
Actinic keratoses (AKs) 



What are actinic keratoses? 
Actinic keratoses, often referred to as AKs, are hard, scaly spots that develop on 
skin that has been damaged by long-term exposure to the sun. AKs are not skin 
cancers, but if they are left untreated may occasionally develop into skin 
cancers later in life. 
 
What causes AKs? 
They are caused by sunlight and commonly occur on the face, scalp, ears, neck, 
forearms and backs of hands. 
 
How are they treated? 
The treatment depends on their size, where and how many there are. They are 
usually treated with one or more of the following: 

by freezing with liquid nitrogen (cryotherapy)  •
sometimes by applying a treatment called Efudix  •
by using lots of moisturising cream •
photodynamic therapy – this is a specialised treatment that works by •
applying a photosensitizing cream and red light to the affected area. 

 
Once they’re treated, will they come back? 
Occasionally AKs can come back after treatment and you may develop new AKs 
in the future. Therefore you should look out for hard scaly spots that do not go 
away, and tell your doctor should you find anything you’re worried about. 
 
If you’ve already had any AKs it’s likely that others may develop. The damage 
your skin has received from the sun cannot be reversed but ongoing sun 
protection may decrease the risk of skin cancer developing. 
 
What should I look out for? 
Early warning signs of AKs are: 

hard scaly lumps on the skin. They may crust but do not  heal •
rough, scaly irregular patches that are easily felt but not easily seen. •

 



Sometimes the spots can itch and AKs on the lips or nose can  
bleed spontaneously. 
 
We advise that you examine your skin from time to time for warning signs.  
Be sure to check the scalp, backs of ears and neck. A mirror may help you check 
these hard to see areas or you could ask a partner, relative or friend to check 
for you. If you see any of the above warning signs, other changes in the skin or 
an unusual growth, please see your GP. 
 
What can I do to help prevent AKs developing? 
 

Sunbathing significantly increases the risk of skin cancer 
 
Fair skinned people have an increased risk of skin cancer because they burn 
more easily when exposed to the sunlight. However, everyone is at risk of 
developing skin cancer and should therefore avoid getting sunburn and 
spending long periods in the sun. This is especially important for outdoor 
workers and people who enjoy outdoor pursuits, especially watersports. 
 
Remember: 

keep out of the midday sun (11am – 3pm) •
try to stay in the shade •
wear loose cotton clothing, such as T-shirts with long sleeves •
wear trousers not shorts •
wear a wide-brimmed hat •
use 100% UV protection sunglasses •
use plenty of high protection sunscreen (SPF 30+) •
re-apply sunscreen at least every two hours and especially after swimming •
avoid the use of sunbeds, as they can play a part in the development  •
of skin cancers. 

 
Always keep babies less than six months old out of the sun and follow the 
above guidelines for older children.  A child’s skin is very delicate and is quickly 
damaged by the sun. 
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