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Warts  

Warts are non-cancerous skin growths caused by a viral infection. There are over 80 different 

strains of the human papilloma virus (HPV), which causes warts. Warts are usually skin-colored 

and feel rough to the touch, but they can be dark, flat and smooth.  

How do you get warts?  

Warts are passed from person to person, sometimes indirectly. Some people are more susceptible 

to warts than others, especially if they have depressed immune systems. Warts occur more easily 

if the skin has been damaged in some way.  

What are the different kinds of warts?  

 Common warts usually grow on fingers, around nails and on the backs of hands. They are 

more common where skin has been broken, for example where fingernails are bitten or 

hangnails picked. These are often called "seed" warts because blood vessels in the wart 

produce black dots that look like seeds.  

 Foot (plantar) warts usually grow on the soles (plantar area) of the feet. They are called 

mosaic warts when they grow in clusters. Most do not stick up above the surface like 

common warts because the pressure of walking flattens them and pushes them back into 

the skin. They may have black dots and can be painful, feeling like a stone in the shoe.  

 Flat warts are smaller and smoother than other warts and tend to grow in large numbers - 

20 to 100 at any one time. They can occur anywhere, but are often found in the beard area 

in men and on the legs in women, probably due to irritation from shaving.  

 Genital warts are soft, fleshy growths in moist areas in and around the sex organs. They 

are often invisible to the naked eye, painless, and can be raised, pointed or flat. They may 

appear singly or in clusters. For more information, see our pamphlet on HPV.  

Do warts need to be treated?  

Warts can sometimes disappear without treatment, although this usually takes months. However, 

warts that are bothersome, painful, or rapidly multiplying should be treated.  

How do dermatologists treat warts?  

There are a variety of treatments, depending on the type and location of the wart: 

 Daily application of salicylic acid gel, solution or plaster. There is usually little 

discomfort with this treatment, but it can take many weeks to obtain favorable results.  
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 Treatment should be stopped at least temporarily if the wart becomes sore.  

 "Painting" with cantharidin in the dermatologist's office. Cantharidin causes a blister to 

form under the wart. The dermatologist can then clip away the dead part of the wart in the 

blister roof in a week or so.  

 Cryotherapy (freezing) is often the preferred treatment, as it is not too painful and rarely 

results in scarring. However, repeat treatments at one to three week intervals are often 

necessary.  

 Electrosurgery (burning) is a possible treatment.  

 LASER treatment can also be used for resistant warts that have not responded to other 

therapies.  

 "Peeling" methods use daily applications of salicylic acid, tretinoin, glycolic acid or other 

surface peeling preparations.  

 Injecting each wart with an anti-cancer drug called bleomycin.  

 The injections may be painful and can have other side effects.  

 Immunotherapy, which attempts to use the body's own rejection system, involves several 

methods. With one method, the patient is made allergic to a certain chemical, which is 

then painted on the wart. A mild allergic reaction occurs around the treated warts, and 

may result in the disappearance of the warts. Warts may also be injected with interferon, 

a treatment to boost the immune reaction and cause rejection of the wart.  

Can I treat my own warts without seeing a doctor?  

There are wart remedies available without a prescription. However, you might mistake another 

kind of skin growth for a wart, and end up treating something more serious as though it were a 

wart. If you have any questions about either the diagnosis or the best way to treat a wart, you 

should see a dermatologist.  

What about the use of hypnosis or "folk" remedies?  

Many people, patients and doctors alike, believe folk remedies and hypnosis are effective. Since 

warts, especially in children, may disappear without treatment, it's hard to know whether it was a 

folk remedy or just the passage of time that led to the cure. Since warts are generally harmless, 

there may be times when these treatments are appropriate. Medical treatments can always be 

used if necessary.  

What about the problem of recurrent warts?  

Sometimes it seems as if new warts appear as fast as old ones go away. This may happen 

because the old warts have shed virus into the surrounding skin before they were treated. In 

reality new "baby" warts are growing up around the original "mother" warts. The best way to 
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limit this is to treat new warts as quickly as they develop so they have little time to shed virus 

into nearby skin. A check by your dermatologist can help assure the treated wart has resolved 

completely.  

Is there any research going on about warts?  

Research is moving along very rapidly. There is great interest in new treatments, as well as the 

development of a vaccine against warts. We hope there will be a solution to the annoying 

problem of warts in the not too distant future.  

Wart Removal at the Student Health Service  

Dr. Carey, the dermatologist at the Health Service, has a clinic on Monday afternoons. He uses 

liquid nitrogen, a form of cryotherapy, to remove warts. This can be a painful procedure, and can 

cost $20 per wart for the liquid nitrogen used. (Other dermatologists may charge lower fees for 

the liquid nitrogen; if this is a concern, you may want to get a list of dermatologists from the 

reception desk and call around.)  

If you have a wart removed at Health Services, you should follow these instructions to ensure 

healing:  

1. After receiving liquid nitrogen, remain sitting in the waiting room for 10 MINUTES. If 

you feel fine after 10 minutes, you may leave. If, however, you are experiencing pain, 

please let us know, so that we can provide you with pain relief.  

2. After liquid nitrogen treatment, a blister filled with clear fluid or blood will develop.  

3. Soak the affected area in warm, salty water daily for 15-20 minutes.  

4. Snip or pop the blister with a sterile needle or scissors and drain the fluid. Keep covered 

with a clean, dry dressing during the day.  

5. Some redness is normal. However, swelling, pain or red streaking may be signs of 

infection and should be checked by a health professional.  

6. Physical activities are not restricted, as long as there is no pain experienced.  

7. The procedure may need to be repeated if the wart is still present 2 weeks after treatment.  

 


