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   Retinol  But  
 Make  It Gentle
For years, retinol has been the  
holy grail for smoothing wrinkles and  
fading spots. But with new  
ingredients promising to achieve  
the same results, can even the  
most sensitive skin types benefit?
BY NATASHA WOLFF

etinol, or vitamin A derivatives, has long been 
the only game in town for revealing smoother, 
wrinkle-free skin. However, one thing is for 
sure: For some skin types, retinol can negatively 
affect the dermis and disrupt the acid mantle if 
a person has damage or weakness already. “For 
many years, retinol has been touted as the gold 
standard when it comes to anti-aging due to its 

ability to increase cell turnover and stimulate collagen produc-
tion,” explains Emily Parr, founder of skincare brand HoliFrog. 
“While it’s a major workhorse, it can also be tough to tolerate for 
those with super sensitive skin, rosacea or eczema.” For many with 
sensitive and reactive skin types (like this writer), retinol can 
cause inflammation and further sensitivity. 

Recently, plant-derived alternatives like bakuchiol and moth 
bean extract have come on the scene, offering the ability to stimu-
late skin cell turnover at a rate that was formerly only afforded by 
retinol. “Bakuchiol activates many of the same genes and has many 
overlapping effects as vitamin A derivatives, but is much less  
irritating,” explains New York City dermatologist Dr. Dendy 
Engelman. “It’s also safe during pregnancy and nursing, where 
retinols and retinoids are not.” Dr. Engelman is a fan 
of these new actives in formulations including Indeed 
Labs Bakuchiol Reface Pads, ISDIN Melatonik 
Overnight Recovery Serum and Ambari Beauty PM 
Active12 Serum. 

These plant-based ingredients (bakuchiol comes 
from the seeds and leaves of the babchi plant, and 
moth bean is extracted from a legume) offer the bene-
fits of retinol without the unwanted side effects of dry-
ness and irritation. “Ingredients like bakuchiol and 
moth bean are poised perfectly, as they address both 

R
anti-aging needs as well as sensitivity issues,” explains Parr, whose 
HoliFrog Halo AHA + BHA Evening Serum uses moth bean extract. 
“With the plant-based retinol alternatives, there is no concern in 
using products with either ingredient daily. Both are shown to both 
restore the skin, improve elasticity and diminish wrinkles.” 

These retinol simulators are also more stable than most forms of 
retinoids while doing the job of reducing hyperpigmentation and 
blemishes as well as improving the appearance of fine lines and 
pore size. They can also improve skin elasticity, firmness and radi-
ance and offer a significant reduction in roughness and dryness. “I 
think anything plant-based that can be an alternative to something 
synthetic or medical-grade is always alluring to consumers,” says 
New York City aesthetician Sofie Pavitt. “The main concern with 
retinols is that, along with encouraging cell turnover, they come 
with a lot of irritation, and bakuchiol doesn’t seem to give this reac-
tion in the same way.” However, she cautions that just 
because something is touted as a gentler ingredient, it 
doesn’t always make it so. “As with anything with active 
ingredients, anyone with sensitive skin should gently intro-
duce a product into their routine, and one at a time, to 
make sure you do not get irritated.”  ■

1 Super 16 Pro-Collagen Serum, OSKIA, spacenk.com.  
2 Press Restart Gentle Retinol Serum, VERSED, versedskin 

.com. 3 Retinol Serum 2.5%, NATURIUM, naturium.com.  
4 Gentle Exfoliating Peel Pads, LANCER SKINCARE, 

lancerskincare.com. 5 Halo AHA + BHA Evening Serum, 
HOLIFROG, holifrog.com. 6 Wrinkle Blur Bakuchiol Eye Gel 
Crème, OLE HENRIKSEN, olehenriksen.com. 7 Squalane + 

Phyto-Retinol Serum, BIOSSANCE, biossance.com.  
8 Miracle Facial Oil, OMOROVICZA, omorovicza.com.  

9 Mandelic Pigmentation Corrector Night Serum, ALLIES 
OF SKIN, alliesofskin.com. 10 Midnight Courage Rosehip & 

Bakuchiol Retinol Night Oil, PSA, psaskin.com.  
11 Countertime Lipid Defense Cleansing Oil, Antioxidant 

Soft Cream OR Tetrapeptide Supreme Cream, 
BEAUTYCOUNTER, beautycounter.com. 12 Oil-free 

Moisturizer, SELF/ISH, selfishskin.com 13 PM Active12 Serum, 
AMBARI BEAUTY, ambaribeauty.com. 14 Isdinceutics 

Melatonik Overnight Recovery Serum, ISDIN, isdin.com
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