
Psychodermatology – Psychological Treatment of Skin Problems

Psychodermatology focuses on the effect of psychological problems on a variety of skin diseases.  The monthly journal of the Israel Medical Association, Ha-Refuah, included an article written by Dr. Baruch Elitzur, Clinical Psychologist, and Dr. Sarah Brener, Chief of Dermatology at Ichilov Hospital. The topic of the article was “Psychological Treatment of Viral Skin Diseases”.  This article stated that research has indicated that with about 30% of patients suffering from a variety of skin diseases, the cause is emotional stress.  Emotional stress activates the sympathetic nervous system, whose goal is mobilization of energy toward “fight or flight.”  This activity was meant to contribute toward the survival of prehistoric man, during the course of about four million years of survival as hunters and gatherers.
 
During the mobilization of energy, the body slows down activities that do not contribute toward Fight or Flight, among which is the activity of the immune system.  Since the activity of “fight or flight” lasted only a few moments in the jungles, this phenomenon had no impact on our forefathers that was negative: physical or emotional.  Because modern man tends to experience stress and anxiety for long periods of time, the immune system, which functions on low grade, fails in coping with a variety of viruses and bacteria, of the sorts that causing a variety of skin diseases.


In the course of my work, I have treated many people suffering from various skin diseases.  In the first treatment session, it is important to observe whether the decrease in immunity level causing the viruses or bacteria to gain control stems from emotional stress, or whether the patient is calm and the skin disease stems from other factors.  For patients who do not suffer extreme stress, the treatment focuses on directing the immune system to destroy the viruses, with guided imagery methods, and with hypnosis.  But patients who suffer from stress and anxiety, in the first stage, it is important to guide them toward positive coping with whatever is bothering them, and only afterward, to teach them relaxation methods and to guide them to self-relaxation and to imagining the destruction of viruses.

Psoriasis
Psoriasis is fundamentally an autoimmune condition that can appear on any area of the body.  The skin cells in people with psoriasis grow at an abnormally fast rate. Psoriasis is characterized by skin cells that multiply up to 10 times faster than normal. As underlying cells reach the skin's surface and die, their sheer volume causes raised, red plaques covered with white scales. Some people report that Psoriasis is itchy and that it burns and stings. Reading the website of the National Psoriasis Foundation is recommended.
Case Study: Treatment of Psoriasis


Ira sought my treatment due to Psoriasis which had plagued him for about five years.  Ira, who is 50 years old, is married and the father of two.  He had various medical treatments which did not promote healing.  Due to his severe reaction to Psoriasis, which spread to his entire body, his doctor recommended psychological counseling.  Because Psoriasis is an auto-immune disease, psychologically, it was important to ascertain whether prior to the eruption of the disease the patient underwent stress which lowered his level of stress hormones, and whether the disease erupted due to this.  With embarrassment, he divulged that prior to the illness, he felt an urge to have an affair, because he was not satisfied with his sexual relations with his wife.  
I asked him whether he still felt this urge. With embarrassment, he replied that due to his illness, the sight of his body is repulsive, and that no woman would want to come near him.  After a long silence, he asked with embarrassment, whether it’s possible that unconsciously, he “invited” the illness, so that it would prevent him from satisfying this urge to cheat on his wife.  I suggested that he close his eyes and imagine the future, in which with a magic wand, his entire body had completely healed from the disease.  I asked him to indicate by raising a finger when he was able to imagine this clearly.  When he did so, I asked him whether he was happy now that he was able to cheat on his wife.  His response was swift: “Absolutely not, I love my wife, and even if at times, our sexual relations are not ideal, I would not cheat on her.”  
I suggested that, with eyes still closed, he imagine that the level of his immune system, made up of white blood cells, is rising.  And that the white blood cells are moving in his arteries and spreading under the areas on his body with Psoriasis, and that gradually he imagine, as if in a movie, that his skin color is healing, and that all the symptoms of Psoriasis are vanishing.  When this has been accomplished, he should indicate it by raising a finger.  After about five minutes, he lifted his finger, and his broad smile indicated that his body seemed as clean as it was prior to the disease eruption.  
At the end of our session, I suggested to Ira to listen to the website relaxation recordings every day, and that every evening, before sleep, to imagine the white blood cells cleaning his body of Psoriasis.  At our second meeting, a week later, Ira appeared to be much calmer, and he said that he felt a mild improvement in his skin.  After some additional sessions, a marked improvement had occurred, and his treatment ended.  He contacted me after about two months, stating that every evening he has been continuing the imagery, and that now his skin was healthy and attractive.

