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Sara Speaks 
ACNE and Probiotics: The Next Big Thing

We live in a world where appearances 
matter! For those with troubled skin, the 
struggle to get acne under control can be 
emotionally demoralizing. According to the 
American Academy of Dermatology, acne is 
the most common skin disorder in the 
United States, affecting 40 to 50 million 
Americans, most commonly – but as I can 
personally attest, not limited to – teenagers. 
“Make no mistake, it is equally disturbing 
to have an acne flare up as an adult as it is 
for a teen,” said brand and insights special-
ist Jen Drexler, senior vice president of 
Insight Strategy Group. Adults have a bit 
more perspective and can get past it, but 
this doesn’t mean it’s less disruptive. It’s one 
thing to go to high school with a pimple 
when everyone has one but it’s another 
thing to go to a board meeting with a blem-
ish and feel an entirely different, almost 
debilitating level of anxiety. Psychologically 
it is a total setback. Adults who suffer from 
acne may have had unyielding acne since 
they were teenagers, are having a recur-
rence, or are experiencing adult acne for 
the fi rst time. In any case, sufferers often 
are confused, frustrated and panicked. 

OTC Actives

Over-the-counter (OTC) acne products 
are both convenient and inexpensive, and 
when acne fl ares, you just have to take 
action. Whether it’s the occasional boil or 
an all-out pizza face, there’s nothing like 
acne that will drive a girl faster to the drug 
store to fi nd the most powerful, fastest acne 
treatment available. Women are willing to 
do just about whatever it takes if it means 
clear, beautiful healthy skin, which means 
plenty of opportunity for effective acne 
care products that deliver results in the 
long- and short-term. 

The most common OTC active ingredi-
ents for quick results are benzoyl peroxide, 

salicylic acid (also known as beta hydroxy 
acid) and, to a lesser extent, sulfur. Quite 
simply, these ingredients get results. In 
March, SMB Essentials launched Sulfur 
Clarifying Moisturizer to treat acne both 
proactively and retroactively. Sulfur was 
chosen because of its proven history of 
effectiveness, and versatility as a “nature-
based” ingredient, not synthesized in a lab. 
The brand claims the moisturizer also has 
long-term skin benefi ts to keep skin clear. 

Even when effi cacious, however, these 
ingredients aren’t often marketed well for 
adults who do not want to share their prod-
ucts with their teenagers. The market need 
is to address life stages and emergency care 
beyond teens. Adult needs are different, 
their skin is different, and there is no one 
size fi ts all strategy. “Today’s women proba-
bly grew up on products like Proactive – 
one of the best-selling acne treatment 
systems in America, and they remember the 
burning, redness and peeling,” said Drexler. 
“They need to know that products for them 
are not using that approach.” Some brands 
are better placed than others to make a plan 
in this area. Olay’s ongoing commitment to 
understand consumers enables the brand to 
do a good job talking to adults about results 
and validates problems with scientifi cally 
based and reasonable products. For brands 
that make this kind of effort, especially 
toward niche areas with alternative actives 
that offer immediate and long-term results, 
the possibilities for success in the US market 
are exponential. 

Many of the trends found in skin care 
today can be traced to the professional skin 
care market, as professional treatments 
trickle into the mainstream. Osmosis Pur 
Medical Skincare is working on an innova-
tion based on trioxolane for Protein Oxida-
tion Repair Technology, which will create 
permanent corrections of the dermal-epi-
dermal junction (DEJ), thereby helping to 

diminish acne. To be available in spas and 
online, the professional brand’s philosophy 
is to treat the source of the problem to heal 
the skin and its conditions. 

Masks are particularly popular as an at-
home treatment to cleanse skin, reduce 
redness and minimize pores. Research by 
NPD Group shows that US consumers went 
for facial masks in a big way last year, with 
sales up 60%. Skin therapist Diana Ralys, LE, 
COE, made available her professional treat-
ment Multitask Mask for both women and 
teens on Amazon.com in June, as part of her 
Diana Ralys Skin Health line. The product 
comes in a powder form and is mixed right 
before its application so ingredients interact 
directly on the skin. The strength of the 
mask is customizable, depending what is 
used to activate the mask – generally a toner 
– and whether it is used for a weekly or spot 
treatment. Being able to bring home the spa 
experience – or, more importantly, results 
– meets the needs of those still traumatized 
by the lingering effects of the struggling 
economy while still providing a quick fi x.

