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Itch in atopic dermatitis: from pathogenesis to treatment

Kapsok Li

Department of Dermatology, Chung-Ang University College of Medicine, Seoul, Korea

For allergists, itch is the most important symptom of atopic dermatitis (AD), and at the same time, the most difficult-to-manage com-
plaint of atopic patient. Rather than just one symptom of AD, itch has more profound clinical significance in the following sense: itch,
as a key component of so-called ‘itch-scratch’ vicious-cycle, plays a central role in the development and persistence of AD, thus,
treating itch is not just alleviating one symptom of AD, but stopping genesis and progress of AD. In other words, itch is AD in itself.
Pathomechanism underlying development of itch in AD could be summarized as follows: First, exogenous triggering factors pene-
trate impaired barrier, leading to allergic skin inflammation. Resulting characteristic itch of AD is amplified through the ‘itch —

scratch — inflammation — (again) — itch — ...

vicious-cycle. Thus, pathomechanism-based management strategy could be pro-

vided accordingly-avoidance of triggering factor, repair of impaired barrier, control of skin inflammation, and decreasing desire for
itch/scratch. Among them, controlling inflammation is thought to be most effective measure based on the clinical experiences, for
skin inflammation, as one of key components in ‘itch-scratch-inflammation’ vicious-cycle, at the same time, is a crucial connecting
link between OUTSIDE and INSIDE. However, individualized approach should be taken for patient per se. Finally, following topics may
be future topics for doctors always hungry for new weapon against AD and patients suffering from this out-of-place (a-top-y) dis-
ease: central itch pathway—emerging new hero; neural sensitization - still in the Dark-Ages in terms of diagnosis and management;

and scratch-just in its infancy. (Allergy Asthma Respir Dis 2014;2:8-15)
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Pathogenesis-based management of itch in atopic dermatitis (AD). On the left panel, simplified version on the pathogenesis of itch in AD is presented. On the
right panel, ABCDE management strategy for atopic itch is summarized. For each key pathogenetic factor in left panel, corresponding management strategy appears
side-by-side in right panel: Avoid allergen/irritant for trigger; Barrier repair for impaired skin barrier; Control inflammation for flaring allergic skin inflammation; De-
crease itch for intractable itchy desire leading to scratch; Fducate patients for improved understanding and cooperation on the patients’ side (see text for details).
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