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EXTENT OF USE

Skin lighteners are used by large fractions of the
population, primarily women and young girls, in Asia,
Africaand Latin America. Survey reports these figures for
use in specific countries: Senegal, 27 percent; Mali, 25
percent; Togo, 59 percent; South Africa, 35 percent;
Nigeria, 77 percent; Hong Kong, 45 percent; Republic of
Korea, 28 percent; Malaysia, 41 percent; The Philippines,
50 percent; and Taiwan, 37 percent.”” Systematic survey
data have not been collected in Latin America, but the
products are also widely used there and in the Caribbean.
They are also imported illegally and used by women in the
United States.

When asked why they used the products, 61 percent of the
respondents to the survey of five Asians countries said
they felt they looked younger with a fair complexion. Skin
lighteners are heavily marketed to women, with the
message that they hold a key to beauty. The surveys cited
above and others have found that many women use the
products for extended periods, up to 20 years in some
cases.

PREVALENCE OF SKIN BLEACHING IN
NIGERIA

Latest snap poll results released by NOI Polls have
revealed that 64% of Nigerians are of the opinion that skin
bleaching has become highly prevalent in the country,
especially amongst Nigerian females (97%)." This finding
supports the claim by the World Health Organization
(WHO) that Nigeria has the highest number of women
that use skin-lightening products in the world with a
prevalence of 77 percent."*” Nigeria has been described as
“the world capital of skin bleaching”” and “the skin-
lightening hothouse of the world”.’

Various researchers in Nigeria revealed consistently high
prevalence of skin bleaching practices. Adebajo’ studied
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the prevalence among market traders in Lagos metropolis.
She gave an overall prevalence rate of 77.3%; 72.4%
among women and 27.6% among the men. Ofondu’
studied the prevalence rate among university students in
Enugu. She found an overall prevalence rate of 62.4%;
71.9% among the women and 53.3% among the men.
Ajose’ studied the prevalence rate in a skin clinic at the
Lagos State University Teaching Hospital. 92% of the
women and 5% of the men claimed to have used the skin
bleaching products in the past, but at the time of study
40% of the women and 2% of the men were bleaching the
skin. The figures dropped as a result of adverse effects,
desertion by spouse, or inability to continue funding the
cost of the products. Ofili e al" studied the prevalence of
skin bleaching among University students in Benin. The
overall prevalence rate was 64.9%; 70.7% prevalence
among women and 52.2% among men.

In the study of the prevalence of the use of skin lightening
agents amongst university of Benin Undergraduates in
Benin City'" Nigeria, it is interesting to note that almost
everyone denied “bleaching” (95.3%), yet 16.3% agreed
that they “tone”. Only 4.7% correctly said that toning is
the same as bleaching. The investigators asked the
respondents to show the cosmetics being used. There was
a great disparity between the presence of bleaching agents
in their cosmetics and the denial that they did not bleach
(95.3%). This means that if prevalence was collated
simply by asking the respondents to answer “yes” or “no”,
only 4.7% will be bleachers, whereas the actual
percentage of forensically proven bleachers was 64.9%.
Furthermore, if the word “toning” was used, the actual
(true) figure of bleachers would be nearer the figure of
forensically proven bleachers. The lesson to be learnt
from this study is that statistics on prevalence of bleaching
should not be collated simply by asking questions which
require negative/positive answers. There is need to sight
the actual cosmetics used by respondents. Further,
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sighting the cosmetics may not solve all the problem
because most of the cosmetics carry no ingredient
labeling or are deceptively labeled in content
(misbranded).” The brand name of the product is no
guarantee either because of the rate at which the brand
names and packaging are copied by backyard industries.
For example, the constituents of “Clear Essence” in the
USA may not necessarily be the same as “Clear Essence”
in Nigeria.

