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NEW GLYCAN CREAMS, MICRONUTRIENT CREAMS HOLD PROMISE FOR 
REDUCING THE SIGNS OF AGING SKIN 
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For decades, dermatologists have been researching the genetic cause of aging 
skin so that the perfect antidote could be developed. When examining genes and 
proteins, a difference between younger and older looking skin has not been found. 
Now, dermatologists have a new theory – the secret to aging skin may lie in the 
glycans, which are sugars on the surface of cells. 
 
Board-certified dermatologist Zoe Draelos, MD, FAAD, consulting professor at 
Duke University School of Medicine, Durham, N.C., addresses the latest 
developments in anti-aging, including glycan creams and micronutrient creams. 
 
What is the theory behind glycans and anti-aging, and how do glycan creams 
work? 
Dr. Draelos said a person’s glycan levels change during their lifetime. For example, 
one of the body’s most common glycans is glucose, and Dr. Draelos said glucose 
levels fall by about 50 percent from age 30 to age 60. In addition, existing glycans 
may not work as well as they once did. 
 
“The theory is that glycan change and loss that occur with aging lead skin cells to 
not recognize or communicate with each other with the same vigor they did in their 
youth,” said Dr. Draelos. “This may be why aging skin doesn’t heal as well or make 
collagen as readily as it once did,” said Dr. Draelos. 
 
Dr. Draelos said the goal of glycan creams is to provide sugars or transform 
existing sugars to allow older cells to behave like younger cells. In theory, this 
would allow the skin to produce more collagen and heal better after injuries, 
including burns and cuts. Dr. Draelos notes one added benefit of glycan creams is 
that they are considered safe to apply to the skin because sugars are the body’s 
fuel. 
 
However, Dr. Draelos notes current research has not shown if glycan creams can 
impact the skin to the extent that skin cell glycans begin to act more youthful. “The 
theory behind glycans’ impact on anti-aging is very much in its infancy,” said Dr. 
Draelos. “Currently there are other more proven treatments on the market, such as 
retinoids, but new research will provide additional targets for anti-aging strategies.” 
 
Are there broader implications of this research? 
“We’ve known for a long time that sugars are important to the body as they are 
used to distinguish normal cells, which should be preserved, from infected cells, 
cancer cells, or any cell that is not quite right and should be destroyed,” said Dr. 
Draelos. 
 
Dr. Draelos said glycans might hold the secret not just to aging of the skin, but to 
other changes that occur within the body. Every cell in the body has sugars on it, 
so Dr. Draelos said glycan therapies could have a role in preventing and treating 
cancer and infections as well as skin conditions.  
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What are the most promising micronutrients for anti-aging? 
Micronutrients are vitamins and minerals that are essential for human survival. While necessary 
in our diet, Dr. Draelos said micronutrients are also popular additives in anti-aging skin care 
products because micronutrients play an important role in the body for healthy skin by 
preventing oxidative damage. There are recommended daily allowances for each of these 
micronutrients, but no evidence exists that increased consumption has anti-aging benefits. 
While vitamins A, C and E are commonly included in anti-aging products as antioxidants, Dr. 
Draelos said some anti-aging creams now include metals, such as copper, which is necessary 
in collagen production, or selenium, which functions as an antioxidant through an alternative 
pathway.  
 
“While research has shown that metals such as selenium and copper have skin benefits when 
included in our diet, effectively adding these metals to a skin care cream can be a challenge 
because applying micronutrients to the skin may not be as effective as when consumed,” said 
Dr. Draelos. 
 
Dr. Draelos recommends people see a board-certified dermatologist if they have questions 
about choosing anti-aging products. “I tell all my patients that protecting your skin from the sun 
is the best way to prevent the signs of aging – wear a broad-spectrum sunscreen with an SPF of 
30 or higher, seek shade and cover up,” said Dr. Draelos. “There is as much diversity in anti-
aging products as there is in people’s skin. A dermatologist can provide personalized 
recommendations.”  
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Headquartered in Schaumburg, Ill., the American Academy of Dermatology (Academy), founded in 1938, 
is the largest, most influential, and most representative of all dermatologic associations. With a 
membership of more than 17,000 physicians worldwide, the Academy is committed to: advancing the 
diagnosis and medical, surgical and cosmetic treatment of the skin, hair and nails; advocating high 
standards in clinical practice, education, and research in dermatology; and supporting and enhancing 
patient care for a lifetime of healthier skin, hair and nails. For more information, contact the Academy at 1-
888-462-DERM (3376) or www.aad.org. Follow the Academy on Facebook (American Academy of 
Dermatology) Twitter (@AADskin) or YouTube (Academy of Dermatology). 
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