Understanding lichen sclerosus: a mother's journey and health implications
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Lichen sclerosus is a skin condition that presents in the form of itchy white patches, most frequently appearing on or around the genitals. While it can affect individuals of any age or skin colour, it is notably more common in women over the age of 50. The NHS highlights that this condition can increase the risk of certain cancers, although it is not contagious and does not stem from poor hygiene.
Ellie, a mother of two, provided insight into her experience with lichen sclerosus after first noticing a "tiny white rash" on her breast. When the rash persisted, she sought medical attention and was referred to a specialist. In her discussion with the Express, Ellie remarked on her luck in having a proactive doctor, stating, "I was told I was lucky my doctor was 'on the ball' as most wouldn't have picked up on it as it wasn't where you would normally find the rash." Subsequent examinations revealed that the condition was present elsewhere on her body, including her vulva, which she was initially unaware of as she had not exhibited other symptoms.
The NHS outlines that the patches caused by lichen sclerosus are itchy, white, smooth or crinkled, and can be easily damaged, leading to bleeding or pain if scratched or rubbed. Although these patches can appear anywhere on the body, they are predominantly located around the vulva and anus or the foreskin and end of the penis. This can result in discomfort during sexual activity due to potential tightening or shrinking of the affected areas.
While there are no definitive causes identified for lichen sclerosus, medical theories suggest that it may arise from the immune system mistakenly attacking healthy skin. There is also evidence indicating a potential genetic predisposition. Currently, there is no cure for the condition; however, treatments exist to manage symptoms effectively. The NHS advises the use of strong prescription steroid ointments, which typically help alleviate discomfort.
It is also important to note the potential health risks associated with lichen sclerosus. The condition can lead to cancers of the vulva, penis, and anus, albeit the overall risk remains low. Statistics from recent years show there were 1,401 new diagnoses of vulval cancer, alongside 761 cases of penile cancers and 1,557 cases of anal cancers, each having various causes. The NHS recommends regular self-examinations for those affected, advising individuals to consult a GP if there are concerns about changes such as new lumps, alterations in skin texture, or persistent ulcers.
Awareness of lichen sclerosus is crucial, as early detection and ongoing management can significantly help in alleviating symptoms and reducing risks associated with the condition.
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