data (2,
3). The results from both clinics emphasize that
parthenolide is not suitable as a supplementary
screening agent to the SL mix, since it picks up
only a few patients on its own. However, if the SL
mix is not available, parthenolide is a fairly good
screening allergen that will detect about 75% of the
cases positive to the SL mix.
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