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EXPERT ADVICE

Is being Snow White really dangerous?

I have been using  a whitening cream 
for uneven skin tone and brown spots 

on my face. But, recent newspaper reports state 
such products are banned in Malaysia. Are such 
products really dangerous?

Over the past years, the Ministry of
Health Malaysia has banned over 20 

cosmetic products containing depigmenting (skin 
bleaching) agents, such as hydroquinone and 
tretinoin, from being sold on open shelves. Some 
skin lighteners may contain steroids which are also 
banned in cosmetics. 

Any products containing such ingredients are 
“scheduled poisons” that can only be used under 
medical supervision and supplied by doctors or 
pharmacists.

However, some cosmetic products may contain 
hydroquinone in 2% concentration, which can be 
sold over-the-counter (OTC).
 
Melanin and hyperpigmentation
The colour tone of skin is due to the presence of 
melanin – a pigment produced by melanocyte cells, 
also found in the hair, eye and nail bed.

Too much melanin or hyperpigmentation results in 
the darkening of skin, or blotchy skin and particularly 
in moles and birthmarks. 

Hydroquinone (or 1,4-benzenediol) is an industrial 
chemical used in most photographic developers. It is 
a very effective inhibitor of melanogenesis (melanin 
production), inhibiting the activity of the enzyme 
tyrosinase that is needed to make melanin. It also 
increases the excretion of melanin from melanocytes 
and thus the breakdown of melanosomes (melanin 
pigment granules) in the skin.
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HEALTH FRONT

Ask the Pharmacist
Your pharmacist is the best (next to your doctor, of course) source of information 
on medicine and how to get the most from your treatments. 

Tretinoin (or retinoic acid) is the acid form of 
vitamin A. Tretinoin alone is less effective in treating 
hyperpigmentation, thus it is used mainly to 
enhance the efficacy of hydroquinone.

What are the side effects of hydroquinone?
• Skin irritations e.g. mild itching and stinging/

burning;
• Reddening of skin;
• Scaling or crusting (possibly due to allergic 

contact dermatitis); and/or
• Exogenous ochronosis (persistent blue-black 

pigmentation).

Even preparations with hydroquinone as low as 1-
2 % with a sunscreen have been reported to cause 
ochronosis. Ochronosis usually becomes apparent 
after six months of use and once it occurs, it is 
usually irreversible.

What precautions should I take?
During any skin-lightening treatment phase, always 
avoid the sun by using sun-protective clothing and 
sunscreen/sunblock to prevent repigmentation due 
to UV light. Do not use sunlamps or tanning salons.

Other considerations when using hydroquinone 
include:

• Do a skin sensitivity test on a small patch of 
hyper-pigmented skin. Do not use if is redness or 
itching occurs within 24 hours.

• Apply only a thin layer of cream onto the affected 
area(s). 

• Avoid applying to normal skin, as this will lighten 
as well. 

• Do not apply near the eyes, mouth and other 
mucous membranes.

• Hydroquinone should not be used during 
pregnancy or when breastfeeding.

• If no bleaching effect is seen after three months 
of treatment, stop using hydroquinone. OH!

When cough becomes chronic
By Dr Patrick Chan, Consultant Paediatrician

Recognising the different types of cough and knowing when it becomes serious 
enough to consult your doctor can help prevent complications later on.

It usually starts with a little tickle at the throat. The 
tickle increases in intensity, and before we know it, 
we are coughing away. 

Everyone has experienced a serious bout of 
coughing at least once in their lives, and the 
experience is never pleasant – especially if it 
happens in the midst of something important such 
as a meeting or a teleconference!

Still, coughing is an important physiologic defence 
mechanism. It is the body’s natural way of protecting 
the respiratory system by clearing the airway of 
irritants or secretions. A cough reflex happens 
spontaneously when an irritant stimulates the 
lining of the airway, resulting in a forceful release 
of air from the lungs to clear any possible blockages 
and expel any irritants.

A cough usually goes away after some time. 
Sometimes, however, it may become frequent and 
prolonged when the respiratory system is infected 
or continued exposure to environmental pollutants 
such as vehicle fumes, smoke or haze.

Once this happens, it can have significant impact 
upon patients, as it disrupts sleep and appetite. 
Chronic coughing can leave one too exhausted 
to go to school or work or function as normal. 
Recognising certain types of cough may help you 
to decide when to seek medical help rather than 
waiting for it to go away by itself.

Types of cough
Coughs can be described as dry or productive. 
A dry cough does not produce mucus, while a 
productive cough sounds wet and may result in the 
expectoration of phlegm/mucous.

A dry, brassy cough may indicate an inflammation 
of the larynx, whereas coughing lots with a deep 
breath sounding something like a whoop may be 
a sign of a respiratory tract infection caused by a 
pertussis. A barking cough may be caused by a viral 
infection of the vocal cords, larynx and trachea.

If you are having productive cough, paying attention 
to the colour and appearance of the sputum can 
help you determine the type of infection you are 
having. A purulent and brownish mucous suggests 


