



Acne--no need for a pizza face!
In a previous issue we have heard about the treatment of acne from the beauty therapy and from the light and heat energy treatment perspective, but here I will look at it from the medical perspective.

Acne is one of the most common skin disorders, and the amount of distress and embarassment it causes to adolescents particularly, should never be underestimated. Adolescent acne is the most common type, and the one I shall discuss today.

When will I grow out of it?

It occurs most commonly between the ages of 13 and 16, and it is worse in males aged 18-19 yrs. It can get worse premenstrually ( girls, don't we know it!) It usually settles spontaneously by the age of 20, but this is a long time to wait. If inadequately treated, it can result in permanent scarring, and a knock to self esteem in this world where beauty is so important.

What causes it?

Acne is inflammation of the sebaceous (oil) glands of the skin. Excessive sebum (oil and other compounds) is produced because of the action of androgens on the glands. The glands become blocked due to increased keratinisation (skin thickening) of the sebaceous ducts.The by-products of the bacteria in the sebum provoke inflammation and result in whiteheads. The blackheads are not dirt, but keratinized skin cells in the ducts. They do not dissolve in soapy water!

Let's dispel a few myths

That is the basics, now let's dispel a few myths. Acne is not due to diet, but it can be aggravated by an unbalanced diet, so make sure that what you are eating is healthy. It is not caused by oily hair or by  hair touching the forehead, but general good hygiene is only common sense.  Exercise helps by increasing  blood flow to the skin, and of course drinking plenty of water helps flush away the body's waste products. Sunshine in moderation helps, but be careful!

Special soaps and cleansers, and overscrubbing are not helpful. Just a simple soap is good, or plain water, and gentle washing. It is a good idea to avoid oily or creamy cosmetics and moisturisers, and use the minimum amount of make-up as this in itself can aggravate the skin. And avoid picking and squeezing those blackheads, just like your mother told you!!! It can lead to long term scarring of the skin. If you do need to give a pimple emergency treatment, then dab it with a mild antiseptic like ti tree oil or savlon. This will shrink it, while the other treatments are working to produce healthy skin. And if you really have to squeeze that zit, then do it with clean hands and skin, and dab on antiseptic afterwards!

Specific treatments

SO once you have got the diet and exercise, water, and simple cleansing and hygiene sorted out, we come to more specific treatments. The first step is to unblock the pores, and the easiest and most effective way to do this is to use benzoyl peroxide. This comes in 2.5%, 5% and 10% concentrations, in gels, creams and lotions from the pharmacy. The most common brands are oxy and benzac. It can dry the skin, so start low and go slow. If you find it very irritating then wash it off after 2 hours until your skin gets used to it. You will find that you can tolerate higher doses as time goes on. Using an oil free moisturiser is a good idea. Using benzoyl peroxide regularly is important, as it takes a few days to start working, and it will take up to 12 weeks to have its maximum effect. 

Remember that whatever new treatment you use on your skin, it will take 3 months to have its maximum effect, as this is how long the skin takes to renew itself. The skin is constantly shedding the old cells from its surface, and growing new ones at its base. 

Extra topical treatments which can be used with the benzoyl peroxide are the retinoic acid (commonly used as retin- A gel), and adapalene (differin). These all help to unblock the pores in different ways, and can be used in combination. They are prescription items. 

If after 3 months, the response is not adequate, then there are various topical and oral anitbiotic regimens which your GP can prescribe, which are very effective, but need to be used with the therapies above for best results. These treatments have all been around for many years and are well tried and tested. Serious side effects are few and far between, and the benefits generally far outweigh any side effects. 

Another alternative for women is to use the combined oral contraceptive pills, some of which have a very beneficial effect on acne. 

For the very few who have failed to respond to the above treatments, and have severe inflammatory acne, then Roaccutane can be a wonder drug. This is only prescribed by dermatologists, as it can have some serious side effects, but it gives a dramatic and permanent cure and is a life saver for many.  

No need for a pizza face!

There are other treatments around which I will not go into, but the message for acne sufferers is, that there are lots of good remedies around, and there is no reason why anyone should suffer with a pizza face! Most people get a good result from simple measures, and for those that don't, there are lots of good alternatives if you see your GP. But remember you have to keep up the treatment until you grow out of the underlying hormonal changes. 

So don't be embarassed by your spotty face. Treat it, and come out  and embrace the world!
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