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sions relapsed 48 h after she renewed con-
tact with the animal and disappeared with-
in a few days upon avoidance. Semi-open 
test (non-occlusive patch test) of hair, urine 
and saliva on the skin  [1]  produced positive 
reactions (++) to ferret hair ( fig.  2 ) and 
urine (+) on day 3, but none to saliva. Spe-
cific IgE antibodies against ferret were not 
detected. The patient refused avoiding 
contact with the ferret and was lost sight of.
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 Abstract 

 Skin contact with animal hair may induce 
contact urticaria (syndrome) or protein con-
tact dermatitis. We report here 5 cases of 
dermatitis due to contact with ferrets kept as 
pets. The nature of the skin lesions, i.e. ec-
zematous dermatitis, as well as the history of 
our 5 cases point to protein contact derma-
titis. Further studies are requested to con-
firm this hypothesis and to identify the 
mechanisms and allergens. Physicians must 
be aware of the possibility of contact derma-
titis with ferrets, especially when the patient 
has no previous history of atopic dermatitis 
and presents dermatitis of the neck, arm and 
around mouth. 

 Copyright © 2012 S. Karger AG, Basel 

 Introduction 

 Skin contact with animal hair may in-
duce contact urticaria (syndrome) or pro-
tein contact dermatitis. We report here 5 
cases of dermatitis due to contact with fer-
rets kept as pets.

 Case Reports 

  Case 1 
 Case 1 was a 45-year-old non-atopic 

woman with recurrent eczema of the face 
and neck ( fig. 1 ). She had had the pet for 
4 months when she developed skin lesions 
following contact with the animal. The le-
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  Case 2 
 The second case was a 34-year-old non-

atopic woman with eczematous dermatitis 
of the face and the neck. She has had the 
pet for 2 months when she developed skin 
lesions. The lesions relapsed 48 h after she 
renewed contact with the ferret. Open ap-
plication tests with ferret hair, ferret food 
and litter remained negative. Avoidance of 
contact with the ferret resulted in sponta-

  Fig. 1.  Eczema of the face and neck (case 1). 
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neous improvement of the skin lesions 
within 15 days.

  Case 3 
 This case was a 35-year-old non-atopic 

woman who had acquired a ferret as a pet 
8 months prior to the development of an 
itchy dermatitis of the right side of the 
neck, arm folds and around the mouth. 
The lesions disappeared upon avoidance 
but recurred as soon as she renewed con-
tact with the animal. A few years before 
she had developed asthma in contact with 
a rat and had been obliged to abandon it. A 
semi-open test (non-occlusive patch test) 
with ferret hair caused erythema and pap-
ules on day 2 but remained negative on day 
4. Specific IgE antibodies against ferret 
were negative. The evolution is unknown 
because the patient was lost sight of.

  Case 4 
 This case was a non-atopic 30-year-old 

man with recurrent dermatitis of the face 
for 18 months. The dermatitis began on 
the lips (dry and scaly), then spread to the 
cheeks, forehead and sides of the neck. It 
looked like head and neck dermatitis. His 
girlfriend had had a female ferret as a pet 
for over 2 years and the animal usually had 
close contact with his mouth and face. To-
tal IgE was 138 kU/l (normal  ! 100), spe-
cific IgE antibodies against  Pityrosporum 
orbiculare  were negative and not per-
formed against ferret. A prick test with fer-
ret hair in serum saline was positive, with 
a papule diameter of 6 mm and an erythe-
ma diameter of 25 mm (histamine as pos-
itive control 8/40) ( fig.  3 ). The patient’s 
dermatitis requires continuous treatment 
with topic corticosteroid or topic tacroli-
mus due to lack of avoidance of the animal.

  Case 5 
 This case was a young non-atopic girl 

aged 18 years with a history of recurrent 
pruriginous dermatitis of the right eyelid 
since February 2009, spreading to the 
wings of the nose and the upper lip. The 
dermatitis appeared 3 months after she 
had got a ferret. She noticed herself that the 
dermatitis worsened or recurred after con-
tact with the animal and avoided it. Patch 
tests with European standard series, cos-
metic series, 6 personal cosmetic products 
supplied and ferret hair showed positive 
results for nickel sulfate (++) and for ferret 
hair (+) whereas the prick test with ferret 
hair remained negative.

  Fig. 2.  Positive reaction to ferret hair after semi-open test (case 1). 

  Fig. 3.  Result of a prick test with ferret hair in serum saline (case 4). 
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  Discussion 

 The domestic ferret  (Mustela putorius 
furo)  is a mammal from the Mustelidae 
family. It is the third most common un-
caged pet in North America after dogs and 
cats  [2] . The literature about allergy to fer-
rets is poor and essentially quotes respira-
tory symptoms with prick test positive for 
ferret hair or urine and identification of 
proteins either from urine or hair  [2–4] .

