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Contact Dermatitis Due To Alternative 
Treatment Methods: Four Case Reports
Alternatif Tedavi Yöntemlerine Bağlı Gelişen Kontakt Dermatitis: Dört Olgu Raporu
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ABSTRACT

Herbal medicines are commonly used in the eastern regions of 
Turkey, especially in the treatment of rheumatic complaints. In 
addition, the use of various foods and drinks for cosmetic pur-
poses is increasing among Turkish people. Despite this extensive 
use of alternative treatment methods for medical and cosmetic 
purposes, comprehensive research is still required due to the se-
vere local and systemic adverse effects of these treatments. Here, 
cases of phyto contact dermatitis due to “Ranunculus kotchy 
boiss” and “Urtica” and irritant contact dermatitis associated with 
butter are presented.
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ÖZET

Ülkemizin doğu bölgelerinde özellikle romatizmal şikayetlerin te-
davisi için yaygın olarak kullanılmaktadır. Ek olarak değişik yiyecek 
ve içeceklerin kozmetik amaçlı kullanımı insanlar arasında artış 
göstermektedir. Medikal ve kozmetik amaçlı alternatif tedavi me-
totlarının kullanımının artmasına rağmen lokal ve sistemik ciddi 
yan etkilerinden dolayı kapsamlı araştırmalara ihtiyaç duyulmak-
tadır. Burada ‘ranunculus kotchy boiss’ ve ‘urtica’ ya bağlı gelişen 
fito kontakt dermatitis ve tereyağı sebebiyle gelişen irritan kon-
takt dermatitis olguları sunuldu.

Anahtar Kelimeler: İrritan kontakt dermatitis, fito kontakt derma-
titis, alternatif tedaviler
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Introduction
Alternative treatment methods other than medicinal drugs are frequently used for the treatment of numerous diseases around 
the world (1). It has been observed that herbal methods are widely used for medical purposes, particularly for rheumatic dis-
eases, and are increasingly used in the cosmetic field (2, 3).

In this study, four cases of phyto contact dermatitis and irritant contact dermatitis are presented. We aimed to draw attention to 
the irritating effects of tropical plants and nutrients used for treatment and cosmetic purposes in alternative medicine.

Case Reports
Case 1
A 69-year-old female patient was admitted to the emergency service with complaints of swelling, rash and discharge on the 
left knee. It was found out that the patient, to relieve joint pain, had ground up the plant “kotchy boiss” from the Ranunculus 
family, which is also known as buttercup (Figure 1), and applied it to the diseased knee approximately 12 hours ago, upon the 
advice of neighbors. The examination identified erythematous, occasionally bullous and flowing lesions on the left knee. The 
patient, with stable vital findings and without other pathologies in other examination findings, was considered to have phyto 
contact dermatitis associated with “Ranunculus kotchy boiss”. Treatment was initiated with wet cloth application, oral and topi-
cal antibiotics and oral anti-histamines. The patient, with regressed lesions, was discharged on the fourth day.
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Case 2 
A 60-year-old female patient was admitted to the emergency ser-
vice with complaints of rash, pruritus and increased temperature on 
both legs. It was found that the patient, to relieve joint pain, had 
ground up the plant “kotchy boiss” from the Ranunculus family, 
which is also known as buttercup (Figure 1), and applied it to both 
knees and kept them covered five days prior, upon the advice of 
herbalists. The examination identified increased temperature, ery-
thematous and sporadic lesions with exploded bulla around both 
knees (Figure 2). The patient, whose other examination findings and 
routine laboratory tests were normal, was considered to have phyto 
contact dermatitis associated with “Ranunculus kotchy boiss”. Treat-
ment was initiated with wet cloth application, oral and topical anti-
biotics and oral anti-histamines. The patient, with enhanced lesions, 
was discharged on the ninth day.

