Downloaded from pmj.bmj.com on January 22, 2012 - Published by group.bmj.com

Review

A reappraisal of the role of ‘mindbody’ factors
in chronic urticaria
Brian C Broom
Correspondence to
Dr Brian C Broom, Department
of Immunology, Auckland City
Hospital, and Department of
Psychotherapy, Auckland
University of Technology, 40
Grampian Rd, Auckland 1071,
New Zealand;
bandabroom@xtra.co.nz
Received 20 January 2010
Accepted 11 April 2010

ABSTRACT
Chronic spontaneous urticaria (CSU) is a very common
skin condition that causes considerable suffering and is
often poorly responsive to drug treatment regimens.
Most clinicians accept that multiple factors play a role in
the aetiology of CSU, but there is a widespread
reluctance to accept a significant role for ‘mindbody’
factors, despite a large number of clinical reports and
studies over many decades suggesting their relevance.
This reluctance has multiple origins. A primary influence
is the flawed dualistic model of mind and body
relatedness underpinning much of modern medical care.
In this view, if a pathophysiological mechanism can be
discerned, then ‘mind’ factors can be largely ignored.
Recent evidence demonstrating intimate structural and
functional relations between peripheral nerves and mast
cells, and local skin secretion of mast cell-influencing
neuropeptides by nerves, provides an argument for
discarding old ‘organic’ and dualistic conceptualisations
of CSU. A sound, integrative, multifactorial approach
requires a unitive ‘mindbody’ model in which physical
and subjective dimensions of personhood are seen as
coexisting and equally deserving of exploration and
management. Another influence is the tendency for
‘psychosomatic’ research studies in CSU to focus on
patient experience using broad group-based diagnostic
categories, such as anxiety and depressive disorders,
and generic measures of stress. Two case examples are
given, illustrating that CSU arises in relation to highly
individual and relevant ‘stories’, which would not usually
be picked up by these generic measures. It is suggested
that an appropriate ‘mindbody’ management programme
leading to good clinical outcomes for CSU is dependent
on clinicians discerning unique patient ‘stories’. Finally,
a lack of formal studies comparing drug and ‘mindbody’
treatment outcomes will continue to negatively influence
the adoption of ‘mindbody’ approaches in CSU. There is
an urgent need for properly structured comparative
studies, and the essential elements of a suitable
‘mindbody’ approach appropriate to such research are
briefly outlined.

INTRODUCTION
For 21st century allergists and dermatologists, the
aetiology of many cases of the common condition
chronic spontaneous urticaria (CSU)1 remains as
much a puzzle as it was for the 19th century
Austrian authority, Ferdinand Hebra, who wrote:
‘We are for the most part ignorant of the causes of
chronic urticaria’.2 The thesis here is that a signiﬁcant proportion of chronic urticaria is perceived as
‘idiopathic’ in the 21st century because psychological, ‘mindbody’, or ‘story’ factors are important
in the aetiology of the condition, yet remain largely
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invisible to clinicians managing the condition, even
though ‘casuistic material purporting to show the
effect of psychological factors on urticaria exists in
abundance’.3
A brief historical comment allows some understanding as to why clinicians have waxed hot and
cold on the psychological aspects of urticaria. The
ﬁrst half of the 20th century saw a roughly
concurrent emergence of psychoanalysis, with its
discoveries of human psychological defence mechanisms, and of allergy as a clinical specialty based
on a rapidly growing understanding of antigens,
antibodies, antibody speciﬁcity and antigen/antibody reactions. Thus, in the 1940s and 50s, there
was signiﬁcant interest in the relations between
psychodynamics and allergic processes,4 some
reports5 providing extremely detailed analyses of
complex emotional scenarios leading to urticaria.
As the century progressed, a massive growth in
immunological knowledge, the increasing dominance of the biomedical model of disease, and
disenchantment with some aspects of psychoanalysis all combined to push ‘mindbody’ conceptualisations of urticaria to the margins of orthodox
allergy practice.
‘Mindbody’ factors in chronic urticaria have been
reported by clinicians for decades.

Nevertheless, references to psychological aspects
of urticaria have kept surfacing in an extensive
medical literature. In 1940, Stokes claimed
psychological factors were important in 79% of
urticaria.6 Graham et al7 observed in 30 closely
studied individuals with urtication that there were
strong correlations between feelings/attitudes,
vascular skin responses, and urticaria. Signiﬁcantly,
Shoemaker8 found that urticaria often responded to
psychotherapy, and concluded it was simplistic to
search for a generic emotional theme, stating that
‘chronic urticaria can be best understood as
a physical reaction to a condensation of biological
and psychological elements arising out of the
personal history of an individual under the stress of
a particular set of life circumstances’. In my view,
little has changed to alter that judgement,9 10
despite various attempts to reduce the understanding of urticaria to its relationships with feelings on the anger spectrum,11 12 to diagnoses of
anxiety and depression,13e15 to the diagnosis of
alexithymia,16 17 and to speciﬁc pathological
personality traits.18
The ﬁndings of studies bearing on ‘mindbody’
factors in CSU will be summarised alongside and
within a discussion of the dualist assumptions
underpinning medical practice and the ‘essentialist’
methods of research studies which tend to steer
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researchers away from the speciﬁc life experiences (‘stories’)
peculiar to each patient. A picture emerges in which many
clinicians over many decades have recognised the presence of
‘mindbody’ factors in CSU, but few feel much justiﬁcation for
deploying a ‘mindbody’ approach in treatment, or, indeed, for
research studies comparing drug and ‘mindbody’ treatment
outcomes. Finally, a framework is suggested for making progress
in establishing a clinically useful practice that includes ‘mindbody’ approaches in partnership with biomedical treatments.

