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For Valgerdur Audunsdot-
tir, a psoriasis-awareness 
campaigner from Iceland 
who works internation-

ally, the pain of psoriasis in child-
hood was made even worse by hav-
ing an identical twin sister who did 
not have the disease. “My sister had 
beautiful skin, while I had psoriasis 
spots all over my body and lost all 
my fingernails”, says Audunsdot-
tir, whose psoriasis began at 16. “At 
Christmas, we would be given the 
same presents and I used to dread 
it – she could immediately put the 
skirt or the dress on, while I would 
keep my legs covered”. 

A recent survey,  Psoriasis Uncov-
ered, organised by Abbott and sup-
ported by the Psoriasis Association, 
has unveiled the social and psycho-
logical impacts of psoriasis – and 
how some of the hurdles faced lat-
er in life are rooted deeply in child-
hood experience of the disease.  

Tackle it
The survey, of 1700 people with pso-
riasis, found that over 60 per cent of 
all respondents said that psoriasis 
has affected their ability to perform 
in an educational setting - and that 
as a result has negatively affected 
their income potential later in life.

The challenge of childhood pso-
riasis was a keynote topic at the 
2nd World Psoriasis and Psoriatic 
Arthritis Conference held in Stock-
holm last June.  

Approximately one-third of those 
who get psoriasis are under 20  years 
old when the disease first surfaces, 
according to the National Psoriasis 
Foundation (NPF) in the US. 

With limited studies and treat-
ments available, children with pso-
riasis represent a particular compli-
cated challenge to researchers and 
clinicians alike,  IFPA points out. 

Studies suggest that the onset for 
psoriasis is commonly between the 
ages of 5 and 10 with an increase in 

incidence after the age of 15.  Pso-
riasis can have a major impact on 
a child’s quality of life, especially as 
the psychological and psychosocial 
effects of psoriasis can be unlim-
ited – and seriously exacerbate the 
experience already wrought by the 
physical suffering. 

“Children can be quite cruel and 
there is a stigma around psoriasis,” 
says Amy Paller, professor of paedi-
atrics at Northwestern University’s 
Feinberg School of Medicine, Chi-
cago, who spoke on the therapeutic 
challenge of psoriasis and psoriatic 
arthritis in Stockholm. “For a child 
or a teenager, even mild psoriasis 
can be a much heavier burden than 
an adult with more severe psoriasis. 
It can affect a child’s self-esteem 
and whole way of thinking.”

Treat it
Treatment for childhood psoriasis is 
an area that has been limited. Topi-
cal treatments have been common 
in mild psoriasis but more studies 
are needed to understand the ef-
fects of chronic application – and in 
cases of severe,  widespread disease, 
systemic treatment with drugs is 
used with caution in children. IF-
PA points out that, notably, most of 
these drugs, even though used in 
children, have not been thorough-
ly validated in randomised trials for 
paediatric use. 

UV light treatment is a common 
treatment choice for adults suffer-
ing with psoriasis - however,  its use 
is  quite restricted in children due to 
problems with tolerance and com-
pliance, as well as the unknown 
long-term risks in children of ultra-
violet light exposure.  Intralesion-
al injections of steroids are consid-
ered too painful.  Meeting the needs 
of children with psoriasis clearly 
requires an effective and well-tol-
erated treatment with a simultane-
ous focus on long-term safety. 

“Childhood psoriasis affects 

The challenges of childhood psorasis

One-third of all psoriasis patients first see signs of the disease in childhood and 
with limited studies and restricted treatments available, children with psoriasis  
represent an especially complicated situation to both treat and understand - from 
the professionals to their own parents.

more than just the patient - it im-
pacts the entire family,” points out 
Lars Ettarp, president of IFPA and 
the Swedish Psoriasis Association. 
“Parents must help children under-
stand the disease and ensure treat-
ment compliance, which can be a 
challenge.”  

Every year,  roughly 20,000 chil-
dren under 10 years of age are di-
agnosed with psoriasis. One of the 
biggest challenges of psoriasis in 
childhood is that it is often misdi-
agnosed. Symptoms include pitting 
and discoloration of the nails,  se-
vere scalp scaling, nappy dermatitis 
or plaques similar to that of adult 
psoriasis on the chest,  stomach and 
limbs. Psoriasis in infants is rare 
but does occur. 

If one parent has the disease, 
there is about a 10 per cent chance 
of a child contracting it. If both par-
ents have psoriasis, the chance in-
creases to 50 per cent.

Some young people report the 
onset of psoriasis following an in-
fection, particularly a throat infec-
tion. Areas of skin that have been 
injured are occasionally the sites 
of psoriasis, known as the “Koebner 
phenomenon.” 

According to a seminal study by 
Dr Gunnar Swanbeck, Professor 
Emeritus at Gothenborg Univer-
sity, Sweden, if one parent has the 
disease, there is about a 28 per cent 
chance of a child contracting it and 
if both parents have psoriasis, the 
chance increases to 68 per cent.

Stop it
“As clinicians, we need to help par-
ents understand the disease and 
how to eliminate or minimise trig-
ger factors, as well as support them 
emotionally and provide reassur-
ance,” says Professor Paller. “In-
creased study about childhood pso-
riasis and the development of new 
treatment options remains ur-
gent.” 

“Parents must 
help children 
understand the 
disease and en-
sure treatment 
compliance, 
which can be a 
challenge.”  

support

Valgerdur Audunsdottir
A sufferer of psoriasis since she was 16, 
Valgerdur is now an active campaigner
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