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Does stress make skin problems worse?
Stress and lack of self-confidence are some of the devastating
consequences of severe skin conditions. But can stress also be a cause,
triggering the problem in the first place?

For the last decade, Alice Lang, 24, has struggled with severe acne. The
condition, which as a teenager didn't really set her apart, took centre stage
in her life when it persisted into adulthood, causing her a great deal of
distress. The frequent breakouts of spots and the stigma attached to acne
had a negative impact on her self-worth, often making her feel anxious and
powerless as the years went by.

"Acne has been one of the biggest causes of stress in my life. That may
sound shallow to some, but because of the constant influx of pretty, perfect
faces on social media and in advertising, I just felt like I wasn't good
enough. It made my self-esteem drop to rock bottom, so I wasn't confident
in anything I was doing," explains Lang, who now seeks to empower others
with a blog on her acne journey.

She is not alone. Many people who have severe acne like her, but also
people with other skin diseases such as psoriasis, report that low self-
esteem and anxiety are part of their daily lives.

A complex link
A strong link exists between mental well-being and skin health, going way
back to childhood, from the first skin-to-skin contact between mothers and
their babies. Healthcare professionals have now established that acne and
other skin problems can cause stress and poor mental health. However, this
is a complex relationship, and untangling cause and effect is no easy feat.
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"The link between stress and dermatological conditions is difficult to study
in humans. It has been suggested that some skin problems are
exacerbated by stress. However, the other way around has also been well
established. If patients have serious skin conditions, they will become more
stressed," Dr Anton Alexandroff, consultant dermatologist and British Skin
Foundation spokesperson, explains.

In a recent Patient survey, 90% of healthcare professionals agreed that
stress could exacerbate skin problems. 92% said that skin problems could
also make mental health problems such as stress, anxiety and depression
worse.

This is something that Lang is familiar with. Her acne is severe and
persistent, and it wasn't initially caused by stress. Yet, over the years, she
has noticed a correlation between her emotional state and the severity of
her skin problems.

"I think the stress of feeling so bad about myself and so worried all the time,
increased the severity of my acne. My skin would occasionally clear up, but
then I'd get a small spot and worry myself all day that my spots were
coming back - and I'd have five new ones the following morning,” she says.

What does the research show?
Research up to now has mostly focused on stress as a result of
dermatological problems, rather than as a cause. In particular, scientists
have investigated some of the most common dermatological conditions
such as acne, eczema, alopecia, or psoriasis.

"It's important to note, however, that this group of patients has been more
ready than other groups to come forward in terms of communicating.
There are 'gaps' in research of other skin conditions which may reveal
similar emotional and stressful experiences," says Simon Oates, CEO of Mind
& Skin, a charity working to improve patients' quality of life.

http://www.britishskinfoundation.org.uk/
http://www.britishskinfoundation.org.uk/
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https://www.mindandskin.co.uk/
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But studies investigating the role of stress in triggering skin problems have
also emerged over the years. As early as the late 1970s, it was shown that
patients with acne reported a worsening of the condition after going
through a stressful event. Over the following decades, small questionnaire-
based studies have confirmed this, showing that acne can be aggravated
during stressful times, such as exam periods. The same has been
suggested with other conditions such as eczema or, to a lesser degree,
psoriasis.

The problem is that many of these studies still suffer from limitations,
including small sample sizes, and the difficulty of conducting experiments
in the lab to evaluate the impact of stress in real life.

The biological mechanisms linking stress and skin conditions also have yet
to be clearly explained. But scientists have already established that chronic
stress can interfere with the immune system and with the permeability of
the skin, making it less efficient at keeping harmful substances out.

In addition, there is evidence that stress is associated with the production
of certain hormones, or with the secretion of substances that promote
inflammation in the body.

"Stress hormones like cortisol and adrenaline are produced by people when
they experience high levels of anxiety. Those can affect the skin and lead to
problems," says Alexandroff.

How to deal with the stress of skin problems
Don't be afraid to seek medical help
Skin problems often go hand in a hand with shame and stigma, especially
because these are conditions that are immediately visible. An open
relationship with your doctor is the first step to battle the condition and the
stress that goes with it. This includes going to see a doctor for the actual
condition, but also a mental health professional if the burden of skin
problems becomes too much.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12873885
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/bjd.16116
https://www.health.harvard.edu/newsletter_article/Recognizing_the_mind-skin_connection
https://www.health.harvard.edu/newsletter_article/Recognizing_the_mind-skin_connection
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"I would advise all patients to be more open in communicating with their
doctor. It is also important to understand that there is not always a 'cure'
and that recovery of dermatological symptoms can take time to improve. I
would also suggest patients enquire about mental health services.
Unfortunately, they may have to be patient due to a lack of services and to
high demand," Oates points out.

Open up to those close to you
Being transparent to friends and family about how your skin problems are
making you feel can be helpful to get some perspective.

"Just talking through feelings and discussing acne really helped me -
sometimes, you just need someone else to help you see things a little more
rationally and remind you that you're much more than your skin," says Lang.

Turn to peer support and charities
Talk Psoriasis Support Community is a good example of a platform that can
inspire patients to share their stories, and to boost each other's well-being
by connecting, exchanging information, and meeting new friends.

Turning to charities such as Changing Faces, which are doing a lot to raise
awareness and to fight stigma, and joining their campaigns, can also be a
good option. Interesting resources can also be found on the British
Association of Dermatologists’ website and on Mind & Skin, with a lot of up-
to-date information, from podcasts to articles, to guide patients, including
with stress management.

But it's acne awareness which has really increased a lot in recent years,
with social media acting as a powerful platform to spread the message. On
Instagram and YouTube, there are interesting channels dedicated to talking
about acne and the stress it creates. More and more people are posting
raw photos of pimples, redness and scars, to show the reality of living with
acne, as well as video diaries, testimonials and treatment advice.

Be yourself
The most significant improvements will come from patients realising their
worth as individuals, with or without skin problems.

https://www.psoriasis.org/talk-psoriasis
https://www.changingfaces.org.uk/
http://www.bad.org.uk/
http://www.bad.org.uk/
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"One of my best tips is to stop obsessing over your face. Looking in the
mirror every hour will only tempt you to pick at your skin and obsess over
the slightest change, leading to stress. Try not to worry about what people
think. What I've come to realise as I've got a little older is that good people
who genuinely care about you won't care about your skin problems," Lang
says.

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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