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The pros and cons of follicular unit extraction (FUE)

There is a lot of media attention paid to a method of obtaining hair follicles - follicular unit extraction. The method is often
touted as leaving no scars, painless, and creating results equal to or better than current strip excision methods.
Unfortunately, the hype doesn't match the science. The first mention of follicular unit extraction in the medical literature
dates back to 2002. Since that time, very few studies have been published looking at follicular unit extraction or its long
term results. In fact, the studies which have been published have looked at complications rates and transection rates of
grafts and not at long term survival of grafts.

Why is this important? Several studies done on FUE show a relative high transection rate of up to 30%. This means that of
the hairs harvested, 30% are cut in a way that will make them non-viable. This is not surprising since hair follicles have a
variable angulation and blindly cutting as with FUE tends to randomly cut the follicles. This can result in decreased survival.
No studies have looked at long term graft survival after FUE and some others have mentioned that they have seen hairs
falling out with a characteristic curved pattern which indicates that the follicles either did not survive or were not
transplanted - suggesting a decreased take rate over traditional measures.

Now the big advantage to FUE is supposedly a decreased scar. Strip excision leaves a linear scar on the back of the scalp
which can widen over time and be noticeable. Fortunately, with meticulous closure techniques, this tends not to be a
problem. FUE is not scarless. Anytime the skin is cut, there will be a scar left. FUE relies on scarring and wound contraction
to decrease the visiblity of scars but if the head is shaved, hundreds or even thousands of small scars will be seen. There is
also a risk of a cottage cheese appearance to the scalp if large FUE sessions are performed.

Another limitation is that the hair in the donor area has to be shaved for extraction. With traditional strip excision, the
donor area is completely removed and normal hair remains on either side of the wound to completely cover the donor site.
So who should consider FUE? In some cases FUE by a skilled and experienced surgeon is a good alternative to
conventional methods. Patients who may have a thin donor area or have undergone multiple previous transplants with
limited donor area are good candidates for FUE. Patients who are interested in relatively small transplants would be better
candidates than those who need larger transplants - preferably 1000 grafts or less.

Though a promising technology, there are still many studies to be done to prove the value of the procedure. Though FUE
has been around since 2002, strip excision with follicular unit transplants still remain the gold standard for hair
transplantation around the world.
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