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Abstract: Transepidermal water loss (TEWL) is a simple noninvasive
measurement of inside-out skin barrier function. The goal of this research
was to establish normal values for TEWL in early life using data gathered
from the Cork BASELINE Birth Cohort Study. TEWL was recorded in a
standardized fashion using a well-validated open-chamber system. A
mean of three readings was recorded from 1,036 neonates (37–42 weeks
gestational age) and 18 late preterm infants (34–37 weeks gestational age)
within 96 hours of birth in an environmentally controlled room. Full-term
neonatal TEWL measurements have a normal distribution (mean
7.06 � 3.41 g of water/m2 per hour) and mean preterm neonatal TEWL
measurements were 7.76 � 2.85 g of water/m2 per hour. This is the largest
evaluation to date of TEWL in a normal-term neonatal population. It
therefore constitutes a reference dataset for this measurement using an
open-chamber system.

The stratum corneum is made up of a dead cell
layer of corneocytes that develops to form an insol-
uble protein structure that acts as a scaffold for lipid
binding, preventing epidermal water loss and impedes
entry of infectious organisms, toxins, and allergens
(1,2). Dysfunction of this barrier leads to increased
water loss (inside–outside barrier defect)and entry of
microbes, toxins, and allergens (outside–inside barrier
defect). Determination of skin barrier function is
therefore of great interest in assessing the risk of
developing diseases such atopic dermatitis and other
atopic conditions (3).

Onewidelyusedmethodofassessmentof skinbarrier
function (inside-outside function) is measurement of
trans-epidermal water loss. A low TEWL indicates
intact inside-out skin barrier function, whereas high
TEWLlevels indicate anonintactbarrier function.High
TEWL levels can be found in disease states such as
atopic dermatitis (AD), and these changes have been
shown to predate the onset of AD (3).

Identification of skin barrier dysfunction as an
early step in the disease process of AD could open up
novel approaches to identifying individuals at birth
who are at risk of developing AD and other atopic
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disorders. This could provide an opportunity for early
preventative measures and educational management
in these infants. The potential would then be there to
reduce the incidence of AD and perhaps halt or
decelerate the “Atopic March.” With the increasing
prevalence of atopic disease, including food allergy in
children over the last 2 decades (4), such an interven-
tion would have widespread clinical implications.

For these reasons, knowing what the normal
TEWL value is for newborns is imperative, and this
paper attempts to fill this gap in knowledge.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The Cork BASELINE Birth Cohort Study (Babies
After SCOPE: Evaluating the Longitudinal Impact
using Neurological and Nutritional Endpoints) study
is Ireland’s first birth cohort study (5,6). It was
established in 2008 as a follow-up to the Screening
for Pregnancy Endpoints (SCOPE) pregnancy study
(7). The SCOPE study is a worldwide multicenter
study involving primiparous low-risk women aimed at
establishing biomarkers to assist with prediction and
prevention of the major diseases of late pregnancy (8).
Women in the SCOPE study were recruited antena-
tally to the BASELINE Birth Cohort study. Infants
recruited into the study from June 2009 on had TEWL
measurements taken in the early postnatal period.
Recruitment to the study was completed in October
2011.

TEWL measurements were made using a widely
validated open-chamber system (Tewameter TM 300,
Courage+Khazaka Electronic, Cologne, Germany)
(9,10). The subject’s arm was acclimated before

measurement by exposing the arm in a non-environ-
mentally controlled room for 10 minutes. This
occurred in the bassinet at the mother’s bedside in
the ward room. The mother and child were then
accompanied to an environmentally controlled room
to wait a further 5 minutes before TEWL was
measured in that room. TEWL measurements were
taken on the lower volar site of the forearm, and the
average of three values was recorded.

All TEWL readings were taken in a windowless room
in which an air conditioning system kept temperature set
between 20–25�C. Humidity was monitored by a
manometer in the room and was maintained between
30–45%.

TEWL measurements were taken only on healthy
full-term infants rooming with their mothers on the
postnatal wards. According to the local hospital
protocol, all infants requiring phototherapy or
incubator care are admitted to the neonatal unit, so
these infants were excluded from this data set.
Occasional recalibration failure of the Tewameter on
a given day also resulted in some infants not having
TEWL taken within the specified timeframe.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS

We used a Pearson correlation procedure to determine
what independent factors (time at TEWL measure-
ment, birthweight, and gestational age) were signifi-
cantly related to overall score on TEWL scale and
independent sample t-tests to examine any differences
between the groups (term vs preterm, washed vs not
washed).

All statistical analyses were performed using SPSS
(version 18.0, SPSS Corp, Chicago, IL). Results were
taken to be significant at p < 0.05.

