
1. Médica Interna de Medicina Geral e Familiar. USF 7 Fontes, ACeS Cávado I. 
Braga, Portugal.
2. Médica Especialista de Medicina Geral e Familiar. USF 7 Fontes, ACeS Cávado I.
Braga, Portugal.

INTRODUCTION

T
erra firma-forme dermatosis (TFFD) is a be-
nign disease, described for the first time in
1987 by Duncan, Tschen, and Knox in the 
Archives of Dermatology. It is also known as

Duncan’s dirty dermatosis.1

There is no apparent predilection of gender nor any
clear evidence of familial predisposition,1 although ge-
netic predisposition and an association with atopic der-
matitis and xeroderma have been mentioned by Aslan
et al.,2 and Stiube et al.,3 respectively. Children and
young adults have a higher risk, but it can affect people
of any age1 and sex.2

Its prevalence and incidence are unknown because
it is an underdiagnosed disorder.4 The etiology remains
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RESUMO
Introduction: Terra firma-forme dermatosis is a benign condition and it can affect anyone, but it seems to be more common
in children and young adults. It may appear as brownish or black spots that look like dirt. Typically, affected individuals are
asymptomatic.
Case description: A healthy 3-year-old girl, presented in our clinic with a 6-month history of brownish spots that looked like
‘dirt’, which were spread through the chest and flanks. After examination, we suspected that it was terra firma-forme derma-
tosis, so we rubbed the affected areas with gauze soaked in 70% isopropyl alcohol, thus removing these stains. After two months,
the child presented with no injuries.
Comment: Terra firma-forme dermatosis can be diagnosed and treated with the rubbing of gauze embedded in 70% isopropyl
alcohol in the affected areas. It is important to prevent skin xerosis, by using smoothing cream with keratolytic agents like sa-
licylic acid in order to accelerate the healing and complete resolution of the lesions. It is essential to make an early diagnosis
to prevent unnecessary diagnostic and treatment procedures.

Keywords: Terra firma-forme dermatosis; Dermatosis neglecta; Acanthosis nigricans.

unknown, but it is hypothesized that TFFD results from
delayed maturation of keratinocytes with incomplete
development of keratin squames, and retention of ke-
ratinocytes and melanin within the epidermis.3 The
main characteristics of this dermatosis are its slightly
elevated morphology with brown and black-coloured,
hyperkeratotic, and asymptomatic plaques and papu-
les. They can pass as dirt to an untrained eye.4

CASE DESCRIPTION
This case is about a healthy 3-year-old girl, who pre-

sented in our clinic with a 6-month history of brownish
spots that looked like ‘dirt’, which were spread through
the chest and flanks. The mother tried to scrub with
soap and water but without improvement of the lesions.
After examination, we suspected terra firma-forme der-
matosis, so we rubbed it with a gauze embedded in 70%
isopropyl alcohol, and the plaques were removed. Then,
we recommended the daily use of a smoothing cream
with a keratolytic agent like salicylic acid in the treated
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areas to accelerate the healing and complete the reso-
lution of the lesions. After two months, the child pre-
sented without any lesions.

COMMENT
Additional diagnostic and treatment may incur if

TFFD is not considered earlier. However, TFFD is easi-
ly diagnosed and treated.2 Dermatosis neglecta (DN)
and acanthosis nigricans (AN) are the two major diffe-
rential diagnoses.5 DN can affect people of any age with
poor hygiene.5 The lesions can be removed with soap
and water,4-5 alcohol swabs, or an alcohol cotton ball.5

On the other hand, AN lesions consist of a dark thicke-
ning of the skin, more frequent in the nape and neck
area, usually associated with metabolic disorders, like
obesity5 and insulin resistance.3 This hyperpigmenta-
tion cannot be removed either by alcohol swab or 
cotton ball,5 or by soap and water.3,5

A naked eye examination is the usual technique for
the clinical diagnosis of TFFD.1 Dermoscopy can be
used, and it shows brown polygonal plate-like scales, or-
ganized in a mosaic or cobblestone pattern.1 Histologi-
cal evaluation, when performed, can reveal acanthosis,
papillomatosis, and lamellar hyperkeratosis.1 The 
application and rubbing of 70% isopropyl alcohol allow
the complete clearing of the TFFD lesions.1-5 However,
the lesions may recur.4

The therapeutic options are many and they are not
restricted to the 70% isopropyl alcohol.1 Since TFFD has
shown a good response to keratolytic, urea-based kera-
tolytic (in association with a topical anti-inflammatory,
such as tacrolimus, to attenuate the inflammatory res-
ponse), alpha hydroxy acid salts (e.g., ammonium lac-
tate), topical retinoids, salicylic acid, or bland acids like
squeezed lemon juice can also be used. These agents
should be preferred in specific TFFD presentations, such
as early onset, genital or facial involvement, and wides-
pread disease, instead of alcohol swabbing.1 As repor-
ted by Badaró et al.4 the use of 5% salicylic acid once a
day for two weeks showed a good response, as well as
the treatment with CO2 laser cited by Sechi et al.,1 which
could be considered as a valid therapeutic option. The-
refore, the association of chemical peeling and alcohol
base should be considered for a better cosmetic result.3

The application of emollients is also important for pre-
venting xerosis caused by the recurrent use of alcohol.1,4

Terra firma-forme dermatosis is a benign condition,
easy to diagnose and treat, so it is important to make
an early diagnosis to prevent unnecessary diagnostic
and treatment procedures.

Figura 1. Brownish lesions on the right flank.

Figura 2. Right flank without brownish lesions after rubbing with
gauze soaked in 70% isopropyl alcohol.

Figura 3. Right flank without brownish lesions, two months after
treatment.
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ABSTRACT

DERMATOSE TERRA FIRMA-FORME: UMA CONDIÇÃO A NÃO SER ESQUECIDA (UM RELATO DE CASO)
Introdução: A dermatose terra firma-forme é uma condição benigna que pode afetar qualquer pessoa; porém, parece ser mais
frequente em crianças e adultos jovens. Pode apresentar-se como manchas acastanhadas ou pretas, que se assemelham a su-
jidade. Normalmente os indivíduos afetados são assintomáticos.
Descrição do caso: Menina, de três anos de idade, saudável, com uma história de manchas acastanhadas, no tórax e flancos,
com aspeto de sujidade, com seis meses de evolução. Após observação suspeitou-se que se tratasse de dermatose terra firma-
forme, pelo que as zonas afetadas foram friccionadas com uma gaze embebida em álcool isopropílico 70%, removendo, assim,
as manchas. Depois de dois meses, a criança apresentou-se sem lesões. 
Comentário: A dermatose terra firma-forme pode ser diagnosticada e tratada através da fricção de gaze embebida em álcool
isopropílico a 70% nas áreas afetadas. É importante prevenir a xerose cutânea, utilizando um creme hidratante com agentes
queratolíticos, como o ácido salicílico, para acelerar a cicatrização e resolução completa das lesões. É imprescindível realizar um
reconhecimento precoce desta condição para evitar procedimentos diagnósticos e tratamentos desnecessários.
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