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Itch-Scratch-Itch Cycle and  
Lichen Simplex Chronicus 

 
What is the itch-scratch-itch cycle? 
Vulvar itching can be caused by many different diseases or skin irritants. A 

normal response to itching is to scratch or rub the skin. While this may bring 

relief for a moment, it also irritates the skin and can cause more itching. The 

itching can cause you to scratch or rub the vulva while you are asleep. This itch-

scratch-itch cycle can go on for so long that the original cause of itching can be 

hard to recall or identify. These are some of the causes: 

 

Diseases 

• Eczema 

• Psoriasis 

• Lichen sclerosus 

• Anxiety 

• Yeast or fungal infection 

• Postmenopausal lack of estrogen 

• Lichen planus 

• Depression 

 

Skin irritants 

• Urine 

• Stool 

• Frequent washing with soap 

• Sweat-soaked clothing 

• Dyed underwear (see note) 

• Spermicides 

• Benzocaine (in anti-itch creams 

or numbing creams) (see note)  

• Scented laundry detergent or 

softener 

• Scented toilet tissue, pad, or tampon 

• Frequent cleaning with baby wipes  

• Wet bathing suit 

• Adhesives in pads or pantyliners (see 

note) 

• Vaginal lubricants 

• Neomycin (in antibiotic creams) (see 

note) 

Note: may also cause an allergic reaction 
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What is Lichen Simplex Chronicus? 
Lichen Simplex Chronicus (also called hyperplastic dystrophy or squamous cell 

hyperplasia) is an area of thickened skin caused by repeated rubbing and 

scratching. It is the result of months to years of untreated or poorly treated 

itching. It often involves the skin on the hood over the clitoris, Labium majus 

(large lips), and perineum. 

 

 

What are the symptoms? 
• In addition to itching, there may be slight bleeding, burning, or soreness 

caused by scratching.  

• Skin that is torn open by scratching is more likely to get a bacterial infection 

with symptoms of pimples and yellow, crusty drainage.  

• There may be a rash.  

• Skin color is often red from chronic inflammation.  

• Thickened patches from Lichen Simplex Chronicus may be white or gray. 



 

Department of Obstetrics and Gynecology 
Itch-Scratch-Itchy Cycle and Lichen Simplex Chronicus 

- 3 -  

How is it diagnosed? 
The first step is to diagnose and treat any diseases. To do this we may need to: 

• Take a skin sample to send for a bacterial or yeast culture in a lab. A culture 

is when a sample is sent to a lab to allow the cells to grow. If there is an 

infection, the infected cells will multiply. This sample is done by wiping the 

skin with a swab. 

• Remove a small piece of skin (biopsy) for laboratory diagnosis. You will get 

an injection of numbing medicine before the skin is removed. 

• Refer you to an allergist for patch testing. 

 

If you still have itching after treating all diagnosed disease(s), your doctor 

makes a diagnosis of itch-scratch-itch. Lichen simplex chronicus is often 

diagnosed from a biopsy. 

 

How is it treated? 
1. Comfort measures: Follow the comfort measures described in the “Comfort 

measures” section of the Vulvar Diseases booklet here: 

https://michmed.org/G2qq3 or follow the “Comfort Measures for Vulvar 

Disease” handout. 

2. Prevent damage from scratching by cutting finger nails very short and 

wearing socks over your hands while sleeping. 

3. Stop itching with medications: 

a. Oral antihistamine such as diphenhydramine (Benadryl®) or hydroxyzine 

at bedtime to prevent itching and scratching during sleep 

b. Topical (skin) steroid ointment: Steroid ointment treatment usually starts 

with a stong steroid used twice a day. Over time, as symptoms decrease 

and the skin looks more healthy, you will be switched to using it once a 

day. If symptoms do not worsen, you will then be switched to a weaker 

steroid ointment and eventually weaned off. This whole process takes 

https://michmed.org/G2qq3
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months. If you stop the steroid ointment too soon the itch-scratch-itch 

cycle may come back. 

i. Some people need additional support with other topical 

medications like tacrolimus that can work along with the topical 

steroid.  

c. Possible oral steroid (prednisone) taper – start with high dose and 

gradually decrease does over a specified number of days. 

d. Possible steroid shot(s) 

e. Some antibiotics have anti-inflammatory properties, we may recommend 

this in addition to your other medications.  

i. We may take a yeast sample. If it is positive, or if you tend to get 

yeast with antibiotics, we may offer anti-yeast treatment. 

f. Some people need longer treatment for itching. We will discuss with you 

other medications such as amitriptyline and gabapentin for itching.  

 

It is important that you complete all of the medication that you were 

prescribed. 

 

Resources 
• International Society for the Study of Vulvovaginal Disease 

Patient Education 

https://www.issvd.org/patient-education/ 
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