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What is PUVA?

PUVA is a type of artificial light treatment that is used to treat many 
different skin conditions, especially psoriasis and eczema. It can also be 
used to 'toughen' the skin up and make it more resistant to sunlight in 
skin conditions that are caused by sunlight.

The P stands for psoralen, which is a naturally occurring substance 
found in some vegetables and plants. The ancient Egyptians used these 
plants in combination with natural sunlight to treat skin conditions. 
Dermatologists have been using psoralen in combination with a type of 
light called ultraviolet light type A to treat skin problems since 1974. 
Ultraviolet light type A can be abbreviated to UVA, which is why the 
combination of psoralen and UVA is called PUVA.

What are the benefits of PUVA phototherapy?

This treatment has been found to be helpful in treating many skin 
conditions, especially psoriasis, eczema and pruritus (itching). The best 
results are for oral or bath PUVA used for treating psoriasis, where 90% 
of the patients can expect to be clear or nearly clear by the end of their 
course of light treatment. After hand and foot PUVA, about 60% of 
patients see an improvement, and very few will clear completely.

Skin conditions such as psoriasis will nearly always return at some point 
after light treatment.

What other options do I have for treating my skin?

This depends on your skin condition and how serious it is.

Light treatment is usually suggested when your skin condition is not 
responding to creams, or is too widespread to apply the creams. There 
are other treatments for most of the skin conditions that are treated 
with light therapy. You can discuss these with your dermatologist. 
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Most involve taking tablets that suppress your immune system, and 
have other side effects.

You do not have to have treatment with light . It is up to you to decide 
how much your skin condition affects your life, and whether you want 
to proceed with light treatment. It is very rare for skin conditions to kill 
you, but they can be extremely disabling. If you do not have PUVA light 
treatment, it does not affect the long-term control of most skin 
conditions, as they often return, whatever treatment is used. However, 
PUVA treatment does help most patients control their skin condition 
during the months following treatment.

About your PUVA phototherapy treatment

Psoralen is either taken as tablets by mouth, or applied to the skin by 
soaking in a bath. It can also be applied as a soak to hands and feet. 
Next, the skin is exposed to UVA light, which activates the psoralen. The 
activated psoralen acts on skin cells to heal them. A walk-in cabinet 
fitted with UVA light tubes is used for this part of the treatment. The 
equipment is maintained and calibrated by specialist medical physics 
personnel.

It is important to remember that your condition may not clear 
completely with PUVA treatment. It works well on the upper part of the 
body, but may not clear skin problems below the knee.

You will be asked to sign a consent form for the treatment.

How is it given?

PUVA is supervised and administered by specialist dermatology nurses 
in the Dermatology department at the Royal Hallamshire Hospital. It is 
usually given twice a week, with at least two days between treatments. 
It is given as a course of treatment, and can take anything from a few 
weeks to a few months to work.
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There are 3 forms of PUVA treatment:

• Oral PUVA
• Bath PUVA
• Hand and foot PUVA

All of these are given in hospital under medical supervision.

If you are having oral PUVA

Psoralen tablets are taken by mouth, with a small meal or snack, to 
make sure it is fully absorbed and to stop you feeling sick. Psoralen 
tablets are suitable if you are going to have light treatment for the 
whole body, and is also used for hand and foot PUVA. The psoralen 
tablets are taken 2 hours before your light treatment, to give it time to 
reach your skin. The number of tablets or capsules you take will depend 
on your weight.

Your skin and eyes will be sensitive to light for 24 hours after taking the 
medication. You must make sure that you put on protective glasses as 
soon as you have taken the tablets.

You must also keep your skin covered for 24 hours, even when indoors, 
as UVA light can pass through window glass.

If you are having bath PUVA

Bath PUVA can be used for treating skin problems on the trunk and 
limbs.

• You will have a bath in our department before the light treatment.
• You will be given a measuring stick to ensure that you put the 

right amount of water in the bath.
• You will be given the psoralen solution to pour in the bath yourself 

and mix well.
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• You will be given a thermometer to check that the temperature is 
37°C. This is the best temperature for absorbing psoralen.

• You will then soak in the bath containing psoralen solution for 15 
minutes.

• Whilst in the bath, you will need to:
– Soak yourself up to the neck.
– Continually swirl the water to make sure you get an even 

coating of psoralen on your skin
– Wear glasses to protect your eyes from splashes

• You must not touch your face when you have the psoralen on your 
hands.

If you are having hand and/or foot PUVA

This is used to treat hands and/or feet alone. You may be given tablets 
by mouth (as above), or you will soak your hands and/or feet in a 
solution of psoralen before the treatment with UVA light.

