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Search for the slideshow Acne Care Dos 
and Don’ts at WebMD.com. 

BREAKOUTS CAN SEND ANYONE TO THE DRUGSTORE TO FILL A BASKET 
with every acne treatment on the shelf or make an urgent call to 
a dermatologist. While these reactions may sound extreme, both 
might be effective strategies.  

According to the American Academy of Dermatology, acne 
affects about 50 million people annually in the United States, and 
85% of Americans between the ages of 12 and 24 will develop some 
sort of acne. 

The many choices for treatments—whether over-the-counter 
(OTC) or prescribed—reflects how widespread the condition is. 
Add to that the many types of acne, with multiple causes, and it’s 
easy to understand why one answer can’t address all acne problems. 

“Acne treatments work synergistically. For example, to prevent 
the development of antibiotic resistance, we typically use a combi-
nation of benzoyl peroxide and clindamycin,” says Paul M. Graham, 
DO, a clinical instructor at Michigan State University and editor-
in-chief of the Dimensional Dermatology blog. “Combination ther-
apy works better than monotherapy in the majority of the cases.”  

 One of the reasons is that not all 
acne is created equal. Different cate-
gories of breakouts include blackheads, 
closed comedones or whiteheads, pap-
ules, pustules, and cysts. 

For blackheads and whiteheads, 
start at the drugstore.  The OTC 
options specifically designed for 
acne are salicylic acid, benzoyl per-
oxide, and adapalene, says Whitney 
High, MD, an associate professor of 
dermatology and pathology at the 
University of Colorado School of 
Medicine in Denver. Salicylic acid acts 
as an astringent and dries oil, benzoyl 
peroxide fights acne-causing bacteria, 
and adapalene is a form of retinoid 
that helps exfoliate, he explains. 

Aisle Do
TURN UP THE HEAT AND 
TURN DOWN THE STRAND 
DAMAGE WITH THESE 
STYLIST-APPROVED 
PRODUCTS

PRODUCT PICK 
MOROCCAN OIL  Heat Styling 
Protection Spray ($22)

“This spray can protect hair from up 
to 430 degrees of heat while also 
preventing breakage and split ends. 
I love that it is a versatile product 
that can be used on wet hair before 
blow drying or on dry hair before 
any iron styling.”
Elena Marten 
stylist, G2O Spa + Salon, Boston

PRODUCT PICK  
DAVINES Melu Shield ($36)

“Besides protecting hair from heat, 
this product is also weightless 
and speeds up blow dry time 
significantly. It has a wonderful 
smell and because it’s oil-free, won’t 
make hair heavy or feel greasy.”
Fae Norris
stylist, Rock Paper Salon, Los Angeles

PRODUCT PICK  
ORIBE Soft Lacquer Heat Styling 
Spray  ($35)

“With this hard-working spritz you’ll 
reduce dryness and damage of the 
hair shaft, dramatically decrease 
split ends, add more shine, and 
promote healthy-looking hair.” 
Bernards Ziverts
owner/master stylist, Matii Salon, New 
York City

 B E A U T Y  S M A R T S 

Break the  
Breakout Cycle
Here’s why experts say that in the quest for clear skin, 
two treatments may sometimes be better than one

20
W EB M D.C O M

B E A U T Y

drgraham
Highlight



G
E

T
T

Y
 I

M
A

G
E

S

REVIEWED BY Mohiba Tareen, MD
WebMD Medical Reviewer

BY  Liesa Goins

But you want to avoid layering 
all three or you risk aggravating the 
condition. “All of these medications 
can be extremely drying and when 
used together can cause significant 
irritation,” Graham says. “I typically 
recommend using a retinoid at night 
and a benzoyl peroxide or salicylic acid 
in the morning.” 

While a dermatologist can help at 
any time—even if to suggest the best 
drugstore regimen—make an appoint-
ment to see a doctor if your acne 
hasn’t improved with two to three 
months of treatment, the breakouts 
are causing you mental distress, or 
you have red, swollen inflammatory 
acne with papules, pustules, and cysts, 
High says. “Just as you should see a 
cardiologist for your heart, you should 
see a dermatologist for your skin,” 
he says. Cystic acne always requires 
medical treatment because scarring 
is a concern. 

Dermatologists have access to a 
range of medications that can target 
breakouts from multiple directions, 
including antibiotics,  retinoids, 
isotretinoin, oral birth control, as well 
as combinations like retinoids and 
antibiotics, which research shows can 
be especially effective. 

Plus, doctors have the inside infor-
mation on the newest and most inno-
vative treatments. For example, “a 
real breakthrough in acne therapy is 

aldactone, which impacts hormones to 
reduce menstrual-related breakouts,” 
says Manjula Jegasothy, MD, an asso-
ciate professor of dermatology at the 
University of Miami medical school. 
Or they can suggest complementary 
treatments such as adding a probiotic 
cleanser to balance the effects of taking 
antibiotics, she says. 

Jegasothy also gives patients the option 
to reduce inflammation with a laser 
treatment or undergo a medical peel to 
reduce clogging and oil production, and 
minimize inflammation—all of which can 
be used along with other treatments. 

“Now we have so many good tools to 
manage acne that we can find something 
that significantly improves everyone’s acne,” 
High says. “It’s just a matter of finding 
which ones will work for the individual.”

—Jennifer Dean, DMDS, owner, Rancho Santa Fe Dentistry, San Diego

CLEAN UP YOUR ACT
“Bacteria, including E. coli, 
staph, and herpes, live in your 
mouth and the environment 
and can collect on the brush 
over time. As the bristles fray, 
harmful microbes have more 
surface area to collect on, 
so you increase the odds of 
getting sick.” 

TOSS & REPLACE
“The American Dental Associa-
tion suggests tossing your brush 
every three to four months. The 
reason: Assuming you use it two 
times a day, the bristles will get 
worn down, fray, and no longer 
clean effectively.” 

AVOID THE DRILL
“The bacteria that thrive on a 
toothbrush are also responsible 
for tooth decay and gum disease. 
Not only are worn-down bristles 
unable to scrub plaque off the 
surface of the tooth effectively, 
they also leave behind more 
microbes that can cause cavities 
and eventually lead to a root 
canal (worst case scenario).” 

Dirty Secret
“I DON’T CHANGE MY TOOTHBRUSH EVERY THREE MONTHS—DO I REALLY NEED TO?”

Read the Labels
Look for ingredients that 
will affect the type of 
acne you have.

THE ANATOMY  
OF ACNE  
PAUL M. GRAHAM, MD, EXPLAINS 
HOW MULTIPLE FACTORS CAN CAUSE 
A BREAKOUT AND MAY REQUIRE 
DIFFERENT TREATMENTS TO IMPROVE 
THE CONDITION

“STICKY” HAIR 
FOLLICLES
The skin cells 
that line pores 
can clump to-
gether and clog 
the follicle.

EXCESS 
BACTERIA
Microbes called 
P. acnes live in 
your oil glands 
and feed off se-
bum, the waxy, 
oily substance 
designed to 
protect the skin. 
Excessive se-
bum encourag-
es the bacteria 
to colonize and 
grow at an ex-
cessive rate.

INFLAMMATION
When P. acnes 
consume sebum, 
they produce 
waste that stim-
ulates an inflam-
matory immune 
system response 
and sends white 
blood cells to 
the area, causing 
redness and 
swelling.

HORMONES
Some hormones 
increase the 
production of 
sebum, which 
gives P. acnes 
more food 
and increases 
inflammation.
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Read the Labels
Look for ingredients that 
will help the type of acne 
you have.
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