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Limited evidence for the effectiveness of burn wound dressings 
 
Clinical question How effective are wound dressings for superficial and 

partial thickness burns? 

Bottom line A number of dressings appear to have some benefit over 
standard chlorhexidine impregnated gauze dressings in 
the management of superficial and partial thickness 
burns. These include hydrocolloid, silicon nylon, 
antimicrobial (containing silver), polyurethane film and 
biosynthetic dressings. The benefit relates to time to 
wound healing, the number of dressing changes and the 
level of pain experienced. 

Caveat Most of the trials were small (only 6 had more than 80 
patients), and many had methodological limitations. 
Many of the trials failed to adequately assess the depth 
of burns. The use of silver sulphadiazine (SSD) as a 
comparator on burn wounds for the full duration of 
treatment needs to be reconsidered, as a number of 
studies showed delays in time to wound healing and 
increased number of wound dressing applications in 
patients treated with SSD dressings. 

Context Superficial burns are those which involve the epidermal 
skin layers and partial thickness burns involve deeper 
damage to structures such as blood vessels and nerves. 
There are many dressing materials available to treat 
these burns but none have strong evidence to support 
their use. 
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are funded by the New Zealand Guidelines Group. 
PEARLS provide guidance on whether a treatment is effective or ineffective. PEARLS are prepared as 
an educational resource and do not replace clinician judgement in the management of individual cases. 

View PEARLS online at: 
• www.cochraneprimarycare.org 


