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Monitoring surgical 
wounds for infection



What are surgical wound infections?
     

Most surgical wounds heal up rapidly without complications. A minority of surgical 
wounds are complicated by infection. This occurs when germs (micro-organisms 
such as bacteria) enter the incision (cut) that the surgeon makes through your skin 
to carry out the operation.

Many germs live in and on our bodies and also in our environment. 

Most are harmless or even useful. 

Our bodies have natural defences against the germs that can cause harm. 

Our skin normally prevents germs from entering our bodies, but any break in the 
skin (whether due to injury or surgical incision) can allow them to enter and cause 
an infection.

When do these infections develop?

How will my wound be monitored?
During your stay in hospital, the nurse who changes your wound dressings will 
check for any signs of infection. If you are concerned about your wound, tell the 
nurse who is looking after you. Don’t be tempted to remove your dressing, or 
touch your wound or wound drain. You could accidentally transfer germs from 
your fingers to your wound. 

Infection can develop after you leave hospital. Some redness and swelling are to 
be expected after surgery, however you may have an infection if you develop one 
or more of the following symptoms:

A surgical wound infection can develop at any time from 2 to 3 days after surgery 
until the wound has healed (usually 2 to 3 weeks after the operation). Very occa-
sionally, an infection can occur several months after an operation.

Surgical wound infections are uncommon (see table). Most surgical wound infec-
tions are limited to the skin but can occasionally spread to deeper tissues. 

If you have a problem with your wound, contact the hospital for a face to face 
appointment with nurse.

The skin around your wound gets red or sore and you do not think that it is 
part of the normal wound healing process, or it feels hot and swollen

What happens if I develop symptoms?
Your hospital will collect information about your operation and monitor your 
wound for signs of infection. If the nurse, or doctor suspects that you have a surgi-
cal wound infection, they may take a sample from the surface of your wound with 
a swab and send it to the laboratory for tests. Your nurse or doctor may prescribe 
treatment with antibiotics. Information collected about your operation is used by 
the hospital to provide you with the best individual care. 

Your wound has a green or yellow coloured discharge (pus)

You feel generally unwell or feverish, or you have a temperature

It is imperative that you attend all your wound check appointments with the 
nurse and the clinical team.  You may need to attend weekly for 2 – 6 weeks 
and sometimes longer if you develop a delay in wound healing or infection. 


