Do Facial Skin Pores Actually Open and Close?

A South Asian, Pakistan-Specific Reality Check

Opening Summary

Facial pores do not open and close like tiny doors; they are fixed
anatomical openings of hair follicles that can only appear larger or smaller
depending on sebum, hydration, heat, inflammation, and light reflection.
Steam and cold water in Pakistani parlors change blood flow and surface
texture, not the true pore size, and can be either mildly helpful or clearly
counter-productive depending on how they are used.

Common Misconceptions

Most of you would have heard phrases like “My pores open in summers
and close in winters” or “Steam opens my pores; ice water closes them”
or “l go for monthly steam facials so my open pores can be cleaned.”

This belief drives the classic parlor sequence: prolonged facial steaming,
aggressive comedone squeezing, then ice-cold water or ice rubs to “close”
pores. In hot, polluted cities like Karachi, Lahore, Rawalpindi and
Faisalabad, this practice interacts with Urban Heat Island effects, high UV,
smog, and already stressed skin barriers.

The Core Question
The core question is two-fold:

1. Do pores mechanically open and close?
2. Is the steam-then-cold ritual beneficial or biologically stressful for South
Asian skin?

The Facts: What Pores Are and How They Behave

1. Pores Are Follicular Openings, Not Valves. A “pore” is the visible
opening of a pilosebaceous unit—that is, the hair follicle and its attached
sebaceous (oil) gland. There is no built-in muscle or sphincter in this
opening that can actively open or shut like a door. Genetics, sebaceous
gland size, dermal collagen support, and long-term damage (e.g., ache



scarring, photoageing) largely determine basal pore size. In simple terms:
a pore behaves like a fixed drain in a sink. You can block it, clean it, or
change what surrounds it—but the drain itself doesn’t suddenly get bigger
and smaller on command.

2. Why Pores Look Bigger in Pakistani Summers. Two key processes
explain why pores appear larger in hot, urban Pakistani environments:

Vasodilation means blood vessels in the skin widen, increasing blood flow
and warmth. On the face, this causes a subtle puffiness and redness that
can make the texture and follicular openings more obvious. Heat,
especially in Urban Heat Island zones of dense Pakistani cities, keeps skin
surface temperature higher, including at night, maintaining low-grade
vasodilation and swelling.

Transepidermal Water Loss (TEWL) is the passive loss of water from the
skin into the environment. In high heat plus air-conditioning (low
humidity), TEWL rises, dehydrating the stratum corneum. Dehydrated skin
looks rough and “crépey,” which visually exaggerates pore edges, like
shadows around small craters. Sebaceous glands, sensing barrier stress,
often compensate by producing more sebum. South Asian and other
darker phototypes tend to have higher pore density and more active
sebaceous units, so this combination of more oil, more heat, and more
dehydration makes pores look larger and shinier, especially on the nose
and central cheeks.

3. Pollution, Melanogenesis, and Pore Visibility. Pakistani cities
experience high levels of particulate matter and traffic-related pollutants.
These trigger oxidative stress and Melanogenesis, the process by which
melanocytes produce more melanin pigment as a defensive response.
Oxidized sebum and tiny plugs within pores can darken, and the
surrounding skin may develop hyperpigmentation. Because Fitzpatrick
V-V skin has a higher baseline of melanin, any extra shadowing or
darkening inside follicles becomes more visually prominent. Under harsh
overhead lighting (typical of parlors and homes), this contrast makes pores
look deeper and “open,” even though the anatomical opening has not
changed.

Why the Myth of “Opening and Closing” Exists



1. Steam Feels Like Opening Pores. Steam softens and hydrates the
outermost layer of the skin. It:

- Swells the stratum corneum and loosens keratin plugs.

- Increases local blood flow via vasodilation, making the skin look pink and
plump.

- Makes blackhead and whitehead extraction technically easier.

After a steam facial, when clogged material is removed, the skin feels
smoother and lighter. Patients understandably interpret this as “my pores
opened and got cleaned,” but the true process is softened debris being
expelled from a fixed-size opening—not a door opening wider.

2. Cold Water Feels Like Closing Pores. Cold application causes
vasoconstriction, where blood vessels narrow and blood flow decreases.
This:

- Reduces redness and surface warmth.

- Causes transient tightening of the superficial skin layers.

- Makes pores look smaller temporarily because the surrounding tissue is
less swollen and less red.

This optical tightening feels like “pores closing,” but structural pore
diameter does not permanently shrink with ice or cold water splashes. The
effect is cosmetic and short-lived.

Cultural and Marketing Reinforcement In South Asian culture.

