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By Stacy Gueraseva

Photography by Cory Sorensen

Zein Obagi, MD, has built his career on 

advancing the field of dermatology through 

personalized care and product development.

SITTING IN HIS MODERN, sundrenched offi  ce at 

the Obagi Skin Health Institute—an 8,000-square-

foot, fully-equipped dermatology practice in the 

heart of Beverly Hills, California—Zein Obagi, MD, 

seems a lifetime away from his days as a struggling 

medical intern, who fl ed Syria for Detroit in the 

early 1970s in search of better opportunities. T at’s 

where Dr. Obagi’s medical story begins, and it is a 

remarkable one. 

Today, Dr. Obagi helms a dermatology empire that 

encompasses three facilities in Southern California; 

two skincare lines, ZO Skin Health and ZO Medical; 

several educational seminars and courses, and a soon-

to-be-released book on skin health.

To understand how he got here, we fi rst have to 

travel back to 1960s Syria, where a teenage Zein 

Obagi was exposed to what he calls “certain disasters” 

that propelled him towards a career in medicine.

the
Beyond

Surface
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BEYOND THE SURFACE

The fi rst involved his grandfather, a Cossak who left Russia in the 1920s, settling in Syria. 

Fair-skinned, blond and blue-eyed, he suffered from chronic skin cancer. “They cut so 

many skin cancers, his face eventually deformed,” says Dr. Obagi. “And that scared me so 

much. I said, ‘How can you not prevent this?’”

The next disaster occurred when Dr. Obagi’s older sister received second- and third-

degree burns—resulting in bad scarring—when a pan of boiling water fell on her back. 

The treatment involved keeping her immobile on her stomach for four months. “I saw 

the frustration on the doctors’ faces in treating her, and I said, ‘Maybe I could be of better 

help or I could contribute positively to medicine,’” Dr. Obagi recalls. “So I made up my 

mind: I want to be a doctor.”

He didn’t waste any time, and entered Damas-

cus Medical School immediately after high school, 

graduating in 1972. The same year, eager to 

escape prejudice against Russian refugees in Syria 

and continue his medical education, Dr. Obagi 

moved to Detroit. He did his internship, but was 

unable to secure a residency in dermatology. 

Instead, he went into pathology, which satisfi ed 

his natural inquisitiveness, but ultimately proved 

too narrowly focused. “I’m a clinical guy, I like to 

talk to people,” says Dr. Obagi. “I don’t like to 

sit behind a microscope and just do biopsies and 

autopsies.” 

He completed a dermatology residency while 

serving as a medical doctor in the U.S. Navy, 

stationed in Hawaii, then spent three years as a 

dermatologist at the naval hospital in San Diego 

before opening his fi rst practice in Chula Vista, California.

At the time, the fi eld of aesthetic medicine was a vastly different landscape, and it began 

to frustrate him. “The practice of dermatology was really very limited,” Dr. Obagi recalls. 

“It focused on the skin surface. It focused on treating symptoms—not on searching and 

correcting the source of the problem.”

He wanted to get to that source, to understand why the same treatment did not work 

alike on African-American skin, Caucasian skin and Latino skin, for example. The prior 

decade had laid a unique foundation for his new quest. Pathology had given him a keen 

understanding of the “functionality of the body,” he says. His time in the naval hospital, 

where he treated numerous scars and wounds, solidifi ed his love of dermatology and 

crystallized what had been lacking in his work. “I wanted to do research. I wanted to 

fi gure out why skin cancer happens, how to prevent skin cancer, how do we treat scars,” 

he says. “The Navy didn’t feel that this was really the thing they wanted to spend budget 

money on, so I left,” he says. 

And so, behind of the walls of his newly opened practice in Chula Vista, he embarked 

on a two-year period of being an aesthetic detective. “I started searching, looking, and 

then I found out that the fi rst thing that’s missing is that we don’t have a proper approach 

to evaluate skin,” he recalls. He set a goal for himself: “There’s something wrong with 

what we know; I have to improve it.” This pursuit of a deeper understanding of skin 

would ultimately shift him from just another dermatologist to a leader in the fi eld.

 

Reaching the Cellular Level
The nucleus of Dr. Obagi’s approach to skincare is the idea that prevention, rejuvenation and 

treatment should begin at the cellular level, not on the surface, and that different skin types 

react differently to treatment. Therefore, each patient requires an individual consultation and 

The Obagi brand has become 
one of the most recognizable 
names in dermatology and 
skin care.
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treatment plan. “I started to see that dermatology, as it exists today, is inadequate,” says Dr. 

