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Dry Skin Care – Eczema Prevention
What’s wrong with a little dry skin?

Many people suffer from dry skin.  It is extremely common, and not surprisingly, worsens with dry air.  The problem can range from mild dryness to disfiguring eczema with inflamed, oozing, scaly rashes.   Although dry skin can be “normal”, it is more common in people with some illnesses, such as allergy, and thyroid disease.  Although somewhat unsightly, and prone to infection, the main problem with dry skin is itch.  

Eczema is not a rash that itches, but an itch that rashes.  Scratching the itch creates the rash by two means.  Vigorous scratching inflames the skin, which can trigger itch.  The skin, macerated from the scratching, is prone to infection.  The infection quickly spreads to damaged skin by further scratching.  Inflammation from the infection also worsens the itch.  The skin becomes crusted, swollen, red, and oozes pus or clear fluid.  At this stage, antibiotics (systemic - usually by mouth) and corticosteroids are needed.   The itch-scratch cycle becomes a downward spiral.  

WHAT CAN I DO ABOUT IT?  

Many people with eczema, or atopic dermatitis, can control their skin disease with relatively simple prevention measures.  Unfortunately, these simple measures involve considerable work for long periods of time (possibly forever?).  

DRY SKIN CARE prerequisiteS

Dry skin itches!  If we block the first step, and prevent the dry skin, most people can stop the progression to itch, scratch, and then rash.  

Drink plenty of fluids.  If your body tissue is dry, so is your skin.  (Sorry, alcohol and caffeine don’t count.)   Avoid wool!  Cotton fabrics are best.   Stress may also worsen the itch.  

HOW DO YOU PREVENT DRY SKIN?

There are two approaches: 

· One is to keep water away from the skin because it can worsen dryness.   Cleansing is done with non-water-based products, and baths (or showers) are limited to once or twice a week.  Once a week bathing of a child in Sacramento?  Get real!  Fortunately, this approach is rapidly losing favor.  

· The other approach is to capitalize on the water which is absorbed into the skin from bathing; then trap it there with moisturizers.  This is called “soak and slather”.

HOW DOES WATER SOMETIMES WORSEN, AND SOMETIMES HELP DRY SKIN?

Think about when you have had a long, hot, soaking hot bath.   Ahhhhh!, feels good.  Remember how your skin looked “pruny”?  This is from water absorbed into the skin.  Think harder and you may also recall that by the next day your skin was very dry.  Why?  At the same time that the skin is absorbing the water, your skin’s natural oils are being washed away.  These oils help to trap moisture in the skin.  So even though your skin is full of water, you lose that water very quickly after removing the protective oils.  

The first step in preventing dry skin is to protect its natural oils.  Don’t wash them off.  How do you get grease or oil from dishes?  Use hot soapy water.  Therefore, to help preserve your skin’s protective oils, don’t use hot soapy water.  Use luke-warm, or tepid water, and use a moisturizer-type of cleanser instead of soap.    

WHAT ARE MOISTURIZERS?

The next step is to trap the water in the skin after bathing.  This is what moisturizers do.  Moisturizers don’t add moisture, but instead, prevent moisture loss.  After the bath or shower, rinse and quickly pat dry.  Then, immediately apply the moisturizer to trap the water in the skin.  

Which moisturizers?  

In general there are four basic levels of moisturizers:

1. Oils.  These add little or nothing, and with severe dry skin can worsen itch.   

2. Lotions.  These are thin and easy to apply over a large area.  For slightly dry skin they may be useful.  For  moderate or severely dry skin they can cause burning.  

3. Creams.  Creams are thicker and harder to work into the skin, but much more effective than lotions.  They are used for patches of dry skin.  

4. Ointments.  Plain petroleum jelly is cheap and good, but ugly.  Its greasy film makes it intolerable for widespread use except in infants.  Because it doesn’t work into the skin the grease spreads onto everything.  

Fortunately, we do not need to choose only one; they can be “mixed-and-matched”.  For example, for mild dry skin use the lotion all over, then put the cream onto the areas where the lotion already worked into the skin.  Smaller severe dry patches can be “touched-up” with the ointment.  

Ointments are also useful for the itchy spots that drive you nuts.  You know, that spot that you want to scratch more than anything in the world.  It demands your attention.  Remember: Thou must not scratch!  Instead try gently rubbing petroleum jelly onto the itchy spot.  Turn a negative behavior into a positive one.  This is particularly important for kids and their parents. Rather than starting the nagging “don’t scratch!”, try “lets put some ointment on the itchy spot”.   

What about the itch?

Sometimes we use an antihistamine to prevent itch.  A good one is hydroxyzine (Atarax).  It is old and inexpensive.  The main side effect is drowsiness; which we want, but only at night.  The newer non-sedating antihistamines only treat the itch.  We all know how important it is to not scratch, and we are pretty good at avoiding scratching.  However, at night it is much more difficult.  The hydroxyzine helps the itch, and helps you sleep a little deeper to further prevent scratching.  We usually start with 10 mg, one or two hours before bedtime every night.  The dose is slowly increased to as much as 50 mg, or until the itch is controlled, or there is too much drowsiness the next day.  Occasionally we also use a non-sedating antihistamine in the daytime.  

WHAT ABOUT ALLERGY?

Atopic dermatitis is quite common in allergy sufferers, and itch is also commonly an allergy symptom.   Many allergy patients notice their eczema flares when their allergies are out of control.  Is eczema an allergy?   Usually; no.   But there are some patients whose eczema is caused by allergy.  If you notice worsening eczema with allergen exposures, such as foods or animals, consider the possibility of allergy.  Seasonal changes might suggest allergy, but temperature, humidity, and clothing also change with the seasons.  Dust mites, possibly pets, and certain foods, such as egg, milk, corn, wheat and soy, can trigger allergic reactions without any awareness of the association.  Allergy testing is sometime done to help determine allergy to these items.  Unfortunately, avoidance is very difficult.  When there is an eczema flare, carefully consider if there was an exposure, such as a food or animal, within the previous few hours.  This suggests an allergic reaction.  

WHAT’S NEXT?  

Consider this whole approach as the prevention.  The more aggressive we are with prevention, the less medicine we need for rescue.   That is another story.  

THE NITTY GRITTY

In summary, identify and avoid the irritants and allergens.  

Soak and slather.  

· It is okay to soak for more than a few minutes, but use tepid or slightly warm water, NOT HOT.  It is okay for most people to use a moisturizer type soap.  

· Then immediately slather.  Moisturizer creams and ointments are used to trap the moisture in the skin.  

Antihistamines may help stop the itch/scratch cycle.  

Finally: WHATEVER YOU DO, DON’T SCRATCH.  







