
Viral Warts: information for patients

This leaflet gives advice about common warts and verruca's (warts on the sole of the foot) but does not include facial or genital warts which require different treatments. If you have eczema, diabetes or poor circulation you will need to take extra care and should see your doctor before starting treatments.

Warts are common, harmless growths which occur mainly on the hands and feet, particularly in children, and are due to infection with the human papilloma virus. In   2/3rds of cases they will disappear within 2 years without any treatment and will not leave scars
Warts do not necessarily need treatment. 

Wart treatments take time and patience and sometimes cause discomfort. If your warts are not painful or do not bother you too much, and particularly in children who often do not cope with treatments so well it is worth waiting for them to go on their own.

If warts or verruca’s are painful due to pressure, symptoms can often be relieved simply by rubbing them down with a pumice stone or emery board or paring by a podiatrist.
Because warts are very common and are not harmful and treatments are time consuming and not always effective they are a low priority for NHS treatment and you are encouraged to manage them yourself with over the counter treatments.
If your warts trouble you and you decide to start treatment it is important to be aware that no treatments are 100% effective and all require perseverance and usually take at least 3 months to work.

Wart paints are the first choice of treatment because they are effective if used properly, are readily available and have fewer unwanted effects than other treatments. 

Most contain salicylic and lactic acids, and work by helping to remove the dead layers of infected skin and by causing inflammation which stimulates the immune system to attack the wart virus. There is no single product that is better than others in every case, the choice is personal: your pharmacist can help you choose.

You may already have tried wart paint and not found it helpful. The commonest reason for this is that you haven’t used it regularly or for long enough.

Tips for successful treatment:
· Treat the wart daily following the same thorough plan.

· Soften it in warm water for 5 minutes.

· Dry, and then scrape off the top layer and the old treatment with a pumice stone or emery board.

· Protect the surrounding skin with petroleum jelly as treatments may irritate normal skin.

· Apply the preparation carefully to the wart.

· Covering with a plaster can enhance the effects of the treatment.

· If the area becomes sore stop treatment for two days and continue every other day. 

· Do not stop treatment too soon: it is best to continue for a week after the wart appears to have gone.

· Restart treatment early if the wart comes back.

Duct tape (strong adhesive tape available at hardware stores) may be a second line choice for treatment as it has been found in one study to be effective in clearing warts and has few side effects.
The method described in the study was:

· The wart was covered with duct tape for 6 days. If the tape fell off during this time, a fresh piece of tape was put on.

· After 6 days, the tape was removed and the wart soaked in warm water for 5 minutes. After drying, it was then gently rubbed with an emery board or pumice stone to get rid of dead tissue from the top of the wart.

· The wart was then left uncovered overnight and duct tape put on again the next day.

· Treatment was continued for up to two months. (Note: most warts that cleared with duct tape did so within 28 days.)

Verruca’s can be particularly difficult. If they are proving resistant it may be worth trying a different wart paint such as glutaraldehyde, formaldehyde or podophyllum. Ask the pharmacist for advice.
Formaldehyde soaks are another alternative for verruca’s if other treatments have failed:

Formaldehyde soaks for treatment of verruca’s:
· The solution used is 5% formaldehyde (1in20 solution) – 500mls

· Use a dish 3-5cm deep and pour the formaldehyde into it

· Place a multiply folded old tea towel or something similar in the base of the dish
· Steep the affected part of the foot in the solution for at least 10 minutes

· Repeat daily

· After use wring out the cloth and return the solution to the bottle to use again

· The formaldehyde will make the skin dry and discoloured but this will resolve

· The verruca should dry up and crumble off in 4 -6 weeks

· If the solution causes stinging to the soft skin between the toes smear a little Vaseline between the toes  before soaking

· Replace the solution when it becomes disagreeable
Cryotherapy (freezing with liquid nitrogen) is also used for treating viral warts but treatment is painful and more likely to cause side effects including blistering and scarring. An over the counter product (Histofreeze) is available and may work in some cases. Cryotherapy for viral warts is no longer so readily available in GP surgeries and is not routinely provided in specialist skin clinics because it requires repeated treatments and is not always effective.

