
Is It Time To Give Your Old 
VLU Treatment The Boot?

An Updated Approach To Treating Venous Leg Ulcers May Be Just 
What The Patient Needs

clinicians who do prescribe compres-
sion therapy, many are still prescribing 
outdated therapy systems including 
the century-old Unna’s Boot and 4-lay-
er bandages introduced in the 1980s. 

Patients battling non-healing venous 
leg ulcers (VLUs), which is the most 
frequently occurring chronic wound, 
are often referred to either vascular 
or general surgeons for evaluation 
and treatment. While each venous leg 
ulcer treatment plan can vary signifi-
cantly — based upon factors such 
as the underlying cause of the ulcer, 
patient history, and other comorbidi-
ties — it is compression therapy that is 
highly regarded as the gold standard 
treatment.

To get a pulse on the latest on 
treating VLUs with compression 
therapy, Surgical Products spoke with 
Matthew M. Cooper, MD, MBA, FACS, 
Division Medical Officer, 3M Critical 
and Chronic Care Solutions Division.

What are the biggest challenges 
surgeons face in treating VLUs 
today?
Generally speaking, one of the big-
gest challenges in treating VLUs is ac-
tually the inconsistency in treatment. 
This includes variations among the 
clinicians who prescribe treatment, 
not just surgeons, and the patient’s 
degree of compliance with this. It may 
be surprising to some, but compres-
sion therapy is still not always used 
when applicable even though clinical 
studies have shown it can significantly 
increase VLU healing rates and re-
duce the likelihood of recurrence. For 

These more traditional compression 
therapies have shown success healing 
VLUs, but tend to lead to lower com-
pliance because they often become 
loose or are prematurely removed by 
patients who describe them as un-
comfortable, hot and bulky.

Are there any new technologies that 
can help fill that gap?
A growing interest in improving VLU 
care has sparked a significant amount 
of research and development in com-
pression therapy over the past 15-20 
years. This research has been based 
on improving efficacy and quality of 
life and has resulted in more advanced 
compression therapy systems. For 
the past 10 years, new multi-compo-
nent and 2-layer compression therapy 
systems have enabled clinicians to 
make bandage application easier and 
deliver more effective therapeutic 
compression.

What is the main difference be-
tween traditional and new compres-
sion systems?
The newer 2-layer systems, also 
known as “short stretch” compression 
therapy systems, provide sustained 
therapeutic compression without 
slipping and are low-profile, making 
them more comfortable to wear. The 
thin, lightweight bandage system also 
enables patients to wear their own 
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shoes to help maintain normal daily 
routines. These factors have been 
shown to help increase compliance 
and the potential for more effective 
treatment. 

For surgeons evaluating new com-
pression therapy systems, what 
should they look for?
Surgeons should first look for attri-
butes that are considered part of an 
“ideal compression therapy system.” 
Two years ago, an international group 
of venous disease experts met to 
simplify the key principles involved in 
compression therapy to help encour-
age greater adoption of the therapy 
for treating VLUs. As part of that 
meeting, the group agreed upon a list 

of ideal compression therapy system 
attributes, which was published in 
their post-meeting consensus paper 
Simplifying Venous Leg Ulcer Man-
agement. The group’s recommenda-
tions include selecting a compression 
therapy system that:
•	 Delivers therapeutic compression 
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and has high stiffness 
(i.e., the pressure 
generated is effective 
during mobilization and 
is well-tolerated during 
rest) 

•	 Permits good anatomical 
fit

•	 Stays in place (i.e., does 
not slip)

•	 Is comfortable
•	 Allows patients to wear 

their own shoes and 
maintain normal gait

•	 Is easy to apply and 
remove

•	 Requires minimal training 
in fitting and application

I would also recommend that 
surgeons review the most recently 
published research in regards to the 
new technology on the market. Some 
studies have compared VLU healing 
outcomes and patient satisfaction 
head-to-head with traditional com-
pression therapy systems. Finally, I’d 

suggest that they arrange a demon-
stration of the actual products to see 
and feel the differences. Participating 
in such a product demonstration or 
application training can help them 
better understand the new technology 
and application improvements that can 
ultimately benefit their patients.  
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