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Fractional lasers from Cutera, Alma expected to be highlighted at upcoming meeting for efficacy, cost effectiveness, physicians say 

Fractional laser manufacturers like Cutera and Palomar Medical can look forward to increased demand as the technology becomes more in vogue and the economic downturn leads patients to request less invasive skin rejuvenation procedures, physicians told this news service. 

These players and others in the category - including private companies Reliant Technologies and Alma Lasers - are expected to be showcased this week at the meeting of the American Academy of Facial Plastic and Reconstructive Surgery (AAFPRS). The meeting runs from Thursday to Sunday. 

"This year is really the year of the laser," said Dr Vito Quatela, AAFPRS president and a facial plastic surgeon at the University of Rochester. "For the first time, we really have something new. The hard part is sorting through the different technologies." 

Fractional therapy refers to the way small areas of the face are treated, leaving larger swaths uninjured. "You're never heating up the skin too much in any one area," Quatela said. 

The technology also combines the best elements of non-ablative lasers - their faster recovery time - with those of ablative lasers, which produce the most dramatic results. Fractional lasers, which include fractional erbium and fractional carbon dioxide, can be used for both lines and sun damage. 

The procedure is more invasive than treatment with a non-ablative laser, but healing time isn't compromised and some patients don't even require an anesthetic, according Dr Harry Mittelman, a facial plastic surgeon in northern California. Downtime, or the period where the skin is red or raw, is limited to three to seven days, compared to seven weeks with an ablative laser, he said. 

Each of more than half-dozen cosmetic surgeons interviewed cited a different fractional laser when asked to name their favorite. Dr Neil Sadick, a New York dermatologist who has 35 lasers in his practice, noted that he looks to invest in lasers with not only the greatest clinical efficacy but also good public name recognition. 

"The CO2 laser is one of the simplest lasers to produce," Mittelman said. "Because of the fact that it is a simple, non-exclusive type of laser, many companies are getting involved in it." 

Meanwhile, Cynosure's Affirm laser and the CoolTouch's eponymous laser are used less often in clinical practice, according to Mittleman. He noted that the non-invasive lasers produced results that were "too subtle to retain their popularity," he said, adding that patients required about five treatments, which were often painful. 

Fractional CO2 lasers, in contrast, require just one to two treatments, Mittelman noted. 

Quatela noted that the CoolTouch and similar lasers work by injuring the skin before cooling it - as opposed to fractional lasers that deliver pulses to a small area so injury is kept to a minimum. 

Doctors are now trying to off-load their CoolTouch lasers as the more efficacious fractional lasers come on the market, according to Dr Anthony Sclafani, a facial plastic surgeon in New York and co-chairman of the meeting. Cutera launched its Pearl Fractional laser last month while Alma followed this week with the Pixel. 

Alma in particular has a "competitive advantage" by allowing physicians to upgrade their older CO2 lasers by adding a hand piece, noted Dr Yael Halaas, a facial plastic surgeon in New York. She added that Cynosure is also expected to launch a fractional laser. 

"We have been focused on products that are platform technologies, which are upgradable. Our products can grow as physicians mature," said Howard Kelly Alma Laser's CEO. 

Physicians can add different hand pieces to expand the clinical applications of their base device, and that’s been part of the company's strategy in maintaining their competitive edge, said Kelly. 

"I think we have a better understanding of how these lasers work," Sclafani said. "A better understanding of the physiology of the skin has led to better lasers." 

The soft economy has also bolstered demand for laser treatments, even though patients are putting off more invasive surgery, according to Mittelman. 

Quatela agreed. "People don't deny themselves plastic surgery when they really want it," he said. "I'm still as busy - but I'm doing smaller things. [Patients] tend to do less." 

As the aesthetics space becomes more competitive, physicians want to be able to offer their patients the latest in cutting edge technology, said Kelly. 

Cutera has a market cap of USD 144.15m. 
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