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ABSTRACT 

BACKGROUND: The psychological impact of acne is comparable to that experienced 

by patients with severe diseases; however, most of the people does not consider acne as 

a true disease. We evaluated beliefs, sources of information and knowledge about acne 

in Italian adolescents and their mothers. 

METHODS: This survey was carried out in 2.327 acne patients and their mothers (= 

4.654 subjects) by means of a self-administered questionnaire. The questionnaire was 

based on ten questions: seven questions for the patients and three questions for their 

mothers. 

RESULTS: All the 2.327 patients and their mothers completed the survey. 

Approximately 75% of patients declared that acne has a negative influence on their self-

esteem and relationships; furthermore, 87% of patients stated that acne limits their 

social life. Finally, 65% of patients declared that they are under treatment, but only in 

20% of cases the treatment was prescribed by a dermatologist. The mothers considered 

pollution, wrong diet and hyperseborrhoea as the most important aetiological factors. 

They considered the treatment suggested by a cosmetologist and contraceptive pill as 

the best one; only 8% of mothers reported that they regularly took their children to the 

dermatologist.  

CONCLUSIONS: In order to improve the treatment and the quality of life in acne 

patients, there is a need to improve awareness about this disease and its causes and to 

highlight the role and importance of dermatologists. 

 

Key Words: Acne - Quality of life - Self-esteem - Dermatologist.  
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Introduction 

Some studies evaluated the influence of acne on the quality of life and self-esteem of 

patients. These studies reported that the psychological impact of acne is comparable to 

that experienced by patients with severe diseases, such as diabetes and epilepsy.1 

Despite of this influence on the daily life of acne patients, most of the people does not 

consider acne as a true disease, but only as a physiological condition of adolescence. 

Moreover, it was demonstrated that therapeutical success in chronic diseases is 

significantly associated with the level of knowledge of the disease itself.2 A worldwide 

study in acne patients showed that 50% of subjects knew “little” or “nothing” about 

their disease.3 Furthermore, some studies reported that patients obtain information on 

acne mainly from magazines, television, friends and cosmetologists, and less from 

dermatologists, suggesting the importance of mass media in informing, advising and 

correcting the misconceptions on acne.2,4,5 

The aim of the present study was to evaluate sources of information, beliefs and 

knowledge on acne in 2.327 adolescents and their mothers by means of a self-

administered questionnaire. To our knowledge, this is the first study about this topic that 

was carried out in Italy. 
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Materials and Methods 

This survey was carried out in 2.327 acne patients and their mothers (= 4.654 subjects). 

Acne patients were 788 male and 1539 female and the mean age was 14,3 years (range 

12 – 21). They filled out a self-administered questionnaire based on ten questions: three 

questions were for the mothers and seven for the patients. Questions for the mothers 

were: 1) What is the cause of acne? 2) What is the best method to treat acne? 3) When is 

it necessary to get a physician’s consultation in order to treat acne? (Table I). Questions 

for patients were: 1) How common is acne at your class? (Table II). 2) Did/does acne 

influence negatively your self-esteem? 3) Acne causes awkwardness expecially with… 

4) With whom do you speak about acne? 5) Does acne limit your social life? (Table III). 

6) Are you under treatment? 7) Who suggested you this treatment? (Table IV). Only one 

answer was possible for questions n. 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9 and 10; more than one answer 

was possible for questions n. 1 and 6. 
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Results 

The questionnaire was completed by 2.327 acne patients and their mothers. The answers 

of the mothers are reported in Table I. The answers of the patients are reported in Tables 

II-IV. 
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Discussion 

Some studies evaluated the level of knowledge about acne; they involved patients,5,6 

students,7,8 the general population9 and physicians.2 To our knowledge, no data are 

available in the literature about the knowledge of acne in parents of the patients. Some 

reports highlighted the fact that parents are the most popular source of information on 

acne for their children, and mothers are the main interlocutors for the health problems of 

their children.4,10,11 For the first time, in our survey both Italian patients and their 

mothers were studied on their beliefs on acne and its treatment. As shown in Table I, the 

answers of the mothers of patients are very surprising. In fact, the mothers considered 

pollution (78%), wrong diet (66%), hyperseborrhoea (66%), hormone abnormalities 

(55%), uncorrected use of cosmetics (47%), poor hygiene (44%), bacterial infections 

