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Herbal extracts, which are often perceived by consumers
as innocuous, may cause allergic contact dermatitis. We
describe 2 male patients suffering from facial dermatitis
following the use of aftershave creams containing Gly-
cyrrhiza inflata.

Case Reports

Case 1

A 60-year-old atopic male who presented with facial
dermatitis, extending down his neckline, that had been
present for 6 months. A skin biopsy identified spongi-
otic dermatitis, and patch tests were performed on the
upper back with his own cosmetics (including an after-
shave cream, tested ‘as is’), a baseline series, and a cos-
metic series (Chemotechnique, Vellinge, Sweden), all with
patch test chambers from Allergeaze® (SmartPractice,
Calgary, Canada). After an occlusion time of 2 days with
Fixomull® stretch (BSN Medical, Hamburg, Germany),
reactions were read according to ESCD guidelines. On day
(D) 4, reactions were seen to Myroxylon pereirae (balsam
of Peru; +), which was considered to account for previ-
ous axillary dermatitis resulting from the use of a deodor-
ant, and to his own aftershave cream (++), explaining
his facial dermatitis. No later reactions were reported.
Additional patch tests were performed with the individual
ingredients of the cream obtained from the manufacturer,
including G. inflata (delivered as a dry, brown powder and

Correspondence: Dr Olivier Aerts, Department of Dermatology, University
Hospital Antwerp (UZA) and University of Antwerp (UA), Wilrijkstraat 10,
B-2650 Antwerp, Belgium. Tel: +32 38214272; Fax: +32 38253428. E-mail:
olivier.aerts@uza.be

Conflicts of interest: The authors declare no conflict of interests.

Fig. 1. A (++) reaction to Glycyrrhiza inflata 1% eth. on day 4 in
Case 1.

diluted in-house to 1% in pet. and 1% in eth.), for both of
which ++ reactions were scored on D4 (Fig. 1). Twenty
control patients did not react to this allergen when it
was patch tested 1% pet. The patient’s rash healed after
treatment with a topical corticosteroid, and, following our
advice to avoid both liquorice-containing products and
fragranced cosmetics, has not recurred since.

Case 2

A 70-year-old atopic male who developed pruritic der-
matitis of the beard region several hours after shaving,
sometimes accompanied by papulovesicular lesions in his
neck, on his hands, and on his legs. Patch tests were per-
formed as in Case 1, and showed positive reactions on D4
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to methylchloroisothiazolinone/methylisothiazolinone
(MCI/MI) 0.02% aq. (++), MI 0.2% aq. (++), and benzoic
acid 5% pet. (+), all three of which were present in his own
personal care products; MI was also found in a shoe pol-
ish, contributing to his hand dermatitis. He also reacted
to methyldibromo glutaronitrile 0.3% pet. (+), for which
no relevance was found, and to G. inflata 1% pet. (+),
found in an aftershave cream that the patient brought in
on D4. His skin condition healed following avoidance of
all identified contact allergens. An additional patch test
with dipotassium glycyrrhizate 1% pet. (kindly provided
by Professor An Goossens) gave a negative result.

Discussion and Conclusion

Liquorice is the root of plants belonging to the genus
Glycyrrhiza, comprising at least 30 species, including
Glycyrrhiza glabra, Glycyrrhiza uralensis, and G. inflata.
Oil-soluble (ethanolic) extracts mainly contain flavonoids
(e.g. glabridin), whereas water-soluble (dry) extracts
typically contain saponins such as glycyrrhizin, a mix-
ture of potassium and calcium salts of 18p-glycyrrhizic
acid (glycyrrhizate), which may be hydrolysed to form
18 p-glycyrrhetinic acid (syn. glycyrrhizinate; enoxolone)
(1-6). Enoxolone possesses (mild) anti-inflammatory
properties, which is why it has been included in a medical
specialty to treat atopic and allergic contact dermatitis
(Atopiclair®; Graceway Pharmaceuticals, Bristol, TN,
USA) (2).

Other applications include use as flavouring agents in
pharmaceuticals, tobacco, beer, candy, food supplements,
and herbal teas. Moreover, these extracts are popular in
Chinese and modern folk medicine (e.g. as an expecto-
rant, to relieve throat irritation, for peptic ulcers, and for
digestive problems) (3). Furthermore, oil-soluble liquorice
extracts inhibit tyrosinase activity in vitro and promote
depigmentation (4, 6, 7), making them popular ingre-
dients in skin-lightening cosmetics in Asia. Glycyrrhizin
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is also used as an adhesive agent in insecticides, and
as a surfactant (1). G. inflata root extract, the variant
specifically reported here, can be present as a skin con-
ditioning agent in sunscreens and in cosmetics marketed
for use in individuals with acne, or with ‘sensitive’ and
rosacea-prone skin.

Liquorice derivatives may be used in cosmetics in vary-
ing concentrations, usually from 0.1% to 5%. They are
probably only poorly absorbed through the (intact) skin,
and they are considered to be relatively safe, that is,
without obvious irritant or (photo-)sensitizing properties
(1). Interestingly, weaker reactions to higher concentra-
tions of the steroid-like enoxolone have been observed
during patch testing, which (similarly to the situation
with corticosteroids) may be attributable to a dominating
anti-inflammatory effect (2). A summary of previously
published cases of allergic contact dermatitis caused by
liquorice derivatives is given in Table S1 (3—16).

To conclude, although allergic contact dermati-
tis caused by cosmetics is mostly observed in female
patients, and is only rarely attributable to liquorice
derivatives, we have reported 2 male patients in whom
G. inflata-containing creams, applied onto damaged
(shaved) skin, induced contact allergy and subsequent
allergic contact dermatitis.
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Table S1: Previously published cases of allergic contact der matitis from liquorice-

derivatives.

Reference Clinical presentation Culprit allergen source

and/or liquorice-derivative

3 Scalp allergic contact A hair-restoring preparation
dermatitis containing glycyrrhizic acid

4-8 Facial allergic contact Skin whitening agents based
dermatitis (sometimes with on oil-soluble liquorice-
leukoderma) extracts (usually containing

glabridine or licoflavone A)

9 “Skin hypersensitivity Glycyrrhizin
reaction” (unspecified)

2;10-12 Allergic contact dermatitis Enoxolone, present in
(various locations, depending | deodorants, after-sun creams,
on the culprit product used) | pharmaceutical ointments for

atopic dermatitis, and in
hemorrhoidal creams

13 Delayed-onset facial Oral ingestion of enoxolone
angioedema

14-15 Exanthema and fixed drug Oral ingestion of liquorice
(fixed food) eruption candy

16 |gE-mediated occupational Powder from liquorice roots

asthmaand

rhinoconjunctivitis
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