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EVALUATE BEFORE YOU EXFOLIATE 
Choose the best option for your skin type 
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March 20, 2015 
 
OVERVIEW 
Exfoliation can improve your skin’s appearance and make topical treatments more 
effective, but every type of exfoliation may not work for every skin type. In fact, some 
exfoliation treatments may actually make some people’s skin worse. A board-
certified dermatologist can help individuals understand their skin and choose the 
exfoliation option that’s best for them. 
 
AMERICAN ACADEMY OF DERMATOLOGY EXPERT 
Information provided by board-certified dermatologist Mary P. Lupo, MD, FAAD, 
clinical professor of dermatology, Tulane University School of Medicine, New 
Orleans.  
 
POTENTIAL BENEFITS OF EXFOLIATION 
Exfoliation is the process of removing the topmost layer of dead skin cells. This can 
be achieved chemically, by applying an acid that dissolves those cells, or 
mechanically, by using a brush or scrub to physically remove the cells. 
 
Dr. Lupo says results are immediate after an exfoliation treatment, as the removal of 
dead cells leaves the skin looking brighter. Exfoliation also can improve the 
effectiveness of topical skin treatments, which can penetrate deeper once the 
topmost layer of skin is removed. Long-term benefits of exfoliation can include 
increased collagen production, resulting in younger-looking skin. 
 
According to Dr. Lupo, individuals who may benefit from exfoliation treatment include 
those who have experienced premature aging due to sun exposure and those with 
noninflammatory acne, which is acne with only blackheads and whiteheads.  
 
PROCEED WITH CAUTION 
On the other hand, Dr. Lupo says, individuals with inflammatory acne, which includes 
cysts and pustules, should consult a board-certified dermatologist before selecting 
an exfoliation method. More aggressive chemical or mechanical treatments could 
actually make their condition worse. The same is true of people with rosacea, as 
many forms of exfoliation may increase facial redness. 
 
In some individuals, more aggressive forms of exfoliation may result in 
postinflammatory hyperpigmentation (PIH), or the appearance of dark spots on the 
skin. People with skin of color or those who notice such dark spots after burns or bug 
bites may be prone to PIH. Dr. Lupo recommends that these individuals avoid 
aggressive exfoliation treatments. 
 
Additionally, exfoliation may aggravate other skin conditions like herpes simplex, 
molluscum contagiosum and warts, because these conditions include raised, fluid-
filled bumps that could open and become infected. Before beginning an exfoliation 
regimen, Dr. Lupo recommends consulting with a board-certified dermatologist, who 
can evaluate an individual’s medical history and recommend the best exfoliation 
options. 
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DR. LUPO’S TIPS 
Dr. Lupo offers the following exfoliation advice: 
 