I believe the above figures may even be an understatement
because, from personal experience in the clinic, patients
who present with the skin complications of bleaching
creams often deny that they are deliberately bleaching due
to a guilt complex, because the bleaching habit has been
variously denounced, particularly among religious
organizations, along immoral connotation. The following
scenario is often the pattern in the skin clinic of the Lagos
University Teaching Hospital.

Doctor: “Why do you bleach your skin?”

Patient: “I am not bleaching. I use just a normal body
cream”

Doctor: “Bring the cream next visit, I just want to see if it
is good for you”

At the next visit, on sighting the cream

Doctor: “But see what is clearly written on the cream —
“fade cream”, “Complexion cream”. What else
canitmean?”

Patient: “Idon'tknow itbleaches.”

Doctor: “Even ifyou don't know the meaning of “fade” or
“complexion” cream, you can see for yourself
what it is doing to your skin, that you are getting
lighter”

Patient: (mow wearing a guilty smile) “1 don't bleach, I
just tone”; [ am normally light skin, I just want to
be sure [ don't get darker in the sun! I am sure the
cream | am using is not the cause of my problem,
because I have been using it for several years
without any adverse effect!”

The denials of bleaching may either be due to ignorance of
the functions of the chemicals in the cosmetics or a guilt
complex generated by the opprobrium visited on
bleachers. The latter is more likely to be the reason. The
study by Ofondu’ revealed that many women particularly
those living in the rural areas, were not even aware that the
cosmetic body creams they were using contain bleaching
agents. The danger from denial of skin lightening
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products is that many of the symptoms and signs of the
complications of skin lightening chemicals are not
specific to the skin lightening chemicals. The unpleasant
sequelae of denial often leads to failure in making prompt
diagnosis of the adverse health consequences, and delays
in appropriating effective medical interventions and
management. For example, I know a chronic skin
bleacher suffering from intractable and incapacitating
vertigo who has not been helped by the ear specialist nor
the neurologist. She found it difficult to believe that the
skin bleaching product containing mercury/hydroquinone
could be the cause of her vertigo.

Furthermore, there are various levels of skin tones 1-7.
Most people do not wish to get to the extreme level 7 as
Dencia of Whitenicious fame;" they are content to
achieve the mid-levels of 3-5 so as not to make it too
glaring that they are bleachers. Therefore, a simple
questionnaire designed for Yes/No answers in a field
survey is likely to give lower figures from the true state of
affairs. In clinical practice, we do prescribe benzoyl
peroxide for acne; and one of the side effects of benzoyl
peroxide is mild bleaching of the skin. Some patients who
genuinely do not want to bleach find the bleaching effect
objectionable and they quickly return for a change in
prescription once they observe this undesirable side effect
of benzoyl peroxide. Doctors in the skin clinic are so
familiar with the characteristic features or stigmatas of an
artificially bleached or partially bleached skin, at
whatever level, hence we know the liars even if they deny
the truth. Nigerians and many Africans in Diaspora also
bleach.

DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF
SKIN BLEACHERS IN NIGERIA

Both men and women bleach the skin in Nigeria, it is just
that the prevalence is higher among women. Skin
bleachers come from all socio-demographic variables and
professional group—AIll age groups,
single/married/widowed, all educational levels—from
the analphabetic to university professors, teenage
secondary school students, students of tertiary
institutions; all professions and occupational
groups—including janitors, teachers, police officers,
market traders, engineers, lawyers, doctors, nurses,
pharmacists, and other workers in the health care sector,
high court judges, some state governors, even a past head
of state, some traditional rulers, politicians and wives of
politicians, movie actresses, models, television
newscasters and presenters, even men and women of
God—pastors, Christians, Muslims and traditional
religionists, some domestic staff (e.g cooks, stewards and
drivers), some 'high profile' street beggars, and notably,
those who work in the sex trade. Most worrisome is the
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observation that some mothers have now started to bleach
their babies because, as one mother said “black babies are
notcute!.”

