
CHILBLAINS 

 

Chilblains are small, itchy swellings on the skin that occur as a 

reaction to cold temperatures.  They most often affect the body’s 

extremities, such as the toes, fingers, heels, ears and nose.  Chilblains 

can be uncomfortable, but rarely cause any permanent damage.  

They normally heal within a few weeks if further exposure to the cold 

is avoided. 

 

Signs and Symptoms of chilblains 

Chilblains usually develop several hours after exposure to the cold.  

They typically cause a burning and itching sensation in the affected 

areas, which can become more intense if you go into a warm room.  

The affected skin may also swell and turn red or dark blue.   In severe 

cases, the surface of the skin may break and sores or blisters can 

develop.   It’s important not to scratch the skin as it can break easily 

and become infected. 

 

When to seek medical advice 

Most people don’t need to seek medical advice if they have chilblains 

as they usually heal within a few weeks and don’t cause any 

permanent problems.   See your GP or chiropodist for advice if you 

have: 

• Severe or recurring chilblains 

• Chilblains that don’t improve within a few weeks 

You should also seek medical advice if you think your skin may have 

become infected.   Signs of infection include: 

• Swelling and pus forming in the affected area 



• Feeling generally unwell 

• A high temperature (fever) of 38C (100.4F) or above 

• Swollen glands 

Some people are more at risk of chilblains than others.   This 

includes people with: 

• poor circulation 

• a family history of chilblains 

• regular exposure to cold, damp or draughty conditions 

• a poor diet or low body weight 

• lupus – a long-term condition that causes swelling in the body’s 

tissues 

• Raynaud’s phenomenon – a common condition that affects the 

blood supply to certain parts of the body, usually the fingers 

and toes 

People who smoke are more at risk from chilblains as nicotine 

constricts blood vessels.   Chilblains can also occur on areas of the 

feet exposed to pressure,  such as a bunion or a toe that’s squeezed 

by tight shoes. 

 

Treating chilblains 

Chilblains often get better on their own after a week or two without 

treatment.   It may also help to use a soothing lotion, such as 

calamine or witch hazel, to relieve itching.   Your pharmacist may 

also be able to recommend a suitable product. 

If your chilblains are severe and keep returning, speak to your GP.   

They may recommend taking a daily tablet or capsule of a 

medication called nifedipine.   This works by relaxing the blood 

vessels, improving your circulation. 

 



For further information see NHS Choices: 
http://www.nhs.uk/Pages/HomePage.aspx 
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