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What to do when you feel a cold sore
coming on
Cold sores are more common than you might think. In Britain, about 7 in 10
people have caught one of the viruses which causes them. So if you're
starting to feel the prickle of a new cold sore forming, you're not alone.

Most of us have had one of the herpes simplex viruses which cause them -
yet for something so common, cold sores aren't something we tend to talk
about.

Whilst having a cold sore is nothing to be embarrassed about, it's
understandable to want to start fighting a cold sore as soon as you notice
it, to minimise visibility and pain. The earlier you start treating an outbreak,
the more effective the treatment will be.

Signs and symptoms
If you've never had a cold sore before, you should be able to notice some
tell-tale signs that you've got one coming on, says Dr Sweta Rai of the
British Association of Dermatologists.

"You may be able to tell when a cold sore is coming on if the area of skin is
uncomfortable, tingling or painful," she explains. "It may be hard to know
what is happening during a first infection but in future episodes it is easier
to spot the first signs of the virus becoming active."

Being aware of and avoiding key triggers is your best bet to prevent cold
sores forming in the first place. "If you suffer from recurrent attacks of
herpes simplex, you may be able to avoid certain things that may trigger
an attack," says Rai.

"These may include avoiding getting stressed or run down, keeping healthy
and getting enough sleep, avoiding sunlight on the affected area and
sunbeds if you find they trigger outbreaks, and using UV protection."
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However, if you're already noticing the signs, start treatment as soon as
possible to minimise your symptoms.

Starting treatment
Cold sores are common, and generally you don't need to see a GP about
them unless they become persistent or are causing serious discomfort. But
there are certain things you can do at home or buy over the counter to
reduce their size and any pain.

Antiviral creams (your pharmacist can discuss the options) prevent the
virus from multiplying and can reduce the severity of your symptoms or
help the cold sore heal more quickly. While these used to be available only
on prescription, the same medication is now available from pharmacies.
But you need to act quickly.

"The general rule in treating herpes simplex is that all treatments work best
if they start as soon as possible," says Rai. As soon as you notice redness or
tingling, start using treatments; they're less likely to be effective once
blisters appear.

To reduce redness and swelling, keep the affected area cool and hydrated,
she suggests. "Measures such as a cool wet compress, applying
moisturising cream, washing the area gently and applying over-the-
counter antiviral creams may help treat cold sores."

Avoid eating spicy or acidic foods whilst you have a cold sore as this may
exacerbate symptoms. Instead, stick to softer, cooler foods and drink plenty
of water.

Speak with your pharmacist about treatments they can sell you over the
counter to reduce pain and speed up healing. These might include
painkillers, mild anaesthetic creams to numb the area and antiviral creams
to fight the herpes simplex virus. There are also cold sore patches which
can provide protection to the cold sore whilst it is healing.

If your cold sores are becoming a persistent problem, there are also
treatments which can be prescribed by your doctor to reduce symptoms -
and to prevent future attacks.
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"Antiviral drugs may be prescribed by your doctor if your cold sores are very
large, painful or keep coming back. This can help to lessen the severity of
the attack and/or shorten it. Be sure to follow the recommended dose as
these treatments often need to be taken frequently," says Rai.

For cold sores which are exceptionally troublesome or frequent, whether
during a particular season or throughout the year, your doctor is
occasionally able to offer long-term preventative treatment.

"If you have multiple outbreaks a year you may want to discuss
prophylactic (preventative) antiviral treatment with your doctor. This
means using an oral antiviral agent at a reduced dose throughout the year
for prevention of cold sores," explains Rai.

At-home remedies
It's tempting to look for a quick fix for your cold sores. But lots of the DIY
remedies you might find online could actually do your skin more harm than
good.

"There is a wide range of home remedies for cold sores," says Rai. "However,
we do not recommend this approach as there is usually little evidence
regarding the effectiveness of these treatments."

Some of the 'remedies' which come up when you do a quick online search
include toothpaste and nail polish remover. "Some of the substances often
recommended for use on the skin as part of these home remedies can
actually damage the skin," confirms Rai. Not only are these not safe for use
on the skin, but they will likely cause further irritation and pain, rather than
speeding up your skin's recovery.

So the next time you feel the familiar tingle of a cold sore cropping up,
leave the home remedies in the bathroom cupboard and head to the
pharmacy for some tried and tested treatments.

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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Discuss What to do when you feel a cold sore coming on and find more trusted
resources at Patient.
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