Dermatology department

Skin surgery
Information for patients
Introduction
This leaflet provides information about your skin surgery procedure. We hope it answers some
of the questions you or those who care for you may have. It is not intended to replace the
discussion between you and your medical team but aims to help you understand more about
what is discussed. If you have further questions please do not hesitate to discuss with your
doctor.

Types of skin procedure
Your dermatologist has referred you for a skin surgery procedure. This involves removing a
sample of skin to examine. The type of procedure you will have depends on the nature of your
skin condition but it will be one of the following:
 Punch biopsy: a small circle of skin is removed, usually the size of a lentil. A stitch is used
to close the wound
 Shave excision and cautery: a horizontal cut is made to remove lesions raised on the
surface of the skin. A hot instrument (cautery) is used to stop any bleeding
 Curettage and cautery: a scoop shaped instrument called a curette is used to scrape away
the skin lesion. A hot instrument (cautery) is used to stop any bleeding
 Excision biopsy: the whole lesion is removed, including a surrounding area of normal skin.
Stitches are used to close the wound

What do I need to do before my procedure?
Please tell us before the day of your procedure if:


you are taking warfarin, aspirin or any other blood-thinning medicines. If you are taking
warfarin, please ensure you have your international normalised ratio (INR) checked one
to three days before the procedure. If the result is over 3.5 then it is likely we will have to
reschedule the surgery. Please bring the result of your INR test and your yellow warfarin
book with you when you come into hospital for your procedure



you have any bleeding disorders



you have an implantable electronic device, such as a pacemaker or defibrillator. This is
important because we may need to speak to the department that installed the device
beforehand

On the day of the procedure
You can eat and drink (non-alcoholic) fluids as normal. Please take any other regular medicines
as normal.
If you are having a procedure on your scalp, please make sure that your hair is free from any
hair products such as hair spray, mousse or gel. This is because we may use a hot instrument
(cautery) to stop any bleeding and these products can sometimes be flammable (catch fire). A
scalp biopsy often requires more than one sample to be taken.
If you are having a procedure on your finger or toe nails, please remove any nail varnish
(including clear nail varnish).
If the procedure is elsewhere on your body, we advise that you wear loose or comfortable
clothing so that your clothes do not rub the wound afterwards.
We will ask you to keep your wound dry for at least 48 hours after the procedure so please have
a shower or bath beforehand.

What will happen when I arrive at hospital?
Please arrive on time for your appointment. We cannot guarantee that the procedure will go
ahead if you are late.
When you arrive, please remind the doctors or nurses about any medications you are taking,
any allergies you may have, if you are pregnant, or if you have an implantable electronic device.
Please bring any information about your implantable electronic device with you.
You will have the opportunity to ask questions before the operation. The doctor or nurse will
explain what it involves and discuss potential problems that you may experience afterwards. We
will ask you to sign a consent form to confirm that you understand the information provided and
that you agree to go ahead with the procedure.
You may need to change into a hospital gown to protect your clothing or for us to gain better
access to the part of your body where the procedure will take place.

What does the surgery involve?
You will have your procedure in the surgical room in the outpatient clinic. A doctor and nurse will
be present. Surgery usually takes 20-30 minutes, but occasionally it may take longer.
We will give you a local anaesthetic injection to numb the skin. The local anaesthetic may sting
but this will only last a few seconds. You may feel pressure and movement whilst the procedure
is being carried out. The skin sample will be removed and then the wound will be closed or
sealed.
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Will I need stitches?
After a punch biopsy or excision biopsy, the wound will usually be closed with non-dissolving
stitches. These need to be removed at your GP surgery after one to two weeks. Please ensure
that you can attend the GP surgery. If you can’t, for example, because of a holiday, please tell
the doctor doing your procedure beforehand.

What happens after the procedure?
The local anaesthetic wears off after two to three hours. You may need to take paracetamol to
relieve pain after this. Do not take non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs such as aspirin or
ibuprofen as these can increase bleeding.
The wound will usually be covered with a dressing which should be left on for 48 hours and kept
dry. The doctor or nurse will give you further advice on wound care (and stitch removal if
needed).
It is important to protect the wound to help healing and reduce scarring. Until the stitches have
been removed please avoid the following:








sports
straining
exercise / gym
heavy lifting
swimming
putting the wound underwater e.g. in the bath
driving, if the wound is on the foot or lower leg

Depending on where on the body your surgery was, we may advise you to avoid activities that
can stretch the wound for four weeks after the procedure.

What are the risks involved in having skin surgery?
Skin surgery is generally safe but potential risks include:
Bleeding: if there is bleeding from the wound, apply pressure to the dressing for at least 15
minutes and keep the affected area raised. This will usually stop the bleeding. If the bleeding
continues, return to the dermatology department if it is between 09.00 and 17.00. Outside of
these hours go to your nearest A&E department.
Bruising: bruising may occur, especially if the procedure is near the eyes. This will disappear
after 7 to 14 days and will not leave any permanent mark.
Infection: if the wound becomes very red, painful, hot, swollen, or oozes (leaks), it may be
infected. You should see your GP who may prescribe antibiotics. The risk of infection is
increased in smokers, people with diabetes and immunosuppressed patients.
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Scarring: there will be a permanent scar after skin surgery. Unfortunately, this cannot be
avoided. For excision biopsies, the length of the scar is approximately three times the length of
the lesion being removed. Please follow the wound care advice listed in the previous section to
help reduce scarring.
Wound breakdown: rarely, wounds can break open after surgical procedures. If this happens,
please see your GP who may advise wearing dressings for a longer period of time.
Rarer risks include nerve damage and an allergic reaction to the local anaesthetic.

Are there alternative treatments to skin surgery?
You do not have to have skin surgery. Whilst your dermatologist has recommended it, other
investigations or treatment options may be available. If you have specific concerns about skin
surgery, it is important to discuss these with your dermatologist in order to explore the risks and
benefits of all available options.

Contact information for the dermatology department
We are available Monday – Friday from 09.00 to 17.00. Please telephone the department on:
St Mary’s Hospital: 020 3312 1083 / 020 3312 1194 / 020 3312 7992
Hammersmith Hospital: 020 3313 3264 / 020 3313 2365
Charing Cross Hospital: 020 3311 7103 / 020 3311 7106
Outside of these hours please phone NHS 111 for advice or for emergencies, go to your local
A&E department.

How do I make a comment about my visit?
If you have any suggestions or comments about your visit, please either speak to a member
of staff or contact the patient advice and liaison service (PALS) on 020 3313 0088 (Charing
Cross, Hammersmith and Queen Charlotte’s & Chelsea hospitals), or 020 3312 7777 (St Mary’s
and Western Eye hospitals). You can also email PALS at imperial.pals@nhs.net. Alternatively,
you may wish to express your concerns in writing to: Complaints department, fourth floor,
Salton House, St Mary’s Hospital, Praed Street, London W2 1NY.
This leaflet can be provided on request in large print, as a sound recording, in Braille, or
in alternative languages. Please contact the communications team on 020 3312 5592.
We have a free wi-fi service for basic filtered browsing and a premium wi-fi service (requiring
payment) at each of our five hospitals. Look for WiFiSPARK_FREE or WiFiSPARK_PREMIUM
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