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Introduction Burn injuries result from thermal, chemical or electrical means. Debridement 

+/- grafting is the most common process in Burns surgical management.  

Indications Typically, burn injuries of mid dermal thickness or greater will require 

debridement, due to loss of vascularization, to remove unsalvageable 

tissue. This is typically done within 24-48H of injury, shown to provide better 

outcomes1. 

Use of allograft (donor skin from someone else), autograft (donor skin from 

self) or synthetic skin dressings (e.g. Biobrane2) depends on individual 

circumstances (See resource: Skin Grafting). 

History 

/Examination 

Burns assessment depends on severity. For large burns, a primary survey and 

secondary survey is first line.  

Important questions to ask are: circumstance and mechanism of burn, 

length of hazard exposure; what was the immediate management? 

When examining the burn wound, note characteristics that help determine 

burn depth. Rule of thumb – slower capillary refill = deeper wounds3 

Thickness 

(degree) 

Symptoms/signs Example 

Superficial (1st) Red, painful 

 

Superficial 

dermal (2nd)  

Painful +++, blisters, moist, 

pink, brisk cap refill 

 

Mid dermal (2nd)  Less pain, blisters, dark pink, 

slow cap refill 

 

Deep dermal 

(2nd) 

Reduced sensation, pale or 

red, no blanching 

 

Full thickness (3rd) Dense white, waxy or 

charred, loss of sensation, 

eschar present 

 

In thermal burns, assess for inhalation injury, a common co-trauma, by 

checking for singed facial hair, soot around the nose/mouth, coarseness or 

black sputum. 
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Preoperative 

considerations 

Prior to scrubbing in, the surgeon will inspect the burn wound, scrub with 

antiseptic solution, swab for microbiology and determine the area requiring 

debride. 

For severe burns, patients are kept warm using warming mats, heated 

covers, warmed IV fluids and washes, and the temperature of the theatre 

room increased.  

Adrenaline is locally injected into wound site and any grafting sites to 

reduce bleeding. 

Key 

procedural 

points 

Various instruments can be used in 

performing debridement, such as the 

Goulian (left) and Braithwaite (right) blades. 

Tissue is debrided until healthy, indicated by 

punctate bleeding (like little dots of red) is 

seen all over the surface. 

Blood loss is controlled by applying 

adrenaline-soaked packs with pressure onto 

the wound. It takes at least 7 minutes to 

allow adrenaline to be absorbed by local 

vascularization. Any bleeding vessels are carefully ligated or burned with 

diathermy.  

Depending on the patient, grafting is performed next (See resource: Skin 

Grafting). 

Relevant 

Anatomy 

Layers of the skin – 

particularly the 

location of vessels and 

nerves. 

Post-operative 

considerations 

Infection, slow healing or lack of graft uptake are common 

considerations. 
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