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DERMATITIS (ECZEMA) info sheet  

 

 
Dermatitis is a word which describes any inflammation of our skin.  There is an inherited or genetic 

tendency to most dermatitis and dermatitis can occur at any time throughout life.  There are five main 

types of dermatitis. 

 

Children, most frequently suffer from atopic dermatitis, which is a dermatitis that has a strong inherited 

basis.  The elderly most frequently suffer from aesteotic dermatitis.  Aesteotic means a dry skin.  The 

skin dries out as we become older and it can become itchy and inflamed.  Aesteotic dermatitis is 

therefore generally worse in winter when the conditions are cold and dry. 

 

Many things can make a dermatitis worse: 

 

GENERAL 
 

• Direct sun exposure 

• Sweat and perspiration 

• Some clothes such as wool or brushed nylon (Cotton garments tend to be the best for 

dermatitis). 

• Excessive water exposure, for example long showers or baths. 

• Ordinary soap which tends to wash out of the skin the ordinary oils and fats. 

• Rubber gloves which if they are natural rubber can have irritants that will worsen the 

dermatitis but gloves of any type often cause the skin to be hot and sweaty thus worsening 

dermatitis. 

• Tight dressings or bandages. 

• Chemicals about the home, for example laundry detergents and additives, particularly fabric 

softener. 

 

Therefore, it is important if you have dermatitis to do the following: 

 

• Avoid exposure to sun and sweaty situations. 

• Use cotton garments. 

• Keep bathing brief and use only lukewarm water.  Hot water is not desirable. 

• Use moisturizing soaps such as Dove soap, liquid soap substitutes available across the counter 

at the Chemist or just Sorbolene  Cream. 

• If you need to wear gloves try and obtain cotton lined gloves for tasks about the home etc. 

• Avoid putting tight dressings or bandages on any area of dermatitis. 

• Use low suds detergents without additives such as Omo Free. 

 

IN THE WORKPLACE 

 
Many chemicals, detergents, soaps, solvents, oils etc can cause dermatitis in the workplace.  Workplace 

dermatitis comes in two basic forms: 

 

1. Contact irritant dermatitis 
 

This is a dermatitis due to over-exposure to workplace irritants.  Essentially anyone can develop a 

contact irritant dermatitis although those people with an inherited tendency to dermatitis will develop it 

easier than those who have not inherited the tendency.  Contact irritant dermatitis appears in the area 

where the chemical, oil or solvent has come into direct contact with the skin.  Thus it most frequently 

occurs on the hands and is due to the: 

• Frequency of contact with the chemical 

• Concentration of the chemical 
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• The “harshness” of the chemical.  That is some chemicals tend not to be that harsh on 

the skin, for example, ordinary soap but other chemicals such as those used in 

tanning are very harsh on the skin. 

 

When you have contact irritant dermatitis it is important therefore in the initial stages of treatment to 

avoid all contact with the irritant chemicals.  This will need to be done until the contact irritant 

dermatitis settles.  Ways in which this can be done are: 

• Strict avoidance of the process or processes where the chemicals are used. 

• Use of gloves or other barriers to protect the skin from contact with those chemicals.  

This method is less preferable as the gloves themselves can cause heat and sweating 

and this can prolong the course of the contact irritant dermatitis. 

 

2. Contact Allergic Dermatitis 
 

This means that a person has developed an allergy to the chemical and predictably the contact with the 

chemical will subsequently always cause the dermatitis to occur.  The most frequent areas for contact 

allergic dermatitis are the hands and feet, but also the face from either touching of the face with the 

hands or by some chemicals in workplaces being airborne and coming into contact with the face that 

way, for example, paints and solvents can cause this airborne type of contact allergic dermatitis.  

Contact allergic dermatitis of the feet usually comes from chemicals in the socks or shoes.  Darkly 

coloured Chinese socks that use cheap dyes are frequent offenders.  She leather contains leather 

tanning chemicals, in particular Chromate that can trigger an allergic dermatitis. 

 

When you have a cont allergic dermatitis you cannot come in contact with that chemical again without 

running the risk of the dermatitis recurring and therefore strict avoidance of contact with the chemical 

must be maintained forever. 

 

Infection 
 

It is not uncommon for a dermatitis to become infected.  This is because with dermatitis the skin is 

often broken and this allows a route of entry for bacteria into the skin.  Signs of infection are: 

• Increased itch then pain. 

• The area about the dermatitis may become red. 

• The dermatitis itself may start to discharge pus and even become smelly. 

 

It is important if this happens that immediate medical attention be obtained as antibiotics are normally 

required to settle such dermatitis infections. 

 

Treatment 

Stage 1 – The skin is dry. 

 

Use moisturizing soap such as Dove soap or a soap substitute such as Avecyde or Sorbolene to wash 

the area avoiding all contact with irritant chemicals etc.  Moisturise the skin two to three times a day 

with Sorbolene. 

 

Stage 2 – Dry and Itchy with or without rash. 
 

As for stage 1 above, but add the steroid cream prescribed by the Medical Practitioner. 

This is……………………………. .   And needs to be applied ………… Times a day. 

 

Stage 3 – Dry and itchy with an extensive rash. 
 

As for stage 2 above, but a stronger steroid cream will be required.  This is ………………………… 

and needs to be applied ………….. times a day. 

 

Stage 4 – Infected. 
 

As for stage 3 above, but use the antibiotic……………….times a day. 

 


