
Understanding Burn Injury

Eric leads a support 
group for people with a 
burn injury. Today, he 
has invited a special 
guest for those in the 
group who are new to 
burn injuries. 

https://msktc.org/burn

Hi everyone. I would like 
you to meet Dr. Maria 
Mendez, an expert in  

burn care. She is here  
today to help us  

understand burn injury.

Hello! It’s nice to meet 
you! I would like to hear 
your story. How did your 

burn injury happen? 

my daughter had 
boiling water 
spilled on her.

I survived 
a house  

fire. 

I got a grease burn 
at the restaurant 

where I work.

https://msktc.org/burn


Thank you for sharing. 
One thing you may have 

noticed is that burns can 
happen in many ways. Common 

causes include fire, hot 
liquids, or grease. 

There are  
four  

degrees of 
burn injury.   

First-degree 
burns damage 
only the first 
layer of the skin 
(epidermis).

Second-degree 
burns damage 
the first and 
second layers 
(dermis) of the 
skin.

Third-degree 
burns damage 
the first and 
second layers 
of the skin and 
deeper tissue 
(hypodermis).

Fourth-degree 
burns and  
deeper destroy  
the skin plus fat,  
muscle, and 
sometimes bone.
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Other causes of burns include: 

• Heat from an explosion

• Contact with something hot
(i.e., hot iron)

• Chemicals

• Electricity

Epidermis

Derma
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Now, I’m going to 
talk to you about 

nutrition, infections, 
skin grafts, and 
mental health. 

The donor 
site will 

heal on its 
own since 
only a thin 
layer was 
removed. 

https://msktc.org/burn

Eating well is a key part of recovery. To help a burn injury 
heal, eat a healthy, balanced diet. Your burn team may 
recommend supplements or additional feeding to help you 
heal and prevent infection. 

Burns can get infected. To help prevent infection, people with burns, their family members, friends, and caregivers 
should wash their hands with soap and water frequently.  People with burns should also practice careful wound 
care, use compression to prevent swelling, and look out for signs of infection (e.g., worsening pain, spreading 
redness, new discharge, more open wounds, feeling unwell).

Dr. Mendez explains that deep and/or large burns 
may require a skin graft. The burn tissue is removed 
under anesthesia. A thin layer of skin is removed 
from a donor site and placed on the wound where 
the burn once was as a graft. The graft is sometimes 
put into a meshing machine to allow it to spread 
wider and cover a larger area. 

It’s common to feel anxious or upset after a burn. Burn 
teams include mental health experts (e.g., counselors, 
psychologists, psychiatrists). Talk to them about your 
feelings and concerns and learn ways to cope with  
and adapt to your injury.

Wash Hands Practice Careful Wound Care Use Compression Look for signs of infection
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Does  
anyone  
have 

questions?

Can you burn 
your lungs? 

Yes, you can.  
When you 
breathe in  
smoke or  
toxic gas,  

you may get 
an inhalation 

injury.

https://msktc.org/burn
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Though most patients 
do much of their 

rehab at home, some 
may need to go to 
a treatment center 
for rehab. Rehab 

uses different kinds 
of therapy such as 
routine stretching, 

exercise, positioning 
aids and splints.

Lung damage from inhalation injuries depends on the type of gas and smoke particles breathed in and on length of 
exposure. However, most people who have inhalation injury get better over time and regain their pre-injury lung function.

Patients may go to one of the 
following types of treatment  
centers for rehabilitation:

1. A burn unit or clinic

2. An inpatient rehab hospital

3. An outpatient therapy clinic

4. A skilled nursing facility

https://msktc.org/burn
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What are some 
common  

symptoms of  
burn injury?

Burn recovery is 
different for each 
person. This means 
that the symptoms 
of burns also may 

vary for each  
person.  

There are many resources 
from your burn center and 

from the Burn Model System 
that can help you with your 
concerns and questions.

Next, Dr. Mendez explains that, as patients heal, they may have pain, feel tired, itch, or experience temperature sensitivity.

You can find resources on 
burn injury at 
https://msktc.org/burn. 
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