Wet wrapping

What is wet wrapping?

Wet wrapping is a bandaging system used to control the symptoms
of eczema. It helps to reduce the amount of itching and in turn helps
you or your child to sleep. Wet wraps should be used on red, dry
and itchy skin but should never be used on infected skin. People
who wish to use wet wraps need to be assessed by their
dermatologist, a GP or by a nurse who has had dermatology training.

- Usually wet wraps are suggested as a treatment after other
treatments such as emollients and topical steroids have been tried
and have not worked.

Warm, wet, tubular bandages are put onto the body over lots of emollient (moisturiser) and
sometimes a mild or moderately potent steroid ointment. The type of steroid used will depend upon
the eczema and also the doctor who prescribes it. A dry layer of bandage is then put on over the wet
layer. Dermatologists and dermatology nurses sometimes use other bandages or suggest that
parents make up their own suit for their child. Two pairs of pyjamas or a T-shirt, leggings and socks
can all be used to get the same effect. Older children and adults may find this more comfortable.
Cotton gloves can also be used in older children and adults to treat just the hands; cotton socks can
be used to treat the feet. Ready-made garments are now available which include vests and leggings
for children from 6 months to 14 years.

How does it work?

. Evaporation: The skin cools down as water evaporates from the wet layer of the bandage. This
helps to reduce itching and cools and soothes the skin.

. Rehydration: People with eczema can lose large amounts of water from their skin. Using an
emollient is a very good way to increase the amount of water in the skin. Emollients also slow
down the amount of water lost and increase the elastic nature of the skin. An emollient needs to
be used often in order for it to work well; by putting it on under wet wrap bandages, an emollient
works for much longer.

. Better use of topical steroids: Topical steroids can reach the deeper layers of the skin. this
means better control of the eczema when used under wet wraps. As the eczema comes under
control, you or your child will probably need to use strong steroids less.

. Protection: Wet wraps protect the skin from scratching and help the skin to heal.

Why would you use it?

Wet wraps should be applied in short, concentrated periods until the eczema is under control and
the skin is in a good condition. Your doctor or nurse will be able to tell you how long to use them for.
Wet wraps can be put on twice a day, morning and evening, or used at night only. Wet wraps work
at their best for the first 8 hours after you put them on. For this reason, they are best used at night.
For children who are at school, or for adults, this may be an easier and less obvious way of using
wet wraps than using them during the day.
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Who can use it?

People of any age can use wet wraps, though usually it is more common to use the treatment for
children. Adults can use wet wraps for areas that are difficult to treat; for example, hands. Older
children and adults may find wet wraps make them feel cold if applied to their whole body, because
they have a larger surface area of skin than smaller children.

Where and when would you apply?

In babies, eczema mainly appears on the face, with some patches on the trunk (chest and back),
arms and legs. Between the ages of nine and eighteen months the tops of the knees and feet may
start to show areas of eczema (made worse by crawling). In toddlers and older children, the eczema
tends to appear in the creases of the knees and elbows and around the wrists and ankles. Wet
wraps can be used on most areas of the body except the scalp. The face can also be wet wrapped.
Wet wraps are used until the eczema is under control. Topical steroids can be put on the active
areas of eczema when you or your child is having a flare-up. These need to be used under
instruction from a doctor as wet wrapping changes the way in which steroids affect the skin. Wet
wraps can be put on over emollients only, although this is usually a short-term measure. Once you
are used to the way that wet wraps work and how comfortable they can be, you or your family will
be able to keep the eczema under control by planning how and when to use them.

When should you not use wet wraps?

If you have eczema your skin may be more likely to become infected. If the skin looks as if it might
be infected, for example if it is weeping, crusting or if the eczema suddenly gets worse, do not use
wet wraps. The wet and warm bandages provide good conditions for germs to develop and if topical
steroids are used under wet wraps this may help to spread the infection. You may need to put on an
antibiotic ointment or get a supply of antibiotic medicine from your doctor to clear the infection.

You can start the wet wraps again once the infection has gone but always check with your doctor
first. If you or your child has chicken pox you should not use wet wraps.

Advantages of wet wraps

. Clean and adaptable way to control eczema.

. You can learn how to use them at home.

. Emollients and topical steroids stay on the areas of eczema.

. The water in the bandages evaporates and helps to ease itching.

. Two-layer bandage protects the skin against scratching.

. Weaker steroids can be used.

. People who use wet wraps will often find that they or their children sleep better.

. Using wet wraps can also mean that you or your child may not have to go into hospital for
treatment.

. You will enjoy feeling in control of your own or your child's eczema.

Disadvantages of wet wraps

. Older children and adults may find they feel quite cold when wearing wet wraps because they
have a larger body surface.

. The skin sometimes reacts to elastane in the bandages. This is very rare.

. Wet wraps can take a long time to put on, especially when you are new to them. Some children
may also need to use them for long periods of time.

. Treatment may need changing when your eczema is infected.

. Wet wraps can dry out quickly, especially during the summer, and will need to be kept damp by
applying water or emollients regularly.
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Who can show you how to put on wet wraps?

The dermatologist or dermatology nurse at your hospital can show you how to put wet wraps on.
Community nurses and doctors, who have had training in eczema management, should also be able
to show you. Wet wrapping is a useful treatment for eczema but it does need to be used on the right
people at the right time. Using wet wraps in the wrong way could potentially cause damage to the
skin.

How to put on wet wraps

You will need:

1. Tubular bandages. The bandages come in different sizes that have coloured lines on them
Purple line for large trunks, yellow line for small trunks and large limbs, blue line for legs (over five
years olds), green line for arms and under five year old legs and red line for a young baby’s arms.

. Itis a good idea to have all of the bandages measured and cut out before you start bathing.

