




















FIRST PERSON

LIVING
WITH

EC/ZEMA

LESSONS I'VE LEARNED FROM A
LIFETIME WITH THIS SKIN CONDITION

By Ashley Wall

Reviewed by Brunilda Nazario, MD, WebMD Chief Physician Editor, Medical Affairs

I was only 2 when doctors diagnosed me
with eczema, so I've never known life
without it. My mom brought me to the
pediatrician for a little rash on my skin,
and they told her it was baby eczema
that I would grow out of eventually. But
even with treatment it stuck around,
and I still deal with it today at age 34.
In my younger years, my flares were
pretty severe and constant. As I've aged,
the condition has become more manage-
able, though it can be a bit of a roller
coaster. Environmental factors set off
my symptoms. Certain detergents and
soaps will irritate my skin, and I have to
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watch which fabrics I wear. My eczema
also comes and goes with the weather,
which makes traveling tricky.

WHAT’S WORKED
AND WHAT HASN’T

I've always thought of myself as a guinea
pig for eczema treatments, products,
and concoctions. I've tried everything
from steroids to specific soaps and
lotions to salt baths to witch hazel. A lot
of them did not work. Some of them
worked temporarily, but eventually my
symptoms would come back with a

vengeance.

One of the most helpful home
remedies I use for soothing my skin is
sea salt baths. I take a brief shower and
then put some sea salt into the bathtub
and dip right in. I soak for about 30 to
45 minutes, and it works wonders for
me.

T also do my best to avoid triggers. For
example, I'm careful about what I wear.
Cotton, silk, and bamboo are the most
comfortable fabrics for my skin. I always
wash new clothes before I put them on
because I'm extremely allergic to dust
and other chemicals that could be on
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new clothing. Someone wearing perfume
could have tried on the clothing before

you, and that’s enough to set off a reaction.

I always wash to be sure.

CONNECTING WITH OTHERS

Around 10 years ago, I lost my job and
was looking to fill my time. I remem-
bered a college professor of mine once
said that we should all start a personal
blog because they were getting to be big.
So I decided to write.

At the time, I was dealing with a
horrible reaction to a prescription

steroid. I was having awful side effects;
it was too harsh for my skin. So I just
started sharing my journey with
eczema on my blog, which I called
Itchin Since ’87. I didn’t know of many
people talking about it from a personal
perspective like that.

It felt therapeutic to start writing
about it. And a community developed.
It’s been phenomenal meeting people
from all different walks of life and
hearing their stories about eczema. I
didn’t know anyone else with eczema
growing up, so to make these connec-
tions has been life-giving for me.

ASHLEY'S TIPS

+ Monitor your triggers.
When a flare happens, trace
your steps to see what the
cause may be.

+Be open.
Everyone’s skin is different.
You may have to try several
things before you find your fix.

+ Build community.
Connect with others for
support and advice.
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DIETARY TRIGGERS

OF ATOPIC DERMATITIS?

HERE'S WHY FOOD ALLERGIES ARE
NOT THE CAUSE OF YOUR CONDITION

By Kendall K. Morgan

Reviewed by Brunilda Nazario, MD, Chief Physician Editor, Medical Affairs

You may improve your general health and your skin
by avoiding foods that will make inflammation worse.
Healthy, anti-inflammatory diets are high in fruits,
vegetables, and fish and lower in dairy, red meat, and
processed foods. But if you're looking to avoid
triggering your next skin flare-up, your diet likely
isn’t the best place to focus your attention first.

“Diet plays a very small role [in atopic dermatitis
(AD)], but that’s what patients see when they google,”
says Kelly Maples, MD, an allergist at Children’s
Hospital of The King’s Daughters in Norfolk, VA, and
chair of the American College of Allergy, Asthma, &
Immunology’s Dermatology Committee.

FOCUS ON FOOD ALLERGY

Maples says it’s common to see people with AD—or
whose kids have AD—who come in convinced that the
source of their skin woes will be found in particular
foods. And it’s not uncommon for people with AD to
also have food allergies.

“It’s part of the atopic march,” Maples says. “They
[more often] get asthma and food allergies, that is
true. But the food allergy isn’t causing the eczema.”
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TO TEST OR
NOT TO TEST

Maples cautions against testing
for long lists of possible food
allergies in search of triggers to
your AD. That’s in line with
current guidelines. The reason,
she says, is that false positives
on such tests happen often. The
more foods you test for, the
more likely it is you'll get some
hits whether you truly have a
food allergy or not.

If you have moderate to
severe AD and it isn’t getting
better with treatment, talk to
your doctor about whether it
makes sense to test for allergies
to foods that sometimes may
make AD worse. These include
milk, eggs, and peanuts. You
also could try removing these
foods from your diet for a few

WATCH FOR
THESE COMMON
AD TRIGGERS

Allergens and irritants
in the environment
may trigger your
atopic dermatitis when
in contact with your
skin. Common triggers
include:

» Dust mites

« Pets

« Pollen

» Mold

« Irritants found in citrus,
onions, garlic, or
peppers

« Laundry detergents

- Perfumes

« Lanolin

» Propylene glycol

weeks one by one, to see if
symptoms improve. If there’s
no change, be sure to put those
foods back in.

WHERE TO LOOK

If your diet isn’t triggering
your AD flares, then what is?
You're more likely to find AD
triggers in products and
allergens that touch the
surface of your skin, not your
tongue, Maples says. A healthy
skin barrier keeps water in and
allergens and infections out.
That barrier is what breaks
down in AD.

“When skin barrier function
is not healthy, water evaporates
too quickly and that causes
dryness,” Maples says. “Irritants
and allergens on your skin lead
to inflammation.”
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