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Figure 1: Assessment of Patients with Cold Sores
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No

Yes

Patient presents with vesicular oral lesion(s)

Probable cold sore (herpes labialis)
• Provide patient information
• Recommend nonpharmacologic therapy
• Recommend analgesics for symptom relief (see Table 1)
• If reducing healing time is desired, recommend antivirals, ideally within 48 hours of symptom onset 

(see Table 1)

Further 
evaluation 
required

No

Are all the following present/true?
• Single, painful lesion with multiple vesicles on the vermilion border of the lip or around 

the nostrils
• Vesicles break, leaking a clear, sticky fluid, and then crust over
• Itch in area of lesion
• Lesion may have been preceded by a burning, tingling feeling in location of eruption
• Patient may have had prolonged exposure to bright sunlight during days before 

appearance of lesion (e.g., beach, ski hills)
• Duration ,7 days

Are any of the following true?
• Lesion present for .14 days
• Lesion appears excessively red, swollen or contains pus
• Lesions follow a dermatomal distribution 
• Lesions present in areas beyond the lips and perioral area (e.g., eyes, nose, hands, feet)
• Extensive oral mucosal or pharyngeal lesions
• Patient has symptoms of systemic illness (e.g., fever, swollen glands)
• History of lesions occurring .6 times/year
• Patient has health condition that compromises immune system

Further 
evaluation 
required

Yes

Refer

Refer to an appropriate health-care practitioner if any of the following occur:
• Lesions spread
• Pharmacologic treatment does not relieve discomfort
• Local anesthetics cause erythema and edema 
• Patient develops symptoms of systemic illness


