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Palmoplantar Pustulosis

Palmoplantar pustulosis (PPP) presents with the formation of pustules on the palms and soles,
often causing itching, burning, and scaling. These pustules are sterile, meaning they are not caused
by infection. The pustules can merge into larger plaques and are typically surrounded by
erythematous skin. PPP may cause significant functional impairment due to pain, which can make
it difficult for individuals to perform daily tasks, particularly those involving the hands and feet.

The condition is closely linked to smoking, with a higher incidence in smokers. However, even after
smoking cessation, the disease may persist. A genetic predisposition is also thought to play a role,
and some patients may have a family history of PPP or other forms of psoriasis.

Etiology and Pathophysiology

Palmoplantar pustulosis (PPP) is a chronic condition primarily characterized by the presence of
sterile pustules on the palms and soles. While the exact cause remains unclear, environmental
factors like smoking and genetic predisposition play significant roles. The disease is triggered by
an abnormal immune response, leading to keratinocyte proliferation and pustule formation,
although the pustules are not infected or contagious. In some cases, PPP is linked to generalized
psoriasis, where both conditions involve immune system dysfunction and inflammation, but PPP
can also occur independently.

Clinical Presentation

Palmoplantar pustulosis (PPP) is characterized by the formation of small, fluid-filled blisters that
evolve into pustules, often surrounded by red, inflamed, and thickened skin that can become scaly
over time. The lesions appear in waves, typically affecting the palms, soles, or both, and may cause
significant discomfort, especially when cracks or fissures develop. While PPP is not
life-threatening, its chronic nature and the discomfort it causes can severely impact quality of life.
Flare-ups are commonly triggered by factors such as pressure, friction, or rubbing. However, PPP
does not appear to be linked to food allergies or other known allergens.

Diagnosis

The diagnosis of palmoplantar pustulosis (PPP) is primarily clinical, based on the characteristic
presentation of sterile pustules on the palms and soles. The distinctive appearance and location of
the lesions help differentiate PPP from other conditions that can cause pustules, such as bacterial
infections or eczema. While a skin biopsy is generally not required, it may be performed to rule out
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other conditions or to confirm the diagnosis in uncertain cases. Laboratory tests, including skin
cultures, are typically negative due to the sterile nature of the pustules.

Treatment

While there is currently no cure for palmoplantar pustulosis (PPP), various treatments can help
manage symptoms and improve quality of life. Due to the chronic and relapsing nature of the
condition, treatment strategies typically aim to control flare-ups and prevent further progression,
with the approach often being stepwise and tailored to individual needs.

➢ Topical Treatments:
○ Superpotent Topical Steroids: High-potency corticosteroids are frequently used to

reduce inflammation and control pustules. These can be applied under occlusion to
enhance absorption, but long-term use is discouraged due to the risk of skin
thinning and reduced effectiveness.

○ Moderate Steroid Application: Once symptoms improve, transitioning to
moderately potent steroids applied twice daily helps maintain control.

○ Coal Tar and Salicylic Acid: Coal tar soaks and salicylic acid ointments help to
remove scales and prevent new pustule formation, although they may be messy and
cause staining.

➢ Topical Retinoids: Tazarotene and alcipotriene can reduce skin thickening and pustules by
promoting skin normalization, though irritation can occur.

➢ PUVA (Psoralen + UVA light therapy): For those unresponsive to topical treatments, PUVA
therapy can be effective, though it comes with risks such as skin burns and long-term
concerns like skin cancer.

➢ Systemic Treatments:
○ Oral Retinoids: These medications are often used, though it requires close

monitoring due to side effects like teratogenicity and liver toxicity.
○ Cyclosporine: This immunosuppressive agent can be effective for severe cases but is

used cautiously because of its potential renal toxicity. It is typically reserved for
short-term use.

○ Methotrexate: Methotrexate can help reduce inflammation in severe PPP, but it also
carries risks such as liver toxicity and bone marrow suppression.

○ Other Medications: In some cases, medications such as colchicine, tetracycline, and
dapsone are used, but they tend to be less consistently effective for PPP.

Prognosis and Management

Palmoplantar pustulosis (PPP) can be challenging to manage due to its chronic nature and
variability in response to treatment. The focus remains on symptommanagement and flare
prevention. It’s important for patients to follow a tailored treatment plan that may involve both
topical and systemic therapies. Regular follow-ups with a healthcare provider and education on
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lifestyle modifications to minimize flare-ups can help improve quality of life and prevent
complications.

Conclusion

Palmoplantar pustulosis (PPP) is a skin condition that mainly affects smokers, causing small,
painful blisters on the palms of the hands and soles of the feet. While there is no cure, there are
various treatments available to manage the symptoms and help control flare-ups. These
treatments can include topical creams, light therapy, and medications. The goal is to reduce
discomfort and improve your quality of life. Although PPP is chronic and may come and go,
ongoing research is working toward developing better treatments to manage the condition in the
future.
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