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What is cellulitis?

Cellulitis is an infection of the deep layer of skin and the layer of fat and tissues just under it.

What causes cellulitis?

The skin is a barrier to infection. However, a break in the skin from a cut, scratch or ulcer etc is a way in which bacteria can get into the skin. The bacteria can then multiply and cause infection. Sometimes, the infection can occur for no obvious reason, especially if you have a problem with your immune system. 
Who gets cellulitis?

Cellulitis is common and can affect anyone but there some things that can make you more prone to getting it. These include

· Wounds

· Bites/stings

· Swollen legs

· Diabetes

· Skin problems such as eczema

· Fungal skin infection such as athlete’s foot

· Intravenous drug abuse

· Previous episodes of cellulitis

What are the symptoms of cellulitis?

Cellulitis commonly affects the lower leg but can occur anywhere. The skin feels warm, and looks red and inflamed. It will often swell and be painful. You can feel “flu like” and have a temperature, sometimes before the skin looks infected.

Is cellulitis serious?

Cellulitis can range from affecting a small area of skin to a widespread area. Complications can include

· Septicaemia (blood poisoning)

· Abscess ( a ball of pus forming)

· Infection spreading into the muscle or bone

· Cellulitis near the eye can affect sight and lead to infection in the brain

What is the treatment for cellulitis?

Antibiotics are required to treat cellulitis, usually in tablet form. However, if you have severe cellulitis, are very unwell, or have cellulitis which does not improve with tablet antibiotics you will need antibiotics delivered into the vein.

Elevation of the affected limb helps reduce swelling and this may reduce pain. Do this as much as possible till the infection clears. If you have cellulitis in your leg, you should raise it higher than your hip by resting it on the sofa on cushions or on extra pillows in bed. If it is in your arm, a high arm sling may help. 

Take painkillers such as paracetamol or ibuprofen to ease pain and also reduce fever.

Keep the skin moisturised.

Drink plenty of fluids to prevent dehydration.

Have a tetanus booster if you have not had a full course and you have had a cut/laceration.

What to look out for

Most people with cellulitis recover fully but if you are starting to feel more unwell, develop a high temperature or vomiting, or instead of getting better, the cellulitis is spreading up the limb, seek medical attention.

