
Lichen Planus

Lichen planus is a chronic condition which can appear on the skin and in the mouth 
as sores and inflammation. There is no known cause for this condition, but it is 
believed that it may be caused by the immune system attacking the body. Learn 
more about the types and risk factors of oral lichen planus and how it should be 
treated

Affected areas can include the:

 arms, legs and trunk  
 mouth (oral lichen planus) 
 nails and scalp 
 vulva, vagina and penis 

Cause

The cause of lichen planus is not completely understood, but genetics and immunity 
may be involved. Findings suggest that the body is reacting to an antigen (i. e. an 
allergic type reaction) within the surface of the skin or mucosa. Some authorities 
think that lichen planus is an autoimmune disorder in which the skin cells lining the 
mouth are attacked by the white blood cells, but more research is needed. Others 
classify lichen planus as a cell-mediated immune response and believe that since a 
specific antigen has not been identified, it is premature to classify the disorder as 
autoimmune.

Who's affected by lichen planus

Lichen planus affect 1-2% of the worldwide population and is more common in adults
over the age of 40. Oral lichen planus is more common in women than men. The 
mouth is affected in around 50% of all cases of lichen planus (oral lichen planus). 

Appearance in the Mouth

Lichen planus can appear in the mouth in several different patterns. The reticular 

pattern (see right) is commonly found on the cheeks as lacy web-like, white threads 

that are slightly raised. These lines are sometimes referred to as Wickham’s Striae. 



The name lichen comes from a plant that is often seen growing on rocks with its 

mossy, web-like appearance.

The erosive (atrophic) pattern can affect any mucosal surface, including the cheeks, 

tongue, and gums (see left). This form often appears bright red due to the loss of the

top layer of the mucosa in the affected area. In most instances, individuals with 

erosive lichen planus are uncomfortable when eating and drinking, particularly with 

extremes of  temperature, acidic, coarse, or spicy foods.

 

In severe cases, ulceration can develop (see below Left). Individuals affected by 

ulcerations may experience pain even when not eating or drinking. A less common 

form of lichen planus is the plaquelike lichen planus, which appears as a dense 

thickening of the mucosal tissue (see below Right).

            



Lichenoid reactions are instances of mucosal disease that resemble lichen planus 

both clinically and microscopically, but are due to an allergic response (see Right). 

The list of potential offending agents is extensive and includes medications, oral 

hygiene products and occasionally, metallic filling materials placed by your dentist. 

Identifying the underlying cause of a lichenoid reaction is often challenging, but when

successful leads to lesion resolution.

The severity and subsequent disability caused by lichen planus varies from 

inconsequential to severe. Skin lesions are typically present as a purple to brown in 

color, raised rash that can be very itchy (see Left). In addition to the oral mucosa, 

other mucosal surfaces such as the eyes, esophagus, and genitalia may be affected.

 

Diagnosis of Lichen planus (oral)

A dentist or doctor can diagnose oral lichen planus by looking at the inside of your 
mouth and taking a biopsy to confirm the diagnosis. A sample of mouth tissue will be 
removed so that it can be examined under a microscope. 

Treatment of Oral Lichen Planus

Though there is no cure for lichen planus, its symptoms can be managed. The most 
common treatment for lichen planus is the use of a topical, anti-inflammatory drug 
called a corticosteroid. Just remember that even though lichen planus is a long-term 
condition, it is usually not a permanent one.

 Avoid eating spicy foods and anything acidic, such as fruit juice, because they
can irritate oral lichen planus.

 Avoid eating sharp food.
 Avoid use of tobacco 
 Avoid drinking alcohol, particularly spirits.
 If areas of your mouth are painful, stick to soft, bland foods.
 Clean your teeth using a mild toothpaste that doesn't contain sodium lauryl 

sulphate (a foaming agent)
 Avoid using mouthwashes that contain alcohol because they may be too 

strong, and keep your mouth as clean as possible 
 Visit your dentist regularly to help keep your teeth and gums healthy 



More information on Lichen Planus

 http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/Lichen-planus/Pages/Introduction.aspx


