The Truth About Acne and Skin Whitening

Many people are plagued by chronic acne, which left unsightly scars that are difficult to remove. But are all whitening products able to fade away scarring from acne/pimples? 

The truth is, pigmentations left behind from scars and freckles are totally different. Most acne scars are superficial; while freckles are from the deeper layer of skin. 

So the question remains: can regular whitening products fade away acne scars?

It truly depends. As acne can be further divided into several types: Closed comedo (aka whitehead), open comedo (aka blackhead), papule, pustule, cyst and acne conglobata (on back, buttocks and chest), treatment of scars will depend on what type the acne and how severe the scarring was.

Two categories of acne:

A. NON-INFLAMMATORY ACNE 
Closed comedo/whitehead:. If the clogged pore stays below the surface of the skin, the lesion is called a closed comedo, or whitehead. They usually appear on the skin as small, whitish bumps. Also known as milia, this is usually caused by an imbalance of oil and moisture on the skin and tends to occur on dehydrated skin types where oil/sebum is overactive to compensate for the lack of moisture on the skin surface.

Open comedo/blackhead: If the clogged pore enlarges and pushes through the surface of the skin, it's called an open comedo, or blackhead. Contrary to popular belief, the clogged pore's dark appearance is not due to dirt, but rather to a buildup of melanin, the skin's dark pigment. Regular exfoliation will help ease this melanin buildup and lessen the appearance of black 'dots'.

B. INFLAMMATORY ACNE 

Papule: The mildest form of inflammatory acne is the papule, which appears on the skin as a small, firm pink bump. They can almost pass for a mosquito bite, and are often considered an intermediary step between non-inflammatory and clearly inflammatory acne. 

Pustule: small round lesions, clearly inflamed and contain visible pus. They may appear red at the base, with a yellowish or whitish center. 

Nodule or Cyst: large, painful, inflamed, pus-filled lesions lodged deep within the skin (subcutaneous). The most severe form of acne lesion, nodules may persist for weeks or months, their contents hardening into a deep cyst. Both nodules and cysts often leave deep scars that are difficult to remove. If you suffer from this form of acne, please see a dermatologist.

Acne conglobata: This rare but serious form of inflammatory acne develops primarily on the back, buttocks and chest. In addition to the presence of pustules and nodules, there may be severe bacterial infection. 

What acne can leave behind:
· Ice pick scars: Deep pits, that are the most common and a classic sign of acne scarring. 

· Box car scars: Angular scars that usually occur on the temple and cheeks, and can be either superficial or deep. These are similar to chickenpox scars. 

· Rolling scars: Scars that give the skin a wave-like appearance, or in crude terms, a cratered surface like the moon. 

· Hypertrophic scars: Thickened, or keloid (rubbery, dark red, firm) scars. 

· Macules or "pseudo-scars": flat, red or reddish spots that are the final stage of most inflamed acne lesions. After an inflamed acne lesion flattens, a macule may remain for up to 6 months. When the macule eventually disappears, no trace of it will remain -- unlike a scar. Regular exfoliation can speed up its disappearance. 

· Post-inflammatory pigmentation: discoloration of the skin at the site of a healed or healing inflamed acne lesion. Some post-inflammatory pigmentation may persist for up to 18 months, especially with excessive sun exposure. This is the most common problem for many people after a breakout. 

What whitening products can do:
Whitening products are mostly designed to suppress melanin production and treat existing freckles, discoloration and age spots, all caused by an imbalance in melanin production (adequate melanin is essential to naturally protect skin from the sun). They are not designed to flatten ice pick, box car, rolling or hypertrophic scars. Essentially, whitening products can help fade away post-inflammatory pigmentation, although they are more designed to lighten the overall skintone and appearance of discoloration, freckles and age spots. 

Get to the root of the problem
Many acne-sufferers think that whitening products are the answer to erase the evidence of past breakouts. However, for many, the root of the problem is dehydration/dryness. Whitening products can only lighten a type of acne scar (post-inflammatory pigmentation) or macules after they occur. The problem still lies in the oil/moisture imbalance. Our advice is to first attain a balance between oil and moisture in your skin before proceeding to fade away the scars acne leaves behind. Otherwise, you will have to periodically go through this vicious cycle of breakout over and over, and need to fade away new scars from past and present persistent breakouts. 

Serums and essences are a quick way to achieve that balance as they penetrate deep into your skin whereas regular moisturizers only stay on top of the skin surface. Regular use of moisturizing essences and masks will help skin reach an optimum balance of oil and moisture. As skin is hydrated, skin cells that are damaged by acne will be repaired, and dry skin will be renewed when there is sufficient moisture in the skin cells, so hydration is very important in the treatment of scars and blemishes.

What's next?
Once you have achieved that balance, it's time to repair the damage. For acne scars, exfoliation is the key. You can try peel-off masks and scrubs to regularly exfoliate dead skin cells and excessive sebum to minimize the appearance of post-inflammatory pigmentation or mascules.
Be Patient, and Don't Pop 'em!
Acne scars can take months to heal, or some can be permanent if not cared for properly. Be patient with your treatment products. There are no overnight miracles! And most of all, don't squeeze or pop acne!

**most whitening products are to lighten the appearance of uncomplicated acne scars only. For severe scars from cystic/nodule acne, you will need to seek treatment with a dermatologist, which often involves chemical peels.

***for hormonal acne, the best thing to do is see your doctor, since this type of acne is not due to oiliness or skin care products.