(23%), viral infections (18%) and genetic factors (14%) as the most important 

aetiological factors of acne. Again surprising are the answers about the best method to 

treat acne. The mothers considered a treatment suggested by a cosmetologist (19%), 

contraceptive pill (19%), soaks with lemon juice (13%), wait and see (12%), a treatment 

suggested by a pharmacist (11%), soaks with salt water (9%) and sun exposure (9%) as 

the best treatment. Only 8% of mothers considered the therapy prescribed by a 

dermatologist as the best treatment for their child. Finally, at the question “When is it 

necessary to get a physician’s consultation in order to treat acne?”, 43% of the mothers 

answered that a dermatological consultation is necessary only when acne is severe and 

when previous treatments failed (26%). Only 8% of the mothers reported that they 

regularly took their children to a dermatologist; in addition, 23% of the mothers 

considered acne as a physiological condition of adolescence: therefore, an examination 

by a dermatologist is unnecessary. 
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As far as the knowledge of acne by the general population is concerned, some studies 

revealed widespread misunderstandings about aetiology.2,12,13 As previously mentioned, 

pollution and other factors were indicated as causes of acne.2,5,10,12,14,15-17 Contrariwise, 

genetic factors and bacterial or viral infections were less commonly indicated as causes 

of acne than in previous studies.4,10,16-18 

In a recent study,4 it was reported that treatment of acne was most frequently 

recommended by family members. In our survey, mothers were asked on the need to 

consult a dermatologist, and only 8% considers the opinion of this specialist as 

important. Results of our study are superimposable to previous findings indicating that 

more severe cases are referred to dermatologists; however, referral rates are low 

(7.2%).4,19 

In spite of the high prevalence of acne and the frequent and important impairment of 

quality of life, adolescents often use improper treatments.20,21 In our study, self-

administered therapy suggested by a cosmetologist appeared as the most used approach 

and, as previously reported, treatment suggested by a dermatologist was considered in 

only 20% of cases (Table IV). There are some differences between gender, in fact male 

patients consider pharmacist’ suggestions as the most important source of information 

about acne treatment, on the contrary, female patients reported that cosmetologists are 

their primary referees to obtain informations about acne and its treatments (Table IV). 

A previous study showed that television, parents, friends and magazines are the most 

common sources of information on acne8 and may be partially responsible for persistent 

misconceptions and inadequate knowledge on acne.5 Our results reflect the important 

roles of friends (32% for male and 32% for female) and mass media (50% for male and 

30% for female) in informing and advising patients, but they could also have an 
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important role in correcting all misconceptions. There is a difference in the importance 

of the family members between male and female, in fact they have an important role for 

female (23%) but not for male (only 7%). 

Quality of life and social acceptance are relevant factors in adolescence, and skin 

diseases, such as acne, may lead to inhibition, timidity and anxiety.22 It is mandatory to 

evaluate psychological implications in the management of these patients; an interesting 

tool on this aspect could be “Acne radar”, a simple and intuitive graphic instrument to 

assess the quality of life of acne patients.23 In our survey, we asked acne patients about 

the influence of the disease on self-esteem, and 24% of them declared not to be 

influenced, expecially male patients (61%) compared to female patients (5%). As we 

can imagine, the main difficulties of relationship reported are with friends and 

classmates (Table III). 
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Conclusions 

There is a need to improve awareness of acne and its causes in order to correct 

misconceptions about this disease, prevent the occurrence of possible complications, 

and avoid unnecessary impairment of quality of life. Family members often recommend 

treatment and provide further information about acne. Therefore, additional information 

about acne should be provided not only to adolescents but also to their families. 

 

Conflicts of interest. - The authors declare no conflicts of interest. 
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Table I. Questions for 2.327 mothers. 

