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This leaflet provides advice to help provide relief from itching.

Bathing and showering

Dry skin often worsens itching so it is important to:

• Avoid the use of soap and harsh detergents such as those in 
shower gels or bubble baths.

• Always use emollient (moisturising) based wash products.
• When bathing or showering:

– Remember to always use a bath/shower mat to help prevent 
slipping.

– Use mineral oils in your bath water instead of bubble bath.
• Ensure baths/showers are neither too hot nor too cold; extremes 

of temperature can irritate the skin.
• Dab your skin dry with soft, clean, towels. Do not rub as this 

makes itching worse.
• Apply emollients (moisturising treatments) after each bath or 

shower.
– Avoid emollients that contain sodium lauryl sulphate (SLS), 

for example aqueous cream, as this can make itching worse.
– There are special emollients with anti-itch ingredients in 

them. These can be used in addition to your normal 
emollient creams and ointments.

• Keep emollient creams in the fridge, this can enhance their 
anti-itch properties.

Temperature

Warmth and perspiration can make itching worse:

• Very cold or very hot weather and high central heating can dry the 
skin a great deal, causing a lot of itching. Increasing the amount 
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of emollient and/or the oiliness of the emollient can help.  Use 
a minimum of 4 applications a day, more whenever possible.

• Try to keep your living environment cool and well-ventilated.
• Keep the temperature of your bedroom low as itching is often 

worse at night.
– Use several layers of bedding such as cotton blankets instead 

of one duvet. This will allow you to remove layers if you are 
too hot.

• Cool mist vaporisers or humidifiers and cool compresses may help 
to provide relief.

Clothing

Tight clothing can make itching worse:

• Loose fitting clothes may be more comfortable.
• Avoid woollen clothing and blankets, as wool irritates the skin.
• Any rough material can irritate the skin. Try to choose soft-feel 

clothing and bed sheets, with fine thread and fine weaves. Fine 
cottons and silks tend to be most comfortable next to your skin.

The itch-scratch cycle
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General advice

It is very difficult to avoid scratching but you can reduce the damage it 
causes with some simple measures that will help reduce the itch-scratch 
cycle:

• To minimise injury to your skin, keep your nails short and blunt 
(not ragged).

• Wearing cotton gloves over your hands at night will reduce 
damage to your skin when you scratch.

• Cotton dressings or suits to cover your whole body can be put over 
your creams.  If you scratch, this will move the dressing rather than 
your skin.

• Itching is often worse during the night. Anti-histamine tablets can 
provide some relief, as they have a mild sedative (e.g. 
relaxing, sleepy) effect.

• If you feel your itching is getting worse please seek advice from 
medical or nursing staff as your skin condition may be starting to 
flare up.

Alternative formats can be available on request.
Please email: sth.alternativeformats@nhs.net
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