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All Dried Out

Not all dry skin is created equal. Lucky for us,
though, it is all treatable.

Dry skin is especially prevalent in older people,
says Victor Newcomer, M.D., clinical professor of
medicine/dermatology at UCLA. “Our oil and
sweat glands often function on just one cylinder,
so we don’t produce as much oil as we used to.
Taking long, hot baths every day makes dry skin
even worse. “They really take the oils out of our
skin,” continues Dr. Newcomer. “And in addition
to dry skin, some skin ‘barnacles,” such as sebor-
rheic keratoses, trigger itching when they rub
against our clothing. And the more we scratch,
the worse it gets.” What does he advise? “Bathe
and shower less often and spend less time doing it.”

Most of us, though, if our skin isn't terribly
dry, can get by with a cosmetic moisturizer (such
as hand lotion), while others of us may need to take
out the heavy artillery: a therapeutic moisturizer.

“Depending on the main ingredient, a thera-
peutic moisturizer can be very inexpensive,” says
Arthur Balin, M.D., Ph.D., clinical professor of
dermatology and research professor of pathology -
at M.C.P. Hahnemann University School of Medi-
cine, Allegheny University of the Health Sciences
in Philadelphia. “The barrier petroleum jelly pro-
vides, for example, lasts about two weeks. Mineral
oil, about four days.” According to Dr. Balin, a
cosmetic moisturizer provides dry-skin relief only
while it's applied. But for many people, that’s all
it takes. “If your skin isn’t very dry, and a cosmetic
moisturizing cream is enough to keep it supple,
that’s fine,” he says.

In addition to over-the-counter moisturizers,
dermatologists often use alpha hydroxy acids, or
AHAs, to help take the scratchy feeling away.
AHAs, of which there are several, “are very good
for dry skin,” says Wilma Bergfeld, M.D., head
of clinical research in the dermatology depart-
ment of the Cleveland Clinic Foundation in
Cleveland. “And other prescription creams, such
as those containing urea, can help to dissolve the
skin's outer layer and get rid of the dead scales.”

How do you know if you have dry skin or
something more serious? “If you have dry skin
that’s not responding to over-the-counter
treatments and you're concerned about it,
see a dermatologist,” suggests Dr. Bergfeld.
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