. Large amounts of an emollient. Your child will need about 500gms of emollient for one week.

. Moderate or mild steroids if prescribed by your doctor.

. A bowl! of warm water.

How to make up the suit

Measure and cut the lengths of tubular bandage you need.

. Arms — Measure from the top of the shoulders to tips of fingers and add three inches. Cut four
pieces (two for each arm) or if hands are to be covered cut two double lengths.

. Legs — Measure from the top of the thigh to tips of the toes and add three inches. Cut four
pieces (two for each leg) or two pieces if covering the toes.

. Body — Measure from top of the neck to the base of the bottom. Cut two lengths. Cut an
armhole at each side.

. Ties — Cut eight one-inch strips from left over bandages.

How to get your child, or yourself ready

. Have a bath as usual using your bath oil and soap substitute. It is a good idea to have the
bathroom warm as you or your child may be without clothes for quite a long time whilst you are
putting on the wet wraps.

. After patting the skin dry put on prescribed treatments, topical steroids and emollients, or
emollients only. Remember that topical steroids go much deeper into the skin under wet wraps
so strong steroids should not be used unless prescribed by your consultant. The emollient
should be put on in large amounts, ‘larded’ on, before wet wrapping. You can cover all of the
skin with emollient.

. Always put the emollient on using downward strokes that follow the direction that hairs grow in.
Sometimes hair follicles become blocked with emollients, which can cause an infection called
folliculitis. You are less likely to get folliculitis if you put the emollient on in a downward direction.

. Put one layer of each bandage in a bowl of warm water (if double lengths are used for limbs then
only soak one half).

. Squeeze the water out of the body part and put this on first, covering it with the dry layer.

. Repeat this with each arm and leg. If you are using a double layer, fold the dry portion back over
the wet layer after twisting the ends. (Ensure that the fingers and toes have room to move.)

. Make two holes at the tops of each arm and leg bandage and tie them onto the vest with ties,
one at the front and one at the back, like suspenders. Normal clothes or nightclothes can be
worn over the bandages

Wet wrapping | Page 3



Problem solving

My baby manages to get her fingers / toes out of the ends of the bandages at night and
scratches her arms / legs. How can | stop her doing this?

Before you cut out the arm / leg bandages, measure a double length and then add a few extra
inches. Cut this length of bandage and tie a knot in the middle of it.

Dampen one half and use it as the wet layer. Then fold the dry half back over the knot to cover the
wet layer and make sure that fingers and toes have room to move. This will form a kind of glove over
the feet or hands and will help to stop your child from scratching. You could instead try cutting a
double length and sewing across the centre of the bandage.

I can’t get my child to stand still and co-operate while | put the bandages on.

Be as organised as you can at bath time. If you have two people who can put on the wet wraps this
will make things much easier. Have the ointment that you use ready, cut a suit in ready lengths as
well as the ties and lay them out ready to put on. The more you practice the easier it will become.

Young children can play at putting wet wraps on a doll or teddy bear, so that they understand what
you are doing. There are colouring books, storybooks, sing-along videos and reward stickers for
children to help them feel comfortable wearing wet wraps. These are fun ways to introduce your
child to wet wraps. If your child is older they may want to try games such as beat the clock — let’s
see how fast we can do it tonight.

The dressings dry out during the day and my child feels hot and uncomfortable. How can |
keep them damp?

You can dampen down the bandages again. Fold down the top layer and wet the lower layer with

warm water (you can use a plant sprayer). If you find this is too fiddly, you can spray the whole suit
but be aware that he skin may feel cold and you, or your child, may need an extra layer of clothes

until you feel comfortable again.

My older child refuses to use the greasy emollient ointment prescribed by the doctor. What
would you suggest?

Some sort of skin moisturiser (emollient) is essential, but there are many different ones to choose
from and your child may find a lighter cream easier to use than the heavier ointments. Ask your
doctor or nurse and allow your child to make his or her choice, that way he/she will be more likely to
put it on. If you are using wet wraps your child may allow you to put lots of the cream on at night and
then you may be able to cut down the amount of cream used during the day.

My child’s skin was red and itchy after the first night of using the bandages. Is there an
alternative | can use?

It is very rare for the skin to be irritated by the bandages. You could use a 100% cotton long-sleeved
vest and tights instead of the bandages, an all-in-one sleep suit or one of the new ready-made wet
wrap garments mentioned above. Some parents find that by putting on the bandages for a short
time to begin with and gradually leaving them on for longer, their children are able to wear them
comfortably after a couple of weeks.
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Sometimes my child scratches and makes his skin bleed under the bandages, then they
are stick in the morning. What can | do about this?

As the wet wraps begin to soothe and moisturise the skin this should become less of a problem. Try
taking off the wet wraps by letting your child soak in the bath and then gently peel them off the stuck
areas. Then let your child bathe as normal.

Where can | get hold of the bandages?

Tubular bandages are manufactured by several companies. You can obtain them from your
Pharmacy in 1, 3 and 5 metre lengths (hospitals have boxes of 10 metre lengths or you can buy
them online). They can be washed (in a net or pillowcase, to reduce fraying) and re-used several
times. They may shrink a little so always cut them with a little extra length.

Are there other bandages available?

Other medicated bandages can be used. These are usually cotton bandages covered in a soothing
paste, such as icthammol, calamine or coal tar. These can reduce inflammation and moisten the skin
and are often used on thickened, or lichenified skin. They are useful for older children and adults who
may not be able to wear wet wraps and can be left on for up to 48 hours. Some people find them
messy to put on and some children do not like the smell or the stains, which they leave on the skin.
They can also be difficult to put on and to keep in the right place. They can be applied to the arms or
legs but are not suitable for the body.
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