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light - wavelength A)
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What is PUVA? 
Ultra violet light occurs naturally in the sun’s rays and is divided into three 
types - A, B and C - according to its wavelength. Psoralens and sunlight were 
used by the Egyptians and in India for many hundreds of years to treat skin 
conditions. Psoralen is a chemical found naturally in more than 30 plants such 
as parsley, celery and parsnips. 
 
It is thought that PUVA works by slowing down the rate of over-production of 
the skin in patients suffering with psoriasis. The treatment causes slight 
reddening of the skin and may give you a tan. 
 
What conditions can be treated with PUVA? 
PUVA has been shown to be particularly effective for treating: 

• psoriasis 

• eczema 

• polymorphic light eruptions 

• vitiligo 

• cutaneous T-cell lymphoma. 
 
The PUVA machine 
The PUVA machine in the Cornwall Dermatology Unit is modern and reliable. It 
contains many fluorescent tubes and looks rather like a shower cabinet; it has a 
built-in fan for cooling and ventilation. To have PUVA treatment to your whole 
body, you stand in the cabinet; some people may find this claustrophobic. 
However, a nurse will  stay in the room with you during your treatment, and 
most patients soon get used to it. A smaller PUVA machine is also available for 
use by patients with hand and foot conditions. 
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How is treatment given? 
For whole body PUVA, your consultant will either prescribe oral PUVA or  
bath PUVA. 
 
Oral PUVA 
The tablets for UVA may make you feel sick (nauseous), so they should be taken 
with a light meal and never on an empty stomach. You may find that eating a 
banana before taking the tablets helps to stop nausea.   
 
Once you have taken your tablets you must wear UVA-resistant glasses for  
24 hours at all times. This includes indoor use, but excludes bedtime. Your 
phototherapy nurse will advise you on this. 
 
Bath PUVA 
Bath PUVA is given on the unit and will be explained in full by the nurse on 
your first visit. You can expect each visit to take around 30 minutes. 
 
With bath PUVA you will need to thoroughly wash your skin immediately 
following your treatment. 
 
What are the possible side effects? 

• Nausea (oral PUVA only) 

• Itching and dryness of the skin is the main problem. Using soothing 
moisturisers and anti-histamine tablets can help control this. 

• Redness, burning (and at worst blistering) of the skin may occasionally 
occur up to 72 hours following treatment, despite our best efforts to avoid 
this. We aim to minimise your chance of sunburn-like reactions, whilst 
maximising your chance of a good response to treatment.  

• Damage to the lens of the eye leading to cataracts is possible (oral PUVA 
only). To minimise this risk we provide protective dark goggles for use 
during UVA treatment.  

• If you get cold sores, these may be triggered by the UV light. 
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• PUVA has been in use for over 40 years and so far seems to be a safe and 
effective treatment. It is too soon to be sure about its long-term side effects. 
After about 200 treatments, it may gradually increase the risk of skin 
ageing and skin cancer. The skin cancers appear slowly and respond easily 
to freezing with liquid nitrogen or, in rare cases, removal by minor surgery 
by your GP or as an outpatient in the Cornwall Dermatology Unit. 

 
There is no evidence that Psoralen tablets can affect a developing foetus, but if 
you think you may be pregnant, stop treatment and inform the staff on the Unit 
immediately.  Past treatment does not affect subsequent pregnancies. 
 
What happens when I am referred for treatment? 
Once your consultant has referred you for treatment, your name is added to our 
waiting list. You will be contacted either by telephone or letter for your first 
appointment. You must attend regularly for the treatment to be successful and 
we ask that you always be on time for your treatment, otherwise we may not 
be able to treat you.  
 
What if I can't attend an appointment? 
Please telephone and let us know as soon as possible. More than two  
missed treatments will result in discharge (unless you phone to cancel).  
Please tell us of any planned holidays so that we can arrange your treatment 
around this. If you miss more than two weeks in a row we will be unable to 
continue treatment. 
 
