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Herpes Labialis (Cold Sores) 
 

What is herpes labialis? 
 
Herpes labialis, or cold sores, is a viral infection caused by herpes simplex virus 1 
(HSV-1), which is the type most commonly associated with cold sores, or herpes 
simplex virus 2 (HSV-2), which is usually associated with genital herpes. Herpes 
labialis presents with painful blisters of the lips and facial area near the mouth. It is 
highly contagious, and it is estimated that 50% to 80% of the adult population in 
the USA carries the herpes simplex 1 virus. 
 
Most people are infected with herpes labialis in childhood, after which it lies 
dormant in the nervous system, usually in major nerves of the upper body.  Stress 
can cause the virus to reactivate, leading to an outbreak of the blisters. Herpes 
labialis outbreaks that result from a reactivated infection are known as recurrent 
infections. Because the blisters often occur during or just after an illness, such as 
a cold or flu, they are colloquially known as “cold sores” or “fever blisters”.  The 
condition is also sometimes called orofacial herpes or oral herpes. 
 
Although herpes labialis is contagious, painful and unsightly, it is a very minor 
infection in most people. However, there can be serious health consequences if 
newborn babies (see FAQs) or people who are immunosuppressed are affected. 
 

Herpes labialis symptoms 
 
Because cold sores are recurrent, they typically arise after encountering triggers 
such as sunburn or illness, and it is possible to predict when they are likely to 
occur and therefore to be vigilant about symptoms. Redness and tingling at a 
particular site around the mouth and lips often the first sign that herpes labialis is 
occurring. Shortly thereafter, fluid-filled blisters appear. 
 
Good to know: Herpes labialis caused by herpes simplex virus 1 is contagious, 
and recurrent infection can occur, which means that an affected person may 
experience the same symptoms every time they have an outbreak. 
 



    

                      urHealth    
   Nu Mu LambdaNu Mu LambdaNu Mu LambdaNu Mu Lambda............                                                                                                                                        

     

                   

Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc. Nu Mu Lambda Chapter.  May not be used, divulged, published, or otherwise disclosed without consent. 

                                                                                                                         4         
 

Patients may be completely asymptomatic at the time of their first infection with 
herpes simplex virus 1 or herpes simplex virus 2, but in some cases symptoms do 
appear. In children, these include: 
 

• Fever 

• Gingivostomatitis, i.e. inflammation and blisters on all oral mucosa, including 
the lips, tongue and inside of the mouth. 

 
In adults, symptoms of herpes labialis resulting from herpes simplex virus 1 can 
include: 
 

• Sore throat 

• Swollen cervical lymph nodes 
 
Formerly, most people were exposed to herpes simplex virus 1 and herpes 
simplex virus 2 as children. However, the age of first exposure has been rising in 
the West, and it is now common to be infected for the first time via oral-genital 
contact. 
 

Herpes labialis differential diagnosis 
 
It is important to distinguish between cold sores and other skin infections of the 
face and mouth.  If pus is present, it is more likely to be a pimple or boil. If the 
blister is inside the mouth, it is a mouth ulcer rather than a cold sore. The first time 
an HSV infection occurs, however, it can present with mouth ulcers. 
 
Impetigo, which can co-occur with cold sores in warm and humid climates, first 
manifests as pus-filled blisters that form golden-brown scabs. As impetigo is a 
bacterial infection, it will not respond to cold sore treatments. Blisters resulting 
from impetigo often spread further around the lips and mouth than cold sores do. If 
it is not clear whether the blisters are cold sores or impetigo, it is best to consult a 
physician. 
 

Herpes labialis causes and transmission 
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Herpes labialis is very contagious. It is spread by coming into contact with the 
virus via the cold sore itself, coming into contact with the saliva of someone who 
currently has a blister, or by sharing plates, cups, eating utensils, towels, face-
cloths, toothbrushes, tooth-mugs or razors with someone who currently has a cold 
sore. People who have a family member or intimate partner with an active cold 
sore are most at risk. 
 
