
Lichen sclerosus 
Information for Vulval Clinic patients



What is lichen sclerosus?  
This is a common inflammatory skin condition that in women typically affects 
the vulva and around the anus (back passage). It does not extend into the 
vagina. It is not an infectious condition and it is not sexually transmitted.  
 
There is no cure for lichen sclerosis but in most cases symptoms can be 
controlled with simple treatments. There may be long periods of remission 
between flare ups of the condition. Rarely, the symptoms can persist despite 
treatment. 
 

What are the symptoms? 
• Chronic itching and soreness of the vulval skin. 

• Splitting of the vulval skin causing stinging and pain.  

• Inflammation and sometimes swelling. 

• Skin becomes fragile, pale and white in appearance. 

• Shrinking (atrophy) of the vulval area. 

• Loss of vulval features (labia). 

• Fusion/sealing of the labia and clitoral hood. 

• Pain and difficulties with sexual intercourse. 
 
Not all women get all of the symptoms, and some women have no symptoms at all.  
 
There is a small risk, estimated at between 2-4%, of cancer of the vulva 
developing in adult women with lichen sclerosus.  
 

Who gets lichen sclerosus?  
Usually post menopausal women, although the disease can happen at any age, 
including in young children. Men can get lichen sclerosis of the penis.  
 
Sometimes patches of lichen sclerosus are found on other parts of the body or 
even the face, although this is much, much rarer than on the genital area. 
 



What causes it?  
The cause of lichen sclerosus is not known. It is thought that lichen sclerosis is 
not caused by a virus, bacteria or fungus. It is possible that it is an auto-
immune illness, in which the body’s immune system attacks a part of the body, 
causing inflammation and damage to the affected part. This has not been 
proved, although about 1 in 4 people with lichen sclerosus have another auto-
immune condition such as thyroid disease or pernicious anaemia. Triggers of 
lichen sclerosus are not known but might include trauma and hormonal 
influences.  
 

How is it diagnosed and treated?  
Diagnosis can be a long process. Referral to a specialist is sometimes necessary. 
Often experienced specialists can say by examination that this is what he/she 
thinks the condition is, but to get an accurate diagnosis a vulval biopsy may  
be helpful.  
 
You make be prescribed a course of steroid ointment, with instructions on how 
and when to apply it. This should reduce the inflammation and help your 
symptoms. You may then be reviewed in the clinic again in 3-6 months to see if 
this course of treatment has worked. The treatment is safe and usually controls 
the symptoms very well. There is no permanent cure for lichen sclerosus, but 
treatment with topical steroid ointment usually controls the symptoms and 
prevents the condition from getting worse.  
 
Further vulval biopsies may be taken if there are any areas of concern during 
your follow-up or the ointments you were given have been of little benefit. 
 

What can I do to help myself?  
Lichen sclerosus is usually made worse by excessive heat and moisture, so 
where possible it is always better to:  

• wear cotton underwear (avoid tight girdles if possible)  

• wear loose fitting trousers or skirts  

• avoid perfumed soaps  

• dry the vulva carefully following a bath or shower. 
 Continued overleaf
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Many women feel frightened when they are first told that they have lichen 
sclerosus, and worry that it may develop into cancer. You may find the 
treatments and appointments embarrassing and frightening, and you may feel 
tense, tearful or withdrawn. If we can help in any way please ask us and we 
will do all we can to help you feel more comfortable.  
 

Contact us 
Colposcopy and Vulval Clinic 
Open 9am – 5pm Monday to Friday 
01872 2522360 
 
Eden ward (Gynaecology ward) 
Open 24 hours 
01872 252090 or 253163 
 
Dermatology Specialist Nurses 
Secretary – Emma Merrill 
01872 252123 

 

Further information 
Further information and support is available from: 
 
The Association for Lichen Sclerosus and Vulval Health 

www.lichensclerosus.org  

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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