
What Price Beauty?
The acnedrugAccutanepromiseswomen flawless skin. Butit comes with seriousrisks.
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hat with all manner of creams and nllH;oc­

tions nn the market-and with Botm. chemi·

cal peels and I:tser resmfaring readily a\·:tilable

at your plastic surgenn's office-it's not sm­

prising that many women :lre willing to spend

allY amount in pursllit nf the perfect l:<'mplexion,

13l1t when it eomes to the acne dnlg ,\ccutane. they m:IY be p:tying

too high n price,

'l1,e powerful drug has been assoriated with side dTccts ranging

from deprcssion to sc\-cre binh defects. but the nC\\Tst CaUse for

cnncern is that many women and men :IITprohablv tak·

iug it IInnecessaril~" -11,e f-DA approved !\cClItnne

in 1982 fill' the treatment of severe cystic acne.

a condition the American Association of

[)erml1lologists estimatcs affects Ilne million

Amerinll1s-a st:lI'llingl\' low figure wnsid­

ering that rollghly double thai number are

no\\" lIsing the dnlg.

Accutane. it seems. has becOlne as ubiqui.

tous as Prozac. One New York fashion edilnr

recently gOI a prescription to treal skin

that cOllld hardly be descrihed as

problematic. let alone zit·riddled,

Now a convert. she insists. "My

skin has newr looked bClter."

Indeed. in the minds of COllnt­

less patients and their doctors.

,kcllt:ll1e is a miracle, "[t's a won­

der drllg," says ,\l:ll1h:u\;\I1 del'llt:l­

lologist Deb, 'rah .Ialim:ll1 ,\1D, "[t has

helped so mam' people and ch:ll1ged ,heir li\'t~s," 13111.

she admits. "i\('(:utnne is so cnllunOll no\\' that it is hl'ing

abllsed. People with a few pimples \\':ll1t lo be on

,knllane. which is tolally inappropriate-it's like shooting

a flea wilh a m:1Chil1e glln,"

A spokeswoman I'm Roche Laboratories, which pro­

duces the drllg. says IIltinl:lIl'''' ii's "I' to doctors to

prescribe Accutanl' respnnsibly, "tkl'lilane is a line

of treatmcnt for when :111 else fails." she says, "[t is

for se\'ere nodlliar arnc th:1\ "mnol be success­

fllllv treated by any other method,"

Accutane is deri\...,d from dtamin A mole­

cules and is IInique bec:ulSe. unlike :mlibiotic.

ltlpical and hormonal treatments, il rail pcnna·

nl'lllly cllrc tmmy cases of acne, -11,c drug works

h\' d:llnaging thl' skin's oil gl:tnds, thereby redllcing

the :lmOllnl of schum prl,duced, \,\'hilc this process can

lead to chapped lips, noscblel'ds :lnd dr\' skin, dermatologists say il \\'ill

not cause "ermanl'nth- dry skin'associatl'd with lack of wall:r) or prema­

tme a!!in!! of the skin I associated witb I:"k oj collagen l,

'Illl' possible risl". thollgh. an: "II' more sl',ious than a rcw (!Iy plltches

or wrinkles, Ikports nr hirth defects linked l(l Accutane first reached the

FDA in the 19~()s. and it was snon cstahlished that the dnl!! could pro­

dllel' majnr deformities in fetllses. But despitl' Roehe's

wal'llings-indllding pamphlets accompanying prescriptions and the

stron!! recommend:ltion that women of childbearin~ a~e lise l\\'o forms

of CLlIltnKeplion while takin~ it-there h:l\'c heen an estimated 1,,000
ACl'lIl:lIlL"I'l'i:lled aboni"ns and more than 1.000

Accllt:lI1l'·rl'iated bil1h detects, aewrdin,!! to an

FD,\ repol'l. The etTl',t of the dl'll!! on male

patients is no! known. bllt men arl' ad\'ised

not 10 rathcr children within six months of
treatmel1t.

Other potential sidc l,freclS repol'led by

somc patients taking the drll~ illcilldl'

headaches, loss of night \'isilln. sc\'ere depression, psv-

chosis, de\'aled cholesterol, intlammatory howel diseasc

and ddayed wound healin!!, Soml' d,'ctms recommend

ahstainin,!! frnll1 :l!cohol Ukcllt:lI1l' is toxic to the liver)

and even bikini \\'axin~ (increased skin sensitivity eould

lead to hums1.

[n tbe e\'c'S of the medkalprnfession. howevcr.

,\eCUlanc has :\ !!o()(1 safety prot'ile, "['v'e newr

seen a case or deprcssion caused hy

Accut:lIlc," says .laliman, "Whal I ha\'e

seen is kids depr('ssed hy ame -kids who

sit \\'ith their heads slllmped d(l\\'tl. who

\\'on't make e\'c contan and wbo C(l\'er

their f:Ke with their hair, '!ll:\t's :I\\-ful."

Dermatologist Ste\'en Victor ,\ID. mean-

wbile. has so much confidenn' in/\ccllt:lIle lhal he

prescribed it 1'01' his own childrell, ,\nd the f-DA's ,b'l1lalo­

Io!!ical addsory wmmittcL' votcd to kecp the dl'lI,!! 1>11 the

market. decidin!! tbat 1'01' patiellis with SL'\Tre :lLne. the

bcndits ollt\\'ei!!h thL'risks,

[ndl'l'll, in this a!!e of lIt1wmprnmising :lesthetic

standards. thL' risks arc :lcccptahlL' to many, cspL'cial'"

since altern:lli\'t' treatmL'nts are not nc:n'" :lS etlec­

ti\'e. I\ntibiotks sucb as ,\Iinocin and Tetracycline

have beL'n IIsl'd for \'ears to tre:1l :tcne. hut doctors

say tbe henefits are lempor!l~'. and lon!!-term usc c!ln

create :lIltihiotic-resistalll or!!anisllls and we:lken the inlll1Une sys­

tem. 111e other option is the hinh'(,(1I1trol pill. hut while the fOA

has reccntly appro\'ed the use or Ortbotricycline 10 treat :KIll', some

doctors arc skeptical ahout its ertl-cti\'eness.

Despite the dangers. use of ,\ccut:lI1e is sure to !!row, Ncxt ITar.

Roche's palent expires. and other l,barm'Keutical companies' \'t'rsions pf

the drug are expected to reIllO\'l' one of the "'Sf remaining barriers I<>

unblemished skin: Ihe hi!!h price or" 170 pCI' course of tre:llmcnt.

-RACIIEI. MAHLOIX'E

"People with a fewpimples want to heon Accmane, which is totallyinappropriate," says Deborah JalimanMD.
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