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sitivity is caused not by spraying but by picking
the plants, which probably contain a residue of
the pesticide. This condition may be similar to
that seen with Plondrel®, which sensitized four
patients (van Ketel 1975).
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Glycerol, propylene glycol (PG) and sorbitol
are widely used as humectants in various cos-
metics. Xylitol is a newcomer to this group
and, up to now, has been used as an additive
in toothpastes.

Irritant reactions to PG are common (War-
shaw & Herrmann 1952, Hannuksela et al.
1975) but true allergy is apparently rare, occur-
ring in about 0.2 % of patients with eczema
(Hannuksela et al. 1976) Glycerol is structur-
ally closely related to PG. The formula of PG
is CH3-CHOHCH2OH, and that of glycerol
CH2OHCHOHCH2OH. Sorbitol and xylitol
also are polyols, containing six carbon atoms.
In order to examine the irritant and allergenic
properties of these polyols, they were tested in
420 consecutive patients with eczema using the
chamber method (Pirila 1975). Water served as
a vehicle, and the concentrations were as fol-
lows: glycerol 50 %, sorbitol 10 %, xylitol
10 %. No irritant reactions were seen. One pa-
tient showed allergy to glycerol. This partic-
ular patient is on the staff of the allergy labo-
ratory of the dermatological clinic in Helsinki.
In January 1976, she noticed eczema on both
hands. According to her own observations, a
mixture of glycerol (1 part) and 70 % ethanol
(9 parts) applied on the hands after washing
them with soap and water was the apparent
cause of her ecezma. Glycerol tested at 10, 5,
and 1 % in water and the glycerol-ethanol
mixture as is, gave 34- reactions at 48- and
72-hour readings. The reactions were con-
sidered to be allergic. The routine test series
gave negative results. PG (as such), sorbitol
and xylitol were also negative. The patient

stopped using the glycerol-ethanol mixture, and
the eczema disappeared within a couple of
days.

PG is more irritant than the other humec-
tants of the polyol series. It is possible that PG
promotes sensitization to other ingredients of
vehicles (Hannuksela 1975, Aagren-Jonsson &
Magnusson 1976). Studies to resolve whether
this is possible with other humectants as well
should be instituted.

Humectants themselves are apparently weak
sensitizers, but the possibility of allergic reac-
tions should be kept in mind.
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