MOTIVES FOR SKIN BLEACHING

Several studies have been done in Nigeria and some
other African countries to decipher the motives for skin
bleaching. The findings can be grouped under the
following headings'

— Aesthetic and Beauty

— Social domination

— Attraction and Seduction
— Fashion

— Strengthening the self
— Success

— Compliance

— Pleasure and Sensuality
— Medical reasons

Light skin tone can be transformed into social capital
(social networks), symbolic capital (esteem or status) or
even economic capital (high-paying job or promotion).
Various motives have been given during interviews for
lightening the skin; these are: (1) to look more beautiful
and attractive, (2) to improve self esteem, (3) to look
younger, (3) to appear important, (4) to belong to a higher
social class, (4) to be fashionable, (5) to improve better job
opportunity, (6) to increase chances of getting married
because men consider light complexioned women more
beautiful and (7) due to advertisements that promote

white ideal (8) to treat some skin diseases. "’

A study was conducted to investigate the perception of
female secondary school students on skin bleaching
practice in Ibadan metropolis.” These were young girls
between the ages of 11-14yrs (85.3%) and above 14yrs old
(14.7%). The 3 top reasons for bleaching are related to
finding and securing a marriage relationship. The major
findings revealed that young girls engaged in skin
bleaching as a method of receiving desired attention and
relationship from the opposite sex and attract the desired
marriage partners. The findings of the above study among
school girls was therefore not surprising in a society
where some mothers have indoctrinated their daughters to
see marriage as the ultimate goal in life for the girl child!

Five reasons Nollywood celebrities give for skin
bleaching are:"

— To look more beautiful/attractive

— To increase their professional relevance
—To attract the right suitors

—The bandwagon syndrome

— Looking good in photos

Susan Maxwell,"” a heavily bleached Nigerian Nollywood
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actress, who makes her own brand of bleaching skin care
business has this to say when interviewed

“Black is beautiful, but I have no qualms with enhancing
your complexion. 80% of Nigerian men want their women
to be fair. They want a lady that draws attention to them.
I've worked with many married women who complain of
their men staring at fair women and they say to me, Susan,
make me fair, I want to be attractive to my man!” Some
women have said their sons want them to visit their
schools because they want to show off their fair mother.
Clients all over the world have asked for my products.
Black is beautiful but there is nothing wrong with

. . 2915
enhancing your complexion

Hence if you want to secure a boyfriend and you don't
want the boyfriend snatched from you by other bleached
girls; if you want to marry and you don't want to lose your
husband to bleached seductresses always on the prowl,
you have to bleach your skin!”

Prostitution is another significant factor which could be
responsible for skin bleaching practice. The concept of the
body, especially the female body, as a commodity may
also be traced to prostitution. Private parts bleaching
involves the bleaching of sexually sensitive parts of the
body in order to become lighter. The private parts, which
may be involved, include the breasts, penis, the vagina,
the buttocks and the thighs. The purpose of private parts
bleaching could be for sexual attraction of the opposite
gender, which is popular among commercial sex workers.
Indeed, in the skin clinic, commercial sex workers brand
themselves as “fashion designers” to hide the identity of
their trade. Midas care Pharmaceuticals in 2012 began
selling its clean and Dry intimate wash that promises
women a fair look for their vaginas."’

DETERMINANTS FOR SKIN BLEACHING

Light skin tone can be transformed into social capital
(social network), symbolic capital (esteem or status) or
even economic capital (high-paying job or promotion).

The cultural ancestry/memes and institutions which
though not codified have nonetheless continued to
undergird, guide, define and propel otherwise rational
people to want to change their physicality by bleaching
their skin, in spite of the overwhelming risks to their
health.

Women are judged much more heavily on the basis of
appearance. Men are more likely to be considered
valuable when they have wealth, education and other
forms of human capital, while women are considered
valuable when they are physically attractive, even if they
lack other capital.

