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WHAT'S CAUSING THAT RASH? 
Dermatologists can identify sources of allergic reactions on skin 
 
New York 
Aug. 20, 2015 
 
OVERVIEW 
The word “allergy” likely conjures images of watery eyes and runny noses, but 
dermatologists often encounter a different type of allergic reaction: allergic contact 
dermatitis, a rash that occurs after the skin comes into contact with an allergen. The 
substance causing the reaction may be unclear in some cases, especially when that 
substance is nickel from the patient’s diet, nickel in a medical implant or an 
ingredient in topical medication, but a dermatologist can identify the source of the 
problem. 
 
AMERICAN ACADEMY OF DERMATOLOGY EXPERT 
Information provided by board-certified dermatologist Jennifer Chen, MD, FAAD, 
clinical assistant professor, dermatology, Stanford Hospital and Clinics, Stanford, 
Calif. 
 
DIETARY NICKEL 
Nickel is one of the most common causes of allergic contact dermatitis, Dr. Chen 
says, and once you’ve developed an allergy to it, you may have a reaction to any 
exposure. Although people may not think their diet could cause a reaction on their 
skin, she says, the nickel in their food may trigger an allergic response. 
 
Typically, an allergic reaction to nickel will appear on the area of the skin that has 
come into contact with a nickel-containing substance, such as jewelry, a zipper, a 
belt buckle, a cellphone or eyeglass frames. A reaction to dietary nickel, on the other 
hand, may be more widespread on the body, although it also may be localized on the 
hands and elbows, according to Dr. Chen. 
 
Although certain foods — such as nuts, seeds, chocolate, wheat and rye — are 
especially high in nickel, most people’s diets do not contain enough nickel to cause 
an allergic reaction, Dr. Chen says. Additionally, people who test positive for nickel 
allergy won’t necessarily experience a reaction to nickel in their food.  
 
“Although allergic reactions to dietary nickel are not as common as nickel allergies 
overall, people should be aware that the nickel in their food could cause a reaction,” 
she says. “If you suspect that your diet could be contributing to your allergic contact 
dermatitis, consult a board-certified dermatologist.” 
 
NICKEL IN MEDICAL IMPLANTS 
Nickel allergy also may be a factor in patients who have an adverse reaction to 
medical implants. According to Dr. Chen, this issue has received more attention in 
recent years, as more and more people have received nickel-containing medical 
implants, including orthopedic, dental, gynecological and cardiovascular devices.   
 
As with dietary nickel, however, people who test positive for nickel allergy will not  
necessarily experience a reaction to a medical implant that contains nickel. “Very few  
people develop allergic contact dermatitis because of the nickel in their medical
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implant,” Dr. Chen says. “For that reason, allergy testing before medical implant placement is 
usually not necessary.” 
 
Dr. Chen does recommend, however, that people with a history of metal allergy discuss that 
history with their doctor before receiving a medical implant. She says those who do develop a 
rash after their implant is placed should talk to their doctor, who can determine the cause of the 
reaction. 
 
TOPICAL MEDICATION 
When people consider possible sources of allergic contact dermatitis, Dr. Chen says, they often 
overlook topical medications like corticosteroids, which are available both with a prescription 
and over-the-counter. It may be the inactive ingredients or the medication itself that causes a 
reaction, she says, and prepackaged standardized patch testing for contact allergies often does 
not include all of these ingredients. 
 
“Medications that are effective in one patient may cause an allergic reaction in another,” Dr. 
Chen says. “If you have a rash that does not improve with topical treatment, if your symptoms 
get worse while using a topical corticosteroid, or if your condition returns immediately after you 
stop treatment, talk to your dermatologist to determine whether an allergy is the source of the 
problem.” 
 
AMERICAN ACADEMY OF DERMATOLOGY EXPERT ADVICE 
“If you have a rash that is not responding well to treatment, see a board-certified dermatologist,” 
 Dr. Chen says. “Dermatologists have the expertise to perform patch testing for contact allergies 
and may be able to identify the cause of your skin reaction.”  
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Headquartered in Schaumburg, Ill., the American Academy of Dermatology, founded in 1938, is the 
largest, most influential, and most representative of all dermatologic associations. With a membership of 
more than 18,000 physicians worldwide, the Academy is committed to: advancing the diagnosis and 
medical, surgical and cosmetic treatment of the skin, hair and nails; advocating high standards in clinical 
practice, education, and research in dermatology; and supporting and enhancing patient care for a 
lifetime of healthier skin, hair and nails. For more information, contact the Academy at 1-888-462-DERM 
(3376) or www.aad.org. Follow the Academy on Facebook (American Academy of Dermatology), Twitter 
(@AADskin) or YouTube (AcademyofDermatology).  
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