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Why Is There a Donor Zone at All? An Evolutionary
Question We Rarely Ask

Bruno luskow Jacobovski, MD | Barcelona, Spain | bjacoh@gmail.com

All hair transplant surgeons rely on it. We plan around it, we measure it, we worry about exhausting
it. We call it the donor zone. And in more than 13 years of practice, | have almost never heard anyone
ask the obvious question: Why does the donor zone exist at all?

The clinical fact is so familiar that it has become invisible. Androgenetic alopecia removes hair in a
highly reproducible topographic pattern, and yet it spares an occipito-parietal band of terminal follicles
with remarkable consistency across populations, ethnicities, and even advanced stages of androgenetic
alopecia. Since Orentreich first demonstrated donor dominance,' we have known that the property trav-
els with the follicle rather than with the site. Our entire discipline is built on that observation.

WHAT WE KNOW, AND WHAT IT DOES NOT TELL US

We understand the proximate mechanism reasonably well. Follicles in the donor zone show lower
androgen sensitivity than susceptible ones: fewer androgen receptors and less 5a-reductase than folli-
cles from other areas of the scalp.? That explains how the boundary is enforced. It is a good answer to a
different question.

What it does not explain is the geography. A mechanism that enforces a boundary is not a reason for
the boundary to lie where it does. Why should androgenetic susceptibility be distributed anatomically at
all? And why is the spared zone, so consistently, the occipito-parietal scalp rather than the vertex, or a
random patch, or nothing in particular?

This is not an idle question, and the field has noticed. Redmond and colleagues put it plainly in 2023:
it remains unclear why miniaturization follows this specific pattern, with frontal follicles susceptible
while occipital follicles remain terminal.? Their proposed answer is embryological—the balding bound-
ary may coincide with the germ-layer boundary between neural-crest-derived and mesoderm-derived
dermis. It is a serious proposal, and one that this hypothesis does not contradict.

It is worth giving that account a fuller hearing, because the two explanations answer different questions.
A developmental boundary can specify where a frontier lies—it can draw the line between competent
and resistant territory—but it does not, on its own, explain why the resistant territory sits at the occipi-
to-parietal pole rather than anywhere else, nor why that same arrangement recurs so faithfully across
human populations. Embryology can supply the mechanism that marks the border; it does not supply the
reason the border should fall where it does. An evolutionary-conservation account is addressed to pre-
cisely that residual question. The two are best read as complementary and operating at different levels: the
developmental boundary as the proximate substrate through which a deeper, historically shaped geogra-
phy is expressed. If the germ-layer boundary is itself the footprint of an older selective landscape, then
the developmental and evolutionary accounts are not rivals but the same story told at two depths.

A DIFFERENT LEVEL OF EXPLANATION

| propose an answer at a different level, and it’s put before this readership because the observation
it tries to explain is one we make every working day. In the interest of transparency, what follows is the
author’s own hypothesis, developed at greater length in a preprint?; | set it out here as a proposal for
discussion, not as an established finding, and declare no competing interest beyond authorship of that
work.
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ISHRS a guaranty or endorsement of the quality or value
of the advertised product or service or of any of the
representations or claims made by the advertiser.

Hair Transplant Forum International is a privately
published newsletter of the International Society of Hair
Restoration Surgery. Its contents are solely the opinions
of the authors and are not formally “peer reviewed”
before publication. To facilitate the free exchange
of information, a less stringent standard is employed
to evaluate the scientific accuracy of the letters and
articles published in the Forum. The standard of proof
required for letters and articles is not to be compared
with that of formal medical journals. The newsletter
was designed to be and continues to be a printed forum
where specialists and beginners in hair restoration
techniques can exchange thoughts, experiences,
opinions, and pilot studies on all matters relating to hair
restoration. The contents of this publication are not to
be quoted without the above disclaimer.

The material published in the Forum is copyrighted
and may not be utilized in any form without the
express written consent of the Editor(s).
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We are just weeks away from our
World Congress in Rio de Janeiro,
_ and my final president’s message
N A/ will focus on one of ISHRS’s great-
est strengths: our World Congresses.

ISHRS conferences are more than annual meetings. They
are places to learn, exchange ideas, build friendships, and
improve patient care.

THE NEWCOMER

A first ISHRS conference can be exciting and intimidating.
| remember attending my first meeting as a young hair resto-
ration surgeon surrounded by pioneers and colleagues with
far more experience than | had.