Skin-lightening is of utmost importance in attracting most
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men. Women bleach so that they are not trapped in
spinsterhood because most African men valorize light
complexioned women since they find such women
beautiful and sexually attractive. Even while married,
women need to continue to bleach their skin to sustain the
attention of their husbands so that they are not lost to
bleached seductresses always on the prowl.

Women associate fair skin tone with elegance, beauty and
ahigher social status.

The dominant signal from highly visible women
(celebrities) is that fair skin is associated with success.
The desire to create an identity that is perceived as more
socially acceptable drives the bleaching culture. In South
Africa, for instance, skin bleaching is one of the
psychological scars of colonialism and apartheid—some
of which are self-hatred and low self-esteem. These
negative psychosomatic influences often push people to
alter their physical appearance to feel better about
themselves. Agents of socialization such as Eurocentric
educational system, media and popular culture have been
found to influence people to internalize Eurocentric
standards of beauty. The desire to bleach one's skin is
similar to the obsession to acquiring Eurocentric beauty
ideals such as a thin figure, aquiline nose, long straight
hair.

Easy accessibility, availability, affordability and
effectiveness of cheap, lowend skin lightening products
drive the skin bleaching culture. Corporations have
created product lines in a wide range of price categories,
such that whiteness is financially accessible for both rural
villagers and white-collar urban professionals. With the
advent of online marketing, the products can be ordered
and delivered, same day, at your door steps just by the
click of the mouse!

The various bans on the skin bleaching culture have been
ineffective for the following reasons: (a) the bribery
culture and corruption in most African countries, notably
Nigeria, (b) cross border smuggling, (c)thriving Black
market for the products, (d) bootleg versions abound, (¢)
illegal vendors and desperate marketers, (f) easy
accessibility, availability and affordability of cheap
products, (g) the role of Websites—skin lightening
products can be purchased through the internet, (h)
ineffective and outdated regulatory policies, (i) failure to
enforce the ban, (j) lack of political will to enforce the ban,
(k) the population of skin bleachers has reached a critical
mass for the ban to make any meaningful impact as the
continued manufacture and sale of the products are
demand-driven.

Advances in the technologies of the body, global
economics and huge growth in the cosmetic industry drive
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the bleaching culture. Polyvalent claims. The concept of
multi-tasking/multifunctional beauty products in a world
where every minute is rationalized, a simpler life becomes
the Holy Grail. In order to appeal to the powerful
discourse of “natural beauty” in many societies, most
products claim to restore the natural beauty of skin (if it is
lost), reveal the natural beauty of skin (if it is hidden), or
create a natural beauty (if the consumer never had it to
begin with).

There is no equivocation on the fact that the current wave
of celebrity 'bleached beauties' in Africa has been a major
driver of the bleaching culture. The media creates ideals in
the form of celebrities and models, for women to admire.
Celebrities, in context of Nigeria culture, are highly
visible people in the media. The celebrities in Nigeria are
movie stars, models, female television presenters and
news casters, female politicians and wives of politicians,
musicians, winners of beauty pageants, leading women in
the corporate world, some female Christian pastors and
wives of pastors. Skin bleaching is highly endemic among
these groups of people. The troubling message that the
celebrities transmit is that those with fair skin go further.
The entertainment industry disproportionately projects
and elevates light-skinned women in magazines, films,
music and commercials. Celebrity endorsements serve
four important purposes: (i) when Celebrities endorse a
particular product, the public is more likely to believe in
its effectiveness and purchase the product; (ii) when
celebrities endorse skin-lightening products they also
endorse the act of skin lightening itself, suggesting that
their own beauty is attainable and that itself, skin
lightening is a mainstream, culturally acceptable act; (iii)
celebrity endorsement forms a direct association between
whiteness and experiencing success; (iv) the celebrity
endorsers have a greater influence in reinforcing
hegemonic whiteness due to their popularity. Some of the
celebrities proselytize others to bleach because they use
their celebrity status to start their own line of “skin care
business” which consistently involves skin bleaching
products. Undue publicity given to some of these
bleached celebrities is doing more harm than good to
impressionable youths.

