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Evening primrose oil

It would be right and proper if evening primrose oil were 'a good
thing' simply because the name has such implications of beauty.
As you know, there has been considerable debate and conflicting
data on its use in eczema. Recently published data from
Leicester (J Berth-Jones and R A C Graham-Brown, Lancet
1993; 341: 1557-60) add to the 'con' side of the argument.

It is postulated that the effect of evening primrose oil is
dependent on its content ofn6 series essential fatty acids (EFAs)
which might effect the metabolism of the mediators of inflam-
mation such as prostaglandins and leukotrienes. Fish oil, which
provides n3 series EFAs, has also been suggested as a treatment
for eczema. The Leicester workers performed a double blind
trial in which patients received one of three possibilities: evening
primrose oil alone, evening primrose oil with fish oil, or placebo.
There were 41 patients in each group and half were children of
12 years and under.
The treatment was given for 16 weeks and the results assessed

using clinical severity scores, patient diary scores, and use of
topical steroid. No improvement was demonstrated with either
of the active treatments. The patients' diary scores tended to be
better on placebo but there were no significant differences
between the three groups at 16 weeks. There was no
demonstrable difference in response between children and
adults.
These authors point to methodological problems with

previQus studies which have shown a beneficial effect of evening
primrose oil, though they do not claim to be able to explain away
all such results. No doubt the debate will continue.
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