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 Introduction

Eczema, also called atopic dermatitis, is
probably the most common skin disease. There are several variants
to the disease, such as contact dermatitis, caused by contact with
an allergen, dyshydrotic eczema, caused by exposure to water and
seborrheic dermatitis, caused by oils in the skin. Eczema can
affect everyone from babies to old people. Fifteen million people
will suffer from eczema at some time in their lives and ten percent
of them are infants or young children.

Eczema is like an allergy; in effect, it is a
hypersensitivity reaction to some type of allergen. Some researcher
surmise that those who suffer from eczema are missing essential
proteins that, when absent, make the skin more sensitive.

Eczema is related to people who have asthma
and seasonal allergies. People who get eczema often have a family
history of this condition as well as of asthma and seasonal
allergies.

Things that relate to getting eczema include
the following:

• Flu

• Colds

• Dry winter air

• Allergies to just about anything

• Stressful emotions

• Excessive exposure to water

• Irritant or chemical exposure

• Temperature fluctuations

• Dyes or fragrances to beauty products

What are some common symptoms you might have
with eczema? The skin may be dry or bumpy, especially on the backs
of the arms and the fronts of the thighs. Blisters can show up that
ooze and crust over. There can be itchiness of the skin along with
redness or thick areas of the skin after having the condition for a
long time.

Eczema involves different body areas. In kids
under the age of 2, the rash of eczema is seen on the scalp, the
face, the hands and the feet. In older kids and adults, common
areas of eczema include the inside aspect of the knees and elbows.
Severe outbreaks can involve rashes anyplace on the body.

Doctors can usually tell whether or not you
have eczema just by looking at your skin and by asking you about
your personal and family history. Sometimes allergy skin testing is
necessary to make sure you really have eczema. In cases where your
eczema is difficult to treat or when you have other allergic
symptoms along with skin rashes, doctors often check for skin
allergies.

There are many treatments for eczema, which
will be discussed in this guide. For those with no medical or
natural therapies available, it may be good enough to moisturize
the skin and to avoid scratching the affected skin. Fortunately,
there are medications you will learn about that take care of the
itch when you absolutely can’t stand it. You can even make sure
your child’s fingernails are cut short so they don’t damage the
skin with itching.

There are also things you can do to avoid
getting eczema. These include giving eggs and other allergic foods
to young children, staying away from lanolin and wool, using milder
soaps that don’t contain a lot of chemicals or solvents and
avoiding changes in temperature. Keeping a low stress level helps
as well as avoiding triggers that you know cause you to have
excessive symptoms.

You should minimize contact with water and
use body washes or cleansers instead of harsh soaps. The bathwater
should be as cool as you can tolerate as long, hot baths can make
things worse. Avoid heavy scrubbing of the skin and make strong use
of ointments, lotions or creams to soften the skin immediately
after bathing. Ointments and creams contain no alcohol so they tend
to be better than lotions.

Eczema has a long-standing prognosis. What
this means is that, once you get it, you tend to get it for a very
long time. It tends to clear around age 5-6 years of age if you get
it as an infant; however, there are commonly flare ups over time.
You are more likely to have difficult-to-treat eczema if you have
it at a young age, if it occurs with other allergy and asthma
symptoms, if a large body area is covered with the disease or if
eczema runs strongly in your family.

Complications of eczema will be discussed
later in this guide; however, the most common complications include
skin infections from openings to the skin and permanent scars,
mostly by scratching the skin too much.

While many people can’t do anything to
prevent eczema, you can prevent it in infants by breastfeeding the
infant until they are at least 4 months old. Formulas containing
partially hydrolyzed proteins will also protect babies from getting
eczema.

In the next chapter, we’ll take a serious
look at what eczema really is and how you can know if the rash you
have is, in fact eczema.


 Chapter 1: A Close Look at Eczema

Eczema, also called atopic dermatitis, is a
skin rash involving the epidermis of the skin. It actually makes up
a wide range of related skin rashes. Its appearance often depends
on the location on the body and the age of the individual who has
it.

The main signs are redness to the skin, skin
tissue swelling, severe itching, dry skin, flaky skin, blisters,
crusty skin and areas of oozing of tissue fluid and bleeding from
scratching. If a person has chronic disease, there are areas of
scars from prior scratches that intermingle between areas of active
disease. The word comes from the Greek word “to boil over”. This is
because of the boils people get when the disease is active.

There are a lot of synonyms for eczema, which
makes its diagnosis difficult. For example, you can define eczema
on the hand as being “hand eczema” or eczema of the face as being
“facial eczema”. You can describe eczema that comes in small
circles as being “discoid eczema”. “Diffuse eczema” occurs in
bigger areas of the body. Some patients and doctors call all eczema
“atopic dermatitis”, which further confuses the picture.

Categories of Eczema

Academic sources have classified “eczema”
into different categories that make it somewhat easier to know what
you’ve got. These are the main categories of eczema:

Atopic Dermatitis. This includes the
type seen in infants and the type seen in the flexural surfaces of
the legs and arms. It is considered both an allergic and hereditary
disease, related to those who have hay fever and asthma. It is a
very itchy rash occurring in many areas of the body due to exposure
to an allergen. It is usually an allergen that is taken into the
body as opposed to an allergen that is put on the body externally.
It is more common in developed companies than it is in undeveloped
countries for reasons that are unclear.

Contact Dermatitis. This can be of the
allergic type or the irritant type. If it is due to the allergic
type, it means the person has come in contact with an allergen like
that found in poison ivy or a nickel allergy. If it is due to an
irritant, it usually something like a detergent. The component in
detergent called sodium lauryl sulfate is a common cause of
irritant dermatitis. Some types of irritant dermatitis is only
triggered by the sun and is called phototoxic dermatitis.
Fortunately for most cases of contact dermatitis, if one is removed
from the allergen or irritant, the rash eventually disappears.

Xerotic Eczema. Some call this the
“winter itch” and doctors sometimes call this “pruritis hiemalis”.
This is seriously dry skin that becomes so dry that it becomes
flaky, irritated, itchy and red. It is commonly worse in the winter
season and is seen mostly in the trunk and the limbs. The skin
becomes tender from frequent itching and there are excoriations
from scratching so much. It is seen more often in older people than
it is in
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