Papilloma 

Papilloma virus causes common warts that can appear almost anywhere on the body and on the moist mucous membranes near the mouth, anus and genitals. Papilloma is especially common on sites of previous skin injury. They are small, firm, painless, rounded growths that are whitish, pink, beige or brown. The wart surface may be smooth and pearly or rough like cauliflower. Reading the following article is recommended: Should I Worry About a Papilloma?  Published in Medical News Today Aug 7, 2016.
Case Study: Treatment of Papilloma


Five-year-old Michelle suffered from a growth on her windpipe which caused a lot of hoarseness. She had surgery many times, once a month, with general anesthesia. Tests revealed that the growth grew back gradually to its original size, about a month after each surgery.  Because Michelle developed fear of the actual surgery, she was referred to psychological treatment, about a week after the last surgery, with the goal of reducing her anxiety for the next surgery.  

         At our first meeting, I taught Michelle various relaxation methods.  I suggested to her to close her eyes and imagine the shape of the growth in her throat.  Michelle cooperated by describing the growth.  In her imagination, it was red and looked like an ice-cream scoop.  To my question, whether she could imagine melting this ice-cream, she answered that her father has a warm hand, and if he would place his hand on her throat, the ice-cream would melt. Her father willingly cooperated.  Michelle closed her eyes, and her father placed his hand on her throat.  After about two minutes, Michelle stated that in her imagination, the growth had melted.  After she opened her eyes, I suggested to both of them that every evening at bedtime, her father place his hand on her throat, and that she imagine that the growth had melted.  

       At our second meeting, Michelle was much calmer, smiling and laughing a lot.  According to her, she imagined the growth in various shapes. Sometimes, the growth was like a white snowy mountain. When her father placed his hand on her throat, the snow gradually melted and turned into a beautiful stream, on whose sides trees and flowers grew. When she imagined the growth as an ice-cream scoop, while it melted, she tasted it, and it was delicious.  

     The next month, the surgeon was very surprised to see that the growth had vanished.  Her psychological treatment ended after a few more sessions, and her father reported to me monthly that the growth did not return, but that the doctor was still examining her monthly.  After about a year, the surgeon decided that there was no longer a need for monthly examinations, unless her hoarseness returned, as it had in the past.
Pruritus – Itchy Skin
Pruritus is the medical term for itchy skin. About 10% of people suffer from itchy skin. It is an unpleasant sensation that provokes the desire to rub or scratch the area to obtain relief. Itch can cause discomfort and frustration; in severe cases it can lead to disturbed sleep, anxiety, and depression. Constant scratching to obtain relief can damage the skin and reduce its effectiveness as a major protective barrier. Dermatologists have problems finding the cause of the itch and they offer a variety of medications that very rarely heal. Reading the following article is recommended:  “Why is My Skin Itchy? Brian Wu Published in Medical News Today 1 July 2016 
Case study: Treatment of Skin Itch.


Twenty-five year old Helen was referred to me for psychological treatment by a dermatologist. She suffered from itching on her entire body, which caused her deep emotional stress.  The goal of the referral was to teach her to reconcile herself to this phenomenon, and to calm down.  

At our first meeting, Helen described the most annoying manifestation. Her problems started at puberty, and all the medical treatments did not promote improvement in her condition.  I suggested to Helen to close her eyes and to imagine what is causing irritation to her body.  After about a minute, Helen shared that she felt as if something has penetrated her skin and has irritated it. I suggested imagining it as a science-fiction movie, in which something has penetrated under her skin. To my astonishment, she claimed that in her imagination, she sees her mother entering her and irritating her.  

After she opened her eyes, I asked her to share some details about her relationship with her mother. Helen said: “My mother has no boundaries.  She is extremely critical. Her tongue is sharp as thistles, which hurts me enormously. For example, she enters my room without knocking, even when I have my boyfriend there.  She opens and reads my mail from my friends, and she even reads my email to see what I write.  When she does this, I burst out yelling at her, but this only increases the tension between us.” 

After she opened her eyes, I asked Helen to elaborate on the subject and to think about whether her skin irritation sharpens after confrontations with her mother.  Helen replied: “I never thought so previously, but it seems that my body does indeed itch more after each argument, and this happens almost daily.”  I encouraged her to share with me how other family members react to this lack of boundaries of her mother.  According to her, everyone is sensitive to it, but she is more so than the others, because she is very hurt by her mother.  I shared with Helen the well-known saying: “When something bothers us, we try, to the best of our abilities, to change it. In the event that we cannot change it, we have to accept it, and to change our own attitude toward the problem.”  