First-time attendees may feel the same. There are many
sessions, unfamiliar faces, and much to learn. This is what
makes conferences valuable: they offer a place to listen,
observe, ask questions, and meet others committed to our
specialty. In Rio, our renewed Newcomers Program will
help first-time attendees meet colleagues, navigate the Con-
gress, and feel part of the ISHRS community.

If this is your first World Congress, come with curiosity.
Attend a session outside your usual interests, introduce
yourself to someone new, and join the social events. You
may arrive as a newcomer, but you will leave with knowl-
edge, professional connections, and lasting friendships.

FROM LEARNER TO TEACHER

Conferences remain valuable throughout our careers.

This has been certainly true for me: Every technique | later
introduced into my practice was first encountered at a con-
ference—through a lecture, video session, observation of a
colleague, or discussion of a difficult case.

| remember my first ISHRS presentation in San Francisco in
2013. | presented a video on combining motorized FUE with
Sharp Implanters for a large, one-day procedure. | was proud
to share a true game changer in FUE, but | was so nervous
that I could barely answer the moderator’s questions.

That session also included Drs. Kapil Dua and Roberto
Trivellini. None of us knew where our careers would lead.
That group would later include two ISHRS presidents and
a Follicle Award recipient. At the time, however, we were
simply colleagues learning from one another and following
the early pioneers of FUE.

Rio will offer the same opportunity to interact with peers.
The program includes general and focused sessions, practi-
cal surgical education, and a live surgery workshop orga-
nized by our Brazilian colleagues where participants can
observe surgical decision-making and learn from experi-
enced faculty. You do not need to present to participate
actively. Listen carefully, join discussions, and speak with
colleagues after sessions. One good idea can improve your
next procedure, consultation, or approach to a difficult case.

President’s Message
Conradin von Albertini, MD, FISHRS | Ziirich, Switzerland | president@ishrs.org

The Transformative Power of Conferences

MENTORING AND LEADERSHIP

Later in our careers, conferences allow us to help others
grow. We can welcome newcomers, share our experience,
and encourage colleagues beginning their involvement in the
ISHRS. I have been fortunate to learn from outstanding men-
tors, including Dr. Bob Haber and Drs. Bessam and Nilofer
Farjo. Their guidance encouraged me to share my experience,
become involved in the ISHRS, and develop as a leader. Over
time, they became valued friends and trusted confidants. |
especially remember invitations to join a mentor’s table. It
was a simple gesture, but it made me feel included and taught
me that collegiality is essential to education.

If you are an experienced member, look for a newcomer
in Rio. Welcome them, introduce them to colleagues, and
offer advice or encouragement.

THE MANAGER: ISHRS STAFF

A World Congress requires an exceptional team behind the
scenes. Under Executive Director Victoria Ceh and Program
Director Melanie Stancampiano, the ISHRS staff brings pro-
fessionalism, dedication, and attention to detail to every part
of the meeting.

Registration, scientific sessions, communications, social
events, and member services require extensive planning,
coordination, and problem-solving. Our staff makes a complex
global meeting appear seamless and is essential to its success.

THE ORGANIZER

Educational events also depend on members who volun-
teer their time and expertise. Organizing sessions, work-
shops, and conferences requires commitment, but it is a
rewarding way to give back.

As Chair of the 2018 World Live Surgery Workshop in
Dubai, | experienced another benefit of organizing: working
closely with emerging techniques, new evidence, faculty,
and colleagues worldwide. Organizers deepen their under-
standing of educational needs, build relationships, and help
shape the future of our specialty.

Dr. Chumak, his team, and our Brazilian hosts have brought
vision and energy to a congress that is scientifically rigorous,
practical, relevant, and engaging. The theme “Where Integrity
Meets Excellence” reflects our commitment to high standards.

TOGETHER IN RIO

Rio de Janeiro will unite learning, mentorship, practi-
cal experience, and friendship with Brazil’s warmth and
hospitality. During the day, we will exchange ideas that
strengthen our practices and patient care. In the evenings,
we will connect through conversation, shared meals, music,
and the spirit of this remarkable city. | invite you to embrace
this World Congress: learn with curiosity, share generously,
welcome new colleagues, and build relationships that will
continue long after the meeting ends. m
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Co-Editors’ Message

This is the
last issue of the
Forum to reach
you before Rio,
which makes it a
pleasant one to
put together. By the time it arrives, the 34th World Congress
will be fast approaching: the Live Surgery Workshop on
October 13, pre-courses on October 14, and the Congress
itself October 15-17. One of us will be rather closer to home
than the other.

