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Abstract

DEET (N,N-Diethyl-meta-toluamide) is considered the gold standard in mosquito repellents, not only for its effec-
tiveness, but also for its safety. DEET has been more extensively studied for safety than any other repellent, and is
accepted as completely safe when used correctly (i.e. not consumed or bathed in). Researchers studying botanical
repellents, however, often paint DEET as far more toxic than it really is, falsely claiming it is a menace to the public
health or even the environment. These claims are unfounded, and often the only evidence given by such publica-
tions are references to other publications also studying botanical repellents. Such publications are biased, and may be
attacking DEET's excellent safety record to justify their existence and the need for their research. The inconvenient yet
undisputable fact is that no botanical repellent has been proven to be as safe as DEET, and the majority never had any
safety testing whatsoever. The automatic assumption that botanical repellents are safer than DEET is the ‘appeal to
nature fallacy, which also drives most of the market for “natural” repellents, yet natural repellents have side effects and
even a body count. Finding a botanical repellent that works as well as DEET and is equally safe is a legitimate research
goal on its own, and need not be justified by fear-mongering and irrational chemophobia. Researchers studying these
alternatives should strive for integrity, raising the real issue of the lack of safety testing for botanical repellents rather

than denying the proven safety of DEET.
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Background

The recent publication by Asadollahi et al. titled “Effec-
tiveness of plant-based repellents against different
Anopheles species: a systematic review” [1] contains
some useful information, but unfortunately, the introduc-
tion contains inaccuracies regarding synthetic repellents.
The case is one of many papers on plant-based repel-
lents that exaggerate the risks associated with repellents
like DEET (N,N-Diethyl-meta-toluamide) that have been
demonstrated as safe, while making assumptions about
the safety of botanicals without evidence for it or despite
evidence to the contrary.
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Main text
Asadollahi et al. state, “it has been identified that chemi-
cal repellents are not safe for public health ” [1]. Besides
the fact that every repellent, botanical or synthetic, is a
chemical repellent, the sole source cited for this claim is
a paper by Sanghong et al. [2] promoting the herb Ligus-
ticum sinense as “a herbal alternative” [sic] against mos-
quitoes. That paper not only does not test the safety of
“chemical repellents” at all, but also actually states that
DEET is “considered safe;” and that the rare, toxic effects
attributed to it “have been described mainly after misap-
plication”” Systematic reviews have confirmed that DEET
is safe for humans of all ages when used correctly [3, 4],
making Asadollahi’s claim that DEET harms public health
both false and unsubstantiated by their own source.

The authors continue by stating, “the frequent use of
synthetic repellents with chemical origin for mosquito
control has disturbed natural ecosystems and resulted
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in the development of resistance to insecticides, resur-
gence in mosquito populations, and adverse impact on
non-target organisms”. A repellent is not an insecticide,
so this claim is misleading: it is impossible for repellents
applied to skin, such as DEET, to affect mosquito popu-
lations, impact non-target organisms, or cause resist-
ance to unrelated compounds. The genes for insecticide
resistance do sometimes correlate with resistance to
repellents, but that applies to natural repellents as well as
synthetic ones [5]. Even if Asadollahi et al. were confused
about the nature of the repellent-insecticide resistance
correlation, there is no basis for them to falsely claim
that synthetic repellents differ from natural repellents
in this regard. Their sources for the claim are again the
paper by Sanghong et al. [2], which does not state any-
thing relating to the matter, and Govindaarajan et al. [6],
an article claiming Zingiber nimmonii is “an eco-friendly
tool” against mosquitoes, and which, while also making
debunked or incorrect claims about DEET, clearly states
that the issues of ecological disruption are due to insecti-
cides, not repellents.

Asadollahi et al. claim that their systematic review
was to identify plant-based repellents that are effec-
tive “without causing side effects on human health” The
review however does not provide any information about
the safety of any of the plants listed, though likely this is
because repellency studies typically do not include tests
for safety. Indeed, for most “natural” repellents, there is
zero information on safety, yet among non-experts they
are automatically assumed to be less toxic than synthetics
that have ample, overwhelming evidence to their safety.
While the authors do acknowledge that “natural does not
equate to safe;” considering their claim to systematically
evaluate the safety of natural repellents, it is disappoint-
ing that they did not discuss this issue further or cite any
of the studies that do exist. Many plant-based repellents
are known to be more toxic than DEET at the concentra-
tions necessary to approach its effectiveness, and essen-
tial oil poisoning can happen at doses far smaller than for
synthetic repellents [7], with both citronella and eucalyp-
tus oil having caused human deaths [8].

