
 

How to treat sunburn pain, according to skin
experts
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By the time you get to skin peeling, or ‘desquamation’, your sunburn is almost
completely healed. Credit: Rjelves/Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA
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So you're one of the 21% of Australians who got sunburnt last weekend.

While we should be avoiding sunburn, it's sometimes easier said than
done in the Australian sun.

What can you do once you realize you're turning into a temporary
lobster?

First, the bad news

Once you're sunburnt, you can't undo the damage to your DNA and skin
structures, and you can't speed up skin healing. You can only treat the
symptoms.

Sunburn is a radiation burn caused by too much exposure to ultraviolet
(UV) rays, causing extensive damage to the DNA in your skin. When
your skin's DNA monitoring and repair system judges there's too much
damage to fix, it flags the cells for destruction and calls in the immune
system to finish the job.

The immune cells and extra fluid squeezing into the skin cause the
swelling, redness, heat and pain we know as sunburn. Blisters develop
when whole sheets of cells die and lift away, and fluid fills in the space
below. Later, dry peeling results when large sheets of dead cells peel off
to make way for fresh ones.

However, while your skin does its thing, you can manage the symptoms
and make yourself more comfortable.

Step 1: Prevent further damage and assess your burn
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First, get out of the sun until the redness and pain have subsided, even if
this takes several days. The full effects of a sunburn can take up to three
days to develop, and further UV exposure will only compound the
damage.

  
 

  

Swollen sunburn means you need to see a doctor. Credit: Uddey/Wikimedia
Commons, CC BY-SA

Next, assess whether to seek medical help. Severe cases can involve 
second-degree burns, which disrupt the lower layer of skin, the dermis,
and stop the skin from regulating fluid loss effectively. If you have a
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second-degree burn across a large area of you body, complications can
include electrolyte imbalances due to large amounts of fluid loss, or
shock, also due to extreme fluid loss. Secondary infections are also
possible since the upper layer of skin is no longer acting as a tough
barrier to germs. You should definitely see a doctor if you:

have large areas of blistered skin, especially on the face
have severe swelling
can't manage the pain with over-the-counter painkillers
experience fevers, chills, nausea, dizziness or confusion.

Blistered sunburn in children needs immediate attention from your GP.

Step 2: Ease the suffering

As with a thermal burn, water is your friend. Drink plenty to correct any
dehydration from being in the sun too long and replenish the fluid being
drawn into your skin. Cool baths, showers or damp cloths ease the
sensation of heat and can be used as often as you like throughout the
day. Avoid putting ice on a sunburn, as this can make matters worse by
causing intense vasoconstriction, where blood vessels narrow sharply and
cut off local blood supply to already damaged skin.

Moisturizing lotions can also help soothe by keeping moisture in, but
avoid skin-numbing creams unless prescribed by your doctor. Any water-
based moisturizer should do, including aloe vera gel.

Despite its popularity as a home remedy, there's surprisingly little
research on aloe vera for sunburn specifically. There's promising data
for its use in wound healing, but many studies investigated aloe extracts
taken orally, rather than gel on the skin. In any case, a commercial aloe
vera gel won't do you any harm if you find it soothing. However, gel
straight from the plant in your garden comes with a risk of soil-borne

4/8

https://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/health/conditionsandtreatments/sunburn
https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/sunburn#doctor
https://www.rch.org.au/kidsinfo/fact_sheets/Sun_safety/
https://www.stjohnvic.com.au/news/first-aid-for-sunburn/
https://www.aad.org/public/everyday-care/injured-skin/burns/treat-sunburn
https://www.rch.org.au/kidsinfo/fact_sheets/Burns_prevention_and_first_aid/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC428524/
https://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/health/conditionsandtreatments/sunburn
https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/10.1089/ten.teb.2020.0236
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7197909/


 

infections in skin that's already damaged (warning: gruesome pictures in
that link).

Over-the-counter painkillers like ibuprofen or paracetamol can take the
sting out of your sunburn and help you rest more comfortably. If your
skin is very itchy, try an antihistamine. US guidelines also often suggest
low-dose (0.5-1%) hydrocortisone cream; there's not much evidence for
its effectiveness, but it also won't hurt you to try it for a few days.

If you have blisters, try not to pop them as that exposes the damaged
skin underneath to infection; cover them up with a wound dressing if
you're tempted.

While none of these remedies will fix the damage in the way antibiotics
fix an infection, they will make you more comfortable while your skin
gets on with healing itself.
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Did you forget to put sunscreen on a section of your body? Credit: Charlie
Brewer/Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA

Step 3: Make a plan

While you're stuck inside, pinpoint how you got burnt and how you
might prevent it next time. Most sunburn happens when you did not
expect to be outdoors for long, or when you thought sunburn was
unlikely because the weather was cool, windy or cloudy. UV radiation is
still present in these conditions, but you don't have the benefit of feeling
hot to remind you to get out of the sun.
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Here are a few familiar scenarios:

got burnt when you unexpectedly had to park 10 minutes' walk
away? Apply sunscreen as part of your daily routine whenever
the UV index will be 3 or over. This will protect you from these
sneaky sunburns and also from sub-sunburn levels of UV
damage. Don't worry—there's no evidence wearing sunscreen
every day will make you vitamin D deficient or cause a toxic 
build-up of chemicals in your body
arrived at the cricket and realized you left your hat or sunscreen
at home? Many venues offer free sunscreen, so ask at the check-
in or the health and safety officer
coming in from the beach, garden or bike ride just a bit too late?
Sunscreen won't protect you all day, so make sun-protective
clothes part of your regular attire—a rashie, long-sleeved shirt, or
UV-protective armguards and leggings
got to the park BBQ when all the shady spots were taken?
Arrange your next outing to avoid the most UV-intense middle of
the day. The SunSmart app or Bureau of Meteorology weather
report will tell you the UV forecast and when you need sun
protection
forgot to reapply sunscreen? Set an alarm on your phone next
time to remind you.

The more you practice this kind of thinking, the easier it will become.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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