URTICARIA, A MULTIFACTORIAL DISORDER
Stokes6 asserted the multifactorial nature of urticaria, stating
that psychological factors must be conceived of as ‘acting in
a complex of hereditary, physiologic, bacteriologic, immunologic, and other pathogenic and protective-reactive agencies’.
Most modern allergists would agree that chronic urticaria is
often triggered by multiple factors,19e21 including food chemicals, aspirin and non-steroidal inﬂammatory drugs, febrile
illnesses, and autoimmune factors, often acting in unison. In
two 2009 urticaria guideline publications,1 19 psychological
factors are mentioned in passing, and it is stated ‘that effective
management process could take into account, at least in some
patients, psychological factors’.

MEDICAL DUALISM AND ORGANICITY
Nevertheless, the possibility that psychological factors may be
a very important inﬂuence in CSU seems unpalatable to many
clinicians. The problem seems to be, in part, the prevalence of
a dualistic either/or approach to disease causation, in which
illnesses are seen as entirely physical (‘organic’) or entirely
psychosomatic (‘functional’). That is, if a pathophysiological
mechanism for the urticaria can be discerned then ‘mindbody’
factors can be dismissed. In the psychoanalytical/allergy ‘dance’
period of the 1930se40s, the tensions implicit in this dualistic
approach to disease were clearly seen. Weiss,4 referring speciﬁcally to allergic disorders, cautioned: ‘Psychosomatic medicine
does not mean to study the soma less; it only means to study
the psyche more. When a person gets sick, he is sick all overdthe
mind and the body are onedhe gets sick for a variety of reasons,
physical and psychic’ (italics added).
Dualistic models of personhood limit clinical capacity to think of
body AND mind together.

Asserting a psychological causation does not imply that there
should be no measurable physical or ‘organic’ ﬁndings. In fact,
modern psychoneuroimmunological research reveals numerous
ways in which nervous system/immune system interactions
may lead to mast cell activation and CSU.22 23 The remarkable
bidirectional relationships between the skin and the central
nervous system have been well summarised elsewhere.22 24e26
Both arise from the same embryonic ectoderm, and they share
various hormones, neurotransmitters and receptors. Panconesi
and Hautmann25 emphasise the innervation of the skin by
sensory nerves, post-ganglionic cholinergic parasympathetic
nerves, and adrenergic and cholinergic sympathetic nerves, and
that the sensory nerves also function in an efferent ‘neurosecretory’ capacity. Signal pathways include local nociceptors to
afferent C ﬁbres to dorsal root ganglia and dorsal horn to
ascending pathways to thalamus to higher cortical centres (with
cognition/perception input) back to spinal cord to autonomic
responses in the skin. There is little doubt now that ‘stress’ can
disturb peripheral conditions via activation of autonomic
nervous system or hypothalamicepituitaryeadrenal (HPA)
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pathways,27 or via richly complex interactions between mast
cells and local skin nerve ﬁbres.28
Finding measurable pathophysiological changes does not rule out
‘mindbody’ factors.