Obagi of his years at the Chula Vista practice. “I cannot accept when someone says, ‘There is 

no treatment for this.’ If there is a problem, there should be a treatment.

“I used to ask myself: OK, if I have 10 conditions, the same conditions on 10 people—

some black, some white, some Latinos—and I’m giving them the same thing, how come 

some improve, some don’t improve, some improve more, some improve less. Why?”

It soon occurred to him that the different responses related to the patients’ individual skin 

types. “I noticed that people with oily skin respond slower to treatment than people with 

dry skin,” says Dr. Obagi. “People with thin skin respond faster to treatment than people 

with thick skin. So that brought the idea to my mind that I need a skin classifi cation system 

to orient the treatment, and to really think of the skin as a living organ that should be ad-

dressed from different angles.” 

Shifting the focus from the surface to the cellular level 

changed his approach to treatment. He now had a new series 

of steps: “We start by creating a skin classifi cation to help me 

adjust treatment based on skin type,” he says. “Then I create a 

treatment protocol that allows me to go to the cells. And that 

required creating products that are able to penetrate.”

The result was the tretinoin-based Nu-Derm system, Dr Obagi’s fi rst commercially 

available skincare product, which launched in 1985. Thanks to his new approach, he was 

able to offer much more effective results, “especially in the most diffi cult problem many 

women complain of: pigmentation,” he says. 

 

A Focus on Skin Health

One such case involved a patient whose skin literally turned black after a botched 

chemical peel. The patient—a Caucasian female—was a real estate agent, whose life 

came to a halt after the incident. The case garnered national publicity. “Dad, I hope she 

can come to you,” remarked Dr. Obagi’s daughter when she saw the woman on TV. 

Six months later, the patient did indeed connect with Dr. Obagi, and after six months of 

treatment, he was able to restore her skin fully.

That success story created a buzz around Dr. Obagi. Suddenly, he began to 

receive pigmentation problems from all over the world. But since his specialty was 

not just in pigmentation, he wanted to differentiate his approach and put a name on 

it: Skin Health Restoration.

“I will not do what my 

patient wants. I will do what 

is best for my patient.”

Dr. Obagi changed 
course from pathology to 
dermatology because “I like 
to talk to people,” he says.
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“[In dermatology] we were disease-oriented, not 

health-oriented,” he says. Skin health restoration, as 

Dr. Obagi defi ned it, meant returning skin to a natural, 

healthy state, where it is “smooth and tight with collagen 

and elastin; even in color, when all the cells are working 

properly; hydrated, natural and strong,” Dr Obagi ex-

plains. Armed with his newly coined term, he set about 

creating a more comprehensive analysis of his patients’ 

skin. “So that when I treat you—let’s say, the patient has 

acne, skin is sensitive, or oily, pores are large—I don’t 

focus only on treating the acne, I want to correct all the 

other elements at the same time. And that’s how I make 

your skin healthy.”

 

T e Circle of Care
He next entered the arena of the TCA peel, which was in its infancy at the time and “had 

no systemic absorption,” he says.  “A doctor would take the acid, paint it on and say in his 

heart, ‘I hope she will be alright.’” Dr. Obagi began to experiment with the concentration 

and formulation of TCA peels. He developed the TCA-based Blue Peel and was one of 

the fi rst dermatologists to attempt peeling dark skin types—something that was unheard 

of at the time—with successful results. 

By the late 1980s, the Nu-Derm System and Blue Peels were growing in reputation. 

“Everybody thought it was magic,” he recalls. “So when doctors saw my results, they 

fl ocked in to try to learn.” He formed a small company to distribute the product. Ten 

years later, a bigger company bought Nu-Derm and went public, at which point Dr. Obagi 

and the company decided to part ways. 

“By 1987-89, when my name was all over the country, all over 

the world, at that time I entered through a war,” he recalls. “The 

war was that I’m changing the concept of dermatology practice, and 

there are people who have narrow vision and big egos—’who is 

he to change this, we don’t want to believe him.’ They ganged up 

on me.” But he stuck to his vision and within six years, the industry 

came around. “It’s like when Galileo tried to tell people the earth is 

round, and everyone thought it was fl at,” he says. 

In 2007, he introduced ZO Skin Health—a non-medical line for 

daily skin care. The line’s key differentiating point has been that it offers a higher concen-

tration of retinol than what is commonly found in over-the-counter department store 

lines. “That represents the circle of skincare,” he says. “Everybody—from childhood to 

the day we die—we have to be in that circle, taking care of our skin, as we eat, as we 

breathe, as we do everything to look our best.”

