Choosing topicals when mainstream
treatments fail
Unusual options for difficult acne cases
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When the triedandtrue mainstream acne treatments fail, it helps to use newer or lesser
known options. A few oftenoverlooked ingredients include topical nicotinamide, topical
dapsone gel and glycolic acid, according to Rachel Nazarian, M.D., an assistant clinical
professor of dermatology at Mount Sinai Hospital, who practices in New York.

Nicotinamide
“Topical nicotinamide, or niacinamide, is used for its antiinflammatory and sebo
suppressive properties,” she said. “Several studies have shown statistically significant
improvement, both in the number of acne lesions (including comedones and pustules)
and sebum levels. The additional benefit of bacterialresistanceavoidance makes this
topical application a favorable option.”
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Topical dapsone
This topical antibiotic has antiinflammatory and antimicrobial properties. In randomized,
controlled studies, topical dapsone has shown effectiveness in adult women with mildto
moderate facial inflammatory acne, according to Dr. Nazarian.
“Both inflammatory and noninflammatory acne lesions showed improvement with usage,”
Dr. Nazarian said. “The most appealing aspect of topical dapsone is its nonirritating form
and its tolerability in patients with sensitive skin. Obstacles to usage include twice daily
dosing, and considerations should be made for its rare but potential induction of
methemoglobinemia.”
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Glycolic acid
Glycolic acid and other alphahydroxy acids are antimicrobial, comedolytic and safe,
according to Dr. Nazarian.
While researchers have found treatment success with 10% glycolic acid as a
monotherapy, Dr. Nazarian said she often recommends it in addition to a facial cleansing
routine, or as a leaveon formula can boost improvement of acne vulgaris.
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Special considerations for adult acne and skin of color
patients
Chevy Chase, Md., dermatologist and Johns Hopkins faculty member Rebecca Kazin,
M.D., said ingredients that work to rid teens of their pimples often don’t work as well for
adult patients.
“Most of the prescription medications are very irritating and drying and, therefore, can’t be
tolerated in adults with acne because their skin is not as oily,” Dr. Kazin said.
Among the adultunfriendly ingredients: benzoyl peroxide and tretinoin.
“… if you significantly irritate the skin with something like RetinA, it can actually cause a
breakout,” Dr. Kazin said.
These irritating ingredients can also cause unwanted hyperpigmentation in skin of color
patients.
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Her goto alternatives include clindamycin lotion, because it’s not drying. And, typically, Dr. Kazin will
include a sodium sulfacetamide wash to address skin redness, which is common among adult acne
patients.

Dr. Kazin said she uses retinoids for some adult and skin of color patients, but usually
starts with a physiciandispensed retinol and will go to higher strengths if patients tolerate
the ingredient.
And for those with inflammatory lesions, Dr. Kazin might use an oral antiinflammatory to
calm the inflammation, then maintain on topicals.

READ: Preadolescent acne
“My favorite for adult acne patients is spironolactone. You have to give it to very specific
patients because you absolutely cannot get pregnant on it. So, I make sure that patients
are on some sort of birth control or are postmenopausal. And I do some screening
bloodwork because it can elevate your potassium level. But with all of that, it literally
changes people’s skin,” she said.
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