These central nervous systemeskin interactions involve
numerous hormones, cytokines produced by immune and
other local skin cells, and molecules such as substance P
secreted by local nerves. Hemokinin, calcitonin gene-related
peptide, b-endorphin, endothelin, hormones of the HPA axis,
kallikreins, proteases, nerve growth factor, neuropeptide Y,
pituitary adenylate cyclase-activating polypeptide, and substance P all inﬂuence mast cells and are released in a stress
response.23 Substance P is secreted by sensory nerve ﬁbres,
causes mast cell histamine release, and is 100 times more potent
than histamine in causing wheal/ﬂare, and is a potent cause of
pruritis.25 The neurotrophin, nerve growth factor, is a particularly potent mediator of inﬂammation prompted by stress 29e31
and has mast cell-releasing effects.22 Thus, it is clear that there
are a host of potential molecules with capacity for inﬂuencing
mast cell-mediated proinﬂammatory behaviour. These ﬁndings
have implications in allergy practice well beyond a focus upon
CSU. For instance, Kimata32 has shown that stress (in the form
of sustained video game playing) in patients with atopic
dermatitis signiﬁcantly increases allergen wheal size, increases
the levels of substance P and nerve growth factor, and increases
the in vitro production of allergen-speciﬁc IgE.
Thus, it appears increasingly naive to assume that, because
there are deﬁnite indications of pathophysiology (visible welts,
or measurable changes in cell-inﬂuencing mediators), ‘mindbody’ factors need not be considered. It is clear that the
neuroimmune and neuroendocrine mechanisms governing mast
cell secretion, degranulation and pruritis are extremely complex,
and this is a likely explanation for why simple antihistamine
treatment can be quite ineffective in CSU. It could even be that
addressing important psychological factors may be a more efﬁcient method of treatment than ﬁnding multiple drugs capable
of adequately moderating or blocking complex biochemical
mechanisms, and this is my clinical experience.
But clinicians do commonly disregard the role of psychological
factors if there are seen to be other non-psychological factors.
For instance, in 60% of patients with active CSU, a circulating
‘histamine-releasing factor’ has been identiﬁed, and numerous
humoral candidates for such a role have already been mentioned.
Half of these patients have evidence of autoantibodies to the a
subunit of the high-afﬁnity IgE receptor and/or IgE itself.20 33e35
Findings such as this seem to trigger the dualistic either/or
thinking referred to above. For example, one author’s response:
‘Thus a fraction of patients with chronic urticaria formerly
often associated with psychosomatic illness suffer in fact from
an autoimmune disorder’(italics added).36 The assumption is
made that, because certain markers of autoimmunity can be
identiﬁed or measured, then clinicians must turn away from
a ‘mindbody’ modelling of CSU, or for that matter any other
illness. For clinicians with this ‘hard’ dualistic attitude, the
presence of the ‘autoimmune’ precludes psychogenesis. It thus
appears that the biomedical model underlying much of the
modern approach to disease makes it difﬁcult for clinicians to
imagine that a ﬂorid condition such as chronic urticaria, associated with obvious mast cell mediator release and effects, and
clearly visible to the evidence-oriented eye, can really have its
origin (partly or solely) in psychological factors. Amazingly,
a review article on psychodermatology37 does not even mention
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CSU, despite holding a strong psychological orientation to skin
conditions, and even subscribing to the view that a skin
symptom can be seen as a ‘coded message’.38
Despite the ‘hard’ dualism seen in many quarters, and
a correlating widespread reluctance to look at psychological
factors, there is, ironically, a ready acceptance of a brain-to-body
causal connectiondfor example, in cholinergic urticaria where
the lesions can be replicated with methacholine injections into
the skin, and in the rare adrenergic urticaria where the lesions
can be replicated with injections of noradrenaline and blocked
with b blockers.39 40 Thus, in certain restricted circumstances,
there is a surprising, not very well rationalised, acceptance of
psychoneurological effects upon mast cells causing urticaria.
The point is that a non-dualistic construction of persons, illness
and disease would expect the coexistence of psychological
factors and measureable pathophysiological processes, and
therefore, within a non-dualist construction, none of the recent
autoimmune or other ‘physical’ ﬁndings rule out a role for
psychological factors.
A non-dualistic view of persons imagines physical mechanisms and
‘mindbody’ factors as different dimensions of one integrated
process.

STUDIES EXPLORING ‘MINDBODY’ FACTORS
Assuming for the moment that psychoneuroimmunological
modelling of CSU has some plausibility, what is known at the
clinical level of the ‘mindbody’ factors that may lead to CSU?
There are numerous reviews revealing what clinicians and
researchers have focused upon and observed.2 20 21 41 42 The
essential ﬁndings will now be summarised.
In 1948 the American College of Allergists published a small
ofﬁcial monograph entitled ‘Psychodynamics and the allergic
patient’.4 Starting from Hippocrates, Abrahamson provides
fascinating historical insights into ‘psychosomatic’ factors in
allergic conditions. Most of the clinical stories echo those
of other ‘mindbody’ clinicians,9 10 43e48 and many show
a remarkable entanglement of the patients’ highly speciﬁc life
meanings with the onset and trajectory of various illnesses, to
the point one could say the illness is symbolic, or a ‘somatic
metaphor’.10 45 For example, Abramson provides a fascinating
account of the development of cold urticaria after a patient
nearly drowns. The patient wanted to drown, because of mental
conﬂicts involving guilt she felt related to friends dying while
serving in the armed forces. But Koblenzer41 has pointed out
that the psychosomaticists of the 1940s and 50s were inclined to
look for speciﬁc emotional themes, or ‘speciﬁc unconscious
conﬂictual or personality constellations,’ typical of each illness.
This desire to ﬁnd clean, generic, core psychodynamic and
affective themes characterising individual physical disease diagnoses is highly reductionist and, as has been emphasised elsewhere,9 10 generally too crude to be of real beneﬁt to an
individual patient, ﬁrstly, because engagement with patients is
usually destroyed by reducing their uniqueness to a generic
theme and, secondly, because the themes of individuals are too
richly nuanced to be usefully reduced to broad categories.
Perhaps the simplest of the reductive generic approaches is
seen in the use of the ‘stress’ model. It is clear that, in animals,
‘stress’ will cause mast cell degranulation.49 In humans, investigators have typically focused upon generic ‘life events’ questionnaires, based on research into what the community-at-large
would acknowledge to be stressors. This ‘essentialising’
approach,50 which renders invisible those micro-events peculiar
to the individual, putting them outside the screening capacity of
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non-speciﬁc questionnaires, does not produce convincing
evidence. For example, one study,51 applying a ‘Presumptive
Stressful Life Events (PSLE) scale’ to patients with urticaria,
showed that only 16% of patients suffered stressful life events in
the year before onset. However, a dermatology clinic study,52
while adopting an essentialising approach, but using multiple
questionnaires and accessing a broad range of patient function
and experience parameters, showed that patients with urticaria
(when compared with patients with tinea pedis) showed
signiﬁcantly more prior stressful life events, psychosomatic
symptoms, insomnia and irregularity of daily life, and signiﬁcantly less social support, resilience and coping capacity.
Exploring highly individual ‘story’ data should be the focus of
‘mindbody’ assessment.