Case 3 
A 40-year-old female patient was admitted to the emergency service 
due to swelling, rash and increased temperature on the right leg. 
It was found that the patient ground up the plant Urtica (Figure 3), 
which is also known as stinging nettle, and applied it to her right 
knee and opened the bandage two hours later, upon the advice 
of her mother. The examination identified a lesion with hyperemic, 
sporadically exploded bulla and scar formation, starting from the 
right lower femoral area and continuing up to the upper third of 
the leg (Figure 4). The patient, with stable vital findings and without 
pathologies in other examination findings, was considered to have 
phyto contact dermatitis associated with Urtica. The treatment was 
started with wet cloth application, oral and topical antibiotics, oral 

Figure 1. “Kotchy boiss” from the Ranunculus family

Figure 2. Erythematous and sporadic lesions with exploded 
bullous around both knees

Figure 4. A lesion with hyperemic, sporadically exploded bullous 
and scar appearance, on the right leg

Figure 3. The plant Urtica
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anti-histaminic and analgesic. The patient was discharged with ad-
vice on the third day.

Case 4 
A 36-year-old female patient was admitted to the emergency ser-
vice due to the development of skin eruptions and pruritus after 
applying butter on her body, which she had heard to be good for 
the skin via communication channels. The examination identified an 
extensive urticarial eruption across the body (Figure 5). The patient, 
whose other examination findings were normal, was considered to 
have irritant contact dermatitis associated with butter. The treat-
ment was started with i.v. antihistamines and i.v. steroids. The pa-
tient, whose lesions regressed in two to three hours, was discharged 
with oral antihistamines.

Discussion 
It is known that herbs are extensively used as an alternative to medi-
cal treatment (1). In Turkey, many herbal treatments are frequently 
used, particularly in the treatment of rheumatologic arthralgia in 
various indications (2). Although these treatment methods have cer-
tain clinical advantages, they may sometimes lead to severe adverse 
effects (4).

The plant family of Ranunculus grows in the eastern regions of Tur-
key. It has irritating properties due to the presence of innocuous 
glycosides and ranulin in its leaves. As a result of crushing, tearing 
or crumpling of the plant, a volatile and irritating gas is produced by 
an enzymatic reaction with these substances. The generated pro-
toanemonin is spontaneously polymerized and transformed into 
innocuous anemonin and its derivatives, leading to subepidermal 
bleeding in the skin. Subepidermal vesicles, caused by exposure to 
this plant, are caused by an inhibition of the acantholytic effect of 
cantharidin by protoanemonin (5, 6). In cases 1 and 2, rash, increased 
temperature and vesicles/bullous appearance was observed after 
topical application of ground Ranunculus. Emsen reported a case 

of phyto contact dermatitis which resulted in death due to similar 
application of Ranunculus as in our cases, leading to local infection 
followed by septic shock (7). Furthermore, cases of phyto contact 
dermatitis that developed following topical application of plants of 
the Ranunculus family to relieve rheumatic complaints, in a similar 
fashion to our cases, have been presented in literature (8, 9). The first 
and second cases in our study were due to topical application of a 
plant from the Ranunculus family, which is also known as buttercup; 
these reactions resolved completely.

The plant Urtica, which is colloquially known as the stinging nettle, 
grows abundantly on wall sides and ruins. It has etiolated, oval or 
heart-shaped, light green leaves 2-4 cm in length, with serrated 
sides and irritating villi. Used in food, paints and cosmetics for cen-
turies due to its rich chemical content, the stinging nettle is exten-
sively used in the treatment of rheumatic and other diseases in Tur-
key (10, 11). Anderson et al. (12) have reported that contact with 
stinging nettle leads to pruritus, dermatitis and urticaria, and that 
the reaction is associated with certain substances released by the 
scape and leaves of the plant. There are cases of contact dermatitis 
in the literature that were caused by hand contact with artichoke, 
sumac and ivy (13, 14). However, the third case in this study, unlike 
the one in literature, involved the application of stinging nettle on 
the knee for treatment purposes.

We believe that the use of various food and drinks for cosmetic 
purposes, particularly by women, is increasing day by day due to 
information provided by the media. Our fourth case in the present 
study applied butter, which is used in cooking, on her body believ-
ing that it would improve the brightness and firmness of her skin, 
and consequently developed irritant contact dermatitis. A review of 
the literature did not identify any information on such use of butter. 

Conclusion
Despite extensive use of alternative treatment methods for medical 
and cosmetic purposes, comprehensive research is still required due 
to the severe local and systemic adverse effects of these treatments. 
The use of herbal treatment methods should also be investigated 
in cases admitted to emergency services with erythematous and 
vesicle/bullous lesions.
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