LUMPS, BUMPS, RISENS, AND RASHES! 

PORES AND PROBLEMS

I thought I might begin a series on skin problems.  We all have them.  I learned back in medical school that the largest organ in our bodies is the skin.  It is time we paid the skin its due; a little respect.  We’ll begin with a barely noticeable feature.  Our bodies are covered by small openings called pores.  Some of those pores spout mature hairs like the ones on your scalp and other pores spout fine short growths like those that may be present on your torso.  There are also pores that spout no hair at all, like the ones on the soles of your feet.  You hardly ever notice the pores on your scalp because that thick head of hair of yours covers them.  Every one of those hairs you see is growing right out of a pore.  The pore apparatus varies over the surface of the body, as does the hair.   Some pores produce sebum, a waxy material that helps to protect your skin.   That is the material women keep washing off so that they can replace it with sweeter smelling lotions and potions.  Almost all pores contain sweat glands.  That is why you can be covered in sweat almost instantly when you step out into a hot environment.  

As with all of Creation, ever thing about the skin has a purpose.  The hair can be a protectant; although that is a minimal function in humans.  The sebum produced does help to protect our skin from drying out and also helps protect against chafing.  The sweat glands present are essential to prevent our systems from over-cooking in the heat.  Sweat glands vary in type, with more heavy duty glands situated in the groin and underarm.  

O.K., so much for anatomy!  Why do I bring this up?  I see lots of patients who have problems related to these pores.  Ladies, you recognize these problems often.  When you look into that magnification mirror, much of what you are doing is checking pores.  When the pores get plugged with sebum we call them comedos or blackheads.  When a pore seals over and gets infected we call it a pimple or whitehead.  Zillions of dollars are spent each year no doubt, on products to “reduce the appearance of pores” or to treat acne and other type pimples.  Most small blackheads and whiteheads are removed easily with gentle pressure and require nothing more.  “Digging out” a core or continuing to apply pressure to a pimple is dangerous, in that it can spread infection under the surface of the skin.  Don’t do it!

Let’s move down from the face.  With today’s trend towards shaving away all hair below the neck, we are seeing pores traumatized like never before.  Every time shaving occurs, micro-abrasions are left on the skin and some pores are injured.  That is what causes the burning sensation when alcohol containing “after shaves” are used.  Usually these injuries heal up just fine without even being noticed.  Remember though that when you shave, you leave a sharp edge on the hair shaft.  Sometimes that end gets caught under the edge of the pore and causes further injury to it, the pore then stops up, and you develop red bumps that feel irritated.  In most women this is as far as it goes.  In other women however, these bumps can then develop into pustules and some of these pustules can get deep components.  At that point we call them furuncles or carbuncles.  Patients often call them boils or risens.  I’ll use the term I hear most often, risen.  The difference that makes a risen significant, is that risens are deeper with more swelling, pain, and tenderness.  YOU SHOULD NEVER ATTEMPT TO SQUEEZE A RISEN (FURUNCLE) TO DRAIN IT!  Due to the deep component, squeezing will oftentimes force bacteria under the skin, spreading the infection and making it worse.  If the risen is the size of a dime or larger, I would recommend you see a physician.  You may need to be on antibiotics or it may need to be drained safely.  The most common bacteria isolated from risens is Staph.  With timely and appropriate care, this infection can be controlled and the risk of spreading to other pores can be minimized.   

Let’s move up to the back now.  Another common skin problem involving the pores is the formation of Inclusion or Sebaceous cysts.  These are more common on the back, probably because we can give less care to our own backs.  Blocked pores don’t always result in comedos or pimples.  Sometimes the pore just gets plugged and that sebum (or skin cream) just keeps getting produced, gradually making for a bigger, and perhaps bigger, lump under the skin.  Once formed, these cysts can last a lifetime.  They are usually not tender unless they eventually get infected.  Inclusions cysts can occur in other areas of the body as well, including the face and even the breast.  If you have noticed any kind of thickening or lump in the skin, you should show it to your doctor and let them make the decision if it is anything to be concerned about.   

The challenge with skin is that we have so much of it to keep checked.  Once a new spot is discovered, it can be difficult even for professionals to determine whether it is concerning or not.  When you see something new, you may just need to ask for a professional opinion.  Remember if it is red, hot, tender and large as a dime, see about it!

