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H E A LT H  S M A R T S

HOW ATOPIC DERMATITIS MAY LEAD  
TO DEPRESSION
By Kendall K. Morgan
Reviewed by Brunilda Nazario, MD,  
WebMD Chief Physician Editor, Medical A�airs  

THE IMPACT ON 
YOUR MENTAL  
HEALTH

It might seem surprising that 
atopic dermatitis (AD), 
commonly known as eczema, 
would affect your mental 
health. But studies have 
shown this in people of all 
ages. Adults with AD are more 
likely to get a new diagnosis of 
depression or anxiety. The 
worse the AD is, the more 
likely this will happen. Many 
adults with AD had it early in 
life also, and it turns out that 
the depressive symptoms in 
AD often start early, too. 

Katrina Abuabara, MD, a 
dermatologist at UCSF 
Health, says there are likely 
many factors at play. Just 
dealing with a chronic 
condition makes life more 
difficult. Having red and itchy 
skin can affect the way you see 
yourself and how other people 
see you.

“Eczema can affect 
interactions with peers and 
colleagues,” she says. The 
anxiety and stress that goes 
with this also can lead to 
flares, setting up a vicious 
cycle. 

EXERCISE
Exercise is a good way to 
manage stress, anxiety, and 
depression. In fact, exercise 
works about as well as 
anti-depressant medicines for 
treating mild or moderate 
depression.

“A lot of people [with 
eczema] have exercise-in-
duced itch,” Abuabara says.  
“It can affect the ability to 
exercise.”

POOR SLEEP
“Eczema also is associated 
with poor sleep, which 
certainly impacts mental 
health,” she says. 

The itching and scratching 
of AD can make it hard to 
sleep enough. Studies also 
have shown that people with 
AD have worse sleep quality—
even when the disease isn’t 
especially active.

ADHD
People with especially severe 
atopic dermatitis of any age 
also have an increased risk for 
attention deficit hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD). It’s possible 
this has something to do with 
the itchy skin and inadequate 
sleeping.

Abuabara says it may just 
be that the two conditions 
come with some similar 
symptoms. Both groups don’t 
sleep well and fidget a lot from 
chronic itching, she says. 

MIND�BODY 
CONNECTION
The inflammation that goes 
with AD might also send 
messages straight to your brain 
that play some role in worsen-
ing mental health. There’s some 
emerging evidence that treating 
the AD may improve your 
mental health outlook, too, 
Abuabara says. 

“You can’t predict when a 
flare will come and that can be 
hard to live with,” Abuabara 
says. “It’s important for 
doctors and patients to know 
that mental health is associ-
ated [with AD], so providers 
can direct them to appropriate 
treatment and patients know 
what to look for.” 

WHEN TO  
GET HELP

You may need help for 
depression if you’ve had  
these symptoms for 2 weeks 
or more:

+ �Feeling sad, anxious, or 
hopeless

+ �Lack of interest in activities 
you normally enjoy

+ �Low energy

+ �Trouble concentrating, sitting 
still, or sleeping

+ �Suicidal thoughts
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HOW FAITH, FOOD, AND COMMITTING TO  
THE PROCESS PUT ME ON A POSITIVE PATH  
TO HEALING 
By Khiara Johnson
Reviewed by Brunilda Nazario, MD, WebMD Chief Physician Editor, Medical A�airs

MY JOURNEY 
WITH ATOPIC 
DERMATITIS

I was 5 years old when eczema popped 
up on my skin and into my life. I don’t 
think it’s a coincidence that my 
symptoms came on soon after a 
traumatic event in my life. I believe 
everything is holistic and connected. 
Because I didn’t have the opportunity 
to talk out my stress, it showed up on 
my skin. I started having dry, scaly, 
itchy spots on my neck, in the creases 
on my arm, and on the back of my leg. 
Even though I lived in hot, sunny 
Florida where everyone wore shorts, I 
stuck with pants. But hiding my legs 
only exacerbated the problem. 

Fast forward 4 years. My family 
moved to Virginia, and I started using a 
prescription topical steroid, which to 
me seemed like a magic ointment. 
Literally within hours of trying it, my 
eczema was gone. Through my teenage 
years and into my early 20s, I got to live 
with my skin out. I felt free. 

And then around 25—I don’t know if 
it was hormones or life stress—my 
eczema came back. This time it was 
different—the magic ointment no 
longer worked. In fact, after I tried it, 
the eczema seemed to get more 
aggressive, and it started affecting new 

areas, like the tops of my hands and 
feet. I thought maybe I just needed a 
stronger prescription, but higher 
strength creams just made my rashes 
angrier and angrier. 

Then the spots began to grow and 
connect. I was so frustrated because 
not only was the steroid not working, it 
was making things much worse. Eventu-
ally I learned that I had developed topical 
steroid withdrawal (TSW)—a rare 
adverse reaction that happens when 
you stop using topical steroids. My skin 
had become addicted. So I found an 
online group with other people dealing 
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KHIARA�S TIPS

+ �Find the right 
skin care for you. 
I always use shea 
butter to moisturize. 
It�s chemical-free 
and helps repair 
skin and fade 
hyperpigmentation. 

+ �Be diet smart.  
Eat more foods that  
are healing for your  
gut and for your skin.

+ �Don’t wait on life.  
Live while you heal. 
Find ways to enjoy  
your journey.

with the same thing and I learned I had 
to go through a long, grueling withdraw-
al. But I knew I had to do it to break free 
from my severe symptoms.

I won’t sugarcoat it—withdrawal was 
hell on Earth. About 98% of my body was 
covered with angry inflamed eczema-like 
rashes. If I had to describe it to somebody 
who never went through it, I would say 
it’s like a million fire ants crawling on 
your skin and stinging you. I couldn’t 
sleep. My body couldn’t maintain a 
steady temperature. My hair fell out in 
clumps, and I shed so much skin every 
day that I would have to sweep it up. I 

found some relief in the tub. I remember 
laying in the water and literally crying 
out to God, “Please, help me.” At my 
lowest, I wanted to die. 

I’m a person of faith, and my faith 
was strong, but I also knew faith 
without works is dead, so I started 
making some life changes. I revamped 
my diet and bulked up on foods that 
wouldn’t disturb my gut: red, yellow, 
and orange peppers rich in vitamin C, 
blueberries, raw sunflower seeds. And 
once I could sweat without causing too 
much of a flare, I started to move a 
little bit. I worked on lowering my 

stress as best I could.
Little by little, those changes—and 

time—got me to where I am now. I’m 
not completely healed, and still deal 
with lasting post-inflammatory 
hyperpigmentation that often plagues 
darker skin complexions like mine, but 
my eczema is nowhere near what it 
used to be. Looking back at pictures 
now, I can’t believe what I’ve lived 
through. But I believe my healing 
started in the mind first. I decided I 
was going to commit to the process, no 
matter how long it took, and now here I 
am, living skin out again. 
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