Which moisturiser is

best for you?

For someone with eczema, moisturiser is a vital first line treatment
for dry skin and preventing and soothing outbreaks.

When you’re choosing a moisturiser it is essential that you
understand the differences between the various ointments, creams,
lotions and gels and the way each works to repair the skin barrier.

You need to find one that best suits your skin but also your lifestyle.
You will be using it every day, so you need to like the way it looks,
feels and smells, too.

The different formulations available

Moisturisers are classified according to their formulations. For example, whether an ointment or a
lotion and what they can be used for, either for leaving on the skin or adding to the bath. They are
often labelled 2:1, soaps substitute and leave on or 3:1, bath additive, soap substitute and leave on.
Apart from 50% white soft paraffin and 50% liquid paraffin, which are very greasy, all moisturisers
can be used for washing, soap substitutes.

Ointments

Because these are often stiff and greasy, some people don’t find them pleasant to use and don’t like
way they look. However, because they are very effective at holding water in the skin and repairing
the skin barrier, they are useful for very dry and thickened areas, under wet wraps, or if a heavier
moisturiser is needed at night. They should be applied every 6-8 hours and not used on weeping
eczema. Ointments contain less water than other moisturisers, so they require few preservatives,
making them ideal for people who react to preservatives.

Creams

These feel light and cool on the skin and they spread well over sore and weeping skin. Creams
contain an emulsion of oil and water, generally at least 50% oil so they are thicker than lotions and
better at moisturising dry skin. Many people prefer creams for daytime use. Creams contain
preservatives, which can cause sensitivity. They need to be used liberally and applied every 3-4
hours, unless they contain humectants, in which case, they only need to applied every 6-8 hours.

Gels

Chemically speaking, gels are formed from molecules that make a three-dimensional network, which
then traps other molecules in the spaces of the network, which then traps other molecules in the
spaces of the network. They are relatively light and non-greasy, despite having a reasonably high oil
content. They should be applied every 3-4 hours, unless they contain humectants, in which case,
they only need to be applied every 6-8 hours.

Oils
These mostly comprise bath and/or shower oils, for washing. Some disperse and add moisturiser to
the water while other are semi-dispersing and leave a coat of moisturiser on the body
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Lotions

Because lotions contain more water and less oil than creams, they need to contain preservatives,
which people occasionally become sensitised to. Lotions spread very easily and are cooling, but are
not especially effective at moisturising very dry skin because they are not thick enough to repair the
skin barrier. They are useful for hairy areas and weeping eczema, or for quick absorption if time is
short.

Sprays

These are simple paraffin-based moisturisers dissolved in volatile silicone, which evaporates on
application to the skin. Moisturiser spray is particularly useful for treating hard-to-reach places as the
canister can sprayed upside down. It is advised to spray against an old towel or sheet, to prevent
floor surfaces becoming slippery and dangerous.

5 top tips for your ideal moisturiser

Comfortable to apply and does not irritate the skin

It is really important that you like the feel of your moisturiser and want to use it whenever your skin
feels dry and itchy. The moisturiser needs to be non-irritant, which means it should not sting or itch,
feel uncomfortable or make your eczema worse. If you have been patch tested and you have
contact allergies, check the labelling and make sure moisturisers contain no additives that you are
allergic to.

Treats dry skin & repairs the skin barrier

The formulation is really important, as your moisturisers need to occlude and prevent water loss in
order to repair the skin barrier. For example, if you have very dry skin, a lotion will not be effective, so
you will require an oily cream or ointment. If your skin does not feel moisturised and you are needing
to reapply after a couple of hours, you need a longer-acting formulation and should consider a
humectant.

Fits in with your lifestyle

Your moisturiser needs to match your lifestyle. An ointment may be very effective at treating dry skin,
but who wants to go to work or school feeling like a channel swimmer? So, maybe you can use a
cream throughout the day and, for more intensive moisturisation, an ointment at night. A simple
cream maybe fine for a baby with eczema. Regular application is difficult for school-aged children or
adults, but for a baby cream can reapplied at every nappy change, ensuring six applications a day.

Feels and looks pleasant, and is easy to use

As the moisturiser is used every day it iss extremely important that it is easy to use and cosmetically
acceptable, in other words, that it looks and feels good. This includes packaging, such as a good
pump, so that it can be easily dispensed. Older people may find some pumps difficult to use,
especially if they have arthritis. Ointments can be messy and need to be decanted before use, as
putting fingers directly in the tub can spread infection

Safe to use and available in adequate quantities

There is a safety warning for paraffin-based moisturisers, as they can pose a fire risk if a person
smokers, or is near an open flame. Clothing and bedding that has come into contact with paraffin-
based moisturisers should be washed regularly at a high temperature to minimise the fire risk of
slipping — especially in bathrooms. Emollients need to be applied in adequate quantities. The weekly
guidance is 250g for a baby or small child and 500g for an adult.
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Different actions available

As well as formulation it is also important to think about the actions of moisturisers. All leave on
moisturisers are occlusive, which means they seal the skin barrier, enabling skin repair by preventing
trans-epidermal water loss and treating and preventing dry skin.

Simple occlusive moisturisers

The majority of simple moisturisers are paraffin based and work by preventing water from being lost
through the skin by acting as an occlusive barrier on the top layer of the skin. Lighter creams and
lotions are absorbed more quickly because of a high water content, but do not prevent water loss as
effectively as greasy ointments. The occlusive emollient effect of simple lotions and creams lasts for
2-3 hours.

Greasy occlusive moisturisers

These are ointments, which are excellent at occluding the skin barrier but they may be inconvenient
to use and messy. They last for 6-8 hours, so can be very useful to use overnight under nightclothes
or wraps.

Humictant occlusive moisturisers

Humectant creams act by replacing moisturising factors found naturally in skin, such as urea as
occluding the skin barrier and preventing water loss, the added moisturising ingredients attract and
retain water in the skin barrier and aid skin repair. All the emollients in this category are creams or
gels and pleasant to use although occasionally some individuals find that the additional ingredients
irritate their skin.

Active ingredients

Some moisturiser lotions and creams contain additional active ingredients. Antimicrobials destroy
bacteria and are found in some leave-on creams, lotions and wash products. Some people
becomes sensitised to the leave-on forms if they use them over a long period. Anti-itch ingredients
are found in a couple of creams in the form of lauromacrogols, a local anaesthetic. Ceramides are
used in some leave-on creams and lotions. They may re-establish the balance of fats necessary for
the appropriate functioning of the skin barrier. Oatmeal is found in cream and lotion. It has anti-itch
properties.

How to get your chosen moisturiser?

So you have finally found the moisturiser that suits you or your child, only to find it is not available
locally or is really expensive. Try to stock up when it is on special (all pharmacists have specials from
time to time on most products). We also have the advantage of buying online nowadays which can
be really helpful.

This information sheet is provided by the Eczema Association of For further information, or to become a member
Australasia Inc to give practical insights and help on eczema and its
management for sufferers and carers. Information sheets are also part 1 300 300 1 82

of our membership package.
b packed help@eczema.org.au
Our Disclaimer
This information sheet is not intended to constitute or replace medical
advice and is provided for general information purposes only. For
medical advice, please always consult your health professional.
Furthermore, it is not the policy of the Eczema Association of
Australasia Inc to recommend or endorse any specific product, brand
or treatment.
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