
Ask a skin-care expert to name their favorite ingredient (aside from SPF), 
and nine times out of 10 you'll hear retinoids. The praise stems from more 

than 30 years of research and clinical trials demonstrating the active's 
seemingly endless benefits for healthier, more youthful skin. "Like a Chanel 
purse, I don't think retinoids will ever go out of style," says Hamden, CT 

dermatologist Mona Gohara, MD. "They are the original, and thus far the 
most effective collagen builders we have in our cosmetic armamentarium." 

1 
THE TWO TYPES 

"When we talk about retinol and 

retinoids, what the skin is actually 
using is retinoic acid," explains 

New York dermatologist Dendy 
Engelman, MD, noting that all 

retinoids are derivatives of potent 

antioxidant vitamin A. "Retinoic 

acid is extremely effective at 

communicating with the skin's 
cells-it has the ability to connect 

to almost any skin cell receptor site 

and tell it to behave like a healthy, 

younger skin cell. Prescription 

retinoids contain retinoic acid, 

whereas over-the-counter !apicals 

contain retinol, which converts 

to retinoic acid in the skin." 

Retinal 
Retinal is considered the over-the

counter version of the ingredient and 

is more commonly found in skin care. 

"Retinal is the smallest and purest 

molecule in the vitamin A family and 
comes in varying strengths, with the 

most common being 0.25, 0.3, 0.5 

and 1 percent," explains cosmetic 

chemist Ginger King. The limit for 

OTC retinol is 2 percent, and if you 

see a higher number on a skin-care 
product, King says it's because 

the retinol has been encased in 

liposomes to help it enter the skin 

gradually and minimize irritation. 
"New micronized technology allows 

reti nol to be delivered in little 
aliquots on the skin, allowing for 

less irritation, too:' adds Dr. Gohara. 

New York dermatologist Jody A. 

Levine, MD says that in general, 

retinals work more gradually than 

retinoids due to their molecular 

structure: "You may notice some 
differences within a week of use, 

but it can usually take weeks, even 

months, before you start seeing 
results:' However, that doesn't mean 

they aren't effective, "Although they 

are less potent than other retinoids, 

retinals are less expensive and still 

effective in removing clingy dead 
skin cells and stimulating collagen 

production, which helps thicken the 

deep layer of skin and smooth out 

fine wrinkles," explains San Diego 

plastic surgeon Larry H. Pollack, MD. 

Retinoids 
Retinoids, on the other hand, such 

as tretinoin, tazarotene, Retin-A, and 

high-strength adapalene, are the 

prescription-strength version, which 

dermatologists often recommend 
for chronic acne treatment and 

anti-aging purposes. (Adapalene 

is available over the counter now 

in lower strengths, which can be 

found in acne treatments like Differin 

Gel.) "Prescription retinoids have a 
significantly higher concentration 

of retinoic acid than retinal and it's 

more readily available for the skin 

to use," says Dr. Engelman. 

Formulated in creams with strengths 
of 0.025, 0.05 and 0.1 percent, 

"prescription-strength retinoids work 

raster and do a more aggressive 

job to exfoliate the skin and boost 

collagen production, resulting in 

more corrective results," adds Dr. 

Pollack. Those who are pregnant or 

nursing should avoid using retinal 
and retinoids, and instead, consider 

a natural alternative (more on that 

later). Anyone with highly sensitive 
skin should consult a physician before 

using vitamin A derivatives as well. 
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