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Improvement in atopic dermatitis in infants with the introduction of an 
elemental formula
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To the Editor:

We read with interest Dr Leung’s excellent review on atopic dermatitis.
1
 We would like to 

point out a dietary strategy, not included in this review, that might be helpful in the 
management of severe, refractory infantile atopic dermatitis.

A 4-month-old girl who had been exclusively breast-fed from birth was referred to the allergy 
clinic for severe eczema of 2 months’ duration. She had failed the regular use of topical 
moisturizers, hydrocortisone, and oral hydroxyzine. On examination, the infant was irritable 
and her skin revealed a diffuse eczematous dermatitis and erythroderma, with relatively few 
“normal” areas. She improved in the short term with a brief course of oral steroids and 
antibiotics but relapsed shortly thereafter.

RAST studies done (with the Pharmacia ImmunoCAP assay) at the initial consultation 
revealed class 4 and class 5 responses to several commonly allergenic foods (including 
milk, peanut, and wheat). The result for soy was low positive. RAST assay results for 
common aeroallergens and several other foods (including beef, chicken, pork, cod, and 
potato) were negative. The mother was advised to either continue breast-feeding while 

file:///D|/Adriano%20lavoro/LMW%20JACI/2001-108-309.htm (1 di 3)30/10/2007 11.03.24

http://www.mosby.com/
http://journals.elsevierhealth.com/
http://www2.us.elsevierhealth.com/inst/serve?action=simple-search&id=ai
javascript:open_generic('/inst/serve?action=user-pref&pubcode=ai','Preferences','menubar=yes,scrollbars=yes,width=380,height=400,resizable=yes')
javascript:openwindow('/inst/serve?action=help&listtype=catlist&id=article&pubcode=ai')
http://www2.us.elsevierhealth.com/inst/serve?action=logout&id=ai
http://www2.us.elsevierhealth.com/inst/serve?action=searchDB&searchdbfor=home&id=ai
http://www2.us.elsevierhealth.com/inst/serve?action=searchDB&searchDBfor=iss&id=jai011082
http://www2.us.elsevierhealth.com/inst/serve?action=searchDB&searchdbfor=pub&id=ai
http://www2.us.elsevierhealth.com/inst/serve?ordertype=S&pubcode=ai
http://www2.us.elsevierhealth.com/inst/serve?web=/info/ai-info.html&id=ai
http://www2.us.elsevierhealth.com/inst/serve?action=searchDB&searchDBFor=home&id=ai
http://www2.us.elsevierhealth.com/inst/serve?action=searchDB&searchDBfor=art&artType=letter&id=a117174&nav=full
http://www2.us.elsevierhealth.com/inst/serve?action=searchDB&searchDBfor=art&artType=letter&id=a116983&nav=full
http://www2.us.elsevierhealth.com/inst/serve?action=searchDB&searchDBfor=art&artType=letter&id=a116986&special=genrx
http://www2.us.elsevierhealth.com/inst/serve?action=searchDB&searchDBfor=art&artType=letter&id=a116986&special=omim
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=11496254&dopt=MEDLINE
http://www2.us.elsevierhealth.com/inst/serve?article=a116986&citation=procite
http://www2.us.elsevierhealth.com/inst/serve?article=a116986&citation=medlars
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Link&db=PubMed&dbFrom=PubMed&from_uid=11496254


The Journal of Allergy and Clinical Immunology Online

avoiding the allergenic foods or try an extensively hydrolyzed formula. She elected to 
exclusively use Alimentum and then Nutramigen, each for 1 month, but there was no 
improvement. A switch was then made to the elemental formula Neocate. Within 2 weeks 
the infant’s skin cleared dramatically. The girl remains virtually free of atopic dermatitis at 1 
year of age on Neocate.

The contribution of immediate food hypersensitivity to the pathogenesis of atopic dermatitis 

has been appreciated for several years.
1,2 This relationship has been verified by blinded, 

placebo-controlled challenges that show milk, egg, soy, wheat, fish, and peanut to be the 

most commonly implicated foods.
3
 Interestingly, most infant formulas are either cow’s milk– 

or soy-based and thereby pose a risk for sensitized infants.

Exclusive breast-feeding is superior to traditional formulas in decreasing the incidence of 

atopic dermatitis in infants with family histories of atopy.
4
 It is also known that maternal 

avoidance of cow’s milk, egg, and peanut during the third trimester and lactation can further 

reduce this incidence.
5
 This case illustrates, however, that infants already suffering from 

atopic dermatitis who are being breast-fed might be undergoing food allergen exposure that 
sustains their condition. Whether sensitization in such infants resulted from in utero 
exposure to food antigens or from exposure through breast milk remains unclear.

The initial dietary strategy undertaken in our patient—namely, switching to an extensively 

hydrolyzed formula—is usually sufficient to improve infants with atopic dermatitis.
6
 These 

formulas, however, contain minute amounts of intact peptides and can still cause 

gastrointestinal and cutaneous reactions in highly sensitive infants.
7
 Our case illustrates that 

such patients can markedly improve as the result of a change to an elemental formula 
preparation. Clinicians treating severe infantile atopic dermatitis should be aware of this 
potentially helpful dietary modification.
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