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What is actinic keratosis?  
Actinic keratosis is a scaly patch on skin caused by sun 
damage over years. It usually occurs on skin most exposed 
to the sun, which is the face, hands, scalp or neck. Most 
people have no symptoms other than a patch or lesion.  
The lesion begins in the skin's top layer called the 
epidermis. Doctors worry about actinic keratosis because 
it can grow into skin cancer, called squamous cell 
carcinoma. The best prevention is avoiding too much sun 
exposure.  The picture shows squamous cells at the top of 
the skin.  
 
What are the risk factors for actinic keratosis?  
Excess skin exposure to the sun increases the risk.  Sunny 
climate, older age, and a lot of outdoor activity all increase 
this risk. People with pale skin and light colored eyes have 
a higher risk. Those with a weak immune system are also 
at higher risk.  
 
Is actinic keratosis harmful? 
If found early, actinic keratoses can usually be treated. If they are left, some lesions may 
progress to skin cancer. We cannot tell which lesions may grow into skin cancer.  
 
How is actinic keratosis treated? 
Actinic keratosis is treated with topical gels or procedures. The site and number of 
lesions determine therapy.  
 

• Topical Creams 
 Fluorouracil is a cancer drug that can be used. This gel blocks vital cell functions 

killing the actinic keratosis cells. Imiquimod is a cream that causes the skin's immune 
system to reject actinic keratosis cells. Diclofenac gel blocks irritation and can be 
helpful for actinic keratosis. Side effects of topical medicines are skin irritation and 
sun sensitivity.  

 
• Procedures 
Cryotherapy uses liquid nitrogen to freeze off the lesions. This is the most common 
treatment.  It is fast and has a high cure rate. There is some stinging when the 
nitrogen is applied.  Possible side effects are blisters, scarring, changes to skin texture 
and pigment. 
Curettage is used for thick lesions. A round, sharp tool is used to scrape off the 
lesion. Possible side effects are scarring, infection and altered pigment. 



Lasers deliver an intense light on the lesion, removing it with the top layer of skin. 
This is done for lesions on delicate skin or places hard to reach.  Possible side effects 
are scarring and altered pigment. 
Photodynamic therapy uses a substance that makes the lesions very sensitive to 
light. A laser is then used to destroy the lesions. Possible side effects are swelling, 
redness and burning sensation. 

 
 
I still have questions, where can I go for more information? 
 
Actinic Keratosis: Medline Plus 
http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/ency/article/000827.htm  
 
Actinic keratosis: Mayo Clinic 
http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/actinic-keratosis/DS00568  
 
Actinic keratosis: American Academy of Dermatology 
http://www.aad.org/skin-conditions/dermatology-a-to-z/actinic-keratosis  
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This document was created by a medical student enrolled in the Family Medicine Clerkship at the 
University of Minnesota Medical School as part of the course project.  The aim of the project is to 
present information on a medical topic in the format of a patient education handout.  It does not 
necessarily reflect the views of the University of Minnesota Medical School physicians and 
faculty.  These materials are provided for informational purposes only and are in no way intended 
to take the place of the advice and recommendations of your personal health care provider.  The 
information provided may no longer be up-to-date since it has not been reviewed since the date 
of creation.  The information provided should not be used to diagnose a health problem or 
disease, or as a means of determining treatment.  In the event of a medical emergency, 
immediately contact a doctor or call 911. 


