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SebcoTM: A tried and 
trusted treatment for 
dermatology nurses

This short product focus looks at the formulation and application of Sebco™ Coconut Oil Compound, 
including practitioner use and patient adherence.
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This article focuses on the use and 
properties of Sebco™ Coconut 
Oil Compound (Derma UK). The 
treatment is frequently used by 
healthcare professionals to tackle 
certain scaly and/or flaky scalp 
conditions such as psoriasis, eczema, 
seborrhoeic dermatitis and dandruff in 
individuals aged 12 years and over.

The product consists of coal tar 
12%, salicylic acid 2% and sulphur 4% in 
a coconut oil base. The mixture of coal 
tar, salicylic acid and sulphur reduces 
itch, helps remove scale and also has 
some antiseptic properties.

Psoriasis and eczema
Psoriasis is a common, chronic, 
inflammatory, immune-mediated 
disease affecting the skin.1 The 
prevalence of psoriasis in the UK is 
approximately 1.3-2.2 percent of the 
population. 

Psoriasis can affect any part of the 
body, but it is more common on the 
elbows, knees, buttocks and the scalp. 
It usually appears as pink salmon-
coloured, raised, scaly patches. About 
90% of patients with psoriasis will 
have scalp involvement, but for some 
patients it is the only area affected.

Scalp psoriasis can affect part of the 
scalp, or it can affect the whole scalp. 
Itch and scale are among the symptoms 
most commonly reported, however, 
these symptoms can be cosmetically 
and therapeutically difficult to manage. 
When left untreated, scalp psoriasis 
can be socially and psychologically 
distressing for the patient.2 

Dermatitis (eczema) is a red, 
itchy, flaky skin disease. A form of 
this is seborrhoeic dermatitis, which 
affects the greasy (sebaceous) skin 
zones such as the face, chest and 
scalp. Seborrhoeic dermatitis is very 
common and has been reported to 
affect around four percent of the 
population, yet many people don’t 
even know they have it. 

Dandruff (mild seborrhoeic 
dermatitis of the scalp) affects almost 
half of all adults.3 The extrapolated 
prevalence of dandruff in the UK is 
11,079,174.4

Evidence and literature
There are no studies in the literature 
evaluating the use of keratolytic 
products that combine salicylic acid 
with coal tar and sulphur. As such, 
much of the evidence is anecdotal and 
based on healthcare professional and 
patient feedback. Nevertheless, these 
products are widely used and have 
been around for many years. 

Sebco™ is based on an ointment 
called ‘unguentum cocois’ that has 
been popular with dermatologists for 
more than 70 years and was based on 
the original compound of tar.5 

Expert opinion in the same paper5 
suggests the combination product is 
useful in treating hyperkeratotic scalp 
conditions by reducing and removing the 
scale, thus allowing better penetration 
for daytime treatments. 

The application of Sebco™ needs 
to be explained in detail to the patient, 
and Derma UK have numerous helpful 
resources that can be used to aid that. 
These include patient information 
leaflets that can be handed out in clinic 
and application videos on the Sebco™ 

Scalp psoriasis can affect 
part of the scalp, or it can 
affect the whole scalp
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web page. These resources are helpful 
and popular with patients, and they help 
them to understand how to use the 
product correctly. Patients who apply 
Sebco™ correctly are more likely to 
use the product regularly, encouraging 
stronger patient concordance. 

Coal tar, salicylic acid and sulphur
Coal tar has a long and established 
history as a treatment for psoriasis and 
eczema.

Medline, PubMed and Cochrane 
looked at coal tar as a treatment 
in its own right and searches were 
performed to identify randomised 
control trials and clinical trials. In 
total, 25 studies supported the use 
of coal tar, although sometimes the 
evidence was weak. Nevertheless, 
this treatment was found to be 
efficacious, well-tolerated and 
cost-effective. The only identified 
problems were staining and odour.6

Salicylic acid is a topical keratolytic 
agent that has been used for many years 
in the treatment of psoriasis. Salicylic acid 
leads to desquamation of corneocytes 
through two pathways. It reduces 
intercellular cohesiveness of the horny 
cells by dissolving the intercellular cement 
material, and it reduces the pH of the 
stratum corneum, thereby increasing 
hydration and softening the skin.

Sebco™ is based on the 
original formulation created 
by the St John’s Institute of 
Dermatology

 Figure2.

Dandruff (mild seborrhoeic dermatitis of the scalp) 

 Figure 1.

Scalp psoriasis can affect part of the scalp, or it can affect the whole scalp. 
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Sulphur is the salt that helps loosen 
dandruff from the scalp. It is also 
keratolytic, with a weak antiseptic and 
parasiticide properties.

Applying Sebco™
Remove the cap and screw the 
applicator onto the end of the tube, 
then part the hair at the point of the 
affected area. Apply the Sebco™ to the 
affected area with a ribbon like amount, 
then leave on for approximately one 
hour, as per the licence indication. 

Some patients like to use a shower 
cap or bathing cap when leaving the 
product on for the hour. Take care to 
avoid contact with the eyes, and wash 
hands immediately afterwards. Before 
washing off Sebco™, try and remove 
any scales or crusts gently with a fine-
tooth comb, then wash out the product 
with a mild shampoo and warm water. 

The process can be repeated for 
three to seven days until the scales are 
under control. For maintenance, use 
once or twice weekly as necessary. 
If, after the first week, there is no 
improvement – or if the symptoms 
persist for more than four weeks – the 
patient should consult their doctor. 

In children aged six–12 years, 
the product should be used under 
medical supervision only. Sebco™ is 
not recommended for use on children 
under the age of six. 

Some patients may experience hair 
loss when thicker scales are removed, 
but this will recover in time.

What are the advantages and disadvantages 
of using Sebco™?
Pros

	� It is efficacious, it has been around 
for many years, and it is tried and 
tested, including by the author

	� There is a lot of patient information 
available, including literature and 
videos, to aid patients in the 
application of the product.

Cons
	� Can stain and is odorous.

Feedback from patients is normally 
positive, with the only drawbacks 
expressed being the smell and 
colour. As it is labelled as a coconut 
compound, patients tend to think it is 
white – but in my experience, many 
healthcare professionals think this, too.

Patients also expressed many 
benefits, including that it gets rid of 
all the scale, it is easy to use with 
the nozzle, and the patient support 
information is helpful and easy to 
understand. 

Hints and tips
	� It is necessary to descale with 
Sebco™, so patients can then 
use daytime treatments more 
effectively 

	� The patient may find it easier if 
there is someone on hand to help 
part their hair

	� The use of a plastic occlusion (like 
a shower or bathing cap) after 
applying Sebco™ can help enhance 
penetration. 

Conclusion
Sebco™ is based on the original 
formulation created by the St John’s 
Institute of Dermatology and has been 
trusted by dermatologists and patients 
alike for generations. 

With approximately four percent 
of the population suffering from 
seborrhoeic dermatitis, Sebco™ is a 
go-to product to treat the condition 
as it is effective in the management 
of scaly scalp disorders. It works by 
softening and removing the scale, and 
it has mild antipruritic and antiseptic 
properties. 

As a Dermatology Nurse of 33 
years, I’ve used Sebco™ throughout 
my career. It is a bread-and-butter 
product and a useful tool to have in 
our armoury.  DN
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 Figure2.

Apply the Sebco™ to the affected area with a ribbon like amount, then leave on for approximately one hour
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