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British Journal of Dermatology

The value of ongoing surveillance on the
prevalence of contact sensitization

DOI: 10.1111/bjd.19153

Linked Article: Uter et al. Br J Dermatol 2020; DOI: 10.

1111/bjd.18946

In this issue of the BJD, Uter et al. describe the results of an

ongoing surveillance study on the prevalence of contact sensi-

tization in the population of Germany, Austria and Switzer-

land.1 It is, as the authors rightly comment, not based on

patch testing samples of the general population, but ‘aimed

testing’ in patients visiting the departments that are contribut-

ing to the database. Because reading a patch test result is

prone to subjectivity and has a degree of interobserver and

interdepartmental variability, it is reassuring to note that the

participating centres meet regularly to harmonize their proce-

dures, although it is not clear whether random external moni-

toring visits are being performed.2 It is still being debated

whether patch test data from clinics, obtained by ‘aimed test-

ing’, are indicative of what is happening in the general popu-

lation. A few studies seem to confirm that, at least in a

number of European countries, it is indicative.3 It is important

to realize that the large dataset presented by Uter et al. is lim-

ited to the European baseline series. This series is supposed to

be fairly representative, but a word of caution is needed

because the hair dye ingredient para-phenylenediamine is no

longer routinely patch tested in Germany.

Large datasets allow researchers to show time trends. Indeed,

Uter et al. show time trends in positive reactions to the preserva-

tives methylisothiazolinone (MI) and methylchloroisothiazoli-

none (MCI)/MI, which is a long-term indicator for MI allergy.

The high prevalence of MI contact allergy, which had its peak

around 2013–2014 in Europe, was a major trigger to ban of the

use of MI in leave-on cosmetic products and restrict the maxi-

mum permissible level to 15 p.p.m. in rinse-off cosmetics.4,5

The current publication by Uter et al. shows the rise and fall of

contact allergy to MI, which demonstrates the success of the

preventive measures that were implemented.

The data presented by Uter et al. on sensitization to the fra-

grances support the value of ongoing surveillance, because fra-

grance-induced contact allergy is still considered to be of high

concern. Industry is more and more relying on nonanimal,

in vitro tests to assess the potency of sensitizers that are present

in marketed consumer products, to be used in a quantitative

risk assessment (QRA).6 This is promising but also shows the

importance of collecting and monitoring well-performed patch

test data as a kind of feedback loop to the more ‘predictive’

QRA. Such a well-monitored feedback loop is currently being

implemented by the Extended Fragrance Ingredients Surveil-

lance Study, to monitor the frequency of contact allergy to a

defined group of existing ingredients and also to new fra-

grance ingredients, initiated by the International Dialogue for

the Evaluation of Allergens project (IDEA; https://www.idea

project.info).

Together, large datasets such as that presented by Uter et al.

allow researchers to spot discrepancies and important time

trends, which trigger us to regulate exposure to substances,

for example by cosmetics regulation.

Acknowledgments: the author would like to acknowledge

Professor P.J. Coenraads for his critical revision of this

commentary.

M.L.A. Schuttelaar iD

Department of Dermatology, University Medical Center Groningen, University

of Groningen, Groningen, the Netherlands

Email: m.l.a.schuttelaar@umcg.nl

Conflicts of interest: M.L.A.S. has accepted travel reimbursement from

cosmetic industry associations and has received funding support from

Procter & Gamble Professional Beauty (currently represented by Coty)

for conducting a study.

References

1 Uter W, Gefeller O, Mahler V et al. Trends and current spectrum of
contact allergy in Central Europe: results of the Information Net-

work of Departments of Dermatology (IVDK), 2007–2018. Br J Der-
matol 2020; https://doi.org/10.1111/bjd.18946.

2 Uter W, Rustemeyer T, Wilkinson M et al. Quality in epidemiologi-
cal surveillance of contact allergy. Contact Dermatitis 2016; 74:175–
80.

3 Vogel TA, Coenraads PJ, Bijkersma LM et al. p-Phenylenediamine

exposure in real life – a case–control study on sensitization rate,
mode and elicitation reactions in the northern Netherlands. Contact

Dermatitis 2015; 72:355–61.
4 Scientific Committee on Consumer Safety. Opinion on methylisoth-

iazolinone (P94). Submission II. Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/
health/scientific_committees/consumer_safety/docs/sccs_o_145.pdf

(last accessed 20 April 2020).
5 Scientific Committee on Consumer Safety. Opinion on methylisoth-

iazolinone (MI) (P94). Submission III. Available at: https://ec.euro
pa.eu/health/scientific_committees/consumer_safety/docs/sccs_o_

178.pdf (last accessed 17 May 2020).
6 Scientific Committee on Consumer Safety. Opinion on skin sensiti-

zation quantitative risk assessment for fragrance ingredients
(QRA2). Submission I. Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/health/

sites/health/files/scientific_committees/consumer_safety/docs/scc
s_o_211.pdf (last accessed 20 April 2020).

© 2020 The Authors. British Journal of Dermatology
published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Association of Dermatologists

British Journal of Dermatology (2020) 1

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial License, which permits use,
distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited and is not used for commercial purposes.

https://doi.org/10.1111/bjd.18946
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjd.18946
https://www.ideaproject.info
https://www.ideaproject.info
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0766-4382
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0766-4382
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0766-4382
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjd.18946
https://ec.europa.eu/health/scientific_committees/consumer_safety/docs/sccs_o_145.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/health/scientific_committees/consumer_safety/docs/sccs_o_145.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/health/scientific_committees/consumer_safety/docs/sccs_o_178.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/health/scientific_committees/consumer_safety/docs/sccs_o_178.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/health/scientific_committees/consumer_safety/docs/sccs_o_178.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/health/sites/health/files/scientific_committees/consumer_safety/docs/sccs_o_211.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/health/sites/health/files/scientific_committees/consumer_safety/docs/sccs_o_211.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/health/sites/health/files/scientific_committees/consumer_safety/docs/sccs_o_211.pdf
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1111%2Fbjd.19153&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-05-26