A Family Legacy
Dr. Obagi’s success has inspired his children as well. Suzan Obagi, MD, is a dermatologist 

and cosmetic surgeon. Daughter Sandra is a licensed esthetician, and Dr. Obagi has a son 

who is currently studying pre-med in Boston and a 21-year-old daughter who is eying a 

future in medicine.

But his biggest champion has been his wife, Samar, who for 20 years has been handling 

the business side of the Obagi Skin Health Centers, including practice management, travel 

and employee training. “She takes the whole headache off my back,” says Dr. Obagi. 

“I only do what I do: I do my research, I do my work, I do my formulation, I see my 

patients, I train doctors.” He points out that it’s not often that a husband and wife can 

work together successfully, but in their case, it was the opposite. “Luckily, I have the most 

BEYOND THE SURFACE

“A doctor would take the 

acid, paint it on and say 

in his heart, ‘I hope she 

will be alright.’”

Before After

Dr. Obagi’s successful treatment 
of this patient, who suffered 
severe PIH following a chemical 
peel, gained him a global 
reputation for the treatment of 
pigmentation concerns.
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wonderful wife in the world,” he says. “From day one, she has been with me.” Together, 

they’ve grown the practice and expanded the Obagi brand, without any of the successes 

or obstacles affecting their marriage. And that is among his proudest achievements.

Dr. Obagi also benefi ted from two key fi gures in dermatology, both of whom pre-

pared him to “fi ght those people who have tunnel vision,” he says. The fi rst was Dr. Sam 

Stegman in San Francisco. “When he saw me doing peels, he really helped me in solving 

certain puzzles,” says Dr. Obagi. The other mentor was Dr. Albert Kligman, “who was a 

master of Retin A. So those two people worked with me, and we shared ideas. Other-

wise, I am self-made.”

 

A Focus on Education

As he enters 2014, Dr. Obagi is focused on spreading his knowledge about skin health 

science through a variety of educational platforms. “I try to educate the public through 

webinars and seminars,” he says. He recently trained 13 doctors who came from all over 

Europe at his Beverly Hills facility, and he hosts these types of seminars every two to three 

months “to really learn and advance,” he says. “This is the future.” 

But he doesn’t want the education to stop at the medical community; he also wants 

to empower patients with information “There are patients who have high expectations, 

or patients who are demanding a miracle overnight, and unfortunately, there are doctors 

who will do what the patient wants and, in general, they’ll end up with a disaster,” says 

Dr. Obagi. “Physicians have to exert control. I will not do what my patient wants, I will do 

what is best for my patient.” 

He calls it a “fatherly approach, or a family approach,” and believes that if physicians 

spend 15 minutes educating their patients about their concerns and treatment options, “I 

think patients would become more friendly and more open-minded.”

He points out that most doctors spend “zero time educating patients” and instead do 

what he calls “procedure on-demand.” Dr. Obagi explains what will work best for the 

patient, and does procedures according to the skin’s needs, and not the patient’s wants. 

“Never do a budget treatment,” he says. “If you come to me and say, ‘I only have 300 

dollars for a fi ller.’ I will tell you: don’t do it. You will see no difference. Come back when 

you have the money to do it right.’” And his most important piece of advice: “Never treat 

weak, inactive skin. Activate skin, that’s called skin conditioning, and treat it. You will get 

results, the patient will be happy.”

He wants patients to understand this too; that before you treat the skin, it needs to be 

fi xed from the inside out. “If your skin is not good, no matter what you do, it’s not gonna 

look good,” he says. “So I feel strongly, the new trend, which I’m going to focus on in my 

teaching and with my lectures and my public seminars, will be based on prevention.” 

Stacy Gueraseva is the senior editor of MedEsthetics.

Dr. Obagi’s wife, Samar, oversees 
business management while he 
focuses on research, patient care 
and product development.
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MyHERO Ultra Rich Anti-Aging Growth Cream 
from mybody is an intensive bioactive moisturizing 
cream formulated to stimulate collagen production 
and boost skin immunity. Ingredients include SYN-
COLL, a wrinkle-reducing peptide that mimics the 
body’s own collagen-producing abilities; Revinage, an 
antiaging and skin lightening complex with antioxidant, 
anti-infl ammatory and oil-controlling benefi ts; and 
Seplift DPHP to stimulate and protect the rebuilding of 
collagen fi bers. Contact: 877.423.1314, lovemybody.com.

ZO Medical Restoracalm 
helps to reduce redness, calm 
irritation and stimulate the 
skin’s natural barrier repair 
functions. Key ingredients 
include buddleja plant stem cell 
technology and beta-glucan 
to soothe skin and reduce 
reactivity. The gentle topical 
provides immediate relief 
and hydration for sensitive, 
weak, dry or compromised 
skin. Contact: 888.893.1375, 

zoskinhealth.com.

