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MIND Your Skin

Beauty therapists need to understand the mind-body connection and treat their clients
stress-related skin problems such as acne, eczema, psoriasis and rosacea with more than
just a facial, says Deborah Magnum Copelli.
If YOU WERE to go up to a perfect stranger
in the street and say, “You are the most beautiful
person I’ve ever seen; your eyes are bright, your
ears are symmetrical, your nose is cute, your skin is
glowing, and you have a wonderful smile”, what do
you think their reaction might be?
Well, statistics suggest that with that much
adoration, they would most likely blush brightly
and be in total shock and dismay, even if they
really were confidently gorgeous.
And so, the question is, does your mind affect
your skin? Most definitely it does, and there
is a growing profession in medicine called
psychodermatology, the treatment of skin disorders
by the use of psychological techniques designed
to relax and calm. Just by changing peoples’ belief
systems about their skin conditions and symptoms,
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psychotherapists can help clients to heal naturally with positive reinforcing
imagery.
With stress, anxiety and depression on the rise worldwide as the Global
Wellness Institute has predicted, these will be our number one health
concerns, surpassing obesity, by year 2030. Mental illness is a real and present
danger now and will affect our clients and their presenting skin issues in the
future as well.
We are no longer just treating the skin during a facial, or the body in a
massage, we are now looking at the mind-body connection, and bringing in
outside expertise in psychotherapy, mindfulness, meditation and hypnotherapy
to help our clients learn, ‘how’ to fully relax to reduce their chronic stress and
related disorders.
Interestingly, and not surprisingly, some of the most studied skin conditions
that can be stress-related are acne, alopecia (hair loss), various types of eczema
or dermatitis (skin inflammation), herpes, hyperhidrosis (profuse sweating),
pruritus (itching), psoriasis (skin scaling and redness), rosacea (skin flushing
and eruption), urticarial (hives), and warts. When we treat clients with these
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complaints, we always recommend they follow
their doctor’s medical advice and protocols, but at
the same time, we can also encourage clients to
undertake alternative treatments in modalities like
guided meditation, hypnotherapy, mindfulness and
meditation. With these approaches, clients can
learn life-changing strategies to de-stress, reduce,
and in many cases completely arrest the symptoms
of their presenting skin problems.
With a more holistic approach to body and
mind wellness, these age-old skin ailments can
now be successfully treated.
When your adolescent 13-year-old client and
mum come in for her daughter’s acne treatment,
which has flared up because she’s overwhelmed by
homework and school sports commitments, you
will have more than just a facial to offer her. And
when that same 13-year-old is faking a stomach
virus to ditch school the next day, because she is so
embarrassed by her skin, you will have a solution for
this too. Other obsessive behaviors by those who
pick at their own spots repeatedly (self-mutilation)
or pull their hair, eyebrows and eyelashes out
(trichotillomania), all fall into
similar categories related to stress,
anxiety, OCD and depression.
The practice of mindfulness
can be especially helpful for
these clients as they are trained
to become more aware of
the purpose of their hands;
reframing for them that their
hands were developed to deliver nourishment,
care, and loving touch. By using repetitive positive
reinforcement through the techniques of guided
visualisation, we can help teen and adult clients
alike to have more self-compassion and trust in
their body’s ability to heal itself.
Skin problems can be extremely distressing
for those who suffer them, some hiding under
layers of clothing in the middle of a hot summer’s
day just to avoid anyone seeing their psoriasis or
eczema. For many, they don’t venture out at all,
confining themselves inside, which can propagate
an even greater problem of agoraphobia (the fear
of leaving home). Unlike other stress-induced
illnesses like hypertension and diabetes, skin
problems are usually obvious to onlookers and
those with such conditions often feel isolated,
fearful, frustrated and helpless. In a 2014 survey
on rosacea, clients reported intense distress at their
facial redness and related symptoms, accompanied
by lowered self-esteem and self-confidence. These
individuals avoided face-to-face contact, with some
saying they suffered severe depression and suicidal
thoughts as a result.
With a more integrated approach to these and
other skin-related issues, science is now producing
evidence-based studies on how complementary
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relaxation therapies can alleviate and even heal. One study published by
America’s National Institutes of Health suggests that non-pharmacological
management of psycho-dermatological conditions using proven interventions
such as hypnosis, support groups, biofeedback, meditation, guided imagery,
progressive muscle relaxation, CBT and other forms of psychotherapy as a
compliment to traditional dermatological approaches is effective (https://www.
ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24049970).
As the foetus develops in the womb, the brain and skin are produced from
the same cells, so there is a physiological connection. When people experience
stress, quite often their skin becomes a reflection of those stresses, as it is the
largest organ in the body. A vicious cycle can then perpetuate as the person
becomes stressed over the appearance of their skin, leading to more frequent
outbreaks, which leads to more stress. In this case, the psychotherapeutic
intervention might be a, ‘pattern-interruption’ just to get the cessation of the
cycle. And then further hypnotherapy or guided-meditation, over time can
literally change the brain’s neuro-synaptic pathways, to open up new and
positive routes of cell strength and passageways, through what is better known
as, neuroplasticity.
Most of the skin issues we’ve discussed have an ‘itch factor’ (pruritus) as
well, which is closely related in the brain to pain, just a different sensation.
Mind-body treatments in various psychotherapy approaches help clients gain
more control over their skin and emotional issues. For example, with a client
who experiences severe itching with their skin disorder, or itching as the actual
ailment, guided meditation or
hypnosis could be very helpful.
This client might be asked to
focus on an image associated
with their desired change, be
it drier or more moist, warmer
or cooler ,and then be taken
on a visual journey into a
blissful place where that ideal
climate exists. This subconscious awakening allows the client to experience
what complete relief from their symptoms actually feels like. And with repetitive
sessions, the mind learns this new pathway of comfort, ease and freedom
from the itching impulse. It is a relaxing and effective technique now being
introduced into mainstream wellness clinics worldwide - yet its origins are very
old and traditional in many multicultural medical and health spa communities.
The bond between the skin and mind has been thought to also be part of
that skin-to-skin contact between a newborn and its mother, communication
through the skin being central to the development of feelings about the
self and outside world. Some experts in this area are being referred to as
‘skin-emotion specialists’, pointing to the complex relationship between our
emotional highs and lows that affect the condition of our skin.
Through receptors and chemical messengers known as neuropeptides,
the skin’s immune cells are influenced by the brain and nervous system.
Science already knows that stress interferes with a healthy immune system,
contributing to the skin’s ability to heal, so it makes sense that many of
the skin conditions affected by stress are often, autoimmune abnormalities.
Again, much research has been conducted on the positive outcomes when a
combination of medical, skincare and holistic psychological support are sought
by those afflicted.
There is empirical evidence now supporting an alternative mindful
approach to immune-related skin disorders, and others, which give hope for
more positive healing outcomes over the traditional pharmaceutical methods.
Because this article has dealt with some serious physical and psychological
issues that can arise for our clients; I’d like to share with you a, ‘mindfulness’
exercise. You can practice this if you suffer from any of these maladies, and
please share this with your clients who are interested or in need. I have found

