
ENTERING THE ZIT ZONE
YOU CAN'T ERASEYOUR CHILD'S BLEMISHES, BUT YOU CAN HELP HER
LEARN TO DEAL WITH THEM. By Michele Cohen Marill

When the first pink pimples broke out on my
10-year-old's cheeks, I blamed it on her habit
of pushing her hair off her face.

"Stop that," I admonished her. "It's making
you break out."

It tUTns out I was wrong. Her hair, her
habits, even her face-washing-or lack of it-
had little or nothing to do with her zits. Those
blemishes were the result of the normal hor-
monal changes that start when kids are as
young as 9 or 10. "Acne is one of the first signs
that puberty is approaching," says Alan Sha-
lita, M.D., chairman of the department of der-

matology at State University of New York
Downstate Medical Center, in Brooklyn. And
it's an inevitable part of growing up: About 85
percent of adolescents eventually get pimples
or blackheads, dermatologists say.

When it starts, acne is usually mild. "You
may notice a few small whiteheads or black-
heads on the forehead, nose, chin, or inner
areas of the cheeks," says dermatologist Susan
Bershad, M.D., who teaches at the Mount
Sinai School of Medicine, in New York City.
"At this age, though, acne is seldom severe
enough to warrant medical treatment."



Parents shouldn't make too big a deal out of
those first few pimples, Dr. Bershad says.
Doing so can make a child self-conscious and
can even become a source of friction at a time
when kids need to maintain personal space.
Still, as those first blemishes begin to erupt,
it's helpful to be informed about early acne.
Here's everything you need to know.

THE BEST
BLEMISH-BUSTERS

THE CAUSES
The medical explanation for
acne is simple: In response to
hormonal changes, the skin's
oil-producing glands become
more active. Excess oil, com-
bined with shedding skin, can
clog the pores and cause
whiteheads, blackheads, and
inflamed lesions (red bumps
and pus-filled pimples). The
condition can be aggravated by
rubbing or by friction from
bike helmets, sweatbands, or
hats. Squeezing or picking at
blemishes can also make acne
worse and lead to scarring.
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If a child breaks out as a pre-
teen, that doesn't mean she's
destined to sUffer from acne
throughout her teenage years.
Nor does having clear skin at
this age guarantee she'll stay
zit-free. "There's no way of
knowing which adolescent will
get acne, how long it will last,
or how severe it will be," says

John Strauss, M.D., a dermatologist and pro-
fessor emeritus at the University ofIowa Col-
lege of Medicine, in Iowa City. "In some kids,
acne lasts for five to seven years; in others, it's
gone after a year or two."

But doctors have identified certain risk fac-
tors. They know, for example, that boys are
more prone to severe acne than girls because
male hormones called androgens stimulate oil
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production. (Girls, by contrast, tend to break
out right before their menstrual cycles.) Fam-
ily history has also been shown to playa role.

MYTHS AND FACTS
Contrary to popular belief, poor hygiene
doesn't cause pimples and dirt isn't what cre-
ates a blackhead. While it's wise for your child
to wash his face twice a day with soap or a
gentle cleanser, that won't prevent acne'.
vVhat's more, there's no scientific proof that
high-fat foods such as chocolate, pizza, or
french fries are the culprit. "Still, if your child
notices that certain foods make him break
out, it's a good idea to avoid them," Dr.
Strauss says.And although it's often dismissed
as a myth, there actually is evidence that
stress may aggravate acne: High stress levels
cause tlle body to release hormones that stim-
ulate the oil glands, which can prompt a
breakout in a pimple-prone kid.

SMART SKIN CARE
The best way for your child to treat mild
breakouts is by using a cleanser containing
salicylic acid, which helps unclog the pore~.
"Look for a formula that has a creamy lotion
base," Dr. Bershad advises. "Kids should use
it twice a day and make sure to thoroughly
wash all areas of tlleir hlce." Another helpful
over-the-counter remedy: a product that
contains benzoyl peroxide, which works by
destroying bacteria.

If pimples persist or get worse, you may
want to bring your child to a dermatologist,
who can prescribe a benzoyl peroxide/antibi-
otic lotion; a topical cream containing retinoid
(a vitamin A derivative); or even antibiotics or
other more intensive treatments.

The bottom line when it comes to early
acne: Let your child be the guide. "If your pre-
teen isn't motivated to do something about
acne, don't push it," Dr. Bershad says. No kid
this age wants her mom supervising how she
washes her face, and 'nagging will only com-
pound the issue and make a mild case of acne
a bigger issue than it needs to be. D