  Our 5 subjects did not suffer from re-
spiratory symptoms. They all had skin 
lesions which could be misdiagnosed as 
atopic dermatitis, but none of them had a 
background of atopic dermatitis. The to-
pography was not typically the one of seb-
orrheic dermatitis, and furthermore the 
sharp borders of the lesions were unusual 
for an allergic contact dermatitis. In fact 
the dermatosis was clearly related to con-

tact with the ferret. Skin tests, which are 
not standardized, were clearly positive in 3 
of our cases (prick test in 1 case and semi-
open test in 2 cases). To our knowledge 
there are only two reports of skin reactions 
as a result of ferret contact  [3, 5] . The case 
of Splingard  [5]  is very similar to ours, but 
skin test was not performed.

  New pets such as ferrets have been in-
creasing in number since 1970. Reports of 
allergy to small mammals are scarce  [6] . 
Beside the well-known asthma or conjunc-
tivitis from exposure to the animal (rabbit, 
hamster, mouse, guinea pig and gerbil)  [7–
14] , there are a few reports of anaphylactic 
shock after guinea pig, gerbil or hamster 
bite  [15–18] . The nature of the skin lesions, 
i.e. eczematous dermatitis, as well as the 
history of our 5 cases point to protein con-
tact dermatitis. Further studies are re-
quested to confirm this hypothesis and to 

identify the mechanisms and allergens. 
The specificity for ferret is to be carried out 
on the arm, neck and face on close contact 
to the skin. Physicians must be aware of the 
possibility of contact dermatitis with fer-
rets, especially when the patient has no 
previous history of atopic dermatitis and 
presents a dermatitis of the neck, arm and 
around the mouth.

  Acknowledgment 

 The authors are indebted to Prof. An 
Goossens for her precious help.

  Disclosure Statement 

 The authors report no funding or con-
flicts of interest.
 

 References 

  1 Goossens A: Recognizing and testing aller-
gens. Dermatol Clin 2009;   27:   219–226. 

  2 Gonzalez De Olano D, Pastor Vargas C, Ca-
ses Ortega B, Perez-Gordo M, Moral Darde 
V, Vivanco F, Bartolomé B: Identification of 
a novel 17 kDa protein as a ferret allergen. 
Ann Allergy Asthma Immunol 2009;   103:  
 177–178. 

  3 Codina R, Reichmuth D, Lockey RF, Jaen C: 
Ferret allergy. J Allergy Clin Immunol 2001;  
 107:   927. 

  4 Nugent JS, Whisman B, Hagan BB: Ferret al-
lergy: identification of serum specific IgE to 
albumin with cross reactivity to cat .  J Aller-
gy Clin Immunol 2003;   111:S324. 

  5 Splingard B: A new case of face eczema: the 
ferret. Contact Dermatitis 2008;   58(suppl):
74. 

  6 Pecquet C: New pets and allergies. Eur J Der-
matol 2012;   22:   14–22. 

  7 McGivern D, Longbottom J, Davies D: Al-
lergy to gerbils. Clin Allergy 1985;   15:   163–
165. 

  8 Corkum DJ: Mild anaphylactic reaction 
from a gerbil bite. Ann Emerg Med 1984;   13:  
 210–211. 

  9 Liccardi G, Senna G, Piccolo A, et al: Severe 
respiratory syndrome induced by allergic 
monosensitization to European Hamster 
 (Cricetus cricetus)  in an older woman. Eur 
Ann Allergy Clin Immunol 2008;   40:   30–32. 

 10 Berto JM, Peleaz A, Fernadez E, et al: Sibe-
rian hamster: a new indoor source of allergic 
sensitization and respiratory disease. Aller-
gy 2002;   57:   155–159. 

 11 Wilson JA: Hamster hair hypersensitivity in 
adults of low atopic status. Br Med J 1971;   4:  
 341. 

 12 Choi JH, Kim HM, Park HS: Allergic asthma 
and rhinitis caused by household rabbit ex-
posure: identification of a serum specific IgE 
and its allergens. J Korean Med Sci 2007;   22:  
 820–824. 

 13 Prince E, Zacharisen MC, Kurup VP: Ana-
phylaxis to a rabbit: a case report. Ann Al-
lergy Asthma Immunol 1998;   81:   272–273. 

 14 Liccardi G, D’Amato G, Canonina GW, Den-
te B, Passalacqua G: Severe respiratory al-
lergy induced by indirect exposure to rabbit 
dander: a case report. Allergy 2004;   59:   1237–
1238. 

 15 Nitsuma T, Tsuhi A, Nukaga M, et al: Two 
cases of anaphylaxis after dwarf hamster 
bites. Allergy 2003;   58:   1081. 

 16 Tomitaka A, Suzuki K, Akamatsu H, Matsu-
naga K: Anaphylaxis after hamster bites: a 
rare case? Contact Dermatitis 2002;   46:   113. 

 17 Trummer M, Komericki P, Kränke B, Aberer 
W: Anaphylaxis after Mongolian gerbil bite. 
J Eur Acad Dermatol Venereol 2004;   18:   634–
635. 

 18 Zacharisen MC, Levy MB, Shaw JL, Kurup 
VP: Severe allergic reactions to guinea pig. 
Clin Mol Allergy 2005;   3:   14. 

  



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.


