
DOCTOR DISCUSSION GUIDE

Treating Plaque Psoriasis
Plaque psoriasis treatment is essential for symptom relief, having clearer skin, and improving quality of life. The first step to getting 
vital treatment involves being knowledgeable about the treatment options available to you, and discussing them with your doctor.

Vocabulary to Know
The following are terms that may come up as you talk to your doctor about treating plaque psoriasis.

Anthralin
This is a type of tar product available as a cream to slow down skin cell growth. It 
can also help with scale removal and smoother skin. Anthralin is known for irritating 
skin and staining anything it touches, so it is used for short periods and washed off.

Biologic Drugs

These are medications that block certain inflammatory proteins that cause the 
immune system to attack itself. Biologics used to treat plaque psoriasis include 
Humira (adalimumab), Siliq (brodalmab), Cosentyx (secukinumab), and Skyrizi 
(risankizumab-rzaa). They are either given by a shot or by infusion treatment 
through a vein into the arm. These drugs can make a person susceptible to 
infections and make it harder to fight infections.

Calcineurin Inhibitors

There are two types of topical calcineurin inhibitors — tacrolimus ointment (Protopic) 
and pimecrolimus cream (Elidel). They act on the immune system to reduce skin 
inflammation and plaque buildup. They are especially helpful on thin skin areas, 
such as around the eyes, as other treatments are too irritating and may cause 
harmful side effects.

Coal Tar
Coal tar is available over-the-counter and by prescription in various forms, including 
creams and shampoos. It is helpful for reducing inflammation, scaling, and itching. 
Coal tar products tend to be messy, have strong odors, and may stain clothing.

Corticosteroids

These topical steroids are used for treating mild to moderate plaque psoriasis. They 
are available as creams, lotions, ointments, gels, sprays, and shampoos. Your 
doctor can prescribe a stronger topical corticosteroid for smaller, less sensitive 
areas or for areas of the body harder to treat. Long-term and overuse of 
corticosteroids can thin out skin and it is also possible for these drugs to stop 
working with long-term use.

Keratolytic
Also called scale lifters, these treatments help to break down the outer layers of skin 
and reduce the thickness of psoriasis plaques. Scale-lifting products are available 
for use on the body and scalp. Salicylic acid is an example of a topical keratolytic.

Light Therapy
Also called phototherapy, light therapy is first-line treatment for moderate to severe 
plaque psoriasis. It involves exposing skin to controlled amounts of natural or 
artificial light. Repeated treatments are necessary for the best results.

Systemic Drugs

Systemic drugs work throughout the body. They calm down the immune system to 
reduce skin cell growth. Systemic drugs—such as methotrexate and cyclosporine—
are available as pills and as injections. These drugs are known for causing serious 
side effects, including liver and kidney problems, depression, and higher risk for skin 
cancers.

Topical Medicines

If you only have a few plaques, your doctor may suggest a prescription topical 
cream. These medicines are used directly on the skin to help reduce inflammation 
and slow down the growth of skin cells. Examples of these medications include 
corticosteroids, vitamin D, and anthralin.
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Questions to Ask
The following questions can help you to start the conversation 
with your doctor about the best ways to treat plaque psoriasis 
and the treatment options that might be available to you.

q Do I need systemic drugs or biologics, or can I be 
treated effectively without them?

q Is a biologic infusion treatment time-consuming? 

q How do biologics and systemic drugs work? Where 
can I get more information?

q Is there a cream or other topical medicine I can try? 

q Are there any natural alternatives to prescription drug 
therapies you are suggesting?

q How often/how long will I need to take this 
medication? What can I do until the medications kick 
in?

q When will I see improvements to my skin? 

q Is there a plaque psoriasis medication that I can use 
as needed take to manage flare-ups? 

q What are the risks and side effects of biologics? 
Systemic drugs? Topical corticosteroids? Light 
therapy?

q How can I manage common side effects, such as 
nausea and dizziness? 

q What are the risks if I do not take my medication as 
prescribed? Or if I forget to take it? 

q Are there any recent studies of this drug on people 
with plaque psoriasis? 

q Will I need any type of monitoring, including blood 
work, while using this treatment? 

q What if I experience side effects? When should I call 
my doctor? 

q Should I take this drug with food? 

q Are these any foods, vitamins, supplements, or over-
the-counter drugs I should avoid with this drug? Can I 
consume alcohol? 

q Will this drug interact with other treatments I am 
using? 

q Can this medication affect my other conditions?         

q Is it safe for me to continue my treatments if I become 
pregnant? Can I continue breastfeeding? 

q What other alternative therapies can I try?
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