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Hand Eczema 
(Hand Dermatitis)

Hand eczema (also known as hand dermatitis) is a common 
skin condition that causes a red, itchy rash on the hands. 
It can affect the palms, backs of the hands or both areas. 
The condition often starts with dryness of the hands and 
can progress to become red, itchy, painful and inflamed. It 
is often aggravated by people’s work, especially when the 
hands are exposed to certain chemicals or other substances.

Treatment
Hand eczema usually resolves with treatment. Your  
dermatologist may prescribe topical (on the skin) cream 
or ointment to reduce the inflammation and pain. If the 
rash become infected, you may need to take antibiotics. 

In more severe or long-lasting cases your dermatologist 
may recommend treatment with medications that act on 
your immune system, including azathioprine,  
methotrexate or cyclosporine. Ultraviolet light therapy 
can also be helpful.

What else can I do about hand eczema?

The best way to manage hand eczema is to avoid 
contact with known triggers or irritants whenever you 
can. You can protect your hands by wearing vinyl gloves, 
which as less likely cause a reaction than latex gloves. 
These can be worn for short periods when you are  
handling foods, washing, gardening, etc. 

It can also be helpful to use a non-perfumed skin 
moisturiser/softener to create a barrier over the affected 
areas and help the skin retain moisture. Your  
dermatologist will be able to recommend the most  
suitable products for you. 

Avoid contact with soaps and detergents as much as 
you can. When you wash your hands use lukewarm 
water and remove rings and other jewellery before washing. 

If your hand eczema is caused by something at work, 
talk to your employer about how you can minimise  
exposure to irritants and protect your skin.

What does hand eczema look like?

Hand eczema can vary in appearance and severity. The skin may 
be dry and flaky, have itchy bumps or fluid-filled blisters. There 
may be small or large patches, scaly, cracked skin, or swelling. 
Scratching can lead to a bacterial infection which can cause pain, 
white or red pustules and crusting. Some people have changes to 
their nails, while others have a rash that progresses to other sites, 
especially the forearms.

What causes hand eczema?

Hand eczema is caused by a range of factors, including your 
genes, exposure to irritants and injury. It is often aggravated by the 
work environment, especially jobs that involve frequent immersion 
of the hands in water. This is more likely if the skin is exposed to 
detergents and cleaning solvents, as they can strip the skin of its 
normal protective layer. Examples include cleaning, hairdressing, 
healthcare, mechanical work and catering. 

Some people have an allergic reaction to certain substances. For 
example, the latex in latex gloves can cause an immediate skin 
reaction. Rarely, a latex allergy is associated with more serious 
allergic reactions such as anaphylaxis (swelling of the airway 
making it difficult to breath). Allergic reactions can also occur with 
exposure to nickel (e.g. a metal watch band), fragrances and hair 
dyes. Some people who work in catering have a reaction to certain 
proteins in food. You may also have family history of allergic  
diseases such as eczema, asthma or hayfever. Others have  
psoriasis, another skin condition that causes red, scaly patches on 
the body.

How is hand eczema diagnosed?

Your dermatologist will work with you to determine the cause of 
the hand rash. They will talk to you about previous rashes, exposure 
to possible irritants, family history and injury history. They will also 
ask you about what lotions, shampoos and perfumes you use on 
your skin. Your dermatologist may perform allergy tests on the skin 
(also called patch tests), order blood tests, or take a scraping of 
affected skin (a biopsy) to examine under a microscope.


