
Abscess (Boil)

An abscess (also called a boil) is an infection 

under the skin that causes a painful, pus-filled 

lump. An abscess happens when bacteria infect 

a hair follicle (a sac under the skin where hair 

starts to grow). Abscesses usually happen on 

the back of the neck, face, armpits, and buttocks; 

but, they can happen anywhere hair grows on 

the body. Abscesses usually start out small and 

grow big quickly; they usually get more painful 

as they get bigger.

In order for an abscess to heal it needs to be 

open so that the pus can drain out, the doctor 

will ensure it is open before you leave the

emergency. Antibiotics are not required for most 

patients with abscesses.

HOW TO CARE FOR YOURSELF AT HOME 

WHEN TO GET HELP

The information in this document is intended solely for the person to whom it was given by the health care team. This information does not 
replace the advice given to you by your health care provider. 
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 + You should leave your abscess covered 

with a bandage while it heals to keep it 

clean and catch the pus as it drains. Keep 

the bandage clean and dry.

 + After 24 hours you may change the                   

bandage. If the bandage is stuck to the 

wound use warm water to soak it off. You 

should gently clean around the wound 

with warm water and soap before applying 

a new bandage.

 + Change your bandage daily until the            

abscess is healed.

See your family doctor if you are experiencing 

any of the following:

 + Increased temperature or fever.

 + The wound is no longer draining, and is 

increasing in pain and size.

TO LEARN MORE ASK

 + Your family doctor.

 + HealthLinkBC - call 8-1-1 (7-1-1 for deaf 

or hard of hearing) or go online to             

www.HealthLinkBC.ca

RECOMMENDED FOLLOW UP 

 ☐ Follow up with your primary care provider 

in ___ days.

Reproduced with permission from Vancouver 

Coastal Health.

Find this information sheet on the BC Emergency 

Medicine Network website: 
www.bcemergencynetwork.ca/clinical_resource/
abscess/

Last updated: May 23, 2019
Page 1 of 1


