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Your doctor has referred you for a course 
of PUVA treatment for your skin condition. 
This leaflet explains this treatment in detail, 
including its risks and benefits. If you have any 
questions or concerns, please speak to a doctor 
or nurse caring for you.

What is PUVA? 
Topical PUVA is a treatment in which a solution of a 
medication called Psoralen (P) is applied to affected skin. The 
skin is then exposed to UVA light. This is a type of ultraviolet 
light and is part of the various types of ultraviolet light given 
off by the sun. The purpose of the Psoralen is to make the 
skin more sensitive to healing by the light. It achieves this in 
a number of ways including reducing the activity of immune 
cells in the skin, which are overactive in many skin conditions. 
Since 1974, PUVA has widely been used in this country, the 
USA and Europe for the treatment of a number of skin 
conditions including psoriasis and eczema.

Local topical PUVA is used to treat localised areas of skin 
such as the hands, feet and lower legs. PUVA therapy must 
be carried out in hospital under medical supervision. It will 
be necessary for you to attend the department twice weekly 
during the course of treatment. The length of the treatment 
course will vary from one patient to another. An average 
course is usually between 8 - 10 weeks.

Treatment with the Psoralen solution will be carried out in 
the department. Your hands or / and feet are soaked in the 
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Psoralen solution for 15 minutes. After a 30 minute period, 
light exposure with UVA will take place with a specially 
designed Unit containing fluorescent tubes. If only the backs 
of hands or the top of feet require treatment, this will be 
carried out immediately after soaking. Increasing doses will be 
given at each visit, depending on the reaction of your skin.

You will need to wear a protective visor during the treatment 
itself.

Things to avoid
Throughout the course of treatment, you should not sunbathe 
or use a sun bed at any time. On the day of treatment, you 
should avoid unnecessary exposure of the treated area of your 
skin to direct sunlight (even through window glass). Use a 
sunscreen to the treated areas with an SPF factor of at least 30 
that protects against UVA and UVB rays. Re-apply it regularly.

Please let us know if you start any new medications or creams 
during treatment as some can make your skin more sensitive 
to light. 

Do not apply perfumed products to your hands and / or feet  
before treatment. Some of these contain substances which 
make the skin more sensitive to ultraviolet light and can cause 
patchy discoloration, which may take some months to fade

Alcohol must be avoided before PUVA treatment.
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What are the possible side-effects?
1.	 There is a small risk that your skin may burn, with redness 

and soreness and very rarely blistering (particularly 
in patients with a fair complexion). These effects are 
minimised by careful selection by the nursing staff of the 
UVA dose, which they will give you. The risk of this can also 
be reduced by making sure that the exact same areas of 
your hands and / or your feet are exposed to the light at 
each treatment. If you should develop excessive redness of 
your skin following treatment, please contact the nursing 
staff in the Dermatology department on 0113 3924349.

2.	 Some tanning of your skin is likely.

3.	 Very occasionally, patients develop polymorphic light 
eruption, which is an itchy rash due to sunlight.

4.	 PUVA pain / PUVA itch. This is a very rare side-effect where 
patients develop a painful itching sensation of the skin. If 
this side-effect occurs, treatment needs to be stopped. 

5.	 Skin dryness. This can be helped with liberal use of 
moisturising creams. It is important that you use the topical 
(creams and ointments) therapy recommended by the 
department during the course of treatment.

6.	 Long-term use of PUVA (PUVA therapy over many years) 
causes premature ageing in the skin (dryness, freckling and 
wrinkling) and increases the risk of developing skin cancer. 
It is, therefore, our policy to restrict the total amount of 
PUVA treatments that you can have. Present evidence 
suggests that you should not receive more than 
150 treatments over a lifetime. 
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Practical points
	• The protective visor used during light exposures on the 

Hand and Foot Unit should on no account be removed.

	• Throughout the course of your treatment, you should not 
sunbathe or use a sun bed at any time. During bright sunny 
days, sun block may be required on the treated sites  
e.g. hands or feet etc. Care should be taken when working 
in the garden, taking long walks and working outdoors, 
especially on a day of treatment.

