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What Are Actives?

Actives are ingredients that impart 
some sort of benefit to the skin or help 

to address a skin concern.

01



Drug
q Cannot claim to treat or 

cure disease
q Cleanse, beautify, 

promote attractiveness, 
alter appearance

q Not subject to premarket 
approval

Cosmetic
q Used to diagnose, cure, 

treat, or prevent disease
q Affect structure and 

biological function
q OTC monograph, NDA

Cosmetics can still contain ingredients that impart skin 
benefits.

Before We Dive In...



Skin Concerns

Dryness/Hydration Hyperpigmentation Acne/Scarring

Aging Redness



q Acne
q Anti-acne actives: Benzoyl Peroxide, 

Sulfur, Adapalene, Salicylic Acid
q All OTC drugs

q Keratolytics: Retinoids (retinol, retinal), 
Hydroxy Acids, Azelaic Acid
q Retinyl ester derivatives have variable efficacy

q Hyperpigmentation
q Increase skin turnover

q Retinoids, Hydroxy Acids
q Inhibit melanocyte activity 

q Niacinamide, Retinoids, Kojic Acid, Vitamin 
C, Alpha Arbutin, Azelaic Acid

q Prevent UV stimulation of melanocyte 
activity
q Sunscreen/UV filters - OTC

qAnti-Aging
qProtect against extrinsic aging

q Sunscreen/UV filters
qAntioxidants: Vitamin C, Retinoids

q Protect against free radical & ROS damage
qHydroxy Acids
qNiacinamide

qDryness/Hydration
qHumectants: Glycerin, Panthenol, Sodium 

PCA
qOcclusives: Petrolatum, Lanolin
qBarrier repairing: Ceramides, Cholesterol, 

Niacinamide

qRedness
qSoothing/Anti-Irritant: Colloidal Oatmeal, 

Aloe Vera

Well Studied Actives for Different 
Skin Concerns



In vitro studies, oral dose 
studies, animal studies

Topical adjuvant 
therapy studies, 

permeability studies

Multiple well controlled 
clinical studies 

Hierarchy of Evidence
Increasing 

Evidence



Having an active does not
guarantee that the active 

will work as intended!

Cosmetics are not drugs! They do not have to prove safety or 
efficacy to be sold.  



You have to get the right active to the right place in 
the right form at the right amount.

There is a misconception that it is easy for the skin to absorb substances that are 
applied to it…

M. Lorencini et al. Ageing Research Reviews 2014, 15, 100–115



There are a many important 
characteristics of actives that 

influence their delivery…

Size, MW≤500 Da
Hydrophobicity, log P

Ionization Constants, pka 
Solubility
Stability



Remember: A salesperson’s job is to sell you things.

2. This data says 
nothing about 
absorption or 
systematic 
circulation.

1. Size ≥500 Da

3. Data 
presented does 
not support 
assertions or 
conclusions.

Pulled from a supplier on LinkedIn



Never take what is said about an active at 
face value whether that be a company, 

supplier, or the literature.  Actives require 
special attention and evaluation.

Active Evaluation
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Looking at the Evidence

Clinical Study

qEvidence of efficacy

qRoute / dosage form

qConcentration

qEffects

qAdverse reactions

Supplier/Company Data

qSuppliers usually do 
some testing on active 
ingredients

qIngredient pamphlets 
and brochures

Chemical 
Characterization

qCharacteristics of  
compound/mixture

qSolubility

qMolecular weight

qHydrophobicity

qpKa

1 2 3
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Critical Evaluation of Literature
Not every study is a good one.  Does this study adequately 

measure what it claims to?

q Study Design
q Study Size?
q Length of Study?
q Study Type?

q In vitro
q In vivo

q Model?
q Cell – cell type
q Animal – species

q Methods
q Inclusion/exclusion 

criteria?
q Delivery route?
q Adequate controls?
q Influence of other actives?
q Blinding and 

randomization?
q Measurements?
q Analysis?



Everyone is looking for the next “new” active 
ingredient.

Derivatives

qDerivatives are not the sameas the original 
active

qChanges in structure can influence delivery and 
activity, need to be separately evaluated

qEither show activity at the same target or are 
biologically converted to active 

Naturals/ Botanical Extracts

qComplex mixtures with many different 
components, used at low amounts

qBatch to batch, regional, and seasonal 
variations in composition

qMust ensure that extract contains active 
compound

Newer actives may be used  to make outlandish claims based off little evidence



Example: Two Clinical Studies on Tranexamic Acid
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Chemical Characteristics
Understanding chemistry of your active 
is important to:

qPrevent degradation of the active
qOxidation
qPhoto instability

qEnsure correct form of active and 
formula compatibility

qAcids must be in unionized form
qSome actives have pH dependent activity
qSolubilize active in product

Pinnell, S., et al. Dermatologic Surgery 2001, 27(2), 137-142

Morelli, M., et. al Antioxidants 2020, 9(12), 1227



Now, I’ve done all this research to learn about 
my active, does it guarantee that my product 

will work?

No 💙



Importance of Formulation
Clinical results are great but the other 
ingredients in a formulation matter too! 
Just because a clinical study observed a 
particular result doesn’t mean that your 
product will demonstrate the same efficacy 
or any at all.  Interactions with other 
components of a formulation mixture can 
influence deliverability and therefore 
efficacy.  Products should be assessed for 
their ability to deliver the active and claims 
of product efficacy should be tested.

Our product contains _____ which has 
been clinically shown to _________.

Through clinical studies our product 
has been shown to _________.

For consumers important claims language: 



CREDITS: This presentation template was created by Slidesgo, and 
includes icons by Flaticon, and infographics & images by Freepik

Thanks!
Do you have any questions?

Connect with me!

@raya.faces

https://shorturl.at/pQW27

https://bit.ly/3A1uf1Q
http://bit.ly/2TyoMsr
http://bit.ly/2TtBDfr