“What is the cause of acne?” (more than one answer was 

possible). 

No. of mothers % 

Pollution 1.815 78% 

Wrong diet 1.536 66% 

Hyperseborrhoea 1.536 66% 

Hormone abnormalities 1.280 55% 

Uncorrect use of cosmetics 1.094 47% 

Poor hygiene 1.024 44% 

Bacterial infections 535 23% 

Viral infections 419 18% 

Genetic factors 326 14% 

 

 

“What is the best method to treat acne?” (only one 

answer was possible). 

  

Suggested by a cosmetologist 442 19% 

Contraceptive pill 442 19% 

Soaks with lemon juice 303 13% 

Wait and see 279 12% 

Suggested by a pharmacist 256 11% 

Soaks with hot salt water 209 9% 

Sun exposure 209 9% 

Prescribed by a dermatologist                     186 8% 

 

“When is it necessary to get a physician’s consultation in 

order to treat acne?” (only one answer was possible). 

  

Only when acne is severe 1.001 43% 
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When previous treatments failed 605 26% 

Acne is a physiological condition of adolescence: a 

dermatological examination is unnecessary 

535 23% 

Regularly 186 8% 
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Table II. First question for the 2.327 patients: “How common is acne at your class?” (only one answer 

was possible). 

How common is acne at your class? No. of patients % 

From 1 to 5 of my classmates 1.466 63% 

From 5 to 10 of my classmates 698 30% 

More than 10 of my classmates 163 7% 
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Table III. Questions for the 2327 patients about the impact of acne on their quality of life. 

“Did/does acne influence negatively your self-esteem?” (only one 

answer was possible). 

No. of patients % 

Often 768 (147 M–621 F) 33% (19% M-40% 

F) 

Rarely 628 (127 M-501F) 27% (16% M-33% 

F) 

Never 558 (482 M-76 F) 24% (61% M-5% 

F) 

Always 373 (32 M-341 F) 16% (4% M-22% 

F) 

“Acne causes awkwardness expecially with…” (more than one 

answer was possible). 

  

The other sex 2.257 (726 M-1531 F) 97% (92% M-99% 

F) 

At school 1.513 (577 M-936 F) 65% (73% M-61% 

F) 

Friends 1.257 (455 M-802 F) 54% (58% M-52% 

F) 

No problem 535 (511 M-24 F) 23% (65% M-2% 

F) 

Relatives 186 (88 M-98 F) 8% (11% M-6% F) 

“With whom do you speak about acne?” (only one answer was 

possible). 

  

Internet 861 (397 M-464 F) 37% (50% M-30% 

F) 

Friends 745 (255 M-490 F) 32% (32% M-32% 
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F) 

Relatives 419 (58 M-361 F) 18% (7% M-23% 

F) 

Medical doctor 209 (36 M-173 F) 9% (5% M-11% F) 

Nobody 93 (42 M-51F) 4% (5% M-3% F) 

“Does acne limit your social life?” (only one answer was possible).   

Often 1.047 (271 M-776 F) 45% (34% M-50% 

F) 

Sometimes 605 (202 M-403 F) 26% (26% M-26% 

F) 

Always 372 (71 M-301 F) 16% (9% M-20% 

F) 

Never 303 (244 M-59 F) 13% (31% M-4% 

F) 

M: male; F: female 
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Table IV. Questions for the 2327 patients about acne treatment. 

Are you under treatment? No. of patients % 

Yes 1.513 (290 M-1223 W) 65% (37% M-79% 

W) 

No 814 (498 M-316 W) 35% (63% M-21% 

W) 

“Who suggested you this treatment?” (only one 

answer was possible). 

  

Cosmetologist 439 (83 M-356 W) 29% (29% M-29% 

W) 

Pharmacist 333 (118 M-215 W) 22% (41% M-18% 

W) 

Friends 333 (64 M-269 W) 22% (22% M-22% 

W) 

Dermatologist 303 (20 M-283 W) 20% (7% M-23% W) 

General practitioner 105 (5 M-100 W) 7% (2% M-8% W) 
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