An alternative to ‘essentialisation’ is a rigorous individual
patient-centredness or individual ‘story’ approach,9 10 43e45
looking for those unique things in the patient’s life that he/she is
experiencing adversely, whether other people deem them worthy
of the ‘stress’ category or not. Two examples illustrate this
point.
A 66-year-old woman, a retired librarian, single, with many
interests and hobbies, and apparently enjoying reasonable
psychological equilibrium presented with a 6-month history of
very severe and constant urticaria and angio-oedema, at times
affecting the larynx, and unresponsive to a wide range of antiallergic treatments including steroids. At presentation, there was
little evidence of any biological or psychological factors, and over
the next 6 months attempts to control the condition with medication continued to be unsuccessful. At the end of this period,
careful in-depth psychological enquiry revealed that, just before
the onset, her mother aged 89 had been taken into hospital with
a minor ‘stroke’, had recovered, but on returning home was
refusing to wear her hearing aids. The patient had lived with her
mother all her life, had a life-long pattern of non-assertiveness and
could not ‘tell her’ to wear them, was in effect losing her mother,
and was getting frustrated. She was advised to persuade her
mother to wear the hearing aid, and within 3 h the urticaria had
gone. Some weeks later it returned, and the patient presented
again in the clinic. She was asked about the hearing aids. Curiously, the patient had ‘forgotten’ about this, and the mother had
ceased using them. The hearing aids were reinstated permanently,
and the urticaria remitted permanently.43
A 75-year-old man presented for a second opinion regarding
severe unremitting urticaria/angio-oedema for 5 years. He had
failed to respond to high-dose antihistamines (H1 and H2),
colchicine, hydroxychloroquine, a salicylate-free diet, and intravenous immunoglobulin. Prednisone was minimally effective,
but he used it as ‘rescue’ medication. A ‘mindbody’ psychotherapy approach9 revealed that the condition started during
a year when he was organising a carnival event and felt very
‘inadequate’. There was also an ongoing frustration with his
marriage. Addressing the latter aspect led to an early reduction
of symptoms. But there were also very speciﬁc problem situations. Toileting led to an unusual and severe pruritis and urticaria restricted to the pelvic girdle area. Showers and bathing
had ceased because of heat and water relatedness (there was no
evidence of aquagenic or cold urticaria). The toilet symptoms
ultimately seemed to relate to ‘absolute rage’ originating in being
held over the ‘pot’ from 6 weeks of age, a pattern his mother
tried to enforce again with the grandchildren. Once the
connections were made, the patient was able to approach
toileting differently and without symptoms. The heat and water
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scenario seemed to be related to risk management and control,
and addressing these issues led to a further sharp reduction in
symptoms. By the 6th session he was much better and starting
to reduce his drugs. At 12 sessions, he reported being ‘95%
better ’ with only an ‘occasional itch’ and taking antihistamines
infrequently. The improvement is sustained 6 months later, at
the time of writing.
Both cases had been very difﬁcult to manage with conventional drug treatments. In the ﬁrst, making the association
between frustration and the urticaria was enough to mobilise
improvement. In the second, there seemed to be more
entrenched and historical ‘threads’ that needed addressing.
These kinds of ‘stressor ’, highly speciﬁc to an individual, would
not have been detected by a questionnaire searching for generic
stressors. But despite the limitations of generic stress modelling
of CSU, it does generally support a role for stress. Rees53
reported on 51% of 100 patients with CSU experiencing antecedent stressful situations compared with 8% of surgical
controls, although Fava et al54 claim that 90% are exposed to
stressful situations before onset. In one study,55 77% of patients
reported tension and fatigue as major factors, and in another56
patients cited stress (36%) as the single largest factor aggravating urticaria, more than heat (23%) or analgesic drugs (8%).
Czubalski and Rudzki12 claim that ‘frustrating situations’ are
associated with 80% of dermographism and 75% of adrenergic
urticaria cases. Kimyai-Asadi and Usman57 refer to ‘isolated case
reports’ of urticaria occurring in the context of events such as
earthquakes and dental procedures.
Shifting from an emphasis upon stress, there have been many
reports that accord a role in CSU to negative affect and
psychodynamic themes. Individual patient case studies9 10 12 21
43
highlight the role of anger spectrum affects (rage, anger,
resentment, frustration, irritation). Such affects may be
suppressed or repressed,58 and unrecognised by the patient, and
indeed the clinician.43 In a search for ‘essential’ speciﬁc
psychodynamic processes and meanings, Wittkower and
Russell3 studied 35 unselected patients, and two-thirds ‘stated
spontaneously that they missed parental and especially maternal
affection as children’.25 The authors refer to ‘repressed aggressiveness’ somatised to the skin. Panconesi and Hautmann25 go
further and allude to the possible symbolic aspects of urticaria.
The sudden quickness of the lesions, the redness and swelling,
the pruritis, irritation and burning, and the (at times) extreme
scratching all (in the symbolic and psychodynamic view)
suggestively parallel the human experience of affect on the anger
spectrum (anger, rage, irritation, frustration, resentment). This
is consistent with modern concepts of embodiment in which
subjective experience is deeply rooted in the body and physicality.59e63 My experience suggests that many patients with urticaria represent anger spectrum affects in the body. In line with
this, Daniels64 refers to a study65 of wheals induced ‘on the arm
of a subject asked to imagine being struck on the arm by
members of his family toward whom he harboured resentment’.

