
Female genital eczema / 
dermatitis 
Information for Vulval Clinic patients



What is genital eczema? 
Eczema (also known as dermatitis) is a dry skin condition. The symptoms and 
appearance can vary from person to person. The skin can become dry, scaly, red 
and itchy. Constant irritation can cause the skin to split and also leaves it open 
to infection. The changes on the vulva are sometimes less obvious than on 
other areas of the skin, but vulval eczema is usually intensely itchy, causing 
embarrassment. In addition to affecting the vulva, genital eczema often also 
affects the skin around the opening of the anus and the skin between the 
cheeks of the buttocks (perianal eczema).  
 
If you have eczema, the protective barrier of the skin is not as good as it should 
be. Moisture is then lost from the deeper layers of the skin and infections and 
irritants can pass through more easily. Because it is prone to drying out and is 
easily damaged, skin with eczema is more likely to become inflamed on contact 
with substances that are known to irritate or cause an allergic reaction. 
 
There are different types of eczema that can affect the genital area, including 
atopic eczema, seborrhoeic dermatosis, allergic contact eczema and irritant 
contact eczema.  Further information on the different types can be found on the 
National Eczema Society website: www.eczema.org. 
 

What causes it? 
If you have genital eczema, it is not always possible to be sure about the cause. 
However, vulval skin is thinner than the skin of other parts of the body. It can be 
particularly prone to irritation because of sweating, tight clothing, and friction 
between skin surfaces. Soaps, bubble baths, shower gels, talcum powder, 
baby/hygiene/feminine wipes/creams, perfumes, personal deodorants, 
haemorrhoid treatments and antiseptics (like Dettol, Savlon and TCP) can also 
trigger eczema. 
 
Urine and stools are especially irritating to the skin. Incontinence will make any 
genital condition worse and harder to treat. If you are incontinent of urine, 
faeces, or both, discuss this with your doctor or nurse, who can refer you to 
specialist teams for help and advice.  
 



How is it treated? 
Self-medicating with ‘over the counter’ treatments can contain potentially 
allergenic and irritant ingredients, and is best avoided. Your doctor will usually 
prescribe emollients and topical steroids to treat genital and perianal eczema. 
 
Steroids are generally safe to use in the genital area. They only need to be used 
once a day and a 30g tube should normally last at least 3 months. Ointments 
contain fewer potential allergens, so are usually used in preference to creams. 
Steroid ointment should be put on at least half an hour before or after using an 
emollient to allow the treatment to get onto the right area of skin without 
being diluted.  
 

How should I apply the ointment? 
A finger-tip unit (FTU) of ointment is the correct dose to use on the vulval area. 
One fingertip unit is the amount of ointment that is squeezed out from a 
standard 30g tube along an adult’s fingertip. A fingertip is from the very end of 
the finger to the first crease in the finger. It does not mean a blob on the end of 
fingertip. 
 

What will treatment involve? 
You will usually be started on a moderately potent topical steroid and then 
asked to step down to a mild steroid once your symptoms are under control. 
For example: 

• Betnovate ointment 1 FTU at night for 6 weeks, then 

• Eumovate ointment 1 FTU at night for 6 weeks. 
 
If night time itching is a problem, an antihistamine tablet may help to reduce 
the symptoms and help you sleep. Non-sedating antihistamines can sometimes 
be useful in the day time. 
 

What if the treatment doesn’t help? 
If your initial course of treatment is not completely successful in controlling 
your symptoms, you may be offered further tests, for example patch testing to 
exclude allergic contact dermatitis. 
 Continued overleaf



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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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 is available from: 
 
National Eczema Society  
www.eczema.org 
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