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[ Introduction

Topical medications are applied directly to the skin surface or mucous membranes. These
medications include lotions, pastes, ointments, creams, gels, powders, shampoos, and aerosol

sprays. Absorption occurs through the epidermal layer into the dermis.1/2 The extent of
absorption depends on the vascularity of the region. Nitroglycerin, fentaNYL, nicotine, and certain
supplemental hormone replacements cause systemic effects. Most other topical medications cause
local effects. Ointments have a fatty base, which is an ideal vehicle for drugs such as antimicrobials
and antiseptics. Application of topical medications should typically occur two or three times per day
to achieve their therapeutic effect.

[ Equipment

Gloves

Patient's medication administration record

Prescribed medication

Optional: adhesive tape, comb or brush, fine-toothed comb (for nits), other personal
protective equipment, soap, sterile gauze, terry-cloth slippers, towel, transparent
semipermeable dressing, washcloth, water, white cotton gloves

[ Preparation of Equipment

Inspect all equipment and supplies. If a product is expired, is defective, or has compromised
integrity, remove it from patient use, label it as expired or defective, and report the expiration or
defect as directed by your facility.

[ Implementation

» Avoid distractions and interruptions when preparing and administering the medication to
prevent medication errors.

 Verify the practitioner's order.

» Reconcile the patient’s medications at each care transition and when the practitioner
prescribes a new medication to reduce the risk of medication errors, including omissions,
duplications, dosing errors, and drug interactions.

o Compare the medication label to the order in the patient's medical record.

» Check the patient's medical record for an allergy or contraindication to the prescribed
medication. If an allergy or contraindication exists, don't administer the medication, and
notify the practitioner.

o Check the expiration date on the medication. If the medication is expired, return it to the
pharmacy and obtain new medication.
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Visually inspect the medication for loss of integrity. Don't administer the medication if its

integrity is compromised. 8|
Discuss any unresolved concerns about the medication with the patient's
practitioner.

Perform hand hygiene.

Confirm the patient's identity using at least two patient identifiers.

Provide privacy.

Explain the procedure to the patient and family (if appropriate) according to their individual
communication and learning needs to increase their understanding, allay their fears, and
enhance cooperation. Answer any questions.

If the patient is receiving the medication for the first time, teach the patient and family (if
appropriate) about potential adverse effects and discuss other concerns related to the
medication.

Verify that you're administering the medication at the proper time, in the prescribed dose,

and by the correct route to reduce the risk of medication errors.

If your facility uses bar-code technoHse it as directed by your facility.
Perform hand hygiene.

+ Clinical alert: If your facility’s hazardous drug list contains the drug you're about to administer,

put on personal protective equipment as directed.

FEIN

Put on gloves and, as needed, other personal protective equipment to co/y with standard
26

precautions and prevent medication absorption through your skin.

Help the patient assume a comfortable position that provides access to the area to be
treated.

Expose the area to be treated. Make sure that the skin or mucous membrane is intact (unless
the practitioner has ordered the medication to treat a skin lesion, such as an ulcer). Applying
medication to broken or abraded skin can cause unwanted systemic absorption and result in
further irritation.

If necessary, clean the skin of debris, including crusts and epidermal scales, with mild soap
and water and a washcloth. Blot gently with a towel.

Remove medication from the skin, if it remains from a previous dose, to prevent skin
irritation from medication accumulation.

Change your es if thei become soiled. Perform hand hygiene before putting on the new
pair of gloves.

Applying paste, cream, gel, or ointment

about:blank

Open the container. Place the lid or cap upside down to prevent contamination of the inside
surface.

Apply the medication to the affected area with long, smooth strokes that follow the direction
of hair growth (as shown below). This technique avoids forcing medication into hair follicles,
which can cause irritation and lead to folliculitis. Avoid excessive pressure when applying the
medication because excessive pressure could abrade the skin. Alternatively, follow the
manufacturer's instructions or practitioner's order.
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Applying other topical medications

» To apply shampoos, follow package directions. (See Using medicated shampoos.)

USING MEDICATED SHAMPOOS

Medicated shampoos include keratolytic and cytostatic agents and coal tar preparations. They
can help treat such conditions as dandruff, psoriasis, and head lice.

Contraindications, adverse effects, warnings, precautions, and application instructions may vary
depending on the specific medicated shampoo that you're using. Check the label on the shampoo

before starting the procedure.

To apply a medicated shampoo, follow these steps:

Perform hand hygiene.

Put on gloves and, as needed, other personal protective equipment to comply with

standard precautions.

Prepare the patient for shampoo treatment.

Shake the shampoo bottle well to mix the solution evenly.

