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Herpes simplex virus: an
occupational hazard in dentistry

Approximately 70% of the population in the western world become infected
with the herpes simplex virus type 1 (HSV-1) by the second decade of life.
This review discusses the role of the HSV-1 as a potential occupational
hazard for dental workers, focusing on herpes labialis, herpetic whitlow and
keratitis. The risks associated with the dental treatment of patients with
HSV-1, both from the perspective of the clinician and the patient are
presented. Procedures for minimising the impact of HSV-1 within the dental
practice, in particular infection control, delivery of treatment and patient
education, are addressed. The management options for recurrent herpes
labialis are also reviewed.

Key words: Herpes simplex virus, herpes labialis, herpetic whitlow, keratitis,
infection, antiviral therapy, education, dental
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Figure 1. Herpetic whitlow on the finger of a dentist

Figure 2. Herpetic infection affecting the eye
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Recurrent HSV-1 infection
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The herpes labialis cycle
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Lewis: Herpes simplex virus
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Figure 3. Recurrent herpes labialis on the lower lip

Figure 4. Recurrent herpes labialis on the upper lip
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Figure 5. Recurrent herpes simplex infection in the nose

Figure 6. Recurrent herpes simplex infection in the nose

Figure 7. Ulceration to the hard palate due to reactivation of herpes simplex virus
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Figure 8. Key stages and duration of the typical herpes labialis cycle
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Treatment of HSV-1 infection
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Topical agents
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Systemic agents
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What is the most appropriate
treatment for herpes
labialis?
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Is antiviral resistance a
potential problem?
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Table 1   Measures to reduce the risk of transmission of HSV-1 within the dental practice6-8,10.

Acquisition: Occupational exposure
Patient to dental worker

• Be aware of the signs and symptoms of HSV-1 infection
• Postpone treatment of a patient until HSV-1 lesion has

healed
• Routinely cover all cuts and abrasions on the hands
• Routinely use protective equipment (gloves*, mask and

eye protection)
• Do not touch own eyes, nose and mouth while treating a

patient
• Use high volume aspiration to reduce aerosols
• Sterilise instruments (autoclave, dry heat, ethylene oxide

gas) after use or use disposable instruments

Transmission:
Dental worker to patient

• Be aware of the signs and symptoms of HSV-1 infection
• Do not undertake dental treatment whilst HSV-1 lesion is

present
• Routinely cover all cuts and abrasions on the hands
• Routinely use protective equipment (gloves*, mask and

eye protection)
• Patient must wear eye protection during treatment
• Do not touch own eyes, nose and mouth whilst treating

a patient
• Sterilise instruments (autoclave, dry heat, ethylene oxide

gas) after use or use disposable instruments

* Certain dental materials can render latex gloves permeable to herpes viruses (e.g. acrylic monomer, chloroform, oragne
solvent)43

Figure 9. Information to be included on a dental practice poster or leaflet to increase awareness of herpes labialis (cold sore, fever blister).

• Cold sores are caused by the herpes simplex virus.

• The herpes simplex virus can easily be spread by direct (lip) or indirect (finger) contact, especially when a cold
sore is present.

• Inform your dentist if you suffer from cold sores or ulcers in your mouth.

• Postpone a dental appointment when a cold sore is developing (tingle stage) or if one is present until the
lesion has completely healed.

• Antiviral treatment for cold sores is available as a topical cream and can be bought from a pharmacy without a
prescription (only in some countries).

• Antiviral treatment is effective at the tingle and blister stages of a cold sore.
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Lewis: Herpes simplex virus