THE NEED FOR ‘MINDBODY’ THERAPY STUDIES
Despite this long history of attention to the ‘mindbody’ factors
in CSU, there has been no systematic trial comparing a suitable
psychological therapy with orthodox biomedical therapies. This
probably reﬂects the emphases of the biomedical model and its
dualistic assumptions. Daniels64 presents a case of chronic
headache and chronic urticaria treated very efﬁciently with
sophisticated behavioural techniques addressing very speciﬁc
interpersonal situations and the downregulation of tension,
anxiety and anger responses. Hypnosis has a long history in the
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treatment of skin disorders,66 67 and a study using a very basic
relaxation-plus-hypnosis approach, which did not address any
interpersonal dynamics possibly associated with symptoms,
showed reduction in pruritus but not urtication.66 Urticaria
associated with post-traumatic stress disorder appears to
respond to Eye Movement Desensitisation and Reprocessing
techniques.68 Hashiro’s case study69 focuses upon affect ventilation, psychological support, and action to remove key
stressors. Assuming the importance of ‘mindbody’ factors, and
the multifactorial nature of CSU, Keegan21 outlines very
succinctly a patient-centred approach that takes full cognisance
of the physical and psychological factors, and tailors the treatment response to each individual. But this, like others,9 10 43 is
based on cumulative clinical experience, rather than systematic
trials of psychotherapy compared with conventional biomedical
approaches. In literature reviews of CSU, stress reduction is
sometimes recommended, mostly in passing,20 but all tend to
give priority to the biological aspects, and some are merely
dismissive of the ‘mindbody’ factors.42
CSU is a multifactorial and heterogeneous disorder, and one
could reasonably expect there to be diversity from case to case in
terms of the relative contributions of physical and non-physical
factors. This diversity will in turn inﬂuence the likelihood of
spontaneous recovery. CSU tends to remit over time. Kozel
et al56 showed that 47.4% of patients with CSU were free of
symptoms after 1 year. Toubi et al70 claim that, after exclusion of
patients with chronic infection, physical urticaria, speciﬁc food
allergy skin test positivity, and food chemical hypersensitivity
(on the basis of response to a food chemical-free diet), the
natural history of CSU is as follows: at 6 months 94% are still
active, at 12 months, 75%, at 24 months, 52%, at 36 months,
43%, and at 60 months, 14%. In those with angio-oedema,
positive autologous skin tests, or antithyroid antibodies, the
CSU tends to last longer, and in those with autologous skin test
positivity, it tends to be more severe. Autologous skin tests were
positive in 28% of patients in their study. Again, CSU is
a heterogeneous disorder and the inﬂuence of any factor
including the psychological will vary from case to case.

CONCLUSIONS
CSU is a common disorder that causes a great deal of suffering and
often responds poorly to antihistamine drugs, necessitating
recourse to a variety of drugs, some of which have signiﬁcant side
effects and may be ineffective. There is clinical and research
evidence that has appeared over many decades that psychological
factors are important. Once one accepts a unitary (‘mindbody’)
rather than a dualistic (mind or body) view of urticaria, there is no
reason why considering ‘mindbody’ aspects should be ruled out in
any case of CSU, whether there are measureable pathophysiological ﬁndings or not. What needs to be determined formally is
how often ‘mindbody’ approaches are useful, how effective they
are compared with other therapies, what are the healthcare
economic implications of ‘mindbody’ approaches to this condition, and to what extent this kind of care may make certain types
of pharmacological treatment and dietary restrictions redundant.

Main messages
Formal outcome studies comparing drug and ‘mindbody’ treatments are needed. The ‘mindbody’ approach used must be nondualistic, and tailored to the individual patient ‘story’ and need
rather than to a clinician’s preferred methodology.
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There has been no systematic outcome study comparing an
orthodox drug treatment approach with a suitable ‘mindbody’
approach. The essential elements of such an approach, suitable
for chronic urticaria, have been detailed elsewhere,9 10 44 45 but,
in short, are: a determined non-dualistic both/and mind and body
integration; an eclecticism that accommodates a range of
psychological modalities including psychodynamic, cognitive/
behavioural, stress-reduction, and affective expression emphases;
proper attention to physical as well as psychological triggers;
and clinicians who are conﬁdent and skilled in holding mind and
body dimensions of personhood together in the same clinical
time/space.

MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS (TRUE (T)/FALSE (F); ANSWERS
AFTER THE REFERENCES)
1. The cause of chronic urticaria is most commonly:
A. food chemicals such as salicylates
B. anti-IgE autoantibodies
C. multifactorial including emotional factors
D. caused by food allergy
E. revealed by careful skin testing
2. The emotional factors in chronic urticaria:
A. are neglected because of dualistic assumptions underpinning biomedical models
B. are always rooted in the anger spectrum
C. cannot be accessed by physicians
D. have been recognised since the 19th century
3. The release of mediators from skin mast cells causing
urticaria:
A. always involves IgE molecules
B. may be mediated via local skin nerve ﬁbres
C. may involve substance P, neuropeptide Y, and nerve
growth factor
D. can be caused by skin pressure
E. always requires an allergen whatever other factors are
involved
4. The drug treatment of chronic urticaria:
A. is nearly always successful
B. is often difﬁcult
C. often results in polypharmaceutical approaches
D. may be combined successfully with psychological
approaches
5. Psychological approaches to chronic urticaria:
A. should be deployed after biomedical approaches have failed

B. should be deployed in concert with biomedical approaches
C. should only be enacted by a trained psychologist or
psychotherapist
D. require a clinician working from a non-dualistic illness
model
Competing interests None.
Provenance and peer review Commissioned; externally peer reviewed.

REFERENCES
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.

Key references

23.
24.

< Broom BC. Somatic illness and the patient’s other story. a
practical integrative mind/body approach to disease for doctors
and psychotherapists. London: Free Association Books, 1997.
< Arck PC, Slominski A, Theoharides TC, et al. Neuroimmunology of stress: skin takes center stage. J Invest
Dermatol 2006;126:1697e704.
< Theoharides TC, Donelan JM, Papadopoulou N, et al. Mast
cells as targets of corticotropin-releasing factor and related
peptides. Trends Pharmacol Sci 2004;25:563e8.
< Kozel MMA, Mekkes JR, Bossuyt PMM, et al. Natural course
of physical and chronic urticaria and angioedema in 220
patients. J Am Acad Dermatol 2001;45:387e91.
< Lakoff G, Johnson M. Philosophy in the flesh: the embodied
mind and its challenge to western thought. New York: Basic
Books, 1999.

Postgrad Med J 2010;86:365e370. doi:10.1136/pgmj.2009.096446

25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.

Zuberbier T, Asero R, Bindslev-Jensen C, et al. EAACI/GA2LEN/EDF/WAO guideline:
definiton, classification and diagnosis of urticaria. Guideline: classification of urticaria
2009;64:1417e26.
Warin RP, Champion RH. Urticaria. London: W.B. Saunders Company Ltd, 1974.
Wittkower E, Russell B. Emotional factors in skin disease. New York: Paul B.
Hoeber, 1953.
Abrahamson HA. Psychodynamics and the allergic patient. Saint Paul and
Minneapolis: The Bruce Publishing Company, 1948.
Saul LJ, Bernstein C. The emotional settings of some attacks of urticaria.
Psychosom Med 1941;3:349e69.
Stokes JH. The personality factor in psychoneurogenous reactions of the skin. Arch
Derm Syphilol 1940;42:780e801.
Graham DT, Wolf S, Wolff HG. Changes in tissue sensitivity associated with varying
life situations and emotions; their relevance to allergy. J Allergy 1950.
Shoemaker RJ. A search for the affective determinants of chronic urticaria.
Psychosomatics 1963;4:125e32.
Broom BC. Somatic illness and the patient’s other story. a practical integrative mind/
body approach to disease for doctors and psychotherapists. London: Free Association
Books, 1997.
Broom BC. Meaning-full disease: how personal experience and meanings initiate
and maintain physical illness. London: Karnac Books, 2007.
Kaneko Z, Takaishi N. Psychosomatic studies on chronic urticaria. Folia Psychiat Neu
J 1963;17:16e24.
Czubalski K, Rudzki E. Neuropsychic factors in physical urticaria. Dermatologica
1977;154:1e4.
Hashiro M, Okumura M. Anxiety, depression, psychosomatic symptoms and
autonomic nervous function in patients with chronic urticaria. J Dermatol Sci
1994;8:129e35.
Consoli SG. Psychological factors in chronic urticaria. Ann Dermatol Venereol
2003;130:Spec No 1:S73e7.
Engin B, Uguz F, Yilmaz E, et al. The levels of depression, anxiety and quality of life in
patients with chronic idiopathic urticaria. J Eur Acad Dermatology 2007;22:36e40.
Maniaci G, Epifanio MS, Marino MA, et al. The presence of alexithymia investigated
by the TAS-20 in chronic urticaria patients: a preliminary report. Eur Ann Allergy Clin
Immunol 2006;38:15e19.
Willemsen R, Roseeuw D, Vanderlinden J. Alexithymia and dermatology: the state
of the art. Int J Dermatol 2008;47:903e10.
Pasaoglu G, Bavbek S, Tugcu H, et al. Psychological status of patients with chronic
urticaria. J Dermatol 2006;33:765e71.
Zuberbier T, Asero R, Nindslev-Jensen C, et al. EAACI/GA2LEN/EDF/WAO guideline:
management of urticaria. Guideline: management of urticaria 2009;64:1427e43.
Black AK. The pathogenesis of urticaria. Keio J Med 1997;13:37e9.
Keegan DL. Chronic urticaria: clinical psychophysiological and therapeutic aspects.
Psychosomatics 1976;17:160e3.
Arck PC, Paus R. From the brain-skin connection: the neuroendocrine-immune
misalliance of stress and itch. Neuroimmunomodulation 2006;13:347e56.
Arck PC, Slominski A, Theoharides TC, et al. Neuroimmunology of stress: skin takes
center stage. J Invest Dermatol 2006;126:1697e704.
Holland N. Early central nervous system evolution: an era of skin brains. Nat Rev
Neurosci 2003;4:1e11.
Panconesi E, Hautmann G. Psychophysiology of stress in dermatology. The
psychobiologic pattern of psychosomatics. Dermatol Clin 1996;14:399e422.
Newman JC. The neurotransmitter hypothesis of urticaria. Med Hypotheses
1982;9:617e34.
Wright RJ, Cohen RT, Cohen S. The impact of stress on the development and
expression of atopy. Curr Opin Allergy Clin Immunol 2005;5:23e9.
Theoharides TC, Donelan JM, Papadopoulou N, et al. Mast cells as targets of
corticotropin-releasing factor and related peptides. Trends Pharmacol Sci
2004;25:563e8.
Aloe L, Alleva E, Bohm A, et al. Aggressive behaviour induces release of nerve
growth factor from mouse salivary gland into bloodstream. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA
1986;83:6184e7.
Peters EMJ, Handjinski B, Kuhlmei A, et al. Neurogenic inflammation in stressinduced termination of murine hair growth is promoted by nerve growth factor. Am J
Pathol 2004;165:259e71.
Botchkarev VA, Yaar M, Peters EMJ, et al. Neurotrophins in skin biology and
pathology. J Invest Dermatol 2006;126:1719e27.
Kimata H. Enhancement of allergic skin wheal responses in patients with atopic
eczema/dermatitis syndrome by playing video games or by a frequently ringing
mobile phone. Eur J Clin Invest 2003;33:513e17.

