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Potentially harmful substances in
moisturizers
To the Editor:
Despite the promising results of preliminary studies and hope

for preventing atopic dermatitis (AD) and food allergy (FA) in
high-risk infants by emollient application from their first days of
life, further analyses failed to confirm the validity of such an
approach. In their recent analysis in the March 2021 issue of the
Journal of Allergy and Clinical Immunology, Perkin et al1 confirm
a positive association between early moisturization and the devel-
opment of FA and sensitization, and they hypothesize that
frequent moisturizer application could promote transepidermal
sensitization. They further speculate that vegetable oils or deter-
gents present in moisturizers may facilitate the passage of aller-
gens through the skin. Furthermore, a recent systematic review
with meta-analysis conducted by Cochrane showed that accord-
ing to the available data, emollient therapy does not prevent
eczema or FA.2 Because detergents are very rarely present in
moisturizers, we would like to draw attention to other detrimental
ingredients frequently occurring in skin care products.3

Haptens are low-molecular-weight chemicals that may cause
irritant or allergic contact dermatitis or subclinical skin barrier
function changes. They constitute a heterogeneous group of
chemicals that differ in their sensitizing and irritating strength,
possibly inducing an inflammatory response, and they have been
found in up to 87% of moisturizing products for infants.3

In fact, we have systematically reviewed all available studies
on AD or FA prevention, paying special attention to the presence
of haptens in emollients used to prevent AD and FA (Ryczaj et al,
submitted in 2021). For the final analysis we have included 12
clinical trials, with a total of 17 different emollients applied as an
intervention. In 13 of the 17 emollients, at least 1 hapten was
identified. The haptens found in the preparations were as follows:
lanolin, isopropyl myristate, phenoxyethanol, benzyl alcohol,
sorbitan oleate, sorbitan sesquioleate, tocopheryl acetate, tocoph-
erol, sorbic acid, propylene glycol, panthenol, ethylhexyl glyc-
erin, cetearyl alcohol, cetyl alcohol, and stearyl alcohol.
The safety and sensitizing potential of moisturizers, especially
those used over a long-term, have not been widely studied so far.
However, because of the potential side effects of cosmetic
products, such as irritant or allergic contact dermatitis, increasing
attention has been paid to the necessity of assessment of the safety
of such products, especially those intended to be used in the
pediatric population, in which skin barrier function is immature.4

Thus, it is possible that chronic use of moisturizers containing
haptens may lead to a vicious cycle of inflammation and skin bar-
rier disruption that requires repeated applications of products.
This in turn may play a role in increasing skin permeability
and, subsequently, FA.

However, further research is warranted to assess the impact of
hapten-containing skin care products on the role of skin damage
and the development of FA.
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