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SPIRONOLACTONE 

 

What are the aims of this leaflet? 

 

This leaflet has been written to help you understand more about the drug 

spironolactone. It tells you what it is, how it works, how it is used to treat skin 

conditions, and where you can find out more about it. 

 

What is spironolactone and how does it work?  

 

Spironolactone is a drug usually prescribed for patients with heart problems, 

high blood pressure and fluid retention.  It can also have hormonal effects by 

blocking the action of androgens, “male hormones”, that are normally 

produced by women in low levels. Some women have raised levels of 

androgens or increased sensitivity to normal levels of androgens and this can 

lead to skin disorders.   Spironolactone thus can be used in the management 

of these conditions.   

 

What skin conditions are treated with spironolactone? 

 

Spironolactone is used ‘off licence’ to treat women with acne, female pattern 

hair loss and hirsutism (male pattern hair growth in women).  “Off licence” 

means that is not specifically indicated for these conditions in the prescribing 

licence.  It is also used in the management of polycystic ovarian syndrome 

(PCOS). It is not usually given to men to treat skin problems.  

 

Will spironolactone cure my condition? 

 

Spironolactone is not a cure but taken long-term it can help control and 

sometimes clear acne. It can help reduce excess facial and body hair and 

improve the thickness of scalp hair in women with certain types of hair loss.  

The treatment works slowly over several months.   

 

What dose should I take? 
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The usual daily dose for skin complaints is between 50-150mg per day.  

Higher doses are prescribed for other medical complaints. Your doctor will 

advise you on what dose to take. 

 

How should I take it? 

 

Spironolactone tablets should be swallowed whole with a glass of water after 

food. 

 

How long will I need to take spironolactone before I see an effect? 

 

Most women find that their acne starts to improve after about 3 months of 

treatment.  Hair complaints take longer, and treatment usually needs to be 

continued for up to six months before the benefit can be seen. 

 

What are the common side effects of spironolactone?  

 

Common side-effects in pre-menopausal women include breast 

tenderness/enlargement and irregular menstrual periods.  These symptoms 

usually settle with continued treatment and may be helped by taking 

spironolactone with the oral contraceptive pill. 

 

Spironolactone can cause a drop in blood pressure when going from sitting to 

standing (postural hypotension) which causes dizziness, a light headed 

feeling or fainting. Uncommon side effects include drowsiness, fatigue, 

headache, loss of libido (sex drive) and very rarely, confusion and loss of co-

ordination.  As this medication is a diuretic it can increase the amount of urine 

produced by the body.   

 

What are the rare side effects of spironolactone? 

 

Raised blood levels of potassium levels may occur during treatment with 

spironolactone.  This is uncommon in younger patients (< 45 years) and those 

without heart or kidney problems and in people who do not take other drugs 

that affect potassium levels.  It may very rarely cause abnormal blood counts 

and allergic rashes. 

 

Animal tests with very high doses of spironolactone showed a possible 

association with cancer, but this has not been observed in normal use of this 

medication in humans. 

 

Are any other precautions necessary? 
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Do not take this medication if you are pregnant or planning to become 

pregnant as it can affect the normal development of your unborn child.   

Women taking spironolactone should use effective contraception to prevent 

pregnancy.   Taking combined oral contraceptive pills in combination with 

spironolactone can increase its effectiveness in treating acne as well as 

providing contraception and reducing hormonal side-effects such as 

menstrual irregularities.   

 

How will I be monitored for the side effects of spironolactone treatment?   

 

Your doctor may recommend a blood test to check your potassium level 

before starting treatment and occasionally during treatment. These checks 

may be needed more frequently if you have heart or kidney problems or if you 

take other medication that affects potassium levels.  

 

May I drink alcohol while taking spironolactone? 

 

Drinking alcohol may increase some of the side-effects of spironolactone such 

as dizziness. It would be advisable to moderate your alcohol consumption in 

accordance with recommended guidelines. 

 

Can I take other medicines at the same time as spironolactone? 

 

If you are taking any of the following medications, please inform your doctor 

(you can check with your doctor or pharmacist): 

• Diuretics (“water tablets”) 

• Potassium supplements 

• ACE Inhibitors (eg quinapril, captopril) 

• Tablets for high blood pressure 

• Aspirin, indomethacin (an anti-inflammatory/analgesic drug) 

• Digoxin (used to treat heart conditions) 

• Trimethoprim and trimethoprim-sulfamethoxazole (types of antibiotics) 

 

Where can I get more information about spironolactone? 

 

www.dermnetnz.org 

www.aad.org 

www.medicines.org.uk 

 

For details of source materials used please contact the Clinical Standards 

Unit (clinicalstandards@bad.org.uk).  
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This leaflet aims to provide accurate information about the subject and 

is a consensus of the views held by representatives of the British 

Association of Dermatologists: individual patient circumstances may 

differ, which might alter both the advice and course of therapy given to 

you by your doctor. 

 

This leaflet has been assessed for readability by the British Association of 

Dermatologists’ Patient Information Lay Review Panel 
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