An outbreak of herpes labialis is caused by the reactivation of a dormant herpes 
simplex virus 1 or herpes simplex virus 2 infection. Factors that can cause the 
infection to reactivate and lead to recurrent infection include: 
 

• Fever 

• Illness, particularly upper respiratory tract infections 

• A weakened immune system 

• Dental work 

• Menstruation 

• Exposure to strong sunlight; cold sores often follow sunburn on the face 

• Physical stress such as surgery 

• Emotional or psychological stress 

• Eczema 
 
Transmission of the herpes simplex 1 virus can also occur through kissing or by 
oral-genital contact. Oral-genital contact with someone who has a cold sore can 
cause genital herpes. Two closely-related viruses cause herpes labialis: HSV-1 
and HSV-2. HSV-2 is more often the cause of genital herpes, though both can be 
spread by oral sex, and both can cause genital herpes.1 Most people experience 
fewer reactivations of the infection after the age of 35. 
 

Herpes labialis stages 
 
Herpes labialis infections have several stages: 
 
Prodromal or tingle stage: This stage lasts one or two days, during which the 
patient experiences tingling and possibly reddening at the site at which the blister 
will appear. Cold sores may repeatedly occur at the same site. If treatment is 



    

                      urHealth    
   Nu Mu LambdaNu Mu LambdaNu Mu LambdaNu Mu Lambda............                                                                                                                                        

     

                   

Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc. Nu Mu Lambda Chapter.  May not be used, divulged, published, or otherwise disclosed without consent. 

                                                                                                                         7         
 

administered during this stage, the entire duration of the infection can be 
shortened. 
 

1. Blister stage: This stage lasts for two or three days, during which blisters 
appear on and around the lips, philtrum or nostrils. The appearance of the 
blisters is usually accompanied by mild pain, which can be worsened by 
speaking, laughing or eating. 

 
2. Weeping stage: This stage is the most painful. It lasts one to three days, 

during which time the blisters rupture and may weep clear fluid. 
 

3. Crusting stage: The blisters form a scab. This phase is often itchy. Patients 
often find this stage the most troublesome, due to the itchiness. 

 
4. Healing stage: In this phase, the scabs fall off. Small, temporary scars may 

be present while the skin heals. 
 
It should be noted that herpes labialis is contagious in all stages, but particularly 
so during stage three. The infection usually resolves on its own, and a person will 
stop being contagious to others when the skin heals. 
 

Herpes labialis treatment 
 
Cold sores are easily treated. Various medications and home remedies can be 
used to manage herpes labialis caused by herpes simplex virus 1. 
 

Herpes labialis medication 
 
If the patient is vigilant and recognizes the herpes labialis infection while it is still in 
the tingle stage, a topical over-the-counter antiviral cream, such as an acyclovir 
cream, can be applied. This will shorten the lifespan of the blister considerably. 
Applying creams once the blister has appeared is less effective. Antivirals that are 
commonly used against herpes labialis are acyclovir/acyclovir, and penciclovir, 
also known as penciclovir. 
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Alternatively, creams such as zinc oxide, zinc sulfate or anesthetic creams may be 
applied to give relief. Although these creams reduce painfulness and can shorten 
the lifespan of the blister, they are not as effective as antiviral creams. 
 
Oral antivirals (tablets) are sometimes prescribed by doctors, usually for very 
severe cases. Most cases of herpes labialis do not need oral antivirals, and they 
are only really effective if treatment begins during the prodromal phase. However, 
if a patient has already developed blisters, doctors may prescribe oral antivirals, so 
that the patient has them on hand to use as prophylaxis in case of future 
outbreaks, rather than for use in the current outbreak. 
 
There is some evidence that oral antivirals can be most effective if they’re 
prescribed in cases where a patient’s cold sores have a known trigger, such as 
strong sunlight.  In such cases, making sure that the affected person has oral 
antivirals to hand immediately after experiencing a trigger, means that they will be 
able to stop the outbreak before it moves out of the prodromal phase. This is 
known as “suppressive” therapy. It is a form of herpes labialis prophylaxis. 
 