Consider formulations containing oil of lemon euca-
lyptus (OLE) or its active ingredient PMD (p-Menthane-
3,8-diol), so far the only botanical repellents recommended
by the United States Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention (CDC) alongside the synthetics DEET, picaridin,
IR3535, and 2-undecanone as a safe and effective topi-
cal insect repellent [9]. The CDC, the United States’ Food
and Drug Administration, the US Environmental Protec-
tion Agency, and the American Academy of Pediatrics all
agree that the synthetics are safe for infants as young as
2 months, the age below which topical products should
probably not be used at all, but forbid using OLE or PMD
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products on anyone younger than 3 years. The respective
justifications are the overwhelming evidence for DEET and
the other synthetics’ safety, and the essentially unknown
toxicity of OLE. Furthermore, OLE in its pure form is not
considered a repellent at all and should not be used [9].
These facts about OLE should certainly have been included
in a systematic review of plant-based repellents, but are
inconvenient truths for those trying to suggest botanicals
are safer than synthetics when, so far, that is objectively not
the case.

Conclusions

The appeal to nature fallacy is the primary driver of the
“natural” repellent market and the irrational fear of DEET
and other synthetics, as it is for the pseudosciences of
homeopathy and the antivaxxer movement. While a natu-
ral repellent as safe and effective as DEET but lacking its
effect on certain synthetic fabrics (arguably the one genu-
ine drawback to DEET) would be an interesting and com-
mercially viable find, it is unfortunate that so frequently
the researchers studying botanical repellents resort to
fear-mongering about DEET to justify their work. Better to
acknowledge that DEET has the strongest safety record of
any repellent on the market, natural or otherwise, but that
the ‘appeal to nature fallacy’ amongst consumers is driving
the demand for “natural” alternatives, and so research into
them continues and should also include appropriate safety
testing.
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Acknowledgements
None.

Authors’ contributions
MS did everything. The author read and approved the final manuscript.

Funding
Not applicable.

Availability of data and materials
Not applicable.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Not applicable.

Consent for publication
MS consents to the publication.

Competing interests
The author has no conflicts of interest to declare and is in no way financially
tied to any insect repellent or related industries.

Received: 12 March 2020 Accepted: 30 March 2020
Published online: 08 April 2020



Shelomi Malar J

(2020) 19:146

References

1.

Asadollahi A, Khoobdel M, Zahraei-Ramazani A, Azarmi S, Mosawi SH.
Effectiveness of plant-based repellents against different Anopheles spe-
cies: a systematic review. Malar J. 2019;18:436.

Sanghong R, Junkum A, Chaithong U, Jitpakdi A, Riyong D, Tuetun B, et al.
Remarkable repellency of Ligusticum sinense (Umbelliferae), a herbal alter-
native against laboratory populations of Anopheles minimus and Aedes
aegypti (Diptera: Culicidae). Malar J. 2015;14:307.

Chen-Hussey V, Behrens R, Logan JG. Assessment of methods used to
determine the safety of the topical insect repellent N, N-diethyl-m-tolua-
mide (DEET). Parasit Vectors. 2014;7:173.

Diaz JH. Chemical and plant-based insect repellents: efficacy, safety, and
toxicity. Wilderness Environ Med. 2016;27:153-63.

Deletre E, Martin T, Duménil C, Chandre F. Insecticide resistance modi-
fies mosquito response to DEET and natural repellents. Parasit Vectors.
2019;12:89.

Page 3 of 3

6. Govindarajan M, Rajeswary M, Arivoli S, Tennyson S, Benelli G. Larvicidal
and repellent potential of Zingiber nimmonii (J. Graham) Dalzell (Zingib-
eraceae) essential oil: an eco-friendly tool against malaria, dengue, and
lymphatic filariasis mosquito vectors? Parasitol Res. 2016;115:1807-16.

7. Woolf A. Essential oil poisoning. J Toxicol Clin Toxicol. 1999;37:721-7.

8. Goodyer L, Behrens RH. The safety and toxicity of insect repellents. Am J
Trop Med Hyg. 1998;59:323-4.

9. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. CDC Yellow Book 2020:
Health Information for International Travel. New York: Oxford University
Press; 2019. ISBN 978-0-19-092893-3.

Publisher’s Note

Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub-
lished maps and institutional affiliations.

Ready to submit your research? Choose BMC and benefit from:

fast, convenient online submission

thorough peer review by experienced researchers in your field

rapid publication on acceptance

support for research data, including large and complex data types

gold Open Access which fosters wider collaboration and increased citations

maximum visibility for your research: over 100M website views per year

B BMC

At BMC, research is always in progress.

Learn more biomedcentral.com/submissions




	Who’s afraid of DEET? Fearmongering in papers on botanical repellents
	Abstract 
	Background
	Main text
	Conclusions
	Acknowledgements
	References