The media is also a major driving force of skin
bleaching."” The term “media” is an umbrella term that
encompasses television, movies, newspapers, magazines,
music, and various other forms of commercialized art
including digital media e.g facebook, instagram, twitter,
blogs etc. The media is a pivotal force through which
cultural ideals are spread, articulated and internalized.
Media images which glorify lighter skin tone and
disseminate images of white beauty drive the skin
bleaching culture by portraying “whiteness or lightness”
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as asymbol of what is attractive, adorable, desirable, pure,
loveable and competent. Women with lighter
complexions are regularly used to advertise on the
electronic and print media a broad spectrum of consumer
products. Women have only to watch television
commercials, read print and digital advertisements, or
drive past huge billboards to internalize the message that
light skin is to be desired. People who lighten their skin
and those who associate light skin with positive virtues
and dark skin with negative ones aren't stupid. They just
don't have the psychological resources to withstand the
deluge of images they are presented with every day.

White/light beauty is communicated through mass
advertising, television shows, film, internet images,
billboards, and celebrity culture. Images of white beauty
do not simply rely on white women with blonde hair and
light eyes to sell products. Images of white beauty sell
much more than beauty ideals of fashions for women
around the globe. Taken as a whole, images of white
beauty sell an entire lifestyle imbued with racial meaning.
The lifestyle that is communicated through these adverts
sells whiteness, modernity, sophistication, beauty, power
and wealth.

The media promotes hegemonic whiteness
The media promotes consumer culture
The media promotes cultural migration
The media fosters commodity racism

The media fosters a feeling of inferiority

Skin bleaching can be a sign of non acceptance of one's
cultural background due to the belief that the only
standard of beauty is those defined by European ideals.

Skin bleaching may be simply a personal choice like
tattooing or it may be an indication of more pathological
problems such as Body Dysmorphic Disorder.

THE SPECTRUM OF SKIN BLEACHING
PRODUCTS

The spectrum of skin bleaching chemicals is no longer
restricted to mercury, hydroquinone and corticosteroids.
A products pandemic has led to a tsunami of new skin-
lightening chemicals which have now flooded the global
market, some in the form of injectables and pills. This
products pandemic has led to a plathora of cheap,
affordable over-the-counter (OTC) products touted to be
“the next best thing” for lightening the skin. Even some
local individuals have begun manufacturing their own
brand of skin creams for the home market creating a new
“background industry.”

The products used in lightening the skin topically are
available as creams, gels, serums and soaps. In African
countries, hydroquinone, mercury and topical
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corticosteroids are the most common skin lightening
agents, while worldwide, hydroquinone, magnesium-L-
ascorbic L-2-phosphate (MAP), calcium ascorbate, L-
ascorbic acid, mequinol, N-acetyl-4-S-
cysteaminylphenol, arbutin, Kojic acid, Kojic acid
dipalmitate, Azeleic acid, niacinamide, Bearberry,
Kamana Egyptian milk, and natural home made products

are the most widely used.””*

Systemic skin whitening agents are either pills or
injections.”” The pills are glutathione, L-cysteine peptite,
Tranexemic acid and other miscellaneous agents. A novel
preparation of glutathione, with absorption using the oral
mucosal route, has been formulated to facilitate optimum
absorption into the bloodstream without the side effects of
intravenous administration and it bypasses the
gastrointestinal (GIT) tract. Hence a novel preparation of
GSH Lozenge has been formulated. Preliminary trials
suggest that complications of sublingual and buccal
medications are rare but can include inflammation of the

mucous membrane including the gums™

None of the agents have been approved by the WHO nor
FDA for use as a skin lightening agent.

Some of the adverse effects are, internal physical stress,
allergic reactions, liver damage and hormonal imbalance.
Glutathione injection has caused anaphylaxis, Stevens-
Johnson syndrome, Toxic epidermal necrolysis, kidney
failure and thyroid dysfunction.

