Pressure

Preventing pressure sores is a daily concern for individuals
who have a spinal cord injury (SCI). You want to stay
healthy and avoid this serious skin problem in order to be
free to do whatever life has to offer. This InfoSheet tells
you some of the things you need to do to prevent pressure
sores and how to care for them. Listed at the end are some
excellent resources that give additional information on the
prevention and care of pressure sores.

A pressure sore is known by many names, like pressure
ulcer, decubitus ulcer, ischemic ulcer, bed sore or skin sore.
No matter what it is called, it is a serious problem that can
take days, weeks, months or even longer to heal.

A Pressure Sore is an area of the skin or underlying tissue
that is dead or dying as a result of the loss of blood flow to
the area. It can begin in a number of ways. The most
common is when you or rest on a bony area for a
prolonged period of time. The extended pressure leads to a
pressure sore.

Risk factors for getting a pressure sore

Anyone can get a pressure sore, but individuals with spinal
cord injury are at high risk. It is estimated that up to 80% of
individuals with SCI will have a pressure sore during their
lifetime, and 30% will have more than one pressure sore.

There are a number of factors that put you at risk.

Limited mobility can place extended pressure on an area
of your body.

Moisture from bladder and bowel accidents can further
weaken the skin and cause skin to break down more
quickly.



- A lack of feeling in specific parts of the body can keep
you from sensing that your skin has been damaged. A cut
or scratch can quickly develop into a larger problem if not
properly treated.

- Spasticity or transfers can sheer (rub) the skin and cause
damage.

Stages of a pressure sore

The most common sign that a pressure sore is beginning is
the appearance of a red area, or red spoton the skin.
Ordinarily, redness should clear within 30 minutes after the
pressure is released from the area. If the redness does not
clear, a pressure sore has begun. A person with dark skin
may also see a change in their skin color. The area may
become light, dry, flaky, or ashy. Other signs that may
indicate the beginning of a pressure sore is an area of skin
that is warmer than normal or a change in the skin's
texture.

There are four stages of a pressure sore.

Stage 1 - Damage is limited to the top two layers of skin,
the epidermal and dermal layers. The skin is not broken
and the redness does not turn white when touched.

Stage 2 - Damage extends beyond the top two layers of the
skin to the adipose tissue. The skin is slightly broken. The
sore appears to be an abrasion, blister or small crater.

Stage 3 - Damage extends through all the superficial layers
of the skin, adipose tissue, down to and including the
muscle. The ulcer appears as a deep crater and damage to
adjacent tissue may be present.

Stage 4 - Damage includes destruction of all soft tissue
structures and involves bone or joint structures.



Undermining of adjacent tissue and sinus tracts may be
associated with these ulcers.

Ways to prevent pressure sores

- Check your skin completely twice a day, once in the
morning and once at night.

Carefully look for skin damage or redness, especially on
bony areas.

If you have a low level of injury you can use a mirror to
inspect areas you cannot easily see.lf you injury is at a
higher level, have a family member or personal care
attendant check your skin.

Know the places on your body that are more likely to get
a pressure sore (See picture at left). The four most common
areas for a pressure sore to develop in individuals with SCI
are on the sacrum, or tailbone, the heel of the foot, the
ischium, which is at the base of the buttocks and the bony
areas of the foot. The trochanter or hip is another area at
high risk for individuals who spend a lot of time in bed.

- Always use proper equipment when seated or lying
down. Have a doctor or qualified professional recommend
what specialized equipment you need to protect your skin.

Your seat cushion needs to fit your body and your chair. It
needs to be properly adjusted to offer the best protection
against pressure areas.

Your mattress needs to provide proper support and
protection.

Use pillows or sheepskin to help protect areas of the body
that get too much pressure.

Move often. Sitting or lying in the same position for too
long causes the flow of blood to be cut off. The skin or
underlying tissue begins to die, and it results in a pressure
sore.



Do weight shifts (pressure relief) at least every 15-20
minutes when sitting in your wheelchair

Do weight shifts (pressure relief) at least every 15-20
minutes when sitting in your wheelchair.

If your injury is at levels C4 and higher you can use a
power tilt wheelchair for regular pressure relief.

With an injury at levels C5 or C6 you can usually lean
forward or side-to-side for regular pressure relief.

If your levelof injury is C7 and below you can usually
perform a wheelchair push-up for regular pressure relief.

While in bed it is usually recommended that you change
position at least every 2 hours.

- Keep skin clean and dry. Wet skin can become soft,
inflamed and is less resistant to damage. Moisture weakens
the skin and causes it to breakdown more quickly.

Wash and dry skin right away after any bowel or bladder
accident.

Change clothes when they become wet.

Use lotion instead of powder on your skin.

- Eat a well balanced diet. Foods high in protein, vitamins
and minerals help your skin stay healthy and heal more
quickly.

- Drink the recommended amount of fluids to help your
skin stay soft.

Drink at least 8 to 10 glasses of water per day.
Limit the number of caffeinated drinks like coffee, tea and
soft drinks.

- Protect your skin from harm.

Avoid movement or activities that rub, scratch or cut your
skin.



Avoid clothes and shoes that are too loose or too tight
fitting.
Avoid clothes with thick seams, buttons or zippers located
in areas where they put pressure on your skin.
Take special caution when doing transfers and
participating in new activities or sports.

Do not smoke. Smoking decreases oxygen to the skin and
can make it more difficult for skin to heal.

Do not abuse drugs or alcohol. Both can damage your
skin and can also lead to other health problems.

Care and treatment of a pressure sore

By the time you realize there is a problem, damage to the
skin has already occurred. Once you see signs of a
pressure sore, stay off the area and contact a doctor
immediately for advice on treatment.

The treatment for a pressure sore ranges from extended
bed rest to surgery. You must keep weight off the area for
it to heal. This means you must take time off work and
limit your activities. When you are less active you are also
at higher risk for respiratory problems or urinary tract
infections. Pressure sores also can lead to infection,
surgery or even amputation. Treatment can be very costly
in lost wages or additional medical expenses.

Your doctor will determine the best type of treatment
needed and instruct you on how to clean and dress the
pressure sore. Cleaning helps to remove dead tissue, skin
or fluid draining from the sore.

Remember to always wash your hands (or instruct the
person who is changing the bandage to wash their hands)
before cleaning the sore and changing the bandage.

Watch for signs of infection, such as, redness around the
edge of the sore, warm skin, large amounts of greenish



drainage from the sore, odor or a fever. You want to know
what caused the sore, if possible, so it does not occur
again. Questions to ask yourself are -

- Were my clothing or shoes tight in that area? Did they
rub or pinch my skin?

Do | have any new or changed equipment? Something as
simple as a change in how your feet rest on your foot rest
can cause the skin to become irritated.

Did you have any change in your job or activities that
caused a change in your routine for doing your pressure
reliefs?

The total cost to treat a pressure sore depends on how
quickly the sore is treated. It is much quicker and less
costly to heal a sore when it is in stage 1, than it is to heal
a pressure sore that is in stage 4.

Conclusion

95% of all pressure sores are preventable. The key to
preventing a pressure sore is maintaining healthy skin. For
individuals with spinal cord injury, prevention of pressure
sores is an ongoing, lifelong process.

It is important to always look for better ways to keep skin
healthy and protect skin from damage that may lead to a
pressure sore. After all, healthy skin is always the key to
staying on the go.

Prevention of Pressure Sores through Skin Care



Most common areas where pressure sores
occur an individuals with SCI

Sacrum

(base of the
buttocks Trochanter

Bony areas
of foot



