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No evidence for routine systemic antibiotics for venous leg ulcers 

 

Clinical 
Question 

How effective are systemic antibiotics and topical antibiotics and 

antiseptics for healing venous leg ulcers? 

Bottom 
Line 

There was no evidence to support the routine use of systemic 

antibiotics in promoting healing of venous leg ulcers. In terms of 

topical preparations, some evidence supported the use of 

cadexomer iodine but not the routine use of honey-based or silver-

based products. Cadexomer iodine was associated with more 

frequent adverse effects than standard care. No definitive 

conclusions could be drawn about the effectiveness of topical 

povidone-iodine, peroxide-based preparations, ethacridine, 

chloramphenicol, framycetin, mupirocin or chlorhexidine. 

Caveat  The sparse evidence from randomised controlled trials recruiting 

participants with infected wounds, the variation in outcome 

assessment and uncertainty of the role of wound infection or 

contamination in delaying healing, meant that it was difficult to 

interpret the effects of antibiotics and antiseptics on both healing 

and infection. Follow-up in most of the trials was short (four to 12 

weeks). In light of the increasing problem of bacterial resistance to 

antibiotics, current prescribing guidelines recommend that 

antibacterial preparations should be used only in cases of clinical 

infection, not for bacterial colonisation. 

Context Venous leg ulcers are a type of chronic wound affecting up to 1% of 

adults in developed countries at some point during their lives. Many 

of these wounds are colonised by bacteria or show signs of clinical 

infection. The presence of infection may delay ulcer healing. Two 

main strategies are used to prevent and treat clinical infection in 

venous leg ulcers: systemic antibiotics and topical antibiotics or 

antiseptics. 
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