Cryotherapy Information Sheet

1 Cryotherapy is the treatment of skin lesions by freezing.   Liquid nitrogen is the agent normally used for this.   Nitrogen is a gas which makes up most of the air we breathe, but when cooled to a very low temperature it becomes a liquid.

2 This treatment is widely used for removal of many types of benign skin conditions such as warts and skin tags.   Treatment is quick and often removes the need for skin surgery.

3 The treatment works by inducing ice formation within the lesion, which together with chemical and blood supply changes, leads to destruction of the area treated.   An immune reaction triggered by this inflammation may also be important for clearance.   New skin subsequently grows in from underneath and around the treated area.

4 Some skin lesions respond better than others, and it is difficult to predict success rate at the first treatment.   Sometimes, one treatment is sufficient to clear the skin problem, but it is not unusual for two or more treatment sessions to be required.   Occasionally cryotherapy is unsuccessful.   Longstanding warts on feet can be 
particularly difficult to remove.  An impaired immune system is likely to make treatment less effective.

5 Liquid nitrogen can be applied either with a cotton bud or by using a spray.  The spray achieves a lower temperature, and may work better for thicker lesions, although either method is effective for most lesions that we treat.

6 The treatment does produce a painful burning sensation at the time of application.  Normally this is well-tolerated, although children are more reluctant patients and we may not treat if they are apprehensive.

7 For the treatment to be effective, it is important that the entire lesion is frozen, along with a small rim of normal surrounding skin.   Usually one freeze is sufficient for each lesion, but for thicker lesions a second freeze may be applied after the initial has thawed.

8 The treated area will initially become red and swollen, and occasionally a blister will develop.   It is not normally possible to predict who might blister, but if this does develop, it can be burst with a sterile (boiled/flamed and cooled) needle to release the fluid and a clean dressing applied.  Over the next few days, the treated area will scab over, may darken in colour, and will gradually separate from the skin.   To allow optimal healing, it is best to allow the scab to come off itself, rather than picking at it.   Healing normally takes about a week.

9 If the treated area becomes red, swollen or painful after the initial swelling has subsided, this may signify infection, and medical advice should be sought.  This is unusual.

10 After the scab comes off there may be some change in pigmentation of the skin (lightening or darkening) which can be permanent – this is more likely to happen in dark-skinned people.  Numbness at the treatment site may occur and take some months to recover.  Scarring is a rare complication.
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