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What is an abscess? 
An abscess is a collection of pus that is usually caused by an infection. It is also called a 
boil. Abscesses are usually painful, pink, and swollen. People can get them in many 
places, but they often form right under the skin. Common places to get an abscess include 
the armpits, groin, and buttocks, but they can occur in other places too. 
 
What makes an abscess form? 
Abscesses are usually caused by a skin infection. Bacteria called Staphylococcus aureus 
are often to blame. Clogged sweat glands or irritated hair follicles can also cause an 
abscess to form. Abscesses can also be caused by little cut in the skin or something 
normally not under the skin, like a splinter. Whatever the cause, the body’s immune 
system tries to attack it. This leads to the formation of pus under the skin. Pus is what 
makes up the actual abscess. 
 
Who gets an abscess? 
People with sick immune systems are more likely to get an abscess or have a harder time 
fighting one off. This includes people with cancer, diabetes, HIV/AIDS, kidney 
problems, and those on certain medications like steroids and chemotherapy. People with 
bad burns also get them more often. However, perfectly healthy people can get them too. 
 
Can I try to treat to treat it on my own? 
Sometimes, an abscess will open, and the pus will come out on its own. If an abscess is 
small, moist, hot compresses or washcloths can be placed on the area for 30 minutes, 
several times each day. This might make the abscess drain by itself. Do NOT squeeze the 
abscess or try to open it with a sharp object. This could make the infection worse. 
 
Who should go to the doctor? 

- The abscess keeps getting worse and becomes really painful 
- People with diabetes, cancer, or other problems with their immune system 
- People that use needles to inject drugs 
- Fever over 100.4 degrees Fahrenheit 
- Abscess bigger than 1 cm on the face 
- The skin around the abscess gets red, and the redness starts to spread 

 
How will the doctor treat it? 
First the doctor will clean the skin around the abscess. Then the doctor will either numb 
the skin with numbing medication or give medicine that makes a person sleepy and not 



feel pain. Then the doctor will take a small knife and open the abscess. The pus will come 
out of the opening. This procedure is called an “incision and drainage.” It gets rid of the 
infection. The doctor will often put gauze or a cotton-like material into the opening. This 
will let the abscess keep draining and keep infection from reforming. The packing will be 
taken out in a few days. A big bandage is then put over the opening. Antibiotics are 
usually not needed. The doctor may give you antibiotics if there is an infection of the skin 
around the abscess, called cellulitis. You may also get antibiotics if you have an illness 
like diabetes or cancer. 
Will my abscess come back? 
An abscess almost always goes away after it is drained. However, abscesses can re-form 
in other places or in the same spot later on. You can try to prevent abscesses by keeping 
your skin clean, especially the areas that get sweaty, like armpits. If you get a small cut, 
keep it clean. If you get a splinter, remove the splinter and wash the skin with warm, 
soapy water. 
 
Where can I find out more about abscesses? 
 
Skin abscess (boil) slideshow: 
http://www.medicinenet.com/script/main/art.asp?articlekey=122424 
 
More information: 
http://www.medicinenet.com/boils/article.htm# 
 
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/PMH0001866/ 
 
Information for parents: 
http://www.kidshealth.org.nz/index.php/ps_pagename/contentpage/pi_id/182 
 
 
Five Key Words: 
Abscess 
Boil 
Skin infection 
Incision and drainage 
Cellulitis 
 
 
 
This document was created by a medical student enrolled in the Family Medicine Clerkship at the 
University of Minnesota Medical School as part of the course project.  The aim of the project is to 
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faculty.  These materials are provided for informational purposes only and are in no way intended 
to take the place of the advice and recommendations of your personal health care provider.  The 
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immediately contact a doctor or call 911. 



 
 


