
Eczema is a term used to describe different
types of skin swelling. It is often caused by aller-
gies. Usually, eczema is not dangerous, but it
causes red, swollen and itchy skin. The condi-
tion cannot be cured, but flare-ups can often be
prevented by avoiding substances and situa-
tions that irritate the skin. This includes avoid-
ing foods to which one is allergic, because there
is a link between food allergies and eczema.
Drugs can help manage eczema, and steroid
creams or ointments are used most often. 
Usually, we think of steroid creams as safe;

however, improper use of these products can al-
low substantial amounts of the drugs to be ab-
sorbed into our bodies. This can damage the in-
tegrity of the skin, leading to stretch marks and
the risk of more serious effects. Recently, an 11-
month-old child with difficult-to-control eczema
had to be hospitalized because of complications
from steroid creams applied by his parents. 

This child had experienced severe eczema his
entire life owing to numerous food allergies
(wheat, beans, avocados, cow protein, eggs, milk,
soy, corn, green beans, and beef). Since 6 weeks
of age, his parents had been applying steroid
creams, ointments, and lotions to affected areas
of the child's skin, which meant that 30% of his
body was covered with steroid medications. De-
spite this, his eczema remained poorly con-
trolled, in part because his diet had not been
changed to avoid foods to which he was allergic. 
When the child was admitted to the hospital

with open and infected sores from his eczema, it
was discovered that he had high blood pressure
and had stopped growing normally about 5
months earlier (he was below normal values for
both height and weight). His bone density levels
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American Academy of Dermatology
www.skincarephysicians.com/eczemanet/FAQ.html

American Academy of Family Physicians
http://familydoctor.org/online/famdocen/home/common/
skin/disorders/176.printerview.html

http://familydoctor.org/online/famdocen/home/common/skin/
disorders/176.html

Nemours Foundation
http://kidshealth.org/kid/health_problems/skin/eczema.
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were also below normal, putting him at risk of
bone diseases. All of the complications this child
experienced are well-known side effects of exces-
sive steroid use. Fortunately, the problem was
identified, the patient was treated successfully,
and additional complications were avoided. 
Nonetheless, this is a good reminder that even

creams can cause unwanted effects. Applying a
medicated cream too often or applying it to a
large area of the body increases the likelihood
that the drug that will be absorbed into the body.
When steroid creams are applied, their effects
are intended only for the skin, not throughout
the body, and absorption of large amounts of
steroids into the blood can cause severe and
even life-threatening complications. Additional-
ly, putting steroid creams under a child's diaper
(as was the situation with this child) greatly in-
creases the amount of drug that is absorbed be-
cause the warm environment increases drug ab-
sorption into the bloodstream. 

This case also serves as a good reminder that
avoidance of triggers can prevent eczema flare-
ups. This child’s eczema triggers were numerous
foods, and avoiding those particular foods
should be part of his treatment plan. 
Since there is a clear relationship between

food allergies and eczema, if you or your child
has been diagnosed with eczema it is a good
idea to be tested for allergies to different foods.
By identifying foods to which your immune sys-
tem reacts inappropriately, those foods can be
avoided, and this will often reduce the number
of eczema flare-ups. Additionally, if you need to
apply steroid creams for long periods of time
over large areas of your body, consider talking to
your doctor about checking blood cortisol levels
periodically to be certain that you are not at risk
for developing complications. 
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