RESULTS

Of a possible 1318 infants enrolled during the study
period from when TEWL measurements were avail-
able, 1054 (80%) had TEWL values measured within
first 96 hours of life.

The gestational age of the infants ranged from 34.9
to 42.6 wks (mean 40.1 ± 1.2 wks). Using Pearson
correlation, there was no correlation between gesta-
tional age and TEWL value (r=0.005, p= 0.88). We
subsequently divided the cohort into two groups (term
>37 wks gestation, late preterm 34–37 wks gestation).
TEWL measurements for term infants showed a
normal distribution (Fig. 1). Values for TEWL in
the 1036 term infants ranged from 1.00 to 34.00 gwater/
m2 per hour (mean 7.06 ± 3.41 gwater/m

2 per hour).

Figure 1. Normal term neonatal transepidermal water
loss distribution.
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For the 18 late preterm infants, TEWL measure-
ment ranged from 2.00 to 13.00 gwater/m

2 per hour
(mean 7.8 ± 2.9 gwater/m

2 per hour).
This difference in mean TEWL measurements

between term and late preterm infants did not reach
statistical significance (p = 0.48, mean difference

0.64 gwater/m
2 per hour, 95% confidence inter-

val =�1.15–2.42), but because there were only 18
late preterm infants, we cannot infer similar results in
a larger late preterm cohort.

Mean postnatal age at time of reading was
41.6 ± 20.8 hours. Again, we used a Pearson

TABLE 1. Summary of previous studies on transepidermal water loss

Study Population Area measured Device used Findings

Fluhr et al (9) Br J
Dermatol 2012

108 subjects 18 in each group
1–15 days, 5–6 weeks,
6 � 1 months, 1–2 years,
4–5 years, 20–35 years

Right and left volar
forearm

Open chamber device,
Tewameter (TM 300;
Courage & Khazaka,
Cologne, Germany)

Mean readings at each age
group <10 gwater/m

2/
hour Trend towards
increase TEWL at
5-6 weeks

Flohr et al (3) Br J
Dermatol 2010

88 infants Age 3 months Volar Forearm Closed condenser
chamber Biox
Aquaflux_ AF200
(Biox Systems Ltd.,
London,U.K.)

Mean TEWL normal skin
11.24 Mean TEWL
Atopic Dermatitis 14.24

Nikolovski et al (16)
J Invest Dermatol
2008

19 infants 3–6 months
31 infants 7–9 months
71 adults

Lower dorsal and
upper ventral sites
of randomly
chosen arms of
each subject

Closed chamber Delfin
VapoMeter (Delfin,
Kuopio, Finland).

TEWL lower dorsum
15–30 g water/m/hour
Adult recordings
significantly less

Boralevi et al (22)
Allergy 2008

89 infants (3–12 months)
59 Atopic Dermatitis
30 controls

Volar Forearm Open Chamber
Tewameter

TEWL 27.4 g/m2/h infants
with AD 11.1 g/m2/hour
in control infants

Guisti et al (19)
Pediatr Dermatol
2001

70 infants 8–24 months
30 women

Left volar forearm
buttocks

Open Evaporimeter
(Servomed EP-1)

No differences between
adults and infants; infant
TEWL: 8–9 g/m2/hour;
no regional differences

Yosipovitch et al
(23) Paediatrics
2000

44 term neonates;
measurements taken:
5–10 h PP and 24 h PP;
20 adults

Forehead, upper
back, flexor
forearm, palms,
abdomen, inguinal
region, soles

Tewameter
(Courage and
Khjazaka, Koln,
Germany)

Variability depending on
site TEWL taken

Kalia et al (20) J
Invest Dermatol
1998

10 infants, 23–32 weeks GA,
aged 1–7 days

Calf or thigh Evaporimeter
(Servomed)

23–25 weeks GA: mature
barrier not developed 30–
32 weeks GA: have adult
barrier function as
measured by TEWL

Agren et al (26)
Acta Paediatrica
1998

13 infants 24–25 weeks
DOB, Day 1,3,7,28

Chest, Interscapular
area, buttock

Evaporimeter
(Servomed)

TEWL decreased after day 1
Still > than more mature
infants at 28 days
No regional differences;
adult TEWL > infants;
infant TEWL 8–9 g/m2/h;

Saijo and Tagami
(27) Pediatr
Dermatol 1991

46 term newborns
10 adults
16 children

Dorsa of hand and
foot

Evporimeter
(Servomed)

Sedin et al (25) Acta
Paediatr Scand
1983

18 infants 18 sites Not fully
specified

Evaporimeter
(Servomed)

Preterm: TEWL gradually
decreased in first weeks
Term: TEWL almost
unchanged in 1st weeks

