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The reliability of visual scoring of patch test reactions
revisited
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Dear Sir,

In Contact Dermatitis 2011:65:65—75, the authors
describe the historical perspective on the use of
visual grading scales in evaluating skin irritation and
sensitization (1).

When they were commenting on the reliability of
visual scoring of patch test reactions, two studies from
2007 were mentioned, namely references 51 and 52.
However, we were the first to compare the concordance
between different patch test readers when reading the
test reactions independently from each other as well as
blinded with regard to the sensitizers, thereby avoiding all
reasonable factors implying bias (2). We showed a high
level of agreement between how we read patch tests in four
groups of patients, each group being allergic to one and
the same sensitizer, with 10 patients in each group. We
had no information on which of the four sensitizers was
tested in the individual patient, or where the different
concentrations of the sensitizer had been tested. We
read each patient independently, only seeing the back
of the patient, the rest being covered with a green cloth.
When noting the morphological characteristics, we used a
protocol whereby we had to tick offthe variouslesions that
might be present, for example erythema covering or not
covering the whole patch test area, infiltration covering
or not covering the whole patch test area, the presence
of papules, and few or many papules. We showed that it
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was impossible to discriminate between zero papules and
a few papules, and therefore a reading system that uses
a few papules as a discriminating feature between two
grading classes (+ and ++) should not be used.

At that time (1994), our study was a novel approach,
basing the reading only on morphological features.
This method has been very successful in teaching
dermatologists how to read patch tests, and we have
therefore continued to use it at our department, and also
when performing multicentre studies (3).
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