	• For the phototherapy to be effective, you must also use the 
skin treatment prescribed by the supervising doctor. If you 
are not sure which moisturising creams you can use, please 
ask a member of the Phototherapy Unit staff.

For your treatment to be effective, it is essential to attend 
regularly. If you are unable to attend for treatment, you  
should telephone the nursing staff in the Dermatology 
department on 0113 3924349 with an acceptable reason for 
cancelling. If you fail to attend for more than 3 treatments 
without telephoning with a reason, your treatment time will 
be given to another patient.
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Storage of results
We will record the information about your treatment in an 
anonymised form on a secure database for audit purposes in 
accordance with good medical practice. The anonymised data 
may also be used for research.

To help the smooth running of the Unit and our endeavour to 
give a high standard of care, we would appreciate your 
co-operation in all of the above points.



© The Leeds Teaching Hospitals NHS Trust • 3rd edition Version 1
Developed by:	Dr Victoria Goulden, Consultant Dermatologist and Honorary 
Senior Clinical Lecturer •  Reviewed by: Bev Mousa, Senior Sister (June 2023)

Produced by: Medical Illustration Services • MID code: 20230425_004/IH

What did you think of your care?
Scan the QR code or visit bit.ly/nhsleedsfft    

Your views matter
LN000123

Publication date
03/2024

Review date
03/2027


	What is PUVA?  
	Things to avoid 
	What are the possible side-effects? 
	Practical points 
	Storage of results 




Accessibility Report





		Filename: 

		LN000123.pdf









		Report created by: 

		Richard Chappell, Mr, richard.chappell@nhs.net



		Organization: 

		Leeds Teaching Hospitals NHS Trust, Medical Illustration







 [Personal and organization information from the Preferences > Identity dialog.]



Summary



The checker found no problems in this document.





		Needs manual check: 0



		Passed manually: 2



		Failed manually: 0



		Skipped: 0



		Passed: 30



		Failed: 0







Detailed Report





		Document





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Accessibility permission flag		Passed		Accessibility permission flag must be set



		Image-only PDF		Passed		Document is not image-only PDF



		Tagged PDF		Passed		Document is tagged PDF



		Logical Reading Order		Passed manually		Document structure provides a logical reading order



		Primary language		Passed		Text language is specified



		Title		Passed		Document title is showing in title bar



		Bookmarks		Passed		Bookmarks are present in large documents



		Color contrast		Passed manually		Document has appropriate color contrast



		Page Content





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Tagged content		Passed		All page content is tagged



		Tagged annotations		Passed		All annotations are tagged



		Tab order		Passed		Tab order is consistent with structure order



		Character encoding		Passed		Reliable character encoding is provided



		Tagged multimedia		Passed		All multimedia objects are tagged



		Screen flicker		Passed		Page will not cause screen flicker



		Scripts		Passed		No inaccessible scripts



		Timed responses		Passed		Page does not require timed responses



		Navigation links		Passed		Navigation links are not repetitive



		Forms





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Tagged form fields		Passed		All form fields are tagged



		Field descriptions		Passed		All form fields have description



		Alternate Text





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Figures alternate text		Passed		Figures require alternate text



		Nested alternate text		Passed		Alternate text that will never be read



		Associated with content		Passed		Alternate text must be associated with some content



		Hides annotation		Passed		Alternate text should not hide annotation



		Other elements alternate text		Passed		Other elements that require alternate text



		Tables





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Rows		Passed		TR must be a child of Table, THead, TBody, or TFoot



		TH and TD		Passed		TH and TD must be children of TR



		Headers		Passed		Tables should have headers



		Regularity		Passed		Tables must contain the same number of columns in each row and rows in each column



		Summary		Passed		Tables must have a summary



		Lists





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		List items		Passed		LI must be a child of L



		Lbl and LBody		Passed		Lbl and LBody must be children of LI



		Headings





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Appropriate nesting		Passed		Appropriate nesting










Back to Top

