
Emollients Fact Sheet 
 
Emollient is simply the medical word for moisturiser. 
 

Emollients form an essential part of the therapy for all dry skin conditions, including eczema. 

They are safe and effective and, in the majority of cases, dry skin and mild to moderate 

eczema can be successfully treated by the sole use of emollient therapy. 
 
Applying emollients can be very time consuming and tedious but they help skin to feel 

more comfortable and less itchy. They keep skin moist and flexible, helping to prevent 

cracks. There are many types of emollients and they can be classified according to how 

they are applied: 
 
• Lotions, creams and ointments – applied directly to the skin. 
 
• Bath oils – added to bath water or directly to the skin in the shower. 
 
• Soap substitutes – used instead of soap to cleanse the skin. 
 
 

Lotions 
 

Lotions contain more water and less fat than creams. They spread easily and are cooling 

but are not effective at moisturising very dry skin. They are useful for hairy areas or for 

quick absorption if time is short. 

 

Creams 
 

Creams contain a mixture of fat and water and feel light and cool on the skin. They are 

easier to spread over sore/dry skin and are not greasy. All creams contain preservatives 

and people can become sensitised to them although this is rare. Creams need to be used 

liberally and frequently so that the skin is not allowed to dry out. 

 
Ointments 
 

Most ointments do not contain water therefore they do not need a preservative. This makes 

them ideal for people who react to preservatives. Ointments are often stiff and greasy and 

some people may find them cosmetically unacceptable. However, because they are effective 

at holding water in the skin, they are useful for very dry and thickened skin, under wet 

wraps or, if a heavier cream is required, at night. Ointments should not be used on weeping 

eczema – use a cream or lotion instead. 

 

Bath Oils  
 

Daily baths remove dirt and skin debris which could cause infection. Young infants may 

require two baths daily. Bath oils and warm water clean and hydrate the skin, coating it 

with a film of oil to trap water in the skin. Bath oils can be used in the shower, either on 

a sponge or applied all over before showering off. It is important not to use more bath oil 



than is recommended in the product information leaflet. Following bathing skin should be 

patted (not rubbed) dry. 

  

Bath oils do make a mess of the bath! Wipe around the bath with paper towels or tissues – 

this will absorb excess oil and shine the bath. Warn other bath users that the shower or 

bath may still be slippery. The bath may be cleaned with a bath cleaner but be careful to 

rinse thoroughly before use. 

 

Advice relating to the use of bath oils may change in the future as recent trials (National 

Institute for Health Research) have found no evidence of clinical benefit from including 

emollient bath additives in the standard management of eczema in children. 

 

Soap Substitutes 
 

Soap is alkaline and very drying to skin conditions. The hands are particularly at risk as they 

are washed more frequently. Each wash de-greases the skin. Detergent base soap 

substitutes and perfumed products should be avoided as they tend to irritate dry 

eczematous skin. Emollient soap substitutes do not foam and may take a little while to get 

used to. It is not essential to have bubbles to clean the skin. Soap substitutes can either be 

applied before bathing, showering or washing; or scoop up a handful of cream and apply 

over the skin whilst in the water. 

 

When and How to Apply Emollients 
 

When the skin is very dry, using a combination of the three types of emollients helps to 

give the best hydration and restore the skin’s barrier function to normal. 
 
 

• Use liberally and frequently – every hour if the skin is dry, but as least three times a 

day. 
 
• Apply gently in the direction of hair growth. Never rub up and down vigorously as this 

could trigger itching, block hair follicles or create more heat in the skin. 
 
• Apply emollients after bathing, while water still trapped in the skin for extra hydration. 
 
• Avoid putting hands into large tubs of emollient cream. Use a spatula to take out the 

correct amount each time and replace the lid immediately. 
 
• Continue to use the emollient, even if the skin condition has improved, this will help 

prevent flare-ups. 
 
• Storage depends on whether you prefer your emollient warm or cold – use the fridge or 

the airing cupboard. 
 

 



If you experience difficulties or have any queries please contact your Health 

Visitor or other health professional such as Practice Nurse, Pharmacist or your 

General Practitioner. 
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