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Hidradenitis Suppurativa

Hidradenitis suppurativa is a chronic condition involving
clogged sweat glands, leading to skin inflammation in the groin,
underarms, under the breasts, and between the buttocks. It
manifests as large nodules, abscesses, and tunnels, which
enlarge and drain pus over time, causing pain, itching, foul odor,
fatigue, and joint pain. Repeated cycles can result in tunnel
formation and scarring. While there's no cure, medical treatment
can manage existing lesions and help prevent new ones.

Who’s At Risk

Hidradenitis suppurativa usually starts soon after puberty and continues into adult life. It is more
common in women and in Black individuals. Hair removal from shaving or using depilatories,
deodorants, and irritation from anything rubbing against the affected area can worsen the
condition. Hidradenitis suppurativa is often associated with smoking, obesity, diabetes, and
hormonal changes. Additionally, it often runs in families.

Signs & Symptoms

Hidradenitis suppurativa commonly affects the groin and underarms, with lesions also appearing
between the buttocks or under the breasts due to skin friction, making obesity a risk factor. The
lesions are firm and tender, appearing pink or red on lighter skin and brown, purple, or gray on
darker skin. They can cause tunneling, scarring, blackheads within scars, and may drain pus.
Lesions are rare on the trunk, scalp, or legs. Severity varies from a few lesions to widespread
areas, and severe or chronic cases can lead to depression and anxiety.

Self-Care Guidelines

Make sure to wash any inflamed, draining areas of hidradenitis suppurativa with antibacterial
soap, and then apply an antibiotic ointment (Neosporin) and clean bandages. If there is a large
amount of drainage, change the gauze pads and dressings often. Warm compresses and ibuprofen
(Advil, Motrin) can help reduce the swelling. Avoid wearing tight-fitting clothing to help prevent
further irritation. Weight loss may decrease lesions by decreasing skin folds and, thus, friction on
the skin. Smoking should be avoided.

When to Seek Medical Care

Some mild cases of hidradenitis suppurativa can be treated with self-care measures. Healing of
individual lesions takes about 1-2 weeks. Make sure to seek medical care if you are not able to
control the pain with ibuprofen and warm compresses or if the condition is making you feel sad
or anxious. Medical treatment may be necessary if the condition appears in multiple areas or
continues to come back (recur). If there is excessive pain, excessive drainage, red streaking, you
have a fever, or there are any other factors that may indicate there is an infection, see your
medical professional. If you have been given antibiotics and the area does not improve within a
few days, return to your medical provider.
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