Acne Alternatives

The need is growing, however, for pro-
ducts that work without the stigma of harsh 
ingredients. While products with a natural 
bent continue to appear on the market as 
consumers desire to purchase them, effi ca-
cious options featuring alternatives for acne 
are still lacking. Pregnant women and those 
with sensitivities or eco-friendly ideals are 
looking for more choices, including tea tree 
oil and derivatives of vitamin B3. “Homeo-
pathic options won’t interfere with a wom-
an’s life stages or her philosophy about the 
world,” explained Drexler.  

What many women are looking for is 
more products like LUSH Grease Lightening 
Cleanser, a spot-cleansing gel that's an infu-
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sion of thyme, tea tree oil, and rosemary to 
clean up dirt and clogged pores that become 
infl amed because of bacteria and grime. 

Similarly, Clearing Serum from Kypris is 
especially benefi cial for “fussy, pollution-
irritated, or hormonally wonky complex-
ions.” The twice-daily serum features active 
natural ingredients, such as zinc acetyl 
methionate to balance sebum production, 
apple fruit extract as an alpha hydroxy acid, 
and a proprietary blend of tea tree and other 
essential oils to minimize the appearance of 
scars and reinforce the skin’s barrier func-
tion. Kypris, selected as the Green Company 
of the Year 2014 by Green Spa Network, 
aims to support the skin’s natural processes.

Some caution is required, however, since 
tea tree oil alone on skin can be too harsh, 
yet too little can render it ineffective. Tea 
MD founder Sameer Ismailjee is a board-
certifi ed physician who specializes in treat-
ing acute skin conditions. He spent almost a 
year working with leading chemists and 
formulators to create the right blend of 
ingredients for a gentle, yet effective solu-
tion safe for all ages. His fi rst launch, Daily 
Facial Cleanser features 5-7% tea tree oil in 
each 4 oz. bottle, and the brand is working 
to add a body wash with tea tree oil for 
antiseptic properties soon. 

Many products use a combination of 
actives to balance function and meet the 
desires of consumers. One of the fi rst doc-
tor-developed brands, Murad launched its 
Acne Clearing Solution in March. The prod-
uct uses tea tree oil in addition to salicylic 
acid to treat and prevent breakouts, redness 
and peeling. Several of the popular OTC 
drug store brand products by Olay, includ-
ing the Regenerist and Total Effects lines, 
contain niacinamide, the biologically active 
form of vitamin B3, to increase the rate of 
skin exfoliation and barrier repair.  

Probiotics: 
The Next Big Thing

Because the trend is toward effective nat-
ural solutions, probiotics could become the 

next big thing for acne treatment. In recent 
years, ingested probiotics have become 
synonymous with helping maintain good 
digestive health as well as regulating the 
immune system. Such a robust immune 
system is necessary for the proper function 
of every other part of the body. Whether as 
live active cultures found in some yogurts 
or as daily supplements, probiotics are live, 
“friendly” bacteria that have been shown to 
benefi t a person’s health. Emerging research 
is fi nding that just as infl ammation in the 
gut can cause infl ammation in the body, it 
can lead also to infl ammation in the skin. 
Restoring benefi cial bacteria appears to 
reduce skin infl ammation from the outside, 
thus improving acne. According to the 
American Academy of Dermatology, skin 
prone to acne has shown improvement with 
daily probiotic use.

In addition to taking probiotics internally, 
there’s some research showing that topical 
probiotics can reduce acne as well. A study 
published in the Journal of Cosmetic Science, 
for example, explained that lactobacillus 
extract at 5% can be used to effectively treat 
mild acne lesions when topically applied.

“While more studies are needed to iden-
tify the most benefi cial aspects of probiotics 
and determine whether topical or oral pro-
biotics yield the best results, I think we can 
expect to see some cutting-edge probiotic 
products for acne and rosacea in the near 
future, particularly as an effective combina-
tion therapy with prescription medications 
or over-the-counter topical treatments,” said 
Whitney P. Bowe, MD, FAAD.

Some cosmetics and personal care manu-
facturers have started using probiotics in 
their topical products based on this early 
research. Probiotics supplier Natren, Inc. 
manufactures its own skin care products. 
Natasha’s Probiotic Face Cream is enriched 
with DNA fragments of benefi cial bacterial 
cells to speed up the skin’s own natural 
renewal process and natural enzymes to 
mildly exfoliate blemish-prone skin. 

The idea behind such products is that 
when the skin’s bacteria levels are not in 

proper balance, it becomes more suscepti-
ble to harmful bacteria, pollutants, free 
radicals, and allergens. Probiotics are benefi -
cial bacteria that battle the harmful 
microbes. With regular use, toxin-producing 
bacteria are reduced, including those 
behind the appearance of ugly acne erup-
tions. 

