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This fact sheet explains
itchy skin after burn
injury, why it occurs,
ways to talk about it with
your health care team,
and strategies for
managing it.

The Model Systems
Knowledge Translation
Center works with Burn
Model System (BMS)
centers to provide free
research-based
rehabilitation resources
for people living with
burn injury. (See
https://msktc.org/burn
for more information.)
This factsheet has been
approved by experts
from the BMS centers.
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Introduction

As skin heals from a burn injury, it may get itchy. Aimost everyone
recovering from major burns experiences itchy skin—especially on
or around the burn, graft, or donor site. The medical term for
itchiness is “pruritus” (proo-ri‘tus).

ltch intensity (how bad it is) and frequency (how often it occurs) are not necessarily
related to the size or depth of your burn injury, but itching may cause you to
scratch and open fragile skin that was previously healed. Itching can also make
you anxious, which can make itching worse.

ltching can also get in the way of doing everyday activities, including:
e Sleep. ltching tends to worsen at night, making it hard to fall asleep and stay
asleep.

e Work or school. Persistent itching may make it hard to concentrate when
performing these activities.

e Physical activities. Exercise, sports, and play (for children)
may increase itching.

e Social activities. The continuous need to scratch an itch may
make it uncomfortable to be in social settings.

For many people, itching improves over time. In the meantime, there are
treatments to help reduce itching. To find the best treatment for you, talk with your
health care team about how bad your itching is and how it is affecting your life.

Ways to Describe Your Itching

Your health care team may ask you to describe the intensity and impact of
your itch.

To describe intensity, or how strong the itch is, adults are usually asked to rate the
itching on a scale of 0 to 10, where 0 is “no itch” and 10 is “worst itch imaginable.”
Providers may also ask about how often (hours per day) you itch, the location of
the itch, and the impact of the itch on your daily activities.

Children who are unable to describe the details of their itch symptoms in words are
often asked to use the Itch Man Scale to describe their itch (see the figure below).’
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Comfortable, Itches a little; Itches more; Iltches a lot; Itches most terribly;
no itch does not interfere sometimes difficult to be impossible to sit
with activity interferes sfill, concentrate still, concentrate
with activity

Source: ltch Man Scale to rate itching intensity in children, designed by Blakeney and Marvin, 2000, at Shriners Hospital for Children. (Reprinted with
permission of Shriners Hospital for Children.)

Treatments

Creams and Lotions

e ltching increases with dry skin. If your skin is dry, applying moisturizer may help reduce itching and hydrate
the skin. Lotions generally come in a bottle, have a higher water content than creams, and generally soak into
the skin faster than creams, but you will need to apply them more often. Creams come in a tube or jar and
are generally thicker, so you can apply them less frequently. Apply your moisturizer of choice as often as
needed or as instructed by your health care provider.

You should choose the moisturizer that feels best on your skin. Look for unscented or “fragrance-free”
moisturizers, as well as moisturizers that do not include alcohol. Products that include alcohol as
an ingredient can make your skin dry. (Note: the ingredient “cetyl alcohol” is OK and will not

dry out your skin.) For quick and easy tips on selecting a moisturizer, see: How to Select a
Moisturizer for Itchy Skin After Burn Injury.

e There are also creams and lotions that have medications in them to help control itching. Some
medicated moisturizers may be found over the counter (such as Capsaicin), while others need to be
prescribed by your health care provider. Speak with your health care team to see what options may work best
for you and your needs.

Bathing
e Bathing may or may not help with itching. Lukewarm water is best and tends to dry out skin the least.
e Bath additives such as oatmeal, powdered milk, or baby oil can be helpful.

o Cooling the skin with water may also provide some temporary relief. oy

Oral Medications

e Gabapentin, pregabalin, and tricyclic antidepressants are commonly used oral medications
that must be prescribed. They act centrally—in your brain—to help decrease itching.

e Antihistamines work by blocking histamine, which triggers itching. Common antihistamines that can be
purchased over the counter include diphenhydramine (e.g., Benadryl), cetirizine, loratadine, and hydroxyzine.
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The correct dosage (how much you should take) varies, so talk with your health care provider before taking
any over-the-counter medications.

o Sleep medications are used to treat sleeplessness (insomnia). If itching makes it difficult for you to sleep,
talk with your health care provider about safe sleep medications that can be helpful to get to sleep and
stay asleep.

o Before taking any medication, talk to your health care provider about your options and potential side
effects. In addition, ask your doctor or health care provider to review all your medications as some medicines
can cause itching.

Other Tips

e Pressure garments and other supportive dressings (such as Tubigrip® elasticated tubular bandage,
Elastinet®) or tight-fitting sport clothing may help during the first months and up to the first year following a
burn injury.

e Skin massage with lotion and/or touching with firm pressure on healed areas can help reduce itching.
Strongly patting on the itchy spot rather than scratching is preferable. Make sure you check with your health
care provider if your itching remains bothersome.

o Laser therapy is a newer form of treatment that may help with itchy skin. This method provides gradual relief
and may require three to six sessions of therapy to get the most benefit. Learn more from our Laser Therapy
for Burn Scars factsheet: https://msktc.org/burn/factsheets/laser-therapy-burn-scars

o Distractions such as television, games, and low-impact or mild exercise or activities can help
take your mind off the itching.

e Short fingernails or sleeping with cotton gloves on, especially for children who tend to scratch
at night while asleep, can reduce injuries to fragile skin.

e Avoid the use of fragrances on your skin. Choose unscented laundry detergent and body and bath products
(e.g., soaps, lotions, sunscreens).

e Protect your skin from the sun by wearing appropriate clothing (e.g., a hat and long sleeves) and
using sunscreen.

For more information
e Infographic: How to Select a Moisturizer for Itchy Skin After Burn Injury (https:/bit.ly/Moisturizer_Infographic)

e Infocomic: ltchy Skin After Burn Injury (https:/bit.ly/Itchy_Skin_Infocomic)

e The Phoenix Society for Burn Survivors (http://www.phoenix-society.org/)

e American Burn Association (http://www.ameriburn.org/)

e In addition, you can contact your health care providers about local support groups and other resources.
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Institute on Disability, Independent Living, and Rehabilitation Research (NIDILRR). The content of the factsheet
has also been reviewed by individuals with burn injury and/or their family members.

Disclaimer: This information is not meant to replace the advice of a medical professional. You should consult
your health care provider about specific medical concerns or treatment. The contents of this factsheet were
developed under a grant (number H133A110004) from the U.S. Department of Education (ED), National Institute
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