I asked her to close her eyes and to imagine that she is walking in nature in a beautiful place, when suddenly there is a downpour of rain.  I suggested that she imagine, that despite having neither raincoat nor umbrella, how she copes with the rain.  After several minutes, Helen imagined that she had with her a large plastic with which she wraps herself and hides behind a large tree.  I shared with Helen the fact that in the course of my work, I instructed children and even adults, in a time of fearing a phenomenon that cannot be escaped, to imagine that they are wrapping their body in an imaginary protective shield, which protects them from that which they fear, either physical or verbal harm.  With her eyes closed, Helen imagined being wrapped in a transparent protective wrap which causes her not to fear her mother’s criticism.

With my guidance, she reviewed a wide array of past situations in which she had been deeply hurt by her mother.  In her imagination, her mother repeated that same critical behavior, but this time, Helen imagined not reacting with anger, but rather, with calm and gentleness.  She explains to her mother that the manner in which she expresses herself is hurtful. As a result, her mother apologizes and asks for forgiveness.  At the end of our session, I expressed a wish, that until our next meeting, if her mother repeats her aggressive behavior, Helen should take a deep breath, wrap her body in the protective wrap, and react to her mother with gentleness. 

We continued our therapeutic meetings, during which Helen felt much calmer.  Her relationship with her mother improved in a very positive manner, and her itchiness decreased gradually, both in frequency and in intensity.
Herpes
The Herpes virus affects the genitals, the cervix, and the skin in other areas of the body. Ir is primarily transmitted through sexual contact. The Herpes virus is easily transmissible between humans.  The most common mode of transmission is through vaginal or oral sex. The immune system has the potential to completely suppress the symptoms. Reading the following article is recommended: “Herpes: Causes, Symptoms, and Treatments”. Christian Nordqvist. Published in Medical News Today 16 December 2016 

Because most Herpes patients and most physicians treating Herpes do not emphasize a connection between Herpes and emotional stress, which causes a decrease of the activity of the immune system, and the appearance of Herpes, those suffering from Herpes to not seek psychological treatment.  The following case was the first which illustrated to me the power of positive imagery for healing from Herpes, by virtue of the fact that the patient calmed down, and during this calmer state, her immune system managed to destroy the Herpes viruses.  
Case Study: Treatment of Herpes

Gail, age 25, was referred to me for treatment due to a strong emotional reaction to Herpes which recently developed on her genitals.  At our first session, she shared that she was married, without children, and that her relations with her husband had been excellent until recently.  She responded to my question of what caused deterioration in their relationship, by crying and telling me that her husband was a successful salesman.  They had been living very happily and had planned to have children in the near future.  About two months ago, her husband had been sent to Japan by his employer, and he returned home about a week later.  She was very happy to have him back, and that night, they had very warm sexual relations, as they had in the past.  Shortly afterward, she discovered small blisters on her genitals. Her gynecologist diagnosed it as Herpes.  In a frank conversation with her husband, he disclosed that he had never cheated on her, but in Japan, while at a night club with a friend, local women seduced them, and each of them had relations with the women.  A few days later, he discovered small blisters on his penis, but he did not take it seriously.  When she was diagnosed with Herpes, he feared that he had infected her.


The husband joined us at the second session.  I asked her to share with him what her emotions were toward him.  With tears in her eyes, she said that she had never suspected that he was capable of committing adultery. It greatly humiliated her, making it difficult for her to forgive him. I suggested that he too share his feelings. With tears in his eyes, he told her that he loved her a lot and that he wanted to live with her the rest of his life.  He felt great remorse about his behavior, and he swore that he would never repeat this.  I encouraged them to continue the dialogue, and when I felt that they were reconciling, I encouraged them to express it with a heart-felt embrace.  


At our third meeting, they revealed that their relations had vastly improved, but that she was still concerned about the Herpes.  At this session, I instructed them, with guided imagery, to look at the blisters and to imagine the white blood cells, flowing through their blood stream, attacking the viruses and destroying them, each with images appropriate to them.  After about two minutes, they opened their eyes. She told me that in her imagination, she talked with the viruses as a stern teacher and demanded that they immediately leave her body.  In her imagination, they obeyed her, and she imagined the area as healthy.  He said that as a past soldier, he fought the viruses and sprayed them with a substance that destroys viruses but not healthy cells.  In his imagination, at the end of the battle, the area looked clean and healthy.  I recommended that each night, at bedtime, they should sit comfortably and imagine together, in their own ways, how the viruses are vanishing.  


At the fourth session, they both reported marked improvement. The treatment ended, and about a month later, they both reported being completely healthy.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
The following two articles on the Internet are recommended:

Psychodermatology: When the Mind and Skin Interact  Published in Psychiatric Time, December 08, 2011 

 “Psychodermatology: The Mind and Skin Connection”:  Published in American Family Physician. Jan. 2002
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