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SHORT COMMUNICATIONS

Long-lasting contact urticaria from petrolatum mimicking dermatitis

RAaDMILA GRIN AND HOWARD 1. MAIBACH

Department of Dermatology, University of California Medical School, San Francisco, CA 94143, USA

Key words: petrolatum; long-lasting contact urticaria; dermatitis; patch testing technique; medicaments. © Munks-

gaard, 1999.

Rare intolerance to petrolatum includes chronic derma-
titis and hyperpigmentation of unknown mechanism in an
African-American male from white and yellow petrol-
atum (1), and allergic contact dermatitis from white and
yellow petrolatum (2-4). Dooms-Goossens & Degreef (5)
studied comparative eliciting effects of various brands of
petrolatum in 3 subjects with known sensitivity.

Case Report

A 38-year-old woman presented with disabling hand ec-
zema. On original examination, while she was tempo-
rarily off-work, she was clear. Patch testing was per-
formed on the upper back with the standard series of
the North America Contact Dermatitis Group, utilizing
the Finn Chamber (Epitest, Helsinki, Finland). Results
were read at 2 and 4 days, and yielded multiple lesions
that did not fit typical patch test reading criteria, in that
eczematous and urticarial responses was seen at both
readings. These positives did not fit a pattern to account
for her exposure.

Because of atypical morphology and the unexpected
multiple positives, patch testing was repeated on all posi-
tives 3 months later, at which time the patient was still
clinically well. The repeat testing resulted in the same
morphology, namely, eczema and urticaria at both 2 and
4 days, in a pattern that was, once again, clinically unin-
terpretable. At that visit, open application of petrolatum
to the forearm revealed an urticarial response at 15-30
min. This was repeated with the same result, i.e., urticaria.

Discussion

This case appears unique in that this patient had a re-
action to petrolatum that was both eczematous and

urticarial. Furthermore, the occurrence of immediate
as well as long-lasting urticaria is highly unusual, only
the 2nd such reported case, to our knowledge (6).
Kanerva et al. (7) observed a similar case of “long-
lasting contact urticaria” in response to castor oil.
Since most of the petrolatum sites did not remain
positive at 2 days, we seek an explanation for those
that remained positive and those that did not. That
contact urticaria can transmute into dermatitis has
been documented (6, 8); the mechanism by which this
happens remains unexplained.

References

1. Maibach H. Chronic dermatitis and hyperpigmentation
from petrolatum. Contact Dermatitis 1978: 4. 62.

2. Grimalt F, Romaguera C. Sensitivity to petrolatum. Con-
tact Dermatitis 1978: 4: 377.

3. Malten K E. A case of contact eczema to yellow soft paraf-
fin. In: Rietschel R, Fowler J. (eds).: Fisher’s contact derma-
titis, 4th edition. Baltimore: Williams & Wilkins 1995: 148,
167.

4. Fisher A A. Cutaneous reactions to petrolatum. Cutis
1981: 28: 23.

5. Dooms-Goossens A, Degreef H. Contact allergy to petrol-
atums. (Sensitizing capacity of different brands of yellow
and white petrolatums. Contact Dermatitis 1983: 9: 175
185.

6. Hannuksela M. Immediate and delayed type protein con-
tact dermatitis. In: Amin S, Lahti A, Maibach H (eds):
Contact urticaria syndrome. Boca Raton: CRC Press, 1997:
279-287.

7. Kanerva L, Estlander T, Jolanki R. Long-lasting contact
urticaria. Dermatologic Clinics 1990: 8: 181-192.

8. Maibach H. Immediate hypersensitivity in hand dermatitis.
Archives of Dermatology 1976: 112: 1289.





