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Vulval lichen planus  
 

This leaflet gives information for patients with lichen planus affecting 
the vulval area. 

 

What lichen planus is  

Lichen planus is a condition that mainly affects the skin and causes an 
itchy rash. It can also affect the mouth, genitals, hair and nails, and rarely 
other parts of the body. 

• Lichen planus affects around 1-2% of the population 

• It is a long-term inflammatory condition 

• The rash is itchy but not infectious  

 

Lichen planus can affect areas such as the arms, legs, back, scalp and 
nails. It can also affect the lining (mucous membrane) of the mouth. In 
women, it may affect the vulva and the vaginal entrance (introitus). 

 

Symptoms of vulval lichen planus 

You may have one or more of the following symptoms: 

• Long-term itching and soreness of the vulval area 

• Fragile skin, which may split and cause stinging or pain 

• Inflammation and sometimes swelling 

• Increased risk of infection 

• Changes to the shape or size of the vulva  
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• Narrowing of the vagina 

• Pain or difficulty during sexual intercourse 

• Pain or difficulty when passing urine 

 

You may not have all of these symptoms. Some women only have itching, 
or some have no symptoms at all. 

 

Lichen planus carries a very small risk of developing skin cancer in the 
affected area. The risk is about 1 in 50. 

 

Who gets lichen planus 

Lichen planus can affect both men and women. However, lichen planus of 
the mouth is more common in women.  

• In around 1 in 2 cases of lichen planus, the mouth is affected.  

• The condition is more common in adults over 40 years of age.  

 

Lichen planus is not infectious, does not usually run in families, and cannot 
be passed on to others. 

 

Causes of lichen planus 

The exact cause of lichen planus is not known. It is thought to be linked to 
the immune system (the body’s defence against infection). Possible 
triggers include:  

• Immune-related conditions, such as thyroid problems 

• Reactions to certain medicines, for example antimalarial tablets  

 

How is lichen planus diagnosed and treated? 

Diagnosis can take time and usually needs a specialist referral. 

 

Often, an experienced specialist can diagnose lichen planus by examining 
the area, but a vulval biopsy may be needed to confirm the diagnosis. 

  

http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/
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Treatment usually involves steroid creams or ointments, which help reduce 
inflammation and itching. You will be shown how and when to apply them.  

 

You may be reviewed again after 3 to 4 months to see how well the 
treatment is working.  

 

This treatment is safe, often controls symptoms well and can help you go 
back to a normal activities.  

 

There is no permanent cure for lichen planus, so treatment aims to control 
symptoms. Mild cases may not need treatment.  

 

Special mouthwashes are also available if the mouth is affected. 

 

Things you can do to help 

• Avoid using soap and bubble bath 

• Keep shampoo away from affected skin (wash hair over a basin)  

• Use a moisturiser on the area  

• Wear cotton underwear 

• Wear stockings instead of tights 

• Wear loose-fitting clothes (avoid tight trousers or jeans) 

• Use prescribed creams or ointments as instructed 

 

Many women feel worried or frightened when told they have lichen planus. 
They worry it may develop into cancer. Treatments and clinic visits may 
feel embarrassing or upsetting. You may feel tense, tearful or withdrawn. 
Please talk to us if you need support, we will do our best to help. 

 

More information 

If you would like to discuss this condition further, please contact: Amanda 
Clarson on024 7696 6598. or your consultants secretary 

 

http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/
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If there is no answer, leave a short message with your phone number and 
your call will be returned as soon as possible.  

 

National sources of further information: 

UK Lichen Planus 

www.uklp.org.uk 

c/o 14 Newbury Avenue 

Calne 

Wiltshire SN11 9UN 

Telephone:  0751 443 2552 

 

The Trust has access to interpreting and translation services. If you need 
this information in another language or format, please contact 
024 7696 7222 and we will do our best to meet your needs. 

 

The Trust operates a smoke free policy. 

 

Did we get it right? 

We would like you to tell us what you think about our 
services. This helps us make further improvements and 
recognise members of staff who provide a good service. 

Have your say. Scan the QR code or visit: 
www.uhcw.nhs.uk/feedback  
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