If you are having soaks, each appointment for light therapy will take 
around an hour. You will need to soak the affected area in psoralen 
solution for 15 minutes. You will then wait for 30 minutes before 
having the light treatment. During your treatment, you must try not to 
touch other areas of your body, especially your face and eyes, as this 
may cause soreness or burns if you get psoralen on these areas of your 
skin.

How is light treatment given in oral and bath PUVA?

If you are having oral PUVA, you will go into the UVA cabinet 2 hours 
after taking the tablets. If you are having bath PUVA, you will go into 
the UVA cabinet immediately after soaking in the bath. Each time you 
have a treatment, you will stand in the UVA cabinet cabinet surrounded 
by fluorescent light tubes. A nurse will programme the machine to 
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deliver a measured amount of light. The amount of light you receive 
may depend on how light-skinned you are.

The time you spend in the cabinet will be different each time you come. 
The dose of light usually increases at every visit. However, the machine 
may take a longer or shorter time to deliver that dose. This is because 
the tubes may be starting at a different temperature to when you last 
had your treatment.

How is light treatment given to the hands and feet?

You will put your hands and feet onto a machine which contains light 
tubes. A nurse will set the machine to give a prescribed dose of UVA. 
The dose of light will gradually increase with each treatment you have.

We will give you goggles and a visor to wear. These must be worn whilst 
the machine is switched on. Only the affected areas should be exposed 
to light. All other skin should be covered.

When the treatment has finished, you may wash your hands and feet, 
if you wish to do so.

What are the risks and side effects of PUVA?

The aim of PUVA treatment is to maximise the benefits to your skin, 
whilst also minimising any harmful effects to your skin and eyes. Most 
patients have no side effects at all. However, problems which may occur 
include:

Sunburn-like reactions
Everyone's skin is different. We try to give a dose of light that is tailored 
to your skin type, but it is never possible to predict exactly how your skin 
will react. Mild degrees of skin redness are quite common. However, 
painful burning or blistering may occur in one or two patients a year 
from oral or bath PUVA. For hand and foot PUVA, 15% of patients may 
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experience painful redness on the hands and feet, and 5% may get 
blistering.

If burning does occur, it should improve within a few days. We 
can suggest moisturisers or steroid creams to help your skin to heal. We 
may then reduce the dose of light you receive, or stop the treatment.

If the sunburn is painful, call us on 0114 271 3670 between 8.00am and 
4.30pm. Outside these hours you may have to contact your GP.

Eye damage
We have never had patients developing eye damage due to light 
treatment, but your eyes could become very sore if you do not use the 
goggles we provide. You must wear the goggles whilst the light 
machine is turned on.

In the long-term, cataracts could form in the lens of the eyes, as 
psoralen can make your eyes more sensitive to light. We have never had 
patients developing cataracts due to light treatment, as we ask you to 
wear special protective glasses for 24 hours after treatment.

Nausea
This is fairly common if you are taking PUVA tablets. Always take the 
tablets with food to avoid feeling sick. If sickness is a problem, it may be 
possible to change the type of tablet you are taking, or to change to a 
different form of treatment.

Dry skin
Most patients who are offered light treatment have dry skin already. 
Around 30% of patients having PUVA treatment for their hands and 
feet will develop cracking of the skin. You should always use plenty of 
the recommended moisturiser to manage your dry skin.
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Itching/prickling sensation
This may occur in 15 to 20% of patients, having any type of PUVA 
treatment. Use plenty of moisturiser. If your skin becomes too 
uncomfortable, we can stop the treatment. Very rarely, this may persist 
for many months after the treatment has finished.

Reactivation of cold sores
If your face does not need light treatment, we can screen it with a visor 
to prevent cold sores flaring up. 

Skin cancer
If you have long courses of oral PUVA over many years, skin cancers can 
develop. If you have more than 200 individual treatments, or a total 
dose of 1000J/cm2 over your lifetime, then you have a tenfold increase 
in the risk of squamous cell skin cancer. This is why we restrict your 
treatment to a maximum of 200 individual treatments in your lifetime. 
It is not clear what the exact risk is from bath and hand/foot PUVA, but 
it is thought to be much less.

Premature skin ageing
The risk of this is small initially. However, after a large number of 
treatments with PUVA, wrinkling and freckling can occur, just as it does 
if you spend a lot of time in the sun. For this reason, we restrict your 
lifetime dose of PUVA, as above.