Wet the patient's hair thoroughly and wring out excess water.

Apply the proper amount of shampoo as directed on the label.

Work the shampoo into a lather, adding water, as necessary. Part the hair and work the
shampoo into the scalp, taking care not to use your fingernails.

Leave the shampoo on the scalp and hair for as long as instructed (usually 5 to 10
minutes). Then rinse the hair thoroughly.

Towel-dry the patient's hair.

After the hair is dry, comb or brush it. Use a fine-tooth comb to remove nits, if necessary.

Remove and discard your ves and, if worn, other personal protective equipment.
12

Perform hand hygiene. =£
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» To apply aerosol sprays:
o Shake the container, if indicated, to mix the medication completely.
o Hold the container 6" to 12" (15 to 30 cm) from the skin or follow the manufacturer's
recommendation.
o Spray a thin film of medication evenly over the treatment area, away from the patient's
face, to prevent direct inhalation of the spray.
» To apply powders:
o Dry the skin surface, being sure to include skinfolds where moisture collects.
o Apply a thin layer of powder over the treatment area. Apply it away from the patient's
face to prevent direct inhalation of the powder.
 To protect applied medications from coming in contact with others or from soiling the
patient’s clothes, tape sterile gauze or apply a transparent semipermeable dressing over the
treatment area, if appropriate. Note that, with certain medications (such as topical steroids),
applying a semipermeable dressing over the treatment area may be contraindicated. Check
the medication's prescribing information and cautions. If you're applying a topical medication
to the patient's hands or feet, cover the site with white cotton gloves for the hands or terry-
cloth slippers for the feet, if appropriate.

Completing the procedure

» Monitor the patient's skin for adverse effects of the medication, such as irritation, an allergic
reaction, or skin breakdown.

o Discard used supplies and dressings in appropriate receptacles.
e Remove and discard your ves and, if worn, other personal protective equipment.
12

» Perform hand hygiene. =£
e Document the procedure.

[ Special Considerations

» Don't apply ointments to mucous membranes as liberally as you would to skin, because
mucous membranes are usually moist and absorb ointment more quickly than skin.

» Never apply ointment to the eyelids or ear canal unless ordered. The ointment may congeal
and occlude the tear duct or ear canal.

[ Patient Teaching

If the patient will apply the medication at home, teach how to apply and remove it. To ensure
understanding, ask for a return demonstration. Also teach the patient and family (if appropriate)
about the medication's potential adverse effects.

[ Complications

Complications associated with topical skin drug application may include:
» skin irritation

o rash
o allergic reaction

« systemic reactions related to the administered medication.
[ Documentation
Documentation associated with topical skin drug application includes:
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medication administered
o medication name
medication strength
dose
route of administration
date and time of administration
o site of administration
skin's appearance and integrity before administration
adverse reactions
o name of practitioner notified
o date and time of practitioner notification
o prescribed interventions

o response to those interventions

response to and tolerance of therapy

teaching provided to the patient and family (if applicable)
o understanding of that teaching
o follow-up teaching needed.

0O O O O

This procedure has been reviewed by the Academy of Medical-Surgical Nurses.

ANVEN

Medical-Surgical Nurses

[ Related Procedures

Scabies treatment

Scabies treatment,_pediatric

Topical skin drug_administration, home care
Topical skin drug_application, pediatric

[ Related UpToDate Patient Teaching Handouts

How to use topical medicines
Topical corticosteroid medicines
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Rating System for the Hierarchy of Evidence for Intervention/Treatment Questions

The following leveling system is adapted from Evidence-Based practice in nursing & healthcare: A guide to
best practice, Fifth edition, by Bernadette Mazurek Melnyk and Ellen Fineout-Overholt (2023).

Evidence from a systematic review or meta-analysis of all relevant
randomized controlled trials (RCTs)

Level I
Level II Evidence from well-designed single RCTs (experimental)

Evidence from well-designed nonrandomized controlled trials (quasi-
Level III | experimental), systematic reviews of a complete body of evidence, and
intervention studies using mixed methods

Level IV | Evidence from well-designed case-control and cohort studies (observational)
Level V Evidence from systematic reviews of qualitative and descriptive studies

Evidence from single descriptive and qualitative studies, evidence-based
Level VI . : o )
practice implementation, and quality improvement projects

Level VII rEg\l/?eevlvwge from expert opinion, expert committee reports, and literature

Data from Gyatt, G., & Rennie D. (2002). Users' guides to the medical literature. American Medical
Association; Harris, R. P, et al. (2001). Current methods of the U.S. Preventative Services Task Force: A
review of the process. American Journal of Preventative Medicine, 20, 21-35.
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