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SYMPTOM

Chapped hands

Chapped hands are dry, rough, irritated skin that may peel or crack.

WHAT IT FEELS LIKE
Dry, tight, rough skin that may sting or crack

WHERE IT IS FELT
Palms, backs of hands, fingers, and knuckles

MOST COMMON CAUSES
Frequent washing, cold dry weather, irritating products

WHEN ITIS URGENT
Spreading redness, warmth, swelling, pus, or fever

USUALLY LASTS
Days to weeks, based on exposure and skin inflammation

SEE ADOCTORIF
Cracks persist, recur often, or disrupt daily activities

Overview

Chapped hands are areas of dry, irritated skin on the hands. The skin may feel tight or rough
and can peel, split, or bleed. "Chapped hands" describes a symptom rather than one specific
condition.

Your hands lose water and natural oils each time they are washed or exposed to chemicals.
Cold air, low humidity, and indoor heating can also dry the skin. If the skin's protective outer
layer becomes damaged, everyday products may cause more irritation.

Sometimes chapping is part of hand eczema, also called hand dermatitis. Dermatitis means
inflamed skin. It can result from repeated irritation, an allergy, or an underlying skin condition.

What it may feel or look like

Chapped skin may affect the fingers, knuckles, palms, or backs of the hands. One hand may be
worse than the other, depending on your activities and exposures.

You may notice:

Deep cracks can hurt when you bend your fingers or handle objects. Water, soap, hand
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sanitizer, food juices, and cleaning products may sting damaged skin.

Small fluid-filled blisters, intense itching, crusting, or a sharply defined rash can suggest a form
of dermatitis rather than simple dryness. These changes still have several possible causes and
need to be considered in context.

- Dry, tight, rough, or flaky skin

- Redness or a darker colour than nearby skin
- Itching, burning, tenderness, or stinging

- Finelines, peeling, or deeper cracks

- Small areas of bleeding

- Thickened skin after repeated irritation

Common causes

Common causes

Frequent handwashing is a frequent reason for chapped hands. Hot water, strong soaps, and
repeated drying remove oils from the skin. Alcohol-based hand sanitizer may sting existing
cracks, although it may sometimes be less irritating than repeated washing with soap and
water.

Cold or windy weather and dry indoor air make it harder for skin to hold moisture. Chapping
may therefore come and go with the seasons.

Repeated contact with cleaning products, detergents, solvents, cement, oils, food, or
prolonged moisture can cause irritant contact dermatitis. Healthcare, cleaning, food
preparation, construction, and hairdressing work may involve these exposures.

Less common causes

Allergic contact dermatitis happens when the immune system reacts to a substance that
touches the skin. Possible triggers include fragrances, preservatives, rubber chemicals,
adhesives, metals, and ingredients in personal-care or workplace products. A reaction may
appear hours or days after contact.

Atopic eczema, psoriasis, and some fungal infections can also affect the hands. Psoriasis often
causes well-defined, thick, scaly areas. A fungal infection may mainly affect one hand and can
occur with athlete's foot, but appearance alone cannot confirm the cause.

Some medicines and health conditions can contribute to generally dry skin. This is more likely
to be relevant if other parts of your body are also unusually dry.
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Complications needing prompt attention

Cracked skin can allow bacteria to enter. Increasing pain, warmth, swelling, pus, or redness that
is spreading may indicate an infection.

When to seek medical care

Book a routine appointment if the chapping does not improve with consistent skin protection
and moisturizing, keeps returning, or interferes with sleep, work, or daily tasks. You should also
arrange an assessment for deep or repeatedly bleeding cracks, persistent blisters, or a rash
that spreads beyond your hands.

Seek same-day medical advice if you develop spreading redness, increasing warmth or
swelling, pus, worsening pain, red streaks, or fever. These changes can occur with a skin
infection, especially around an open crack.

Get emergency help if hand symptoms begin with trouble breathing, faintness, or swelling of
the lips, tongue, face, or throat. These may be signs of a severe allergic reaction rather than
ordinary chapping.

How the cause is found

A healthcare professional will usually ask when the symptoms started, whether they come and
go, and what touches your hands at home or work. Useful details include recent products,
gloves, hobbies, wet work, cleaning chemicals, and whether symptoms improve during time
away from an activity.

They will examine the pattern of dryness, inflammation, cracks, blisters, and scaling. They may
also look at your feet or nails if a fungal infection is possible.

Tests are not always needed. If an allergy is suspected, patch testing may be arranged. This
involves placing small amounts of possible allergens on the back and checking for a delayed
skin reaction. A skin scraping may be examined when fungus is a concern. Swabs or other tests
may be used if infection is suspected.

Treatment and self-care

The main goals are to restore the skin barrier and reduce contact with whatever is irritating
your hands.

General health information from sofidex. Not medical advice, and not a substitute for your own clinician. 30of5



SOﬂdeX sofidex.com

Wash with lukewarm rather than hot water. Use a mild, fragrance-free cleanser when possible,
and pat your hands dry instead of rubbing them. Apply a thick, fragrance-free cream or
ointment soon after washing and whenever the skin feels dry. Ointments are greasier but often
hold moisture better than lotions.

Protect your hands during wet work or contact with cleaning products. Choose gloves suited
to the task and remove them if the inside becomes wet. Cotton liners may help if protective
gloves make your hands sweaty or irritated.

Try to avoid fragranced products and unnecessary exposure to detergents or solvents. Do not
stop essential hand hygiene, but use gentle products and moisturize afterward.

A clean dressing can protect a painful crack from friction. Seek advice if the crack is deep,
contaminated, or showing signs of infection.

If self-care is not enough, treatment depends on the cause. A clinician may recommend a
topical corticosteroid to calm inflammation, treatment for infection or fungus, or changes to
workplace skin protection. Use medicated products as directed because the best choice
depends on the affected area and diagnosis.

What to expect

Simple dryness often starts improving after the skin is protected from repeated irritation and
moisturized regularly. Deeper cracks and inflamed skin may take longer to settle.

Hand dermatitis can return when the trigger is encountered again. Finding patternsin
products, weather, work, or hobbies can help reduce future flares. Some people need ongoing
skin protection even after their hands look better.

If symptoms are not improving, this does not necessarily mean something serious is wrong. It
may mean that anirritant is still present, an allergy has not been identified, or another skin
condition needs different treatment.

Common questions

Are chapped hands contagious?

Simple dryness, irritant dermatitis, allergic dermatitis, eczema, and psoriasis are not
contagious. Some infections can spread, so an examination may be helpful if one hand has
persistent scaling or there are signs of infection.

Is hand sanitizer causing the problem?
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It can sting and may add to dryness, especially on cracked skin. Frequent washing, hot water,
and harsh soap can also contribute. Hand hygiene remains important; moisturizing afterward
canreduce dryness.

Should | use lotion or ointment?

Lotions are light but may not last long. Thick fragrance-free creams and ointments usually
provide a stronger moisture barrier. A less greasy cream may be easier during the day, with an
ointment used when practical.

Why do my hands improve and then become chapped again?

The trigger may still be present. Repeated washing, seasonal dryness, glove materials, cleaning
products, or workplace exposure can cause symptoms to return. Recurrent chapping is a
reason to consider a routine medical assessment.
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