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Letter to the Editor

Cobalt – a possible sensitizer in personal computer (PC) mouse and
polyester resins

Dear Sir
We recently reported contact dermatitis of the
right hand in a woman using a personal computer
(PC) mouse made of ABS plastic, i.e., a copolymer
of acrylonitrile, butadiene and styrene (1). The pa-
tient had shown patch-test reactions to nickel
sulfate, cobalt chloride, para-phenylenediamine,
p-tertiary-butylphenol-formaldehyde resin, mer-
cury chloride, diaminodiphenylmethane, diglycidyl
ether of bisphenol A and various (meth)acrylates
(1). We analyzed for such allergens in the PC plas-
tic, especially (meth)acrylates, but did not identify
any. Phthalates have been reported as allergens in
ABS plastic (2, 3), diethyl phthalate and dimethyl
phthalate specifically in computer mice. Our pa-
tient was negative on patch testing to dimethyl
phthalate (5% pet.), dibutyl phthalate (5% pet.),
dioctyl phthalate (2% pet.) and diethylhexyl
phthalate (5% pet.), and we eventually concluded
that our patient’s hand dermatitis was probably ir-
ritant.

Derk Bruynzeel from Amsterdam then reminded
us that a potential allergen in ABS plastic may be
cobalt naphthenate, which acts as a catalyst in
such plastic. Bruynzeel (4) had previously investi-
gated a boy with cheilitis due to chewing ABS plas-
tic pens. We therefore asked our reported patient
to bring in the PC mouse that had caused her hand
dermatitis. Cobalt and chromate were determined
in it, as previously described by atomic absorption
spectroscopy (5): chromium was present at 0.002
mg/g, but no cobalt could be identified (detection
limit 0.001 mg/g). Accordingly, we concluded that
the hand dermatitis of this patient was not caused
by cobalt. Nevertheless, ABS plastic from some
manufacturers may contain enough cobalt to in-
duce allergic contact dermatitis (4), and could be
used for PC mouse manufacture.

Polyester resins are another source of cobalt al-
lergy (6). Cobalt naphthenate and other cobalt
salts may be used as auxiliary chemicals in unsatu-
rated polyester resins (7–9). We recently had a pa-
tient with no exposure to polyester resins who

showed a weak patch test reaction (?π) to a poly-
ester resin in our resin series. On analysis, the resin
from which our patch test material had been pre-
pared contained 0.1 mg/g of cobalt (Ω100 ppm)
(5). As patch testing was performed at 5% pet., the
final patch test concentration of cobalt had been 5
ppm. Our patient had had a ππ patch test reac-
tion to cobalt chloride (1% pet.). We concluded in
this case that the patch-test reaction to polyester
resin had probably been caused by cobalt.

Yours sincerely
Lasse Kanerva, Katri Kanervo, Riitta Jolanki and

Tuula Estlander
Section of Dermatology
Finnish Institute of Occupational Health
Topeliuksenkatu 41 aA
FIN-00250 Helsinki
Finland

References
1. Kanerva L, Estlander T, Jolanki R. Occupational contact

dermatitis caused by personal-computer mouse. Contact
Dermatitis 2000: 43: 362–363.

2. Walker S L, Smith H R, Rycroft R J G, Broome C. Occu-
pational contact dermatitis from headphones containing
diethylhexyl phthalate. Contact Dermatitis 2000: 42: 164.

3. Capon F, Cambie M P, Clinard F, Bernardeau K, Kalis B.
Occupational contact dermatitis caused by computer mice.
Contact Dermatitis 1996: 35: 57–58.

4. Bruynzeel D P. A child with peroral eczema. Contact Der-
matitis 1987: 16: 43.

5. Sainio E-L, Jolanki R, Hakala E, Kanerva L. Metals and
arsenic in eye-shadows. Contact Dermatitis 2000: 42: 5–10.

6. Kanerva L, Tarvainen K, Estlander T, Jolanki R. Polyester
resins. In: Kanerva L, Elsner P, Wahlberg J E, Maibach
H I (eds): Handbook of occupational dermatology. Berlin,
Heidelberg, New York: Springer Verlag, 2000: 602–606.

7. Tarvainen K, Jolanki R, Forsman-Grönholm L, Estlander
T, Pfäffli P, Juntunen J, Kanerva L. Exposure, skin protec-
tion and occupational skin diseases in the glass-fibre-re-
inforced plastics industry. Contact Dermatitis 1993: 29:
119–127.

8. Jolanki R, Tarvainen K, Tatar T, Estlander T, Henriks-Eck-
erman M-L, Mustakallio K K, Kanerva L. Occupational



127LETTER TO THE EDITOR

dermatoses from exposure to epoxy resin compounds in a
ski factory. Contact Dermatitis 1996: 34: 390–396.

9. Kanerva L, Estlander T, Alanko K, Pfäffli P, Jolanki R.

Occupational allergic contact dermatitis from unsaturated
polyester resin in a car repair putty. Int J Dermatol 1999:
38: 447–452.


