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Accutane has become a popular form of acne treatment, despite
its demanding treatment process and slew of harmful side effects
due to the pressure to have clear skin
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HEN-EIGHTH GRADER Kate Whitefield
glanced down at her pregnancy test result
— tossing the “negative” to the side.

Well, obviously.

She knew a positive result was impossible and
thought it was unnecessary for her to be on birth
control.

To her, it was simply a “formality” she had
to follow to take isotretinoin, better known as
Accutane. Though, taking a pregnancy test at
each dermatologist appointment is actually an
iPledge requirement — a program used to prevent
pregnancy in people taking isotretinoin — even for
those being sexually inacitve.

“I was 14,” Whitefield said. “I assure you,
[pregnancy] was not a risk in any way, shape or
form. But I still had to do all that stuff.”

As a 14 year old, she felt like she had no choice.
The heavily researched skincare routine packed
with dermatologist recommended cleansers and
prescription-grade topical creams that she
had been using two to three times a day since
fifth grade was no longer effective.

handed him an Accutane warning pamphlet that
unfolded to be 4 feet long.

“[Going on Accutane] definitely seems kind
of intimidating, but the dermatologist talked us
through all of the side effects,” Minto said. “She
had a lot of other people who had gone through
with it, so I didn’t think that there was too big of
a risk.”

While birth control or pregnancy was never a
concern for Minto, both he and Whitefield were
required to complete monthly check-ups with
their dermatologist, bi-weekly blood tests and
sign a form pledging abstinence — required for all
genders — according to Minto.

Despite the hassle, Minto recalls the constant
monitoring to be worth it for the curative acne
treatment that he wasn’t able to find in any other
form of medication. Accutane’s rate of success
— around 85% — is the reason pediatric nurse
practitioner in dermatology for 16 years and
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side effects. As other antibiotics fail to
cure cystic acne, teenagers who see the
medication as a last resort must deal
with its potentially harmful side effects:
back pain, increased sun sensitivity, dry
skin, lips and mouth.

The treatment course has become

which are often effective for less severe
acne, yet yield less permanent results
for severe, cystic acne. For Minto, this
was the difference — Accutane was a
cure.

“Probably for the first three, maybe
four months, I had just as much acne if
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Junior Reid Minto is one of them.
Prescription-strength acne lotion wasn’t

effective for then-freshman Minto — only peeling

off his skin, without clearing the cystic acne with it.

After Minto failed prior creams, his dermatologist

dramatically disappearing and it would stay
gone, which is something that it hadn’t ever [done]
before.”

Testaments to Accutane’s effectiveness are
why it was recommended to senior Marin Bryant
by her dermatologist as well — after consulting
dermatologists for acne treatments since eighth
grade and using other products like spironolactone
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and other various pills.

Being two months into the process, Bryant has
yet to see the disappearance of acne that occurs
in the last months of treatment. However, she has
noticed the common symptoms like dryness of the
skin and mouth, as well as back pain.

“I was just so excited to finally be done with the
acne journey,” Bryant said. “I do learn about a

apply so much lotion and so much chapstick and
it'd just do nothing.”

A less common symptom, however, would
be increased depression and anxiety — a
symptom that Bock says is controversial amongst
dermatologists and not proven to be associated
with Accutane.
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Side effects range from dry skin and
chapped lips to birth defects when a user is
pregnant. Unless a patient has failed a number of
other acne treatments or experiences disruptive
cystic acne, dermatologists avoid prescribing the
medication, Bock said.

After hearing of the possible side effects on
TikTok, then-sophomore Elison Holy would lather
through the burning sensation that came from
rubbing a prescription topical ointment onto her
face in an attempt to treat her pimples which
spread down the center of her face. She refused to
go on Accutane.

“I had heard that it makes your acne worse,”
Holy said. “And that was my main big thing. I was
like, ‘T don’t want that.” T really don’t want my acne
to get worse.”

According to Bock, the medication can intensify
acne in the first few months of treatment. However,
this result is less common than side effects like
increased sun sensitivity and dryness of the lips,
skin and eyes.

Despite her protests, Holy’s dermatologist
ultimately decided that Accutane was the best
option. While the six-month treatment did clear up
her skin, it didn’t come without one of the most
common side effects — dry skin.

“I hated it,” Holy said. “My skin was just really
dry, like, really dry. And so were my lips. It was the
worst dry skin I've ever seen in my entire life. I'd
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due to the severe social stress it can
cause.
“[Acne] sometimes [causes] more
absences from school and mood disorders — other
things that are associated with mental well-being,”
Bock said. “So there’s definitely a relationship.”

While nearly every teenager will experience
acne at some point, a stigma still exists around acne,
according to Bock. For Whitefield, this negative
perception of acne and the high beauty standard
for skin forced by social media contributes to the
social stress that comes with having acne.

“There’s this idea that, if you have acne, you're
unclean,” Whitefield said. “It’s like, ‘Oh my gosh,
do you not wash your face?’ It makes it seem like
you don’t take care of yourself. And I know that’s
not true, because I washed my face two to three
times a day as an 11 year old and still had oily skin
and bad acne.”

The desire for lasting clear skin is what makes
Accutane so popular, according to Bock. Even
though she encourages teenagers to consider
potential side effects before treatment, she
emphasizes that the drug has cured thousands of
cases of acne and contributed to improved self-
esteem.

“When I was on Accutane, I saw it as a last
resort,” Whitefield said. “But since then, T've
known several people that have been on Accutane.
I thought it was sort of a very rare thing when I was
on it, but it’s more common than you would think.”
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