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BEAUTY

When Very Dry Skin May Be Ichthyosis

How to recognise the difference between everyday dryness and a lifelong scaling
disorder-and build skin care around what the evidence supports.

When dryness stops feeling ordinary

You moisturise, the flakes return, and your skin still feels rough enough to catch against
clothing. Perhaps it itches, reddens or cracks. At some point, "dry skin" begins to feel like an
inadequate description of what you are living with.

That does not automatically mean ichthyosis. Dry skin is common, and gentle washing plus
moisturiser may be enough to improve it. But ichthyosis is not simply an unusually stubborn dry
patch. It is the name for a group of disorders that can make skin dry, itchy, scaly, rough and red,
with effects ranging from mild to severe.

The scales themselves can look very different. They may be small and flaky, large and dark, or
hard and armour-like. Some forms also involve blisters, fragile hair, dry eyes, difficulty closing
the eyelids, thickened palms and soles, tightened skin or difficulty bending certain joints.
Reduced sweating can make heat harder to tolerate.

This is where the question becomes medical rather than cosmetic. If scaling is extensive,
began in infancy or childhood, runs in your family, or comes with cracking, wounds, reduced
sweating, eye trouble, hearing difficulty or restricted movement, a clinician can assess whether
this is ichthyosis or another skin condition. A moisturiser can ease dryness; it cannot tell you
why the dryness is there.

One name, many different disorders

There are more than 30 distinct types of ichthyosis, including forms that occur as part of
another condition. Ichthyosis vulgaris, the most common type, is usually mild and appears
during the first year of life. Other inherited forms can be evident at birth, sometimes with
fragile, blistered skin or a tight membrane covering the body.

The shared problem is an altered cycle of skin growth and shedding. In inherited ichthyosis,
changed genes can cause skin cells to grow faster than they are shed, shed too slowly despite
growing at a normal rate, or shed faster than they grow. The visible result may be flaking, thick
scales or plates, but the process underneath is not identical in every type.
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Most people with ichthyosis have a genetic form, although an inherited condition does not
always come with an obvious family history. A gene change can appear spontaneously in the
first person affected in a family. Inheritance patterns also differ: some forms require one
changed copy of a gene, some require two, and others are linked to the X chromosome.

Ichthyosis can also be acquired rather than genetic. In those cases, it develops because of
another medical disorder or as a medication side effect. That possibility is another reason not
to treat newly severe or unexplained scaling as a shopping problem. The circumstances in
which it appeared matter as much as the contents of your bathroom cabinet.

A moisturiser can ease dryness; it cannot tell you why the dryness is there.

The clues are in the whole story

A clinician usually starts with details that no single skin-care product can provide: when the
changes began, where they appear, how severe they are and whether relatives have had
similar skin problems. The examination may include the skin, hair and nails because the pattern
across them can help distinguish one disorder from another.

Age at first appearance can be especially informative. Some forms are present at birth, while
others emerge during infancy or childhood. X-linked ichthyosis, for example, usually begins in
males at around three to six months. Ichthyosis vulgaris generally appears in the first year and
is often comparatively mild.

Sometimes the examination and history are not enough. A skin biopsy can allow tissue to be
examined under a microscope and may help determine whether another disease or skin
condition explains the changes. Genetic testing, usually using blood or a swab from the mouth,
may identify a changed gene. A genetic counsellor or specialist can help interpret the result.

The exact label matters because ichthyosis is not one predictable condition. Some forms
affect only the skin; others can affect internal organs. The likely course and support needed
depend on the type and its severity. There is currently no cure, and most affected people need
continuing care, but treatments can reduce redness, itching and the thickness of scales.

What skin care can genuinely do

The central job of everyday care is not to erase the diagnosis. It is to make the skin more
manageable. Creams, lotions and ointments help trap moisture and relieve dryness and scaling,
particularly when applied while the skin is still moist. Baths can add moisture and soften scales
before a leave-on product is applied.

General health information from sofidex. Not medical advice, and not a substitute for your own clinician. 2of4



SOﬂdeX sofidex.com

For very dry skin more broadly, the evidence favours a routine over occasional rescue
attempts. A 2023 umbrella review of 12 systematic reviews found that structured skin-care
programmes using low-irritating cleansers and leave-on products were beneficial across
several skin conditions. The research varied considerably, however, and many other reviews in
this field had a high risk of bias.

A 2020 systematic review of 63 articles in older adults reached a similar practical conclusion.
Low-irritating cleansers performed better than standard soap and water for dryness, while
oil-rich leave-on products containing moisture-attracting ingredients reduced dryness and
itching. Formulations containing glycerin and petrolatum also reduced skin tears in the studies
reviewed. The interventions and outcomes differed substantially, so the evidence does not
establish one superior product.

Ichthyosis may require more than basic moisturising. Doctors can use topical or oral retinoids
to decrease scaling, prescription creams and ointments, or scale-loosening agents known as
keratolytics. Those agents canirritate some skin and may have side effects when used in large
amounts. Talk with your doctor before using any treatment option rather than assuming that
stronger exfoliation must be better.

Build one gentler week

For the next week, make your skin care deliberately boring. Use warm rather than hot water,
wash gently with a mild cleanser and do not scrub. After bathing, apply a cream, lotion or
ointment while your skin is still moist. Those are the steps supported across the sources; a
complicated shelf of extras is not required.

If heat or air conditioning makes your surroundings very dry, a humidifier can add moisture to
the air. Loose-fitting cotton clothing may be less irritating, while laundry detergent made for
sensitive skin and containing fewer dyes or perfumes may remove another source of
discomfort. If reduced sweating or itching makes heat difficult, keeping your environment cool
may also help.

Keep the goal realistic. Basic care can relieve dryness, itching and scaling, but it does not cure
ichthyosis or identify its type. If your skin is cracking, blistering or forming wounds-or if scaling
comes with trouble sweating, closing your eyes, hearing or moving joints-bring those details
into a medical conversation rather than simply changing moisturisers again.

Tonight, place a mild cleanser and a cream, lotion or ointment beside the bath or shower so the
supported choice is also the easy one. That small arrangement takes two ordinary skin-care
products, warm water and a week of paying attention to what your skin does next.
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