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Skin picking disorder: what 
can we learn from such a 
topical issue?

Summary

Skin picking disorder (SPD) is a psychodermatological condition characterised by 
repeated pathological picking of the skin, creating recalcitrant excoriated skin lesions. 
As well as the physical manifestations of skin picking, SPD carries with it a host of 
debilitating social, psychiatric and medical sequelae, which greatly impairs quality of 
life in sufferers. It is clinically challenging to make an accurate diagnosis of SPD and, in 
our experience, successful management requires a sensitive and holistic biopsychosocial 
approach involving a psychodermatology multidisciplinary team. 

Relevance

The prevalence of SPD is ~2-4%, yet fewer than 20% of sufferers feel that their clinician 
‘knew much’ about their condition. This must be immensely frustrating for sufferers, 
and it chimes with research suggesting that medical students, and by extrapolation 
doctors, have multiple gaps in their knowledge of psychiatric disorders, patients and 
treatments. We believe that a greater emphasis on psychiatry in medical training is long 
overdue, particularly to highlight the crucial importance of addressing psychosocial 
factors alongside physical symptoms in all patients. 

Take Home Messages

1. SPD is an under-diagnosed and often poorly managed condition that is associated 
with clinically significant distress or impairment in multiple areas of day-to-day 
functioning. 

2. Given the wide differential diagnosis for SPD, a careful history, physical and mental 
state examination is critical in making an accurate diagnosis.

3. SPD lacks a standardised treatment protocol, but successful management can be 
achieved through involvement of a psychodermatology multidisciplinary team.

4. Psychosocial illness is poorly understood by the typical medical undergraduate. 
Medical schools must strive to remedy this by placing a greater emphasis on the 
importance of holistic assessment and treatment in all patients. 
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Skin picking disorder (SPD) is a psychodermatological condition 
reported in medical literature from as early as 1875. (1) The disorder 
is characterised by repeated pathological picking of the skin to 
the extent where lesions are apparent across accessible sites such 
as the face, neck, arms and scalp. SPD carries with it a host of 
extremely debilitating social, psychiatric and medical sequelae, and 
as such, greatly impedes quality of life in sufferers.  

Despite historical recognition of SPD and its serious complications, 
the disorder only became officially recognised in the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-V) in 2013. The exact 
aetiopathogenesis underpinning SPD remains unclear, but the 
evidence implicates both genetic and environmental components. 
(2) Rodent models have identified some candidate genes, which 
appear to converge on dysregulation in the neural circuitry involved 
in habit generation and top-down motor inhibitory control 
processes. (1)

Picking behaviours vary within and between sufferers but are 
typically highly ritualised, and triggered by stress, anxiety or 
boredom. Patients also report feelings of mounting tension prior 
to picking, with relief and even pleasure experienced during or 
immediately afterwards.  The psychosocial component of SPD 
is severe, with many sufferers avoiding daily activities that may 
expose their skin such as work, sport and social commitments.  The 
isolation that follows compounds the problem further by allowing 
more time for skin hypervigilance, picking and unfortunately 
frequent suicidal ideation.  Medical sequelae include bleeding, 
localised infection, septicaemia, scarring and, in the most severe 
cases, an increased risk of mortality warranting neurosurgical 
intervention. (3) 

From the clinician’s point of view, the priority in assessing patients 
with possible SPD is to actively exclude a primary organic disorder.  
Systemic causes of pruritus must be ruled out, such as iron 
deficiency anaemia, diabetes mellitus and coeliac disease.  Primary 
organic dermatoses such as scabies, as well as other related yet 
distinct psychodermatological conditions e.g. dermatitis artefacta, 
must also be distinguished. There is also the challenge of separating 
SPD from common psychiatric co-morbidities that may better 
explain the skin picking.  These include body dysmorphic disorder 
and psychotic disorders involving skin-related delusions and tactile 
hallucinations.  In light of this, a mental state examination is crucial 
to making an accurate diagnosis.

SPD currently lacks a standardised approach to management.  
Evidence in the literature demonstrates a significant benefit for 
behavioural, but not pharmacological therapies, as compared to 
placebo. (4) Skin directed therapies should always be employed 
in conjunction with psychiatric or psychological treatments for 
dual purpose: to treat infection or dry skin if indicated, but also 
to reassure patients unwilling to consider psychosocial factors that 
their problem is being taken seriously.  In our experience, successful 

management requires a sensitive and holistic approach that, looking 
forward, may best be delivered in a specialist multidisciplinary 
psychodermatological clinic. 

The prevalence of SPD is ~2-4%, however, studies have revealed 
that less than 20% of afflicted patients felt that their clinician ‘knew 
much’ about their condition. (4,5) Whilst this must be frustrating 
for sufferers, it also raises a myriad of questions surrounding medical 
education.

