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Formulating Acne Skincare: A Guide for Cosmetic Formulators 

Understanding Acne 
Acne develops when the skin’s oil glands (sebaceous glands) produce sebum, an oily 
substance that naturally moisturizes and protects the skin, in excess. While sebum is 
essential for healthy skin, overproduction can create the perfect environment for acne-
causing bacteria to thrive. 
 
Stages of acne development include: 
1. Sebum Overproduction 
2. Clogged Pores 
3. Bacterial Growth 
4. Inflammation & Breakouts 
5. Potential Scarring 

Formulation Goals for Acne Skincare 
- Regulate oil production without stripping the skin 
- Gently exfoliate to prevent clogged pores 
- Reduce bacterial overgrowth on the skin 
- Calm inflammation and redness 
- Support skin barrier repair 
- Minimize risk of scarring after breakouts 

Key Ingredients for Acne Skincare Formulation 

1. Oil Regulators 
• Niacinamide – Balances oil production and strengthens the skin barrier 
• Zinc PCA – Regulates sebum and has antibacterial properties 

2. Gentle Exfoliants 
• Salicylic Acid (BHA) – Clears clogged pores 
• AHAs (Lactic Acid, Glycolic Acid) – Brighten tone and smooth texture 
• Enzyme Exfoliants – Non-abrasive option for sensitive skin 

3. Antimicrobial Agents 
• Tea Tree Oil – Antibacterial and anti-inflammatory 
• Bakuchiol – Retinol alternative, helps smooth skin and fade post-acne marks 
• Green Tea Extract – Antioxidant and antimicrobial benefits 
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4. Soothing & Healing Ingredients 
• Aloe Vera – Calms and hydrates 
• Centella Asiatica – Supports wound healing 
• Panthenol (Pro-Vitamin B5) – Soothes and repairs 

5. Barrier-Supportive Ingredients 
• Ceramides – Strengthen the skin barrier and retain moisture 
• Squalane – Lightweight hydration 
• Hemp Seed Oil – Anti-inflammatory and balancing 

Formulation Tips 
1. Keep textures lightweight (gels, fluids, lotions) 
2. Balance pH for ingredient efficacy 
3. Avoid harsh drying agents to prevent rebound oiliness 
4. Always include soothing ingredients to calm skin 
5. Use a complete system approach: cleanser, treatment, moisturizer, SPF 

The Takeaway for Cosmetic Formulators 
Acne skincare must balance potency with gentleness. The right blend of actives like 
Bakuchiol, AHAs, and Ceramides alongside soothing and barrier-supportive ingredients 
ensures formulations that treat acne effectively while supporting long-term skin health. 
 
In the United States, claims that a product can treat, prevent, or reduce acne are 
regulated by the FDA. Such claims classify the product as an Over-the-Counter (OTC) 
drug, and the formulation, labeling, and marketing must comply with FDA OTC drug 
monograph requirements. 

 

	

 

	 	


