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Background

Topical corticosteroids (TCS) are first-line therapies for Atopic Dermatitis (AD) 
and other inflammatory dermatological conditions [1, 2]. 

While short-term low- to mid-potency TCS monotherapy is likely safe and 
efficacious, there are well-established adverse effects to higher-potency or 
longer-term us of TCS



Emergence of TSW 
The National Eczema Association acknowledges TSW as a separate clinical entity 
from AD and highlights the absence of a formal diagnostic criteria for TSW [3]. The 
American Academy of Dermatology also acknowledges this entity [1]. But the lack 
of standardized criteria and inconsistency in naming create constraints in 
conducting population studies. 

Other Common Terms to Describe Condition

• Red Skin Syndrome 

• Topical Steroid Addiction 

• Steroid Withdrawal Syndrome 

• Steroid Rosacea 

• Steroid-induced Dermatitis 

While precise data on incidence and prevalence of TSW is limited, this 
phenomenon has gained recognition, particularly on social media, leading to 
concerns among patients. A 2022 study reported an approximate four-fold 
increase in social media discussion of TSW between 2016-2021, representing 
growing concern amongst patients and caregivers [4].



Scientific Literature on TSW

• Current  literature demonstrates increased prevalence of TSW in adult (83.1%) females 
(78.9%) [5]. 

• Potency of TCS used was mostly moderate (68.9%) or high (20.85%) and duration of usage 
was typically 6 months or more [5].  

• The percent of eczema patients reporting TSW symptoms was more likely to increase with 
longer duration of prescription-strength TCS use: 

• < 1 year of TCS use 53% reported TSW symptoms
• 1-2 years: 72%, 3-5 years: 75%
•  ≥6 years: 86% [6]



TSW Clinical Aspects

Clinical findings associated with TSW that 
are distinct from atopic dermatitis include:

• Thermodysregulation
• Neurogenic pain 
• Burning sensation
• Telangiectasia 
• Skin atrophy 
• Oozing, containing a metallic smell 
• ”Red sleeve” sign
• “Elephant wrinkles”
• Profuse shedding

These symptoms and morphological 
features are often notably distinct from the 
patient's primary dermatoses and may 
manifest in regions of the body where TCS 
were never applied. [5][6][7]. 



Mental, Emotional and Physical Burden 
in Patients is Immense

• Severe and protracted 
condition leaving many 
disabled and bedbound, unable 
to work, go to school or care for 
families

• Depression, Anxiety, and 
Suicidal Ideation (47%) is high 
[6]

• Lack of medical support often 
leads to low family/community 
support

• Parents facing Child Protective 
Services when HCPs are not 
familiar w TSW



Management of TSW: Unclear and Many Unknowns

• Focus on symptom relief and promoting skin healing 

• Gradual tapering of TCS 

• Regular use of moisturizers and emollients

• Repair skin barrier and alleviate dryness 

• Wet wrap therapy 

• Dupilumab 

• Psychological support

• Lifestyle adjustments 

No rigorous evidence, essentially all anecdotal.



Growing Disconnect Between HCPs and Patients

Health Care Providers:

• Lack of awareness to prevent, recognize, 

diagnosis, treat

• Believe patients are non-adherent or 

“steroid phobic”

• Patient blaming/shaming

• No reporting because no diagnostic code

Patients:

• Broken trust –angry and feel 

dismissed

• Walk away from medical oversight

• Getting medical advice from other 

patients on Social Media

• Suffer greatly for years without 

proper care



The Problem

No ICD-10-CM code for TSW
Diagnosis relies on clinical evaluation and exclusion of other diagnoses
TSW is not universally acknowledged as an entity 
The distinct clinical features and course of TSW is inadequately characterized by existing 

diagnosis codes and this precludes further study

How are HCPs currently reporting/capturing the condition of TSW in ICD-10-CM:
• Atopic dermatitis: L20.89
• Dermatitis: L30.9
• Adverse effects of topical steroids: T49.0X5A; T38.OX51
• Erythema: L53.9
• Xerosis Cutis: L85.3

Patients with eczematous dermatitis after >4-6 months of TCS use who have additional 
symptoms of TSW should be diagnosed under a new code instead of the existing codes for 
“atopic dermatitis” or “rash and other nonspecific skin eruption.”



Rationale behind new ICD-10-CM code for TSW

• Establish TSW incidence and prevalence  / allow for epidemiologic monitoring 
• Increase awareness among healthcare providers about the existence and significance of 

TSW, thereby guiding the judicious application of mid to high-potency TCS in the 
management of atopic dermatitis

• Enable healthcare providers to precisely report TSW cases
• Provide a better understanding of the natural history of TSW
• Evaluate symptom progression & identify co-morbid conditions
• Foster long-term monitoring of patient outcomes from future therapies
• Encouragement of research endeavors and clinical trials to identify effective treatments
• Characterizing TSW as a distinct medical diagnosis is crucial to enhance awareness, educate 

patients, and promote further research
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