Maxim Chumak has chaired the scientific program, and it
is worth looking closely at the schedule before you travel.
One hundred and ninety-six abstracts were reviewed. The
result is 12 General Sessions, 8 Focused Sessions, and 3
debates on questions our field has not settled, along with
short-video sections; Cases, Studies, and Innovations (CSI);
and the Morbidity & Mortality Conference.

Max has also protected something that a full program
usually squeezes out—time to talk. There will be opportu-
nities to discuss diverse perspectives on real-world clinical
challenges during interactive Debate Sessions, learn from the
Live Patient Viewing, and expand your knowledge through
pre-Congress courses, including the Basics Course, ABHRS
Board Review, and Scalp Micropigmentation. There also
will be time to connect with colleagues at the Newcomers
Orientation & Speed Networking. A podcast series will be
recorded on site, so some of the conversations in the corri-
dors will survive the flight home. The theme “Integrity Meets
Excellence” has been built into the program rather than
added to the cover. Thank you, Max.

We want to spend a moment on the article that opens this
issue, because it is not quite the sort of theme we usually
publish.

Bruno Jacobovski asks why there is a donor zone at all.
Not how the boundary is enforced—we have reasonable
answers there, in androgen receptor density and 5a-reduc-
tase—but why the spared area sits at the occipito-parietal
pole rather than anywhere else, and why it does so con-
sistently across populations. His proposal is evolutionary.
During the long pronograde phase of our lineage, when our
ape-like ancestors were moving around on four limbs, the
occipito-parietal surface was carried uppermost and took
the most direct sun, and he argues that selection therefore
acted more strongly against any loss of follicular cover there.

Dr. Vikram Jayaprakash Dr. Henrique Radwanski
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Vikram Jayaprakash, BM, FISHRS | Malvern, Australia
Henrique N. Radwanski, MD, FISHRS | Rio de Janeiro, Brazil
forumeditors@ishrs.org

On this reading, the donor zone did not acquire resistance.
It simply kept the ancestral coat more faithfully than the rest
of the scalp did. This is consistent with Darwin’s theory of
adaptability: organisms with inherited traits best suited to a
changing environment are more likely to survive and repro-
duce. What became regionalised was never the hair, but the
susceptibility to losing it.

The author is honest about the weak point. His central
claim about head position is a hypothesis, not a proven
fact, and he includes a section on what would prove him
wrong. Even so, the change of perspective is worth con-
sidering. If he is right, the balding pattern we treat every
day is simply the shape of what survived, viewed from the
other side. Cases like DUPA and DPA also start to make
sense rather than just being inconvenient. There is a small
paradox about bipedalism in there too, which we will let
you find for yourself.

We publish this article as a proposal for discussion.

That is what this newsletter was created to be: a printed
forum where thoughts, opinions, and pilot studies can be
exchanged without waiting for the certainty a formal journal
demands. Hypotheses of this kind are rare in our pages, and
we would like them to be less rare.

If a reader can show that the anatomy does not work, that
would be a useful result of the publication, and we would
happily print it.

Elsewhere in this issue: Lorena Visentainer and colleagues
report a case series on eyelash transplantation using long
hair FUE with an implanter pen. The complications are
included and discussed openly, which is what makes a small
series useful. Sara Wasserbauer writes on body dysmorphic
disorder in “Hair’s the Question,” and also reports from the
AMA House of Delegates on where our advocacy currently
stands. Russell Knudsen writes on the client-versus-patient
paradox, which sits well alongside this year’s Congress
theme. Vincenzo Gambino reports from the Hair Transplant
360 Workshop in St. Louis.

We hope to see you in Rio, where one of us will be
debating alongside Russell Knudsen, against Bessam and
Nilofer Farjo—ironically, defending the opposite side of an
argument we have both spent years making the other way
around.

We strongly suggest arriving a few days before the main
event. Rio is a truly unique city, with an extraordinary vari-
ety of experiences to enjoy! m
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SAFE HAIR
TRANSPLANT
SURGERY

STARTS HERE

FightTheFight.ISHRS.org

The illegal practice of medicine is spreading around the world .
through black-market clinics, where individuals who are not
doctors perform hair transplant surgery. ISHRS members are

seeing complex repair cases more often than ever.

Setting the Standard for Ethical,
Physician-Performed Hair Transplant Surgery

How You Can Get Involved

Submit a repair case for publishing on the ISHRS website Scan for Media Kit
5 & social media (article, photos & video)

Access messaging & press release templates to contact
journalists in your country

template letters to the Ministries of Health & more

Use our media kit to access graphics in over 15 languages,

Questions: fightthefight@ishrs.org Access resources: ISHRS.org/MediaKit



http://fightthefight.ishrs.org
http://fightthefight.ishrs.org