There is strong emphasis on “glass skin” and invisible pores. Marketing of
“pore-tightening” toners, scrubs, and facials capitalizes on the open/close
story because it is intuitive and easy to visualize. For Fitzpatrick IV=V skin,
where small texture differences and minor shadows are more obvious, the
desire to “close pores” becomes even stronger, reinforcing the myth.
Academic Reality:

What You Can Actually Change

1. Fixed Anatomy vs Modifiable Appearance. You cannot “train” pores to
open and close, but you can change:

- How much sebum and keratin sit inside them.



- How smooth, hydrated, and elastic the surrounding skin is.
- How much pigment and shadow accentuate each opening.

2, Evidence across ethnicities, including South Asian and other darker
phototypes, shows that:

- Pore count and average diameter are largely genetic.
Higher sebum output and more acne are associated with larger
appearing pores.

3, Darker, oilier skin types show more visible pores but also respond well to
consistent, gentle care that targets barrier health and comedone
formation. Practical, evidence-aligned strategies include:

Using mild cleansers and barrier-supportive moisturisers to stabilise
TEWL.
- Introducing actives like retinoids or salicylic acid (under dermatologic
guidance) to regulate keratinization and sebum.
- Protecting against UV and pollution to preserve collagen around pores
and reduce pigment exaggerating their appearance.

Steam Facials and Cold Water Dips: Helpful or Harmful?

1. Potential Benefits. \WWhen Done Correctly, The steam-then-cold
sequence, if used sparingly and gently, can have some situational benefits:

- Short, controlled steaming (around 5-8 minutes) can soften plugs and
oxidized sebum, making comedone extraction easier and potentially less
traumatic when done by trained hands with sterile tools.

- Cool or mildly cold compresses afterwards can reduce post-extraction
redness and discomfort.

- If a ceramide-rich or otherwise barrier-repairing moisturizer is applied
soon after, the temporary increase in TEWL from steam can be followed by
net hydration and barrier support rather than net water loss.

2. Why the Typical Pakistani Parlor Version Is Often Counter-Productive.
In the real world, especially in non-medical parlors, the routine usually

looks like this:

- Long, intense steaming well beyond 8-10 minutes.



- Vigorous manual squeezing of comedones and even non-comedonal
lesions.

- Immediate ice-cold water dips or direct ice rubbing.

- Followed by harsh, alcohol-based “pore-closing” toners.

For South Asian Fitzpatrick V-V skin in a hot, polluted environment, this
pattern is problematic because:

- Over-steaming pushes TEWL up and strips barrier lipids, especially if done
weekly or more. Over time, this can create chronically sensitive, dehydrated
yet oily skin.

- Aggressive extraction on heated, vasodilated skin increases the risk of
micro-tears, prolonged erythema, and, importantly, Post-Inflammatory
Hyperpigmentation—a major concern in melanin-rich skin.

- Thermal whiplash (sudden switch from very hot to very cold) stresses
blood vessels and the barrier without offering structural benefit to pores.

- Lack of proper barrier repair afterwards means the skin is left vulnerable
to pollution, UV, and mechanical irritation, worsening texture and pigment
over time.

In short, while the ritual aims to “clean and close” pores, in many cases it
ends up destabilizing the barrier and promoting long-term sensitivity and
unevenness.

Practical Guidance for Pakistani Fitzpatrick IV-V Skin

- Keep steaming short and gentle; ensure limited time and distance from
the steamer.

- Avoid parlors that squeeze aggressively or extract every small bump.
Painful pressure is a red flag for future PIH.

- Ensure a cool (not ice-burning) compress instead of direct ice rubs, and
skip alcohol-heavy astringents.

- Ensure a barrier-supportive moisturizer and broad-spectrum sunscreen
are applied before you leave.

Better Long-Term Strategy

For “Open Pores”, If pore appearance is your main concern, you will get
more durable results by focusing on:



- Daily, gentle cleansing and consistent moisturisation to keep TEWL
controlled.
- Evidence-based actives (retinoids, salicylic acid, niacinamide) tailored to
South Asian skin, started slowly to avoid irritation and PIH.

Year-round sunscreen and antioxidant protection to limit UV and
pollution damage that magnify pore shadows and degrade collagen.

Final Take-Home.

Pores do not truly open or close; they are stable anatomical openings that
merely look different as sebum, hydration, heat, and pigment change
around them. The popular Pakistani parlor ritual of long steam facials
followed by ice-cold water gives a short-term feeling of cleanliness and
tightness but, when overdone, is more physiologically stressful than
scientifically beneficial for Fitzpatrick IV=V skin living in the heat, smog, and
high UV of Pakistan. A climate-aware, barrier-first routine will always serve
your pores better than chasing the illusion of opening and closing them.
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