Phytoceutical Signature antiaging cream with 
IMPA Complex offers a blend of hexapeptides, 
glycoproteins, and protein hydrolysate to 
stimulate cell-to-cell interaction, assist in the 
formation of collagen, brighten skin and reduce 
skin imperfections, including fi ne lines and 
wrinkles. Contact: 201.791.2255, phyto-c.com.

Glytone’s prescription-only 

SunVanish Rx features 4% 
hydroquinone and SPF 25 broad-
spectrum sun protection to fade 
hyperpigmentation and prevent 

future dark patches. The lightweight, 
water resistant cream gradually 

lightens areas of hyperpigmentation 
for a more even complexion 

while 7.5% octinoxate and 5% 
oxybenzone provide broad-

spectrum sun protection. Contact: 

800.459.8663, glytone-usa.com.

The Z Wave Radical Pulse 

Therapy (RPT) cryolipolysis 
device from Zimmer features a 
compressor-free ballistic radical 
pulse system with electromagnetic 
generator to destabilize fat 
structures and increase collagen 
production for fi rmer skin and 
improved contour. The painless, 
noninvasive treatment requires no 
vigorous massage. Patients undergo 
monthly treatments with no 
downtime. Contact: 800.327.3576, 

zimmerusa.com.

Give your patients dramatic-looking 
lashes with RevitaLash Ad-

vanced. The cosmetic formulation 
addresses the visual signs of eyelash 

aging and stress with proprietary 
Biopeptin Complex, antioxidants 

and fortifying amino acids that 
work in concert to help enhance 

the look and health of lashes. (Not 
available in California.). Contact: 

877.909.5274, revitalash.com
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If laser, peel and neurotoxin therapies are used in your practice,
ZO® Skin Health systems are the most effective treatments
for all skin types.

Therapeutic and Daily Skincare Products
ZO® Medical and ZO® Skin Health products provide
deep penetration and activation that optimize lasting results.

Dr. Zein Obagi’s Protocols Maximize Efficacy
New and expanded protocols support therapeutic treatments
of acute and chronic disorders, and daily skincare.

ZO® Seminars by Dr. Zein Obagi 
See Dr. Obagi share his contemporary principles of skin health
science. Find dates and locations at zoskinhealth.com/events

Advanced Skin Health Solutions for All Skin Types

 ZO®

Skin Health
Circle

ZO Skin Health, Inc. and Dr. Obagi have no business relationship with Obagi Medical Products, and Obagi Medical Products does not sell or endorse using any ZO product. Today’s Obagi Blue Peel® 
is produced and marketed by Obagi Medical Products. Obagi® and Obagi Blue Peel® are registered trademarks of Obagi Medical Products. ZO® is a registered trademark of ZO Skin Health, Inc.

www.zoskinhealth.com
949.988.7524

ZO Skin Health, Inc. and Dr. Obagi have no business relationship with Obagi Medical Products, and Obagi Medical Products
does not sell or endorse using any ZO product. “ZO” is a registered trademark of ZO Skin Health, Inc. 

ZO® GSR™ Systems
Developed by Zein Obagi, MD

Cleansing & Normalizing Stimulation & Mechanical Exfoliation

WASH SCRUB CONTROL

Sebum Control & pH Balancing

The Essential Step to Skin Health.
ZO® GSR™ Systems are today’s only complete solutions designed to normalize skin function as the fi rst step in 
optimizing the epidermis and dermis during therapeutic treatments or to maintain truly healthy skin on a daily basis.

Normalizing Skin Function
Developed under the guidance of Dr. Zein Obagi, ZO® GSR™ 
Systems’ new formulations, synergistic products and 
effective protocols are designed to normalize skin
and improve barrier function through:
• Enhanced natural exfoliation
• Anti-bacterial and anti-infl ammatory effects
• Sebum control and pH balancing
• Restoration of natural hydration
• Epidermal renewal
• Acne prevention and treatment
• Reduced sensitivity and supportive healing

ZO® GSR™ Medical System
For use by patients with skin disorders, this system with 
protocols for oily and dry skin is used during and after 
treatment to maximize results and minimize reactions.
Mandatory for All ZO® Treatment Protocols
ZO® GSR™ Medical System must be used to
achieve successful treatment results.

ZO® GSR™ Non-Medical System
For use every day by individuals without skin
disorders, this system optimizes skin health
and supports the skin’s barrier function.

protocols for oily and dry skin is used during and after 
treatment to maximize results and minimize reactions.
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