Birmingham woman battles topical steroid withdrawal after years of eczema treatment
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A young woman from Birmingham, Bethany Gamble, aged 20, has opened up about her struggles with a suspected condition known as topical steroid withdrawal (TSW). This condition reportedly emerged after years of reliance on topical corticosteroids for managing her eczema, leading to significant discomfort that has drastically altered her life.
Bethany has been using steroid creams since she was two years old, initially employing them to relieve symptoms of eczema, which at times caused severe itching and bleeding. However, she began facing complications when her symptoms worsened around her 18th birthday, leading to experiences of intense burning, oozing wounds, and even hair loss, culminating in the decision to shave her head.
Due to the debilitating nature of her condition, Bethany ultimately had to leave her studies at the Academy of Contemporary Music in Birmingham in May 2023. She described her skin pain as feeling like "your skin is on fire, like hundreds of pieces of glass are sticking into your skin." Her symptoms have also led to feelings of isolation and loneliness, exacerbated by insomnia from the unbearable discomfort.
Desperate for answers, Bethany turned to social media, finding a community discussing TSW on platforms such as TikTok. She stated, “I researched it a lot and spoke to different people and came to the conclusion it was what I had. I made my own diagnosis.” Despite her suspicions and the testimony of others, medical professionals she consulted have largely dismissed the notion of TSW, opting instead to label her situation as extreme eczema. In her interactions with the healthcare system, she expressed frustration, noting that when she suggested TSW as a possibility, doctors dismissed it as "false or rare."
In a bid to raise awareness of TSW and urge the medical community to recognise the condition, Bethany joined a group of fellow sufferers to deliver a petition to Downing Street on March 29. They are calling for a review of prescribing protocols for topical corticosteroids, aiming to bring more awareness and understanding to the conditions patients like Bethany are experiencing. She remarked on the broader movement, saying, “The community are trying to bring it forward into existence – we want people to know it is real.”
The plight of those suffering from topical steroid withdrawal has not gone unnoticed by medical organisations. A joint statement from the National Eczema Society, the British Dermatological Nursing Group, and the British Association of Dermatologists acknowledged the need for high-quality research on TSW. While they affirmed that topical corticosteroids are generally safe and effective treatments, they recognised the side effects associated with TSW remain less understood within the medical community.
As Bethany continues to battle her symptoms, which have led her to start taking immunosuppressants, she remains adamant in her calls for recognition and support for those suffering from TSW. The ongoing debate surrounding the condition highlights the necessity for further research and understanding within the medical field regarding the potential repercussions of long-term steroid use. According to guidance from the NHS, individuals using topical corticosteroids for extended periods should consult their doctors to evaluate their treatment options, as abrupt cessation can lead to withdrawal responses that may be severe.
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