Valacyclovir, also known as valacyclovir, is often administered in 2g doses twice 
daily and can reduce duration. Likewise, 400mg of acyclovir/acyclovir, taken five 
times daily for five days, decreases the pain of the blisters and speeds healing.  
Famciclovirs, also known as famciclovir, may be prescribed in very severe cases.  
There is no evidence that combining oral antivirals and topical antivirals reduces 
the lifespan of the cold sore more than using one or the other alone would. 
 
Herpes labialis home remedies 
 
There are a number of home remedies for cold sores, but these are mostly 
effective in reducing discomfort rather than the duration of the infection. Applying 
Vaseline or aloe vera to the blisters may reduce pain and will cause no 
harm. Some herbal remedies that may help with relieving the discomfort and/or 
promoting healing when applied topically are: 
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• Lemon balm, also known as melissa. Ointments, such as Lomaherpan or 
LomaProtect contain lemon balm. Alternatively, lemon balm essential oil can 
be applied directly. 

• Tea tree essential oil, applied to the affected area. 
 
Do not take essential oils internally. If you have sensitive skin, be sure to dilute 
them in a carrier oil. 
 
Ice can reduce swelling and relieve pain. People with cold sores may also wish to: 
 

• Avoid acidic or salty foods, as they will cause pain to the blister 

• Avoid touching their mouth or lips 

• Avoid opening the mouth widely, in a way that stretches the lips 

• Avoid shaving the affected area 

• Eat soft, bland foods 
 
Because herpes labialis spreads easily, they may also wish to: 
 

• Avoid oral sex 

• Avoid kissing anyone 

• Avoid coming into close contact with small children, toddlers, babies and 
especially newborns 

• Avoid sharing anything that comes into contact with the mouth 
 

FAQs 
 
Q: Is a herpes simplex infection dangerous if I have a weakened immune 
system? 
 

A: A herpes simplex infection can be dangerous in some cases. In 
immunosuppressed or immunocompromised people, the blisters may spread 
to cover large areas and become very painful. They are not always limited to 
the mouth and face, but may occur on any mucosal surface including the  
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genitals. Also, there might not be external blisters to indicate an active 
internal herpes simplex infection. If left untreated, the infection can be fatal. 

 
Q: Why is an HSV infection serious for babies?  
 

A: Herpes simplex infections in very young children, also called neonatal 
herpes, can be fatal to babies and newborns. The virus spreads to the child’s 
internal organs and has to be treated with intravenous antiviral drugs. Even 
so, it is often fatal. 

 
If your child has been exposed to herpes and shows any of the following 
symptoms, it is advisable to seek medical assistance as soon as possible: 
 

• Listlessness and abnormal sleepiness 

• Unwillingness to eat 

• Floppiness 

• Fever 

• Breathing difficulties, including grunting, rapid breathing, or blue skin 

• High-pitched crying 

• Skin rash 
 
Q: Does the same virus cause herpes labialis and shingles?  
 

A: No. Shingles and cold sores are not caused by the same virus, even 
though both manifest as painful skin lesions and are the result of a dormant 
viral infection reactivating. Shingles is caused by varicella zoster, also known 
as herpes zoster, while herpes labialis is the result of an HSV infection. 
However, the viruses that cause herpes labialis (HSV-1 and HSV-2) 
are related to the virus that causes shingles (varicella zoster): all three are 
subtypes of the Human Herpes Virus.  

 
Other names for herpes labialis: 
 

• Cold sores 

• Herpes simplex labialis 
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• Oral herpes 

