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Discoid Lupus 

Cutaneous lupus erythematosus may occur with or without systemic lupus 
erythematosus. Discoid lupus erythematosus (DLE), a form of chronic 
cutaneous lupus, is most commonly found on the scalp, face, and ears.1 

Epidemiology
Discoid lupus erythematosus is most common in adult women  
(age range, 20–40 years).2 It occurs more frequently in women of 
African descent.3,4

Key clinical features in people with darker skin tones:
Clinical features of DLE lesions include erythema, induration, fol-
licular plugging, dyspigmentation, and scarring alopecia.1 In patients 
of African descent, lesions may be annular and hypopigmented to 
depigmented centrally with a border of hyperpigmentation. Active 
lesions may be painful and/or pruritic.2 

Discoid lupus erythematosus lesions occur in photodistributed 
areas, although not exclusively. Photoprotective clothing and sunscreen 
are an important part of the treatment plan.1 Although sunscreen  
is recommended for patients with DLE, those with darker skin  
tones may find some sunscreens cosmetically unappealing due to a 
mismatch with their normal skin color.5 Tinted sunscreens may be  
beneficial additions. 

Worth noting
Approximately 5% to 25% of patients with cutaneous lupus go on to 
develop systemic lupus erythematosus.6

Health disparity highlight
Discoid lesions may cause cutaneous scars that are quite disfigur-
ing and may negatively impact quality of life. Some patients may 
have a few scattered lesions, whereas others have extensive disease 
covering most of the scalp. Discoid lupus erythematosus lesions of 
the scalp have classic clinical features including hair loss, erythema, 
hypopigmentation, and hyperpigmentation. The clinician’s comfort with 

THE COMPARISON

A  �Multicolored (pink, brown, and white) indurated plaques in a  
butterfly distribution on the face of a 30-year-old woman with  
a darker skin tone.

B � �Pink, elevated, indurated plaques with hypopigmentation in a 
butterfly distribution on the face of a 19-year-old woman with  
a lighter skin tone.
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performing a scalp examination with cultural humility is an  
important acquired skill and is especially important when 
the examination is performed on patients with more 
tightly coiled hair.7 For example, physicians may adopt the  
“compliment, discuss, and suggest” method when coun-
seling patients.8
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