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BEAUTY

Blackheads Are Not Dirt Trapped in Your Skin

The dark spot is easy to misread; understanding what it is can spare your skin from

scrubbing, squeezing and dubious remedies.

The mirror tells a convincing lie

You lean closer to the mirror and there they are: dark dots across your nose or chin. They look

like tiny plugs of grime. The natural response is to scrub until they disappear, then squeeze

whatever remains. But the colour has fooled you. A blackhead is not evidence that your face is

dirty, and more force is not the answer.

Blackheads are one type of acne lesion. They begin inside hair follicles, where oil and dead skin

cells can collect. Doctors call an enlarged or plugged follicle a comedone. If that plug stays

beneath the skin, it produces a white bump-a whitehead. If the plugged follicle reaches the

surface and opens, it becomes a blackhead.

The exposed material looks dark because air discolours the sebum, the oil that helps stop your

skin from drying out. The black colour is not dirt. That distinction matters because it changes

the problem from something sitting on your face, ready to be scoured away, into something

developing within a follicle.

A blackhead is not a moral verdict, either. Acne is common, particularly among teenagers and

young adults, although people of any age can have it. Hormonal changes, family history, certain

medicines, oil production, dead-cell buildup and bacterial growth can all be involved.

Cleanliness is not the missing virtue.

Scrubbing cannot clean out a follicle

If dirt did cause blackheads, vigorous washing would make sense. It does not. Scrubbing too

hard can make acne worse, while squeezing or picking blemishes can leave scars or dark

blotches. The impulse to attack the visible dot is understandable; the skin underneath pays for

it.

Gentle cleaning still has a role. It removes material from the surface and is part of ordinary

acne care. But washing is not the same as treating the processes inside a plugged follicle.

Strong soaps, astringents and rough scrub pads are not more medically serious because they

feel harsher. General skin-care guidance specifically advises avoiding them.
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Nor is every cosmetic labelled "noncomedogenic" guaranteed to suit you. That term means the

product is intended not to clog pores, yet even products carrying it may make acne worse in

some people. Oil-free cosmetics and hair products are sensible choices, but the label cannot

predict every skin's response.

The useful shift is small: stop asking how to scrub the black away and start asking what may

help prevent or break down the plug. That is a less dramatic project. It is also closer to what the

evidence supports.

Cleanliness is not the missing virtue.

They are not proof you ate badly

Blackheads also attract food blame. Chocolate and greasy meals have long been treated as

obvious culprits, but there is little evidence that foods have much effect on acne for most

people. Diet may influence acne, yet the research does not support turning each dark pore into

a record of what you ate.

A 2022 systematic review of 34 studies found a modest but significant association between

acne and diets with a high glycaemic index, greater glycaemic load and higher carbohydrate

intake. Evidence about dairy was mixed and appeared to vary with factors including sex,

ethnicity and cultural eating patterns. The reviewers called for more randomised trials.

Another systematic review, published in 2020, found inconsistent results for dietary factors

and acne. By contrast, it found stronger associations with parental family history, age, body

mass index and skin type. An association does not prove that one factor caused an individual

blackhead, but the contrast shows why simple food confessions are inadequate.

So you do not need to reconstruct yesterday's plate every time you inspect your nose. Diet

research concerns patterns and associations in acne, not a reliable one-food-in,

one-blackhead-out rule. The dark colour still comes from air discolouring exposed sebum-not

from grease migrating from dinner to your pores.

Not every dark pore is ordinary acne

A few blackheads on the face, chest, shoulders or back can fit the familiar pattern of acne. But

location and company matter. Small pitted areas containing blackheads can also occur with

hidradenitis suppurativa (HS), a chronic condition that often affects places where skin rubs

together, particularly the armpits and groin.

HS is not merely stubborn acne and is not caused by bad hygiene. It can produce painful,
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boil-like lumps beneath the skin. These may enlarge, break open, drain fluid or pus, return over

time and leave scars or tunnels beneath the skin. Early HS can resemble pimples or acne, which

can make it difficult to recognise.

This is where a bathroom-mirror problem becomes a medical one. Contact a health care

provider if dark pitted areas sit alongside painful, recurring lumps-especially in the armpits or

groin-or if lumps break open, drain or scar. A clinician may examine the area, ask about its

history and, when necessary, take a sample or refer you to a dermatologist.

Ordinary acne deserves medical attention too if it is severe, causes scarring, persists despite

standard care or carries a substantial emotional burden. A 2024 evidence-based guideline

strongly recommended oral isotretinoin for severe acne, acne causing scarring or psychosocial

burden, and acne that has not responded to standard topical or oral therapy. That is

clinician-led treatment, not a do-it-yourself escalation.

Give your skin a gentler week

For blackheads themselves, evidence-based options are less theatrical than squeezing.

Salicylic acid can help break down blackheads and whiteheads and reduce the shedding of

cells lining follicles. Sulfur can also help break them down. A 2024 guideline conditionally

recommended salicylic acid, while giving strong recommendations to topical retinoids and

benzoyl peroxide for acne more broadly.

That does not mean piling several active products onto your face. Topical acne medicines can

cause irritation, burning or redness, and treatment choices depend on the kinds of lesions you

have. If a product causes side effects, discuss them with a health care provider. There is also

not enough rigorous research to recommend topical tea tree oil for acne, despite its popularity

as a natural remedy.

Your practical step for Monday takes one mild cleanser. Put away the rough scrub pad, strong

soap or astringent and clean your skin gently with lukewarm water. Do not squeeze the

blackheads afterward. This will not promise an instant clear nose; it removes the part of the

routine most likely to confuse punishment with care.

Keep the cleanser where you usually wash your face so the easier choice is visible. If you later

consider an acne active, ask a pharmacist, primary care clinician or dermatologist which option

fits your skin and other medicines. For the next week, the job is simpler: treat the dark dots as

plugged follicles, not dirt you failed to remove.
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Where this comes from

- Acne

MedlinePlus, U.S. National Library of Medicine · https://medlineplus.gov/acne.html

- Hidradenitis Suppurativa

MedlinePlus, U.S. National Library of Medicine · https://medlineplus.gov/hidradenitissuppurativa.html

- Acne

National Institute of Arthritis and Musculoskeletal and Skin Diseases ·
https://www.niams.nih.gov/health-topics/acne

- Acne: Diagnosis, Treatment, and Steps to Take

National Institute of Arthritis and Musculoskeletal and Skin Diseases ·
https://www.niams.nih.gov/health-topics/acne/diagnosis-treatment-and-steps-to-take

- Skin Conditions at a Glance

National Center for Complementary and Integrative Health ·
https://www.nccih.nih.gov/health/skin-conditions-at-a-glance

- Guidelines of care for the management of acne vulgaris.

Journal of the American Academy of Dermatology, 2024 · https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/38300170/

- Diet and acne: A systematic review.

JAAD international, 2022 · https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35373155/

- Side Effects of Treating Acne Vulgaris With Isotretinoin: A Systematic Review.

Cureus, 2025 · https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/38601403/

- Systematic review of the epidemiology of acne vulgaris.

Scientific reports, 2020 · https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32238884/
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