• Orofacial herpes 

• Orolabial herpes infection 
 
Sources:  Netdoctor. “Cold sores”. 12 December 2013. Accessed 9 March 2018; 
Canadian Family Physician.  “Treatment and prevention of herpes labialis”; 
December 2008. Accessed 9 March 2018; NHS Choices.  “Cold sores”. 4 July 
2017. Accessed 9 March 2018; British Skin Foundation. “Impetigo”. Accessed 9 
March 2018; London Doctors Clinic.  “The curse of the cold sore” 20 March 2017. 
Accessed 10 March 2018; How to Get Rid of a Cold Sore.  “Cold Sore Stages – 
Here’s What To Expect From Beginning To End”. 26 January 2017. Accessed 10 
March 2018; American Nurse Today. “Common sense about cold sores”; February 
2011. Accessed 9 March 2018; University of Saskatchewan MedSask;  “Cold Sore 
– Guidelines for Prescribing Oral Antivirals”; May 2017. Accessed 30 March 2018; 
Journal of Family Practice.  “What are the best treatments for herpes labialis”. July 
2007. Accessed 9 March 2018; Herbfacts. “Cold sore alert: natural ways to 
manage cold sores”. Accessed 30 March 2018; Herpes Virus 
Association.  “Lomaherpan Cream”. Accessed 30 March 2018; Pathology, 
Research and Practice.  “Generalized herpes simplex infection in an 
immunocompromised patient-report of a case and review of the literature”. 2005. 
Accessed 10 March 2018; NHS Choices. “Neonatal herpes (herpes in a baby”. 14 
August 2015. Accessed 09 March 2018.  
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Everything you need to know about mouth ulcers 
 
Mouth ulcers are painful areas in the mouth and gums. They are also known as 
canker sores. 
 
While mostly harmless, mouth ulcers can be extremely uncomfortable and make it 
difficult for some people to eat, drink, and brush their teeth. 
 
Mouth ulcers range in size, and the exact symptoms of the mouth ulcer will 
depend on what type of ulcer a person has. 
 
Fast facts on mouth ulcers: 
 

• Most mouth ulcers are recurring nuisances that are benign. 

• Quitting smoking and acidic foods can aggravate mouth ulcers. 

• It is important to note that a doctor or dentist should examine any new ulcer 
and any ulcer lasting longer than 3 weeks. 

• For most people, mouth ulcers will clear up within 2 weeks. 
 

Causes 
 
Acidic foods, such as citrus fruits, may aggravate mouth ulcers. 
 
The exact cause of mouth ulcers is still not known and varies from person-to-
person. Still, there are some common causes and several factors that may 
aggravate mouth ulcers, including the following: 
 

• quitting smoking 

• citrus fruits and other foods high in acidity or spice 

• biting the tongue or inside of the cheek 

• braces, poor-fitting dentures, and other apparatus that may rub against the 
mouth and gums 

• a deficient filling 

• stress or anxiety 
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• hormonal changes during pregnancy, puberty, and menopause 

• medications including beta-blockers and pain killers 

• genetic factors 
 
Some people may develop ulcers as a result of a different medical condition or a 
nutritional deficiency. 
 
Conditions such as celiac or Crohn’s disease, vitamin B12 or iron deficiency, or a 
weakened immune system may all trigger ulcers to form. 
 

Are mouth ulcers cancerous? 
 
Mouth cancer and mouth ulcers are distinctive in their symptoms. However, as 
mentioned earlier, new or persistent ulcers require checking. 
 
There are some fundamental differences between mouth ulcers and what might be 
cancer: 
 

• Mouth ulcers are often painful whereas mouth cancer is not. 

• Mouth ulcers will clear up in about 2 weeks, whereas mouth cancer will not 
go away and will often spread. 

• Mouth cancer patches may be rough, hard, and not easy to scrape off. 

• Mouth cancer is often a mix of red and white areas or large white areas that 
appear on the tongue, the back of the mouth, the gums, or on the cheeks. 

• Mouth cancer is often linked to heavy drinking or tobacco use. 
 

Treatment 
 
In many cases, the pain and discomfort from mouth ulcers will lessen in a few 
days and then disappear in about 2 weeks with no need for treatment. 
 
For people with much more painful or frequent recurrence of mouth ulcers, a 
dentist may prescribe a solution to reduce swelling and lessen pain. 
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Also, a dentist may prescribe an antimicrobial mouthwash or an ointment to be 
applied directly to the infected patch. This can help to ease discomfort. Various 
mouth ulcer treatments are also available to purchase online. 
 

Types 
 
The symptoms of a mouth ulcer may vary depending on the type of ulcer. 
Standard ulcers appear on the inner cheeks and last for about 1 week. Most are 
harmless and clear up with no medical intervention. 
 