The most commonly used systemic skin whitening agent
is Glutathione (GSH) used alone or in various
combinations, both as oral and intravenous formulations.

The Side effects of Glutathione injections are hair loss,
white spots on the nails, numbness of extremities, shivers
and shakes, depression and anxiety. The Complications
of Glutathione Injections are allergy or anaphylaxis
(manifested by difficulty of breathing, tightness of chest,
rashes, hives, and swollen skin), systemic infection,
Stevens—Johnson syndrome, Toxic epidermal necrolysis
or Lyell's Syndrome, kidney failure, thyroid dysfunction,
and severe abdominal pain.

As already mentioned above, these agents are not FDA
approved for skin whitening and no scientific evidence
exists for their use. In addition, the injectable
formulations are counterfeited and given by untrained
people illegally and hence associated with the risk of
sepsis, air embolism, transmission of human
immunodeficiency virus, Hepatitis B, and use of non-
sterile preparations that can lead to serious infections.

A worrying skin-lightening practice has emerged in
Kenya and possibly some other African countries
including Nigeria. There is a booming black market where
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creams that are intended for topical use are used as
injectables by the wealthy Nairobi women for quicker
action to lighten the skin because Kenyan men like
women with whiter skin. The $70 US treatment is so
'strong', it is said to be capable of turning a user into an
'albino.' The shots contain alpha hydroxy acids and
mercury-containing creams.”

Skin Lightening surgery and other techniques™ ™’

Laser surgery or cryosurgery is also used to whiten the
skin by destroying the melanin cells

Laser surgery is a very expensive procedure.
Other methods for lightening the skin are

— Microdermabrasion
— Chemical peels

— Mesotherapy

— Fraxel laser treatment

The notable adverse effects that may arise from Laser
surgery are heat injury, activation and dissemination of
cold sores (herpes), scaring, infection and paradoxical
darkening of the skin.

HOME MADE CONCOCTIONS FOR SKIN
BLEACHING

In Nigeria, a backyard industry for manufacturing skin
lightening products has emerged. Various additives are
used to “enhance” the bleaching effect of over-the-
counter products and possibly, make them affordable.”
Some of the additives for the concoctions are African
black soap, lemon or lime juice, sulfur powder, potash,
potassium alum, tooth paste, liquid milk, pulverized
naphthalene (camphor balls)}—a moth proofing agents,
Vitamin C tablets, hair relaxers, detergents, shampoo,
laundry bleach, battery acid, mercury containing
antiseptic soaps, Cam wood, papaya, honey,—indeed the
listis endless. All these are made into a paste, in varied and
assorted combinations, applied on the skin and left
overnight, before being washed off the following morning
to prepare for the day's work. Furthermore, it is customary
to mix several creams containing steroids, mercury and
hydroquinone for use. Indeed some salons now apply
corticosteroids creams on the scalp to grow the hair! Cam
Wood—Osun, in Yoruba, Majigi in Hausa, Uhie in Igbo is
areddish/orange paste obtained from Baphia nitida plant.
Cam Wood is also know as African Sandalwood."

The African black soap is made from plantain skin which
is dried and then roasted in the clay oven along with cocoa
pods (shell of the cocoa fruit). The longer the skin is
cooked, the darker it becomes. Essential oils such as Shea
Butter and Palm kernel are added to the roasted skin to
from soap”
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THE ADVERSE EFFECTS
LIGHTENING CULTURE

The adverse effects of the cosmetic skin lightening culture
can be divided into

OF SKIN

(i) Complications related to disruption of the barrier
functions of the skin which make the bleacher
vulnerable to skin infections, irritant and allergic
contact dermatitis.

(i) Disruption of the melanin pigment makes one
vulnerable to the adverse effects of ultraviolet
radiations such as precancerous and cancerous skin
diseases.

