Topical Drugs: Creams, Lotions, Ointments, and Powders
by Lori A. Tetreault, RN-BSN                                                                                             MNA/LNA        1 Contact Hour

Objectives:

· Define key terms: creams, lotion, ointment and powder
· Identify factors that affect topical drug absorption

· List reasons for topical drug application

· Describe drug topical forms

· Explain the guidelines for applying topicals
· Identify safety concerns when applying powders

Topical refers to a surface of a part of the body. A topical medication is a drug applied to the skin.

Topical Drug Forms:
Drug form refers to the type of preparation in which the drug is supplied. Pharmaceutical companies prepare each drug in the form(s) most suitable for its intended route of delivery and means of absorption.
Common topical dose forms includes: creams, lotions, ointments and powders.

Creams:   A cream is a semi-solid emulsion containing a drug. The cream is usually non-greasy.                   

                 Creams are removed with water.
Lotions:    A lotion is a watery preparation containing suspended particles.  Shake all lotions     

                  before application. Gently but firmly pat the lotion on the skin. Do not rub into the skin.
                  Rubbing increases circulation and itching. Rubbing also causes friction, which can 
                  irritate the skin. Lotions are used to:
· Soothe and protect the skin

· Relieve rashes and itching

· Cleanse the skin 

Ointments:  An ointment is a semi-solid preparation containing a drug in an oily base.      

                      Ointments are not easily removed with water. The drug has longer contact with the   

                      skin. 
Powders:   A powder is a finely ground drug in a talc base. Powders are used to absorb 
                   moisture. They also dry, cool and protect the skin. Powder is applied to dry skin in a  

                   thin, even layer.

Factors Affecting Absorption: 

The absorption of a topical drug is affected by:

· The strength of a drug

· How long the drug is in contact with the skin

· The size of the area of application

· Skin thickness

· Amount of water in the tissues

· Amount of skin breakdown or irritation

Why Apply Topical Drugs:
· Clean and debride (remove) a wound

· Hydrate (add water) to the skin

· Reduce inflammation

· Relieve itching or a rash

· Provide a protection barrier to the skin

· Reduce thickening of skin

Each topical dose form is applied differently. Lotions are dabbed on the skin with gauze or a cotton ball. A tongue blade, cotton-tipped applicator, or a gloved hand or finger is used to apply ointments and creams. Powders are applied in a thin even layer.

Safe Application of Topical Drugs:
To safely apply a topical drug, follow these guidelines:

· Proper hand hygiene before and after the application

· Do not let the dose form touch your skin

· Provide for privacy

· Clean and dry the skin as directed by the nurse before applying a dose form

· Observe the skin, report findings to the nurse

· Shake lotions thoroughly, lotion should have uniform color throughout

· Apply the correct amount

· Do not let the drug container touch the person’s skin

Promoting Safety and Comfort:
Safety:

· Use caution when applying powder. Inhaled powder can irritate airways and lungs
· Do not shake or sprinkle powder directly onto the person

· Make sure powder does not get on the floor, powders are slippery and may cause falls

Comfort:

· Provide privacy when exposing skin area when applying topical. Avoid unnecessary exposure.

· Treat the person with dignity and respect. Self esteem may suffer due to skin condition.
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Post Test – Topical Drugs
Multiple Choice

1.  Topical drug absorption is affected by the following except

a. The time of application

b. How long the drug is in contact with the skin

c. Skin thickness

d. Amount of water in the skin

2.  Which of the following is a watery preparation?

a. cream

b. lotion

c. ointment

d. powder 

3.  Which of the following do you shake?

a. cream

b. lotion

c. ointment

d. powder
4.  Which topical dose form is dabbed on?

a. cream

b. lotion

c. ointment

d. powder

5.  These statements are about applying powder. Which is false?

a. You shake or sprinkle powder onto the person

b. Powder is applied in a thin layer

c. Powder is slippery and can cause falls

d. After apply powder, you smooth over the area for even coverage

6.  An ointment is in a jar. What should you use to remove the amount ordered?

a. your hand

b. a sterile tongue blade

c. a syringe

d. a measuring spoon

True or False

T        F        You need to wear gloves to apply a topical drug.

T        F         A topical dose form can touch your skin.

T        F         Topical drugs are applied to clean, dry skin.

T        F          You can use your gloved hand to apply creams and ointments as directed by the nurse

Short Answer
1. List the four topical dose forms.

a.

b.

c.

d.

2.  List four reasons for applying topical drugs.

a.

b.

c.

d.
3.  List five guidelines to consider when applying a topical drug.

a.

b.

c.

d.
e.
4.  List three safety considerations when applying a topical powder.

a.

b.

c.