There are three main types of mouth ulcers. These include: 
 
Herpetiform ulceration (HU) 
 
Herpetiform ulcers are a subtype of aphthous ulcers and get their name because 
they resemble the sores associated with herpes. Unlike herpes, HU is not 
contagious. HU ulcers recur very quickly, and it may appear that the condition 
never gets better. 
 
Minor ulcers 
 
This type can range in size from about 2 millimeters (mm) up to 8 mm across. 
These ulcers typically take up to 2 weeks to get better and will cause minor pain. 
 
Major ulcers 
 
Bigger than minor ulcers, major ulcers are often irregular in shape, may be raised, 
and penetrate deeper into the tissue than minor ulcers. They can take several 
weeks to go away and are likely to leave scar tissue when they clear. 
 

Symptoms 
 
Ulcers can be painful, and the pain can be made worse by food, drink, and poor 
oral hygiene. 
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HU lesions may: 
 

• appear as extremely painful ulcers in the mouth 

• recur very quickly, so infections seem continuous 

• increase in size, eventually coming together to form a large, ragged ulcer 

• take 10 or more days to heal 

• appear anywhere in the mouth 
 
They tend to be found in more females than males and are more common in older 
adults. 
 
Symptoms of minor and major ulcers include: 
 

• one or more painful sores that may appear on the cheeks, the roof of the 
mouth, or the tongue 

• the appearance of round lesions that have red edges and are yellow, white, 
or gray in the middle 

 
During more extreme outbreaks of mouth ulcers, some people may 
experience fever, sluggishness, and swollen glands. 
 

When to see a doctor 
 
People who frequently get mouth ulcers may find it difficult to know when to see a 
doctor. 
 
There are some situations, however, where a person should see a doctor as soon 
as possible. Some of these circumstances include: 
 

• the appearance of a non-painful ulcer in one or more areas of the mouth 

• unusual ulcers that appear in a new spot in the mouth 

• ulcers that are spreading 

• ulcers lasting longer than 3 weeks. 
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Others may want to seek medical attention or treatment for their ulcers if: 
 

• they are particularly painful or big 

• a fever appears 

• they develop after starting a new medication 

• secondary bacterial infections 
 

Prevention 
 
Maintaining good dental hygiene, including brushing and flossing, may help to 
prevent mouth ulcers. 
 
Mouth ulcers have no known cure and typically recur in the mouth throughout a 
person's life. 
 
Though the appearance of an ulcer may be inevitable, there are some things 
people can do to lessen the severity of or reduce the number of times they suffer 
from an outbreak. 
 
Some prevention methods include: 
 

• talking to a doctor about changing medications that are known to cause 
ulcers 

• avoiding foods that can either trigger or worsen symptoms 

• keeping the mouth clean with daily brushing and flossing 

• avoiding triggers known to cause outbreaks in the past 
 

Outlook 
 
Thankfully, mouth ulcers tend to clear up on their own, and the pain associated 
with an ulcer typically disappears within a couple of days. 
 
There are some medications in the form of ointments and solutions that may help 
with pain and swelling, but these are often not necessary for a person to make a 
full recovery. 
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To prevent future outbreaks, people should try to reduce stress and anxiety as 
much as possible. 
 
Sources:  Bookman, R. (1960, October). Relief of canker sores on resumption of 
cigarette smoking. California Medicine, 93(4), 235. Retrieved 
from https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1578433/; Lake, R. I. E., 
Thomas, S. J., & Martin, N. G. (1997). Genetic factors in the aetiology of mouth 
ulcers. Genetic Epidemiology, 14, 17-33. Retrieved 
from https://keppel.qimr.edu.au/contents/p/staff/CV178.pdf; Mouth ulcers. (n.d.). 
Retrieved from https://www.dentalhealth.ie/dentalhealth/causes/mouthulcers.html 
Scully, C., & Shotts, R. (2000, July 15). ABC of oral health: Mouth ulcers and other 
causes of orofacial soreness and pain [Abstract]. British Medical 
Journal, 321(7254), 162-5. Retrieved 
from http://search.proquest.com/openview/fbd42ef69ce2c8272cfbdf4b0b45dfab/1?
pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=40566 
 
 
 
 
 
  


