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Clearing Up That Old Image Problem
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HOW CAN I
GET EID OF

THESE DARN
SPOTS ON
MY FACE®

All grown up and
still groaning? Here’s
how acne can mar
the mature face—and
how to make it stop.
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OINTING A BRIGHT lamp at my
face, the woman in the lab coat
peered at my skin through a mag-
nifying glass. Not even at my

bathroom mirror had my face endured
such scrutiny. I had signed up for a clini-
cal trial of an acne medicine—new, un-
tried, and still nameless—and she was
counting blemishes.

“Nope, you’re two pimples short,” she
told me.

“Did you count the ones near my eyes?”
I asked. I left, not knowing whether to
feel disappointed by the rejection or
thrilled that I had too few pimples.

At 33, I am afflicted with this last ves-
tige of adolescence. Over-the-counter acne
medications fill my drawer: scrubs, astrin-
gents, cleansers (sounds better than soap),
ointments, and facial masks. Americans
spent $260 million on such over-the-
counter products in 1990. That’s a lot
of pimples.
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We think of acne as a
teen’s problem, and indeed,
85 percent of teenagers put
up with unsightly blemishes.
But acne also affects millions
of adults, some of whom
made it through adolescence
with nary a pimple. The
problem seems to be on the
rise, say dermatologists, par-
ticularly among women.

The increase may be due
to modern-day stress or to
the use of some types of
birth control pills. Or maybe
women have just become
less willing to put up with
pimples. Whatever the reason
for the increased concern,
manufacturers have jumped
in with new acne medica-
tions geared to adults, and
researchers promise improved
therapies down the road.

For teens, the word acne
is likely to evoke pocked
faces and upper bodies. Adult
acne tends to be limited to
the chin and jawline, with
fewer but sometimes deeper
and more painful pimples. In everyone,
though, the skin disorder looks largely
the same below the surface.

Pimples start deep in the skin, in the
little oil factories called sebaceous glands.
In those blessed with a peaches and cream
complexion, oil oozes through a maze of
tiny ducts and slips out the pores of the
skin, along with bacteria and dead skin
cells that have been picked up along the
way. The result: nothing worse than a
shiny face.

In an acne sufferer, though, abnormal-
ly sticky cells slough off the ducts in
sheets, clogging the escape route. “It’s
like everybody is racing to get out the
same door,” says dermatologist Alan
Shalita, acne expert for the American
Academy of Dermatology. “And they’ve
also got glue on their bodies.”

The resulting plug is called a comedo
(a bit of jargon that explains the non-
comedogenic label frequently given to
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