RESEARCH EXAMINES HOW TREATMENT OF SEVERE ACNE MAY WORK 

Treating acne can sometimes be a very complex issue. Dermatologists work diligently with acne patients to customize treatment regimens that can help restore not only one’s complexion, but one’s psyche, because acne affects both. Sometimes, the doctor will have to call in the “big guns” to address the problem, prescribing a drug generically known as isotretinoin. 

Isotretinoin is the most potent drug used in the treatment of severe acne. It can have serious side effects including birth defects and possible links to depression or suicide. Although isotretinoin has been used for acne since the 1980’s, the exact mechanism by which it exerts its profound effect in improving this condition is still unclear. In recent years, studies in cells developed from human sebaceous (oil) glands have led to advances in understanding of the cellular effects of isotretinoin. 

Diane Thiboutot, MD, Professor of Dermatology, The Pennsylvania State University College of Medicine in Hershey, Pennsylvania and a member of the American Acne & Rosacea Society, has been actively at the forefront in trying to uncover how isotretinoin works; because understanding its mechanism of action may help in the development of safer therapeutic alternatives. 

Using cells derived from sebaceous, or oil, glands, Dr. Thiboutot and her colleagues have demonstrated that isotretinoin, specifically induces death of cells within the oil gland, but not in cells on the surface of the skin. This may account for the profound reduction in sebaceous gland size noted in skin biopsies from patients who have been treated with isotretinoin. 

This research, along with additional studies, may one day further explain the mechanism by which isotretinoin reduces sebaceous gland size and secretion and improves acne. This hopefully will provide insights into safer drugs that induce the beneficial effects of isotretinoin but without the harmful side effects.
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For more information visit, www.acnesociety.org. 
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