Pregnancy and conception
It is not known if PUVA is safe in pregnancy. We therefore ask you to 
avoid pregnancy during treatment. Tell your doctor before treatment if 
you think you could be pregnant. If you are male, you should avoid 
trying to conceive a baby during the treatment as psoralen may cause 
abnormal sperm.
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Practical points whilst having PUVA treatment

• You must protect your eyes whilst you are having treatment in the 
light cubicle. Make sure you always wear the goggles we provide 
whilst you are in the machine.

• Your face is exposed to natural light throughout your life. 
Therefore, skin cancers are more likely to develop on your face, 
even without treatment. To avoid the possibility of increasing this 
risk, you may be asked to wear a visor to protect your face whilst 
you are in the light cubicle. If your face is affected by your skin 
condition, you may not need to wear the visor for the first few 
treatments. Please ask if you want to know more about this.

• Women should not wear any clothing whilst in the machine.
• Men should wear a double layer of dark underwear to cover the 

genitals, as there is a small risk of developing skin cancer in that 
area. The underwear should always be of the same type and in the 
same position, to prevent burning. If the buttocks are affected by 
your skin condition, do not pull your underpants down whilst you 
are in the machine. Thong pants can be used if you need light 
treatment on your buttocks. However, you must wear them from 
your first treatment to prevent burning.

• Remember to always expose the same areas of skin to the light. 
Do not wear jewellery in the machine as it may move. Do not cut 
your hair or alter your hairstyle, as you may burn any newly 
exposed skin.

• You must not wear aftershave or perfume whilst in the machine, 
as it may react with the light and cause burning.

• Some medicines can make you more sensitive to the treatment. 
Please let us know about any new medicines you take during the 
course of treatment, including over-the-counter medicines.

• Some foods can make your skin more sensitive to the treatment 
e.g. wild carrots, celery, fennel, figs or parsnips. These only likely 
to be a problem if eaten in large quantities, e.g. a bowl of celery 
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soup. Other foods such as parsley may also cause sensitivity, but 
these are unlikely to be eaten in large quantities.

• Only use the recommended moisturising creams, e.g. Diprobase 
cream or E45 cream. Other moisturisers may prevent your 
treatment working. Never apply moisturisers in the 2 hours 
before having your treatment.

• Do not sunbathe or use a sunbed at any time during your course 
of treatment, as you may burn. Protect your skin from natural 
sunlight whilst outdoors, e.g. when gardening or walking. Wear a 
long-sleeved top, a broad-brimmed hat, and use a strong 
sunblock.

Protective eyewear for PUVA treatment

Psoralen will make your eyes sensitive to light for 24 hours after your 
treatment. You must therefore make sure you put on your protective 
glasses as soon as you have taken the tablets or been in the bath.

The only time you do not need to wear the protective glasses is when 
you are in the UVA machine, as you will be wearing protective goggles 
instead.

Protective glasses that we recommend are:

• Boots own brand polarising sunglasses.
• Any other sunglasses with UV400 marked on them.

If you already wear glasses, you can ask your optician to coat your lenses 
with a UV400 protective film.
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Is there anything I should look out for when I go 
home?

Most patients do not experience any side effects following PUVA light 
treatment. A small minority of patients may experience:

• Burning
If burning occurs, it should feel better within a few days. If the 
burning is painful please contact us.

• Nausea / sickness
This is a common side-effect of PUVA tablets. If sickness is a 
problem, please contact us as we may be able to change the type 
of tablet you are taking, or the type of treatment.

• Dry skin
To avoid dry skin, try to use plenty of the recommended 
moisturiser.

If you are worried and wish to speak to someone about the side effects 
you are having, please contact us on the telephone number below. 
Outside of normal office hours you may need to contact your GP.

Who should I contact if I have any concerns?

If you have any concerns about your treatment or side effects, 
please call the Dermatology department on the telephone number 
given below: 

Nurse-led Phototherapy Unit
Dermatology Department
Royal Hallamshire Hospital
Sheffield Teaching Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust 

• 0114 271 3670 
8.00am to 4.30pm
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Any cancellation of appointments should be made by a 
responsible adult.

Important notice about your appointments

The treatment requires commitment on your part as it is given as a 
course. It will not work if you fail to attend appointments! If you are 
unable to attend for treatment, please call to let us know as soon as 
possible, on:
0114 271 3670, between 8.00am and 4.30pm.

If you are finding it difficult to attend on a regular basis, we will give 
your treatment time to another patient, and discharge you from the 
service.

If you fail to attend for treatment on more than two occasions 
without telephoning to discuss this, we will give your treatment time 
to another patient and discharge you from the service.

Please do not bring children to your appointment.

For children having treatment

All children under the age of 16 must be accompanied by a 
responsible adult throughout the course of their treatment.
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