Medical students are all too familiar with the endless lists of rare 
mutations that lead to conditions never-to-be-seen on the wards. 
Studies have found that medical students have multiple lacunae 
in their knowledge toward psychiatric disorders, patients and 
treatments. (6) This both fits with the aforementioned issues with 
SPD and is something that medical students experience throughout 
their studies.

There is a complex interplay between psychiatry and the medical 
and surgical specialties that all practitioners need to be aware of. 
Failing to understand this dynamic is a compromise of one’s duty 
of care, and creates a potential hazard for our patients. A simple 
example of this lies with individuals who attend A&E with self-
harm injuries. Patients are often labelled as ‘frequent flyers’ and it is 
unfortunately accepted throughout the literature that analgesia is 
rarely offered, with one patient being told ‘I thought you liked pain’. 
(7) This represents a physical manifestation of psychiatric disease 
and the poor treatment of these patients likely represents poor 
understanding of the full clinical picture, as discussed above with 
SPD. 

Medical students depend on their education to build a career that 
needs to be fundamentally safe and improve the lives of patients. 
It is the joint responsibility of both students and their seniors to 
acknowledge the importance of these newly classified disorders. 
We therefore deserve autonomy over the content of our education. 
Whilst we acknowledge that there are mounting pressures on 
medical education, we suggest the following moving forward: 

• A greater emphasis on psychiatry, including niche disorders that 
are commonly overlooked in typical undergraduate programs. 

• Considering the feasibility of psychiatry as a compulsory 
component in the foundation program. 

• Medical schools to place greater emphasis on the uses and 
benefits of cognitive and behavioural therapies. 

It is our hope that consideration of the above will raise awareness of 
some of the pitfalls that we face as the new generation of medical 
professionals. It must be frustrating for patients who often have 
no choice through which lens we view their disease. We believe 
a holistic biopsychosocial approach should be promulgated in all 
patients to a greater or lesser extent, to ensure that organic disease 
is not missed, and that psychosocial illness is given the credence it 



35

deserves. 

References

1. Grant JE, Odalug BL, Chamberlain SR, Keuthen NJ, Lochner 
C, Stein DJ. American Journal of Psychiatry. 2012; 169(11): 1143-
1149.

https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.2012.12040508

PMid:23128921

2. Monzani B, Rijsdijk F, Cherkas L, Harris J, Keuthen N, 
Mataix-Cols D. Prevalence and heritability of skin picking in 
an adult community sample: a twin study. Am J Med Genet B 
Neuropsychiatr Genet. 2012;159(5):605-610.

3. Kim DI, Garrison RC, Thompson G. A near fatal case of 
pathological skin picking. Am J Case Rep. 2013;14:284–287. 

https://doi.org/10.12659/AJCR.889357

PMid:23919102 PMCid:PMC3731172

4. Schumer MC, Bartley CA, Bloch MH. Systematic Review of 
Pharmacological and Behavioural Treatments for Skin Picking 
Disorder. Journal of Clinical Psychopharmacology. 2016;36(2):147-
152.

https://doi.org/10.1097/JCP.0000000000000462

PMid:26872117 PMCid:PMC4930073

5. American Psychiatric Association. Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th edn. Arlington VA: American 
Psychiatric Association; 2013.

6. Chawla JM. Balhara YPS. Sagar R. Shivaprakash. Undergraduate 
medical students' attitude towards psychiatry: a cross-sectional 
study. Indian Journal of Psychiatry. 2012;54(1):37-40.

https://doi.org/10.4103/0019-5545.94643

PMid:22556435 PMCid:PMC3339216

7. BMJ. Self Harm and the Emergency Department. BMJ. 
2016;353 [accessed 29 June 2018]. Available from: https://www.
bmj.com/content/353/bmj.i1150/rapid-responses

https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.i1150

Skin picking disorder: what can we learn from such a topical issue?
George Alexander Johnson et al.



The British Student Doctor is an imprint of Cardiff University 
Press, an innovative open-access publisher of academic 
research, where ‘open-access’ means free for both readers and 
writers. 

cardiffuniversitypress.org

The British Student Doctor is an open access journal, which 
means that all content is available without charge to the user 
or his/her institution. You are allowed to read, download, copy, 
distribute, print, search, or link to the full texts of the articles 
in this journal without asking prior permission from either the 
publisher or the author. 

Journal DOI 
10.18573/issn.2514-3174

 
Issue DOI 
10.18573/bsdj.v2i2

This journal is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License. The 
copyright of all articles belongs to The British Student Doctor, 
and a citation should be made when any article is quoted, used 
or referred to in another work.

bsdj.org.uk

@thebsdj

/thebsdj

@thebsdj


