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Abstract

Background: Acne vulgaris is a chronic inflammatory disorder of the pilosebaceous unit. In traditional
medicine, the face is divided into regions corresponding to internal organs (Heart, Lung, Spleen, Liver, and
Kidney) based on the principle that internal dysfunction is reflected externally. However, few studies have
compared these traditional interpretations with the modern understanding of regional acne pathophysiology.

Methods: A comprehensive literature review was conducted using PubMed, CNKI, RISS, and KCI databases
to identify studies published between January 2000 and September 2025. Articles addressing regional facial
acne distribution or organ correspondence in traditional medicine were included, while studies on acne
caused by external, occupational, or frictional factors were excluded.

Results: Eight traditional medicine and several Western medicine studies were analyzed. Traditional
literature interpreted acne according to organ-based pathogenesis, whereas Western studies emphasized
sebaceous activity, hormonal imbalance, and inflammatory mechanisms. Integrating both perspectives, facial
acne was classified into three clinical zones: the upper zone (forehead and upper cheeks), corresponding to
the Heart-Lung system, showed erythematous papules or comedones associated with stress and insomnia; the
middle zone (nose, perioral area, and central cheeks), corresponding to the Spleen-Stomach system, showed
pustular or seborrheic lesions related to dietary factors and gut-skin imbalance; and the lower zone (chin,
jawline, and lower cheeks), corresponding to the Liver—Kidney system, showed deep nodular or cystic acne
linked to hormonal fluctuations and emotional stress.
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Conclusions: This study compared traditional organ-based theories with modern pathophysiological
mechanisms of facial acne and proposed an integrative three-zone classification (upper, middle, and lower).
These findings revealed partial convergence between traditional and Western perspectives, suggesting that this
approach may facilitate more individualized and integrative strategies for acne management.

Key words : acne vulgaris; facial distribution; face mapping; traditional medicine; organ correspondence
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Fig. 1. Flow Chart for Selecting Studies
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Table 1. Summary of Reported Regional Pathophysiological Mechanisms of Acne from Included Studies

. Traditional-medicine Western-medicine Reference
Region . .
pathophysiology pathophysiology number
Heart(.$») T-one*
Heart fire flaring upward(tvk E%) o ) [2,4,7.8
Forehead Excess heat in the blood(Z) High density of sebaceous glands 12-19]
ind- k)
Lung wind-heat(HiiEAY) -Sebum secretion and bacteria
Spleen(f%) _Szblllm and IPH .
Damp-heat in spleen and -Adolescent lesion concentration
Nose s [2,4,5,7,8,12,
stomach(H 20 ) ) _
Stomach meridian(H9) O-zone(include perioral) 15-19,31]
Liver(fF)
cizfetk Lung(fii) T [2,4,18]
Liver qi stagnatio(fF5#H5)
Lung(if) Inconsistent T/U-zone classification
Right  Lung heat(izy [2,4,17,18,
cheek  Excess heat in stomach and large 20]
intestine( B KIFEZY
Kidney(&)
Kidney yin deficiency(&aiR) . o
LiverKidney deficiency(fF&RE) Rdepﬂe_secr;lt:tlve predilection site of
Chong-Ren disharmony(if-5:3H) adutta
. Hormonal acne
Spleen—Kidney yang Female o
Chin/  deficiency(EmmE), Y at alcn - (2,4,7,8,12,
Jawline  Foot Shaoyin Kidney enstriar cycle Auctuation 13,18-25,30]

meridian(EIEEHE)

Foot Shaoyang Gallbladder
meridian(EEIET)

Qi-stagnation constitution(GE¥H)
Phlegm-damp constitution(FEHEE)

Menstrual irregularity
PCOS association
HPA-axis related Stress effect

*Forehead and nose were analyzed together as the T-zone in several studies; however, distinct pathophysiologi-
cal interpretations for each subregion were not provided
TBoth cheeks were assigned to Lung.
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