MIND-BODY TREATMENTS IN
VARIOUS PSYCHOTHERAPY
APPROACHES HELP CLIENTS GAIN
MORE CONTROL OVER THEIR SKIN
AND EMOTIONAL ISSUES.
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it to be quite beneficial for my clients as a handout
for them to practice daily.
This is an edited version from Vidyamala
Burch’s book, Living Well With Pain & Illness
titled The Five-Step PAIN Process - and is to be
enjoyed slowly with mindfulness
One: Awareness - Focus on this moment
now, notice your thoughts, feelings and physical
sensations. Notice where you are, what you are
seeing and sensing of the outside. ‘Take a breath’
and be aware of your breath just as it is right now.
Two: Move Toward the Unpleasant - Observe
precisely the sensations corresponding to your
discomfort; what are they, where are they, what
is the shape of the discomfort, where are the
boundaries, how thick, thin, deep or shallow?
Three: Seeking the Pleasant - Now turn your
attention completely and fully to something
pleasant, either inside your body awareness or
outside in your present environment, and focus on
that one sensation.
Four: Broadening Awareness - Expand yourself
to include both the pleasant and unpleasant aspects
of your experience, include your whole body and
your surroundings, so that you are much bigger
than any specific pleasant or unpleasant experience;
take up more space.
Five: Choose to Respond rather than React Let your attention move into the world outside
yourself, naturally responding rather than reacting
to your situation, becoming curious and open, with

76

|

WWW.PROFESSIONALBEAUTY.COM.AU

more possibilities and choice now that you’ve explored the alternatives. You
may even be surprised by what happens next after creating this pause.
As spa and salon owners and managers you can diversify your menu of
services and offer more holistic and wellness treatments to all of your clients
and specifically those with the aforementioned skin ailments. You can offer
more stress-reducing therapies to help keep your healthy clients free of
these and other anxiety-related conditions. It could be useful to connect
with specialists who work in the fields of psychotherapy, guided meditation,
mindfulness and hypnotherapy as your “skin-emotion specialists”.
Just as you might work with remedial massage therapists, naturopaths, yoga
or pilates instructors, you can also provide your clients a more comprehensive
and complementary solution to their total skin, mind and body needs by
having a qualified, association-registered psychotherapist on your roster.
In Australia, many retreat spas provide holistic and wellness treatments.
For example Gaia offers meditation, counselling, psychotherapy and
hypnotherapy, Gwinganna offers various body-mind integration therapies,
Samadhi Health and Wellness offers guided imagery and meditation, The
Golden Door and Elysia offer hypnotherapy and other total wellness concepts
while there’s Peninsula Hot Springs offering meditation, Qi Gong and yoga.
Day spas can take note of retreat spa services, as the same clients are reaching
out for similar experiences closer to their work and homes.
References:
www.health.harvard.edu/newsletter_article/Recognizing_the_mind-skin_connection
and www.apa.org/monitor/2015/02/cover-skin.aspx n
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