369

Downloaded from pmj.bmj.com on January 22, 2012 - Published by group.bmj.com

Review
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.
44.
45.
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.
53.
54.
55.

370

Fiebiger E, Mauer D, Holub H, et al. Autoreactivity directed against the alpha chain
of FceRI in IgG fractions of patients suffering from chronic urticaria. J Invest Dermatol
1994;103:436.
Hide M, Francis DM, Grattan CE, et al. The pathogenesis of chronic urticaria: new
evidence suggests an autoimmune basis and implications for treatment. Clin Exp
Immunol 1994;25:624e7.
Hide M, Francis DM, Grattan CE, et al. Autoantibodies against the high affinity IgE
receptor as a cause of histamine release in chronic urticaria. N Engl J Med
1993;328:1599e604.
Wyss M. From psychosomatic disorder to autoimmune disease. Praxis
1998;87:1325e9.
Van Moffaert M. Psychodermatology: an overview. Psychother Psychosom
1992;58:125e36.
Marty P, De M’Uzan M, David C. L’investigation psychosomatique. France: Presses
Universitaires, 1963.
Haustein UF. Adrenergic urticaria and adrenergic pruritus. Acta Derm Venereol
1990;70:82e4.
Shelley WB, Shelley ED. Adrenergic urticaria: a new form of stress-induced hives.
Lancet 1985;2:1031e3.
Koblenzer CS. Psychosomatic concepts in dermatology Arch Dermatol
1983;119:501e12.
Folks DG, Warnock JK. Psychocutaneous disorders. Curr Psychiatry Rep
2001;3:219e25.
Broom BC. Somatisation: an endless epidemic. Journal of Christian Health Care
1991;4:21e8.
Broom BC. Medicine and story: a novel clinical panorama arising from a unitary
mind/body approach to physical illness. Adv Mind Body Med 2000;16:161e207.
Broom BC. Somatic metaphor: a clinical phenomenon pointing to a new model
of disease, personhood, and physical reality. Adv Mind Body Med 2002;
18:16e29.
Chiozza LA. Hidden affects in somatic disorders. psychoanalytic perspectives on
asthma, psoriasis, diabetes, cerebrovascular disease, and other disorders. Madison,
Connecticut: Psychosocial Press, 1998a.
Chiozza LA. Why do we fall ill? the story hiding in the body. Madison, Connecticut:
Psychosocial Press, 1998b.
Groddeck G. The meaning of illness. 1977 edn. London: The Hogarth Press and the
Institute of Psychoanalysis, 1928.
Singh LK, Pang X, Alexacos N, et al. Acute immobilisation stress triggers mast cell
degranulation via corticotrophin releasing hormone, neurotensin, and substance
P: a link to neurogenic skin disorders. Brain Behav Immun 1999;13:225e39.
Rotov M. Phenomenology or physicalism. Schizophr Bull 1991;17:183e6.
Malhotra SK, Mehta V. Role of stressful life events in induction or exacerbation of
psoriasis and chronic urticaria. Indian J Dermatol Venereol Leprol 2008;74:594e9.
Yang HY, Sun CC, Wu YC, et al. Stress, insomnia, and chronic idiopathic urticariaa case control study. J Formos Med Assoc 2005;104:254e63.
Rees L. An etiological study of chronic urticaria and angioeneurotic oedema.
J Psychosom Res 1957;3:172e89.
Fava GA, Perini GI, Santonastaso P, et al. Life events and psychological distress in
dermatologic disorders: Psoriasis, chronic urticaraia and fungal infections. Br J Med
Psychology 1980;53:277e82.
Michaelsson G. Chronic urticaria. Acta Derm Venereol 1969;49:404e16.