How long is a course of treatment? 
The length of treatment varies, but the average is two times per week for six to 
eight weeks, as an outpatient. Trained nurses under medical supervision always 
administer the treatment. Initial treatment is a low dose, which we gradually 
increase. The first treatment may be less than a minute, and later treatments as 
long as nine minutes.  
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Once your skin is 'clear', your treatment will be stopped or gradually reduced to 
minimise your number of lifetime treatments. 
 
Please note that only patients are allowed in the treatment room. Please do 
not bring children with you. 
 
How do I prepare for treatment? 

• Always tell us of any changes to your medication, as certain medications 
may make your skin more sensitive to ultra-violet light. 

• You may bathe on the day of treatment, but avoid steroid creams, tar  
based ointments and greasy emollients. You may apply these one hour  
after your treatment.  

• Apply cream moisturisers at least two hours before treatment if your  
skin is dry. 

• Avoid putting any cosmetics, perfumes or aftershave on your skin before 
treatment as these may increase the sensitivity of your skin. Please ask 
the staff for advice before using anything.  

• Remove all jewellery before treatment. 

• Tie back long hair at each visit. Avoid severe haircuts during your course of 
treatment as this will uncover previously unexposed skin, which may result 
in a sunburn-like reaction. 

• Minimise sunbathing during your course of treatment (and avoid 
completely on your days of treatment). Do not use sunbeds at all. If you get 
sunburnt or look like you have been sunburnt, we will not treat you. 

• If bath PUVA you will need to bring flip flops or slippers for transfer from 
bathroom to machine. 

 
What about my glasses or sunglasses?   
We will check your glasses for UVA resistance. They must be: 

• worn from the moment you swallow the Psoralen tablets until 24 hours 
later, even on a dull day 

• kept on until bedtime, as even fluorescent lighting can emit UVA light.  
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Remember that UVA light can also penetrate glass. Most prescription spectacles 
can have a protective coating applied by an optician. 
 
During your treatment session 

• Men must wear dark-coloured underwear of a tightly woven material to 
protect the sensitive genital area. If maximum exposure is needed, a dark 
sock worn over these sensitive areas will act as protection. Women may 
wear pants during full body treatment, provided the same style of garment 
is worn each time to prevent any burning of previously unexposed skin. 

• Always stand in the middle of the machine. 

• Goggles and visors must be worn at all times. 
 
What should I look out for? 

• If a sunburn-like reaction develops (usually 48-72 hours following 
treatment), apply plenty of emollient to the affected areas. At your next  
visit tell us about this reaction before treatment is given. 

• If you develop a more severe reaction, such as peeling, blistering and  
pain, contact the Dermatology Unit immediately. You may need to come  
in to see a doctor. Out of hours you will need to go to your nearest 
Emergency Department. 

 
What happens afterwards? 
When your treatment is completed, we will give you discharge information on 
what happens next, and how to look after your skin. 
 
Further information 
We are here to provide help and advice. If you have any problems or worries, 
please contact us on: 01872 255035.
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Patient checklist: 
Patient information leaflet on PUVA treatment has been discussed. 

The most common side effect of UVA treatment is burning and itching, 
nausea (tablet PUVA only) is less common – speeding up process of early 
stage cataracts, skin cancer from prolonged repeated courses, skin aging. 

Long term – risk of skin cancers increases after 200 exposures. 

This treatment is not safe during pregnancy. 

Successful treatment requires regular attendance. 

Inform the nurse of any new medications. 

Not to apply aftershave/perfume/cosmetics prior to treatment. 

Moisturisers can be applied 2 hours before and 1 hour after treatment. 

Haircut before or after course of treatment (not during), tie up long hair. 

Wear the same style underwear at each visit. 

Remove jewellery before treatment. 

Need to wear eye protection (if oral) for 24 hours post ingestion plus 
goggles and visor for treatment (check patient glasses), glasses. 

Avoid other sources of UV light during the course of the treatment. 

Aware of risks of cold sores (herpes virus). 

Need to contact the department to report any side effects (contact 
number given). 

Need to contact department if unable to attend appointment or 
discharge. 

Aware that more than 2 weeks missed treatment will result in discharge.
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If you would like this leaflet in large print, braille, audio version  
or in another language, please contact the General Office on  
01872 252690
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