Probiotics can act as a protective shield, 
preventing the skin cells from its natural 
immune response in the presence of bad 
bacteria. This also has a calming effect. 
Bowe explained that healthy signals pro-
duced by the probiotics stop the skin cells 
from sending messages to the immune 
system that result in fl ares. In addition, 
sometimes the substances produced by 
probiotics have antimicrobial properties. 
Bowe predicts the specifi c strains that can 
help fi ght harmful bugs triggering infl am-
mation could be identifi ed in the near future 
and will be marketed for their antimicrobial 
properties. 

Dr Lili Fan uses Lactobacillus acidophillus, 
a lactic acid-producing organism responsi-
ble for yogurt and buttermilk. “Acne bacte-
ria is very unique and most actives only 
make the environment unsuitable for 
growth, without eliminating the bacteria 
itself, whereas probiotics work to clean up 
the surface of the skin,” explained founder 
Lili Fan, MD. The brand’s pharmaceutical-
grade probiotic is bred from rice protein, 
which has fewer sensitivities compared to 
milk – and a better scent. 

 In addition to being an anti-infl ammatory 
agent with antimicrobial properties, probi-
otics may also function as a stimulator. The 
probiotic organism has several well-known 
molecules, such as beta glucan, lipoteichoic 
acid and peptidoglycans, that demonstrated 
immune stimulation in cell culture. By 
identifying and isolating the desired func-
tion molecules, Fan is able to formulate a 
product with a lower concentration of pro-
biotics that have high effi cacy. 

Fan’s special blend probiotic and patented 
lipopeptides are a powerful anti-aging com-
bination that also is effective for acne. The 
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brand is in development of a line specifi cally 
for acne care as well. Fan also uses a bioac-
tive delivery technology to more effectively 
stimulate skin’s immune system. “We’ve 
known for centuries the effectiveness of 
probiotics on the skin, now we just need to 
study more on how they work”, said Fan. 
“Probiotics can be the great opportunity for 
next level of cosmeceutical as long as it is 
used properly. It is not a medical biological 
products and there is no FDA regulation for 
it yet.” 

Even color cosmetics can get in on the 
action with multifunctional products that 
provide long-term benefi ts with immediate 
visible coverage. Clinique Redness Solutions 
Makeup, for example, treats facial redness 
while you wear it. The active probiotic Lac-
tobacillus, a type of bacteria that naturally 
exists within the body, and natural extracts 
help soothe the skin’s barrier to lessen red-
ness caused by infl ammation. The promise 
of instantly better-looking skin is a strong 
incentive for purchase.

Lancôme, Burt’s Bees, Bioelements and 
Revive are just a few of the other brands 
injecting probiotics into products in follow-
ing the trend. While the U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) has approved no spe-
cifi c health claims or regulations for probi-
otics in cosmetics, more such products are 
likely to hit the shelves as the trend picks up 
momentum. Their role in acne, as well as 

wound healing and photo-protection is 
promising but larger trials are needed. 

Having the scientifi c data to back up 
claims will support anecdotal results that 
consumers can see and feel. Supplier 
Ganeden Biotech is no stranger to probiotic-
based technology. The supplier has one of 
the fi rst patented, probiotic-derived topical 
cosmeceutical ingredients, with physical 
properties that allegedly make it more stable 
than traditional probiotic organisms. While 
originally developed for anti-aging solu-
tions, Bonicel has been shown by several 
clinical studies to reduce the appearance of 
redness and has relevance as an adjunct to 
acne treatment. Though technically not a 
probiotic itself, Bonicel is produced natu-
rally during the fermentation process of 
GanedenBC, the company’s patented probi-
otic strain bacillus. Ganeden utilizes propri-
etary processes to maximize the metabolic 
activity of the fermenting organism, produc-
ing the optimal combination of naturally 
derived metabolites. Generally Recognized 
as Safe (GRAS), Bonicel is not subject to the 
premarket review and approval require-
ment by the FDA. The company recently 
published a third set of studies to confi rm 
its claims for skin hydration, elasticity and 
wrinkles.  

Brand names such as Johnson & Johnson, 
which established a collaboration with sci-
entists from The University of Manchester, 

also continue to research the potential 
applications for more effective results. The 
future looks promising, and meeting the 
needs of women dealing with the confusion 
of their changing life stages, subtly but with 
confi dence, will ensure that products will 
feel like they are made specifi cally for them. 
There’s not only an urgency in treating acne 
but a desire for long-term prevention that 
is not a cover-up but one that finds the solu-
tion at the core of the problem.                ■
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is a professional freelance writer for the 
cosmetic and personal care industry. 
She specializes in fi nding, talking to and 
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