56.
57.
58.
59.

60.
61.
62.
63.

64.
65.
66.
67.
68.

69.
70.

Kozel MMA, Mekkes JR, Bossuyt PMM, et al. Natural course of physical and chronic
urticaria and angioedema in 220 patients. J Am Acad Dermatol 2001;45:387e91.
Kimyai-Asadi A, Usman A. The role of psychological stress in skin disease. J Cutan
Med Surg 2001;5:140e5.
Calikusu C, Yucel B, Polat A, et al. Expression of anger and alexithymia in patients
with psychogenic excoriation: a preliminary report. Int J Psychiatry Med
2002;32:345e52.
Broom BC. Somatic metaphor: a clinical phenomenon pointing to a new model of
disease, personhood, and physical reality. Somatic metaphor: a clinical phenomenon
pointing to a new model of disease, personhood, and physical reality
2002;18:16e29.
Kovecses Z. Metaphor and emotion. language, culture, and body in human feeling.
Cambridge, United Kingdom: Cambridge University Press, 2003.
Lakoff G, Johnson M. Philosophy in the flesh: the embodied mind and its challenge
to western thought. New York: Basic Books, 1999.
Leder D, ed. A tale of two bodies: the cartesian corpse and the lived body in the body
in medical thought and practice. Dordrecht/Boston/London: Kluwer Academic
Publishers, 1992.
Solano L. Multiple code theory and psychoanalytically inspired psychosomatics.
Psychoanalytical prospects on unconscious mental functioning: a meeting with Wilma
Bucci Meeting of the Centro di Psicoanalisi Romanao, local Section of the Italian
Psychoanalytic Society. Rome, 2007.
Daniels LK. Treatment of urticaria and severe headache by behaviour therapy.
Treatment of urticaria and severe headache by behaviour therapy 1973;14:347e51.
Wolf S, Goodell H, Harold G. Wolff’s stress and disease. 2nd edn. Springfield:
Charles C. Thomas, 1968.
Shertzer CL, Lookingbill DP. Effects of relaxation therapy and hypnotizability in
chronic urticaria. Effects of relaxation therapy and hypnotizability in chronic urticaria
1987;123:913e16.
Levine MI, Geer JH, Kost PF. Hypnotic suggestion and the histamine wheal.
Hypnotic suggestion and the histamine wheal 1966;37:246e50.
Gupta MA, Gupta AK. Use of eye movement desensitisation and reprocessing
(EMDR) in the treatment of dermatologic disorders. Use of eye movement
desensitisation and reprocessing (EMDR) in the treatment of dermatologic disorders
2002;6:415e21.
Hashiro M. Psychosomatic Treatment of a Case of Chronic Urticaria. J Dermatol
1995;22:686e9.
Toubi E, Kessel A, Avshovich N, et al. Clinical and laboratory parameters in
predicting chronic urticaria duration: a prospective study of 139 patients. Allergy
2004;59:868e73.

ANSWERS
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

(A)
(A)
(A)
(A)
(A)

F;
T;
F;
F;
F;

(B)
(B)
(B)
(B)
(B)

F;
F;
T;
T;
T;

(C)
(C)
(C)
(C)
(C)

T;
F;
T;
T;
F;

(D)
(D)
(D)
(D)
(D)

F; (E) F
T
T; (E) F
T
T

Postgrad Med J 2010;86:365e370. doi:10.1136/pgmj.2009.096446

Downloaded from pmj.bmj.com on January 22, 2012 - Published by group.bmj.com

A reappraisal of the role of 'mindbody'
factors in chronic urticaria
Brian C Broom
Postgrad Med J 2010 86: 365-370

doi: 10.1136/pgmj.2009.096446

Updated information and services can be found at:
http://pmj.bmj.com/content/86/1016/365.full.html

These include:

References

This article cites 55 articles, 4 of which can be accessed free at:
http://pmj.bmj.com/content/86/1016/365.full.html#ref-list-1

Email alerting
service

Receive free email alerts when new articles cite this article. Sign up in
the box at the top right corner of the online article.

Notes

To request permissions go to:
http://group.bmj.com/group/rights-licensing/permissions

To order reprints go to:
http://journals.bmj.com/cgi/reprintform

To subscribe to BMJ go to:
http://group.bmj.com/subscribe/