(iii)) Complications related to the individual skin
lightening chemicals, products and methods

(iv) There are also serious complications related to other
heavy metals e.g. lead, cadmium, chromium,
copper etc  which are possible contaminants in the
products manufactured without Good
Manufacturing Practices (GMP).

(v) Serious psychosocial complications also abound
largely from the cosmetically disfiguring
complications and offensive body odour due to
exogenous ochronosis, the stigma related to skin
bleaching and the ridicule to which skin bleachers
are subjected.

(vi) In assessing the cost of skin lightening and its
impact/consequences, one needs to consider the
following factors:

a) The quantum of physical cash consumed by the
practice globally—money that could be put into
more important and productive sectors such as
empowering women for better quality of life,
productivity, and service—particularly in sub-
Saharan Africa.

b) The economic cost to the skin bleachers.

¢) The impact of skin lightening on the physical
health of the users, public health concerns, and
adverse health concerns on pregnant women,
the unborn child and babies.

d) The time consuming nature of the practice of
bleaching

e) The cost of treating the adverse health
complications: overburdening the health
system.

ADVERSE HEALTH EFFECTS OF SKIN
LIGHTENING CHEMICALS

The complications of skin lightening products have been

comprehensively described by several authors™®

Depending on the products used, the duration and mode of

use, skin lightening produces some harmful effects as
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Table 1: Summary of Some Complications of Skin Lightening Practices

Mercury
derivatives

Neurotoxic problems such as ataxia, speech and hearing impairment; mental
problems such as irritability, fearfulness, and depression; kidney problems
such as mercury -induced nephropathy ; and immunotoxicity, Fertility
problems and birth d efects; public health issues due to release of measurable
levels of mercury vapour toxic to household contacts, Environmental
pollution and transformation by bacteria into methymercury which enters the
food chain through the process of bioaccumulation an d biomagnification in

development of fetuses.

fish and shellfish, leading to brain damage and impaired neurological

Hydroquinone
Preparations

Ochronosis, a blue -black discoloration caused by deposits of ochre
pigment, loss of skin elasticity and impaired wound healing and wound
dehiscence. Hyperchromia, presence of red cells with abnormally increased
cell hemoglobin count. Hypochromia, presence of cells with abnormally low
cell hemoglobin content. Neuropathy, disease of the nervous system.

-colored

Topical steroid

products cataract, glaucoma, Cushi

Contact eczema, bacterial and fungal infections, adrenal insufticiency,

ng’s syndrome, hypertension, diabetes, lipid
disorders, sleep apnea, osteoporosis, myopathy, and disorders of coagulation
and fibrinolysis, which are components of cushings syndrome. Acne, skin
atrophy and pigmentation disorders.

summarized in Table 1. Since some of these effects do not
appear quickly, and some mimic known disease patterns,
they are sometimes confused and misdiagnosed even by
health care professionals because patients usually deny
using any skin lighteners. It is reported that up to 69% of
those who practice skin lightening may suffer from at least
one complication.

Furthermore, because of the disruption of the natural
defenses of the skin against radiation and infections, skin
cancers have been reported in patients after prolonged
bleaching.

Some other chemicals which are used as exfoliation and
penetration enhancers during the “body works” are also
very toxic. For example, tretinoin is teratogenic while
salicylic acid is feto-toxic.

Both bleachers and toners report the intermittent, time-
consuming, laborious, costly, yet addictive nature of the
bleaching phenomenon. Their responses indicate that
bleaching/toning requires commitment on various
levels—financial, time and effort. Furthermore, the
problem is complex, since it involves issues strongly
burdened with emotion such as one's ethnic and personal
identity. The practice has an addictive dimension. Both
the health risks and the social and symbolic aspects of the
practice must be highlighted in order to impede the
practice. The speculative and market factors carried along

=2 Nigerian Journal

) o DERMATOLOGY

in the ensuring marketing and distribution of the
products ¢ cannot be disregarded.
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