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What is lichen sclerosus?

Lichen sclerosus is a skin condition that most often affects the vulva (the 
outer folds of skin around your vagina). However, other areas of skin 
may also be affected.

It can often be mistaken for thrush or other problems if the vulva is not 
examined.

Is this a condition common?

No. Although lichen sclerosus can occur at any age, it most commonly 
occurs in middle-aged women (approximately 1 in 1,000 women).

What causes lichen sclerosus?

The exact cause of lichen sclerosus is unknown. It is possibly an 
autoimmune disease (where the body's immune system attacks a part 
of the body), which causes inflammation and damage to the affected 
part of the body.  

About 1 in 4 people with lichen sclerosus have another autoimmune 
disease such as:

• Thyroid disease
• Vitiligo
• Pernicious anaemia

What are the symptoms of lichen sclerosus?

You may experience the following in the affected area:

• Itching (most common); tends to be worse at night, which can 
disturb your sleep

• Sometimes soreness, rather than itching, is the main symptom
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• The skin may become pale or white and become more fragile than 
normal. The fragile skin may become damaged, inflamed, raw, 
and prone to painful splitting and cracking

• It may become painful to have sexual intercourse
• If the skin around the anus is affected, passing faeces (stools) may 

cause pain or splitting of the skin
• If left untreated, over months or years the vulva may shrink
• In some cases the changes of the vulval skin may make the 

entrance to the vagina (the labia) narrower.
• Thrush (infection caused by an over growth of yeast cells) and 

other infections tend to be more common if the vulva is sore or 
cracked

The following may help with some of the symptoms:

• Use moisturiser (emollient) cream instead of soap
• Avoid scented soap/shower gels that may irritate the skin around 

your vulva
• Use lubricants during sexual intercourse if this has been painful 

or uncomfortable

Can there be any complications from lichen sclerosus?

Yes. The itch and discomfort may cause you much distress. Changes to 
the skin around your vulva may cause difficulties when having sexual 
intercourse or problems in passing urine.

There is also a small increased risk of developing cancer of the vulva. The 
exact risk is not known but it is thought that about 4 in 100 women with 
lichen sclerosus develop this cancer.
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How is lichen sclerosus diagnosed?

Women who have any of the above symptoms will be referred to a 
gynaecologist. Investigations may include:

Examination: Your doctor will carefully examine the affected area. 
Lichen sclerosus can be simply diagnosed by looking at the vulval skin.

Biopsy: If lichen sclerosus is suspected a small sample (biopsy) of the 
affected skin will be removed using a local anaesthetic during your 
appointment. The skin sample is sent to the laboratory and examined 
under a microscope to confirm the diagnosis.

Blood Test: This may be taken to check the function of the thyroid 
gland.

Can lichen sclerosus be cured?

There is no permanent cure for lichen sclerosus.

How is lichen sclerosus treated?

Medication: A strong steroid ointment or cream (to reduce 
inflammation) applied to the skin. This is often used with a bland 
moisturiser. The aim of the treatment is to control the symptoms of 
itching and soreness, and often prevents the condition from getting 
worse. It is important to maintain treatment for as long as advised. 
Irritation tends to ease after two weeks or so, but the skin may take 
about three months of treatment for the affected area to look and feel 
better.
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Who can I contact if I have any questions?

If you need any further information then please do not hesitate to 
contact: 

• Vulval Clinic Secretary: 0114 226 8300

Further Information

The Association for Lichen Sclerosus and Vulval Health 

• www.lichensclerosus.org
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