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Atopic eruption of pregnancy:
a new disease concept

Editor

Atopic eruption of pregnancy (AEP) is a benign specific disorder
of pregnancy, intensely itchy, which includes eczematous or
papular lesions in patients with a personal and/or family history
of atopy and/or elevated IGE levels."” AEP represents a new
‘umbrella’ concept comprising several disease entities like eczema
in pregnancy, prurigo of pregnancy, and pruritic folliculitis of
pregnancy, in the context of significant clinical and histopatho-
logic overlap observed in the case of these disorders.

In order to highlight the comprehensive insights of this disease
concept within the complex field of pregnancy dermatoses, I
report a case of a 26-year-old woman, gravida 1 para 0, with a clinical
diagnosis of AEP. At the presentation, at 38 weeks of gestation, the
eruption was generalized - on the abdomen, anterior/posterior
trunk — mainly consisting in pruriginous maculopapular rash (Fig. 1).
Although the patient refused a skin biopsy, and the direct immuno-
fluorescence (DIF) couldn’t have been performed, all other routine
laboratory tests were between normal limits.

The eruption started in the second trimester of pregnancy
through itchy small eryhematous papules, localized initially
on the anterior chest, with the patient being prescribed only anti-
pruritic additives by her general practitioner. With this treatment,

Figure 1 Atopic eruption of pregnancy P-type

JEADV 2009

not only that the eruption did not resolve, but new lesions
appeared and spread over the patent’s entire body.

During the presentation, it was revealed, however, that the
patient had a history of atopy and previous urticaria manifesta-
tions suggesting an AEP diagnosis, but still other variables had to
be taken into consideration in order to exclude other pregnancy
specific dermatoses or intercurrent diseases. The onset of the
lesions in the first half of pregnancy and the absence of striae
gravidarum eliminated the possibility of polymorphic eruption of
pregnancy diagnosis. Subsequently, normal total serum bile
acid levels dismissed the existence of intrahepatic cholestasis of
pregnancy. Other variables contributed to the exclusion of
diagnoses like scabies, pytiriasis rosea, drug eruptions, and
allergic rashes which were also taken into consideration. Topical
corticosteroids (twice daily) were prescribed (the patient refused
to take oral antihistamines). Although during the treatment the
lesions manifested a favourable evolution, it was only in the post-
partum period when a total disappearance was noted.

Taking in consideration its conceptualization, AEP seems to be
the most common specific dermatosis of pregnancy.® Although its
aetiology is still not fully elucidated, the authors highlighted the
existence of a possible causal link to the pregnancy-specific switch
towards a dominant Th2 immune response that may act as trigger
of AEP.

The condition starts usually before the third trimester of
pregnancy. A positive diagnosis is primarily based on the clinical
morphologic criteria (pruritic eczematous and/or prurigo lesions)
and secondly on the exclusion of other pregnancy specific dermatoses.
Two thirds of patients present with widespread eczematous changes
(E-type), while one third experience papular lesions (P-type). E-
type AEP is characterized by the presence of eczematous-looking
lesions located in typical atopic sites such as face, neck, or
décolleté. The other clinical type, P-type, is characterized by the
presence of either small disseminated erytemathous papules, with
or without histopathological features of folliculitis or prurigo
nodules."?

Laboratory tests may show elevated levels of total serum
IgE antibodies and eosinophils in 20-70% of the cases.’ The
histopathological findings are non-specific and depend on type
and stage of the eruption; the immunopathological tests (DIF/IIF)
are negative.

The maternal and foetal prognosis is good. The recurrence of
AEP in subsequent pregnancy can be noticed.

Topical corticosteroids with or without antihistamines clearly
improve the evolution of the disorder. During the first trimester
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of pregnancy, the use of older sedating antihistamines (chlorphe-
niramine, clemastine) is advisable, while in the second or third
trimester of pregnancy, non-sedating antihistamines (loratadine
or cetirizine) are indicated.*® The use of emollients with urea
(3-10%) or antipruritic additives (menthol, polidocanol) are also
recommended.’
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