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The correct dressing for wound management depends not
only on the type of wound but also on the stage of the
healing process. The principal stages of healing are:
cleansing, removal of debris; granulation, vascularisation;
epithelialisation. The ideal dressing for moist wound healing
needs to ensure that the wound remains: moist with
exudate, but not macerated; free of clinical infection and
excessive slough; free of toxic chemicals, particles or fibres;
at the optimum temperature for healing; undisturbed by the
need for frequent changes; at the optimum pH value. As
wound healing passes through its different stages, different
types of dressings may be required to satisfy better one or
other of these requirements. Under normal circumstances, a
moist environment is a necessary part of the wound healing
process; exudate provides a moist environment and
promotes healing, but excessive exudate can cause
maceration of the wound and surrounding healthy tissue.
The volume and viscosity of exudate changes as the wound
heals. There are certain circumstances where moist wound
healing is not appropriate (e.g. gangrenous toes associated
with vascular disease).
Advanced wound dressings are designed to control the
environment for wound healing, for example to donate fluid
(hydrogels), maintain hydration (hydrocolloids), or to absorb
wound exudate (alginates, foams).
Practices such as the use of irritant cleansers and
desloughing agents may be harmful and are largely obsolete;
removal of debris and dressing remnants should need
minimal irrigation with lukewarm sterile sodium chloride
0.9% solution or water.
Hydrogel, hydrocolloid, and medical grade honey dressings
can be used to deslough wounds by promoting autolytic

debridement; there is insufficient evidence to support any
particular method of debridement for difficult-to-heal
surgical wounds. Sterile larvae (maggots) are also available
for biosurgical removal of wound debris.
There have been few clinical trials able to establish a clear
advantage for any particular product. The choice between
different dressings depends not only on the type and stage of
the wound, but also on patient preference or tolerance, site
of the wound, and cost. For further information, see Buyers’
Guide: Advanced wound dressings (October 2008); NHS
Purchasing and Supply Agency, Centre for Evidence-based
Purchasing.
Prices quoted in Appendix 4 are basic NHS net prices; for
further information see Prices in the BNF under How to use
the BNF.
The table below gives suggestions for choices of primary
dressing depending on the type of wound (a secondary
dressing may be needed in some cases).

Basic wound contact dressings

Low adherence dressing
Low adherence dressings are used as interface layers under
secondary absorbent dressings. Placed directly on the wound
bed, non-absorbent, low adherence dressings are suitable for
clean, granulating, lightly exuding wounds without necrosis,
and protect the wound bed from direct contact with
secondary dressings. Care must be taken to avoid
granulation tissue growing into the weave of these dressings.
Tulle dressings are manufactured from cotton or viscose
fibres which are impregnated with white or yellow soft
paraffin to prevent the fibres from sticking, but this is only
partly successful and it may be necessary to change the
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