Harpin and Rutter
(15) J Pediatr 1983

70 infants
(25-41 weeks gestation)

Abdomen Evaporimeter
(Servomed)

>37 weeks: TEWL<10 g
water/m2/hour
33–36 weeks: normal
TEWL levels by 1st week
30–32 weeks: normal
TEWL levels by 10 days
<30 weeks: normal levels
after 2 weeks

Rutter and Hull (24)
Arch Dis Child
1979

78 infants
26-41 weeks

Multiple sites Evaporimeter
(Servomed)

34–41 weeks: high TEWL in
1st hours of life, falls to 6
gwater/m2/hour 30–33
weeks: High TEWL first
week <30 weeks: high
TEWL
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correlation to determine whether there was a relation-
ship between postnatal age and TEWL value. No
correlation was found (r = �0.057, p = 0.07).

Four hundred seventy-eight neonates (45.6%) had
been washed before measurements were taken. Using
the Independent sample T test, there was no
significant difference in TEWL values in those who
were and were not washed before measurement. Mean
TEWL in infants who were washed prior to reading
was 7.04 ± 3.22 gwater/m

2 per hour compared with
those not washed prior to reading was 7.10 ± 3.54
gwater/m

2 per hour (p = 0.76).

DISCUSSION

This is the largest study of skin barrier function
TEWL in full-term neonates to date. It establishes the
normative dataset in full-term infants not selected for
atopy or other skin conditions. Our large dataset
shows that full-term infants have an intact inside-out
skin barrier in the early newborn period. TEWL in
full-term newborn infants displays a normal distribu-
tion, with a mean of 7.06 � 3.41 gwater/m

2 per hour.
We used an open-chamber system, which is based

on Fick’s Law of Diffusion and estimates water
diffusion gradient across an open chamber (11).
Because this device is open to the environment, it
may be susceptible to changes in environmental
airflow, but it offers continuous measurement over a
period of time, allowing it to recognize changes to
flow (12). In head-to-head comparison against a
closed-chamber device, it was more sensitive in
detecting changes in TEWL values at lower levels
(<45 gwater/m

2 per hour), but the closed-chamber
system was more sensitive in detecting measurements
in the high-value range (>80 gwater/m

2 per hour).
Therefore, the data presented here are reliable only as
a reference set for open systems (13).

There is previous evidence that full-term infants
have an effective epidermal barrier, with TEWL
values between 4 and 8 gwater/m

2 per hour cited in
dermatology textbooks (14), but the gestational age at
which this barrier becomes effective has been debated.
Preterm infants (<32 weeks) have been shown to have
higher TEWL values than full-term infants and show
more marked drug absorption (15). Other studies
have suggested that skin water-barrier development is
complete at 34 weeks of gestation (16). This would
seem to be reflected in our study by the nonsignificant
difference in mean TEWL scores between late
preterm (34–37 weeks of gestation) and full-term
infants (>37 weeks of gestation), although our late

preterm infant numbers were small, because this was
not the primary focus of our study.

The difference in TEWL values between adults and
infants is debated. Initial studies suggested that
infants had lower TEWL values than adults (17).
Since then, studies have shown that full-term infants
have similar TEWL values as adults (18–20), whereas
others suggest that infants have higher TEWL values
than adults (16,27). The stage at which infant TEWL
normalize to adult values is not known. These prior
studies are summarized in Table 1.

Our study, which was performed under standard-
ized conditions in a single unit and is in scale several
orders of magnitude greater than prior studies, brings
some clarity to the data regarding normal perinatal
skin barrier function. In time, as our population
matures, we hope to reveal the time course of normal
skin barrier function maturation.

TEWL is used as an indicator of skin barrier
dysfunction in AD, and it has been shown that TEWL
changes occur in individuals with AD (21,22). These
changes can precede and predict a diagnosis of AD.
Flohr and colleagues have demonstrated an associa-
tion between TEWL at 3 months and FLG status and
coexisting AD, although this was a smaller sample of
high-risk infants (3).

Our study has some minor limitations. The small
number of infants who were not of white European
descent means that our findings cannot be general-
ized to other ethnic groups. Because TEWL was
performed within 96 hours of birth, infants who were
admitted to the neonatal unit, and hence unavailable
for TEWL, were excluded from our study. Thus,
these reference data are for healthy full-term infants
only. Finally according to the SCOPE study proto-
col, all infants were born to primiparous mothers.
The effect of parity on skin barrier function is
unknown.

This study has established the normative data set
for assessment of TEWL as a measure of inside-out
skin barrier function in the earliest days of postnatal
life, as the skin function transitions from the aquatic
intrauterine environment to the dry extrauterine
environment. This will inform future intervention
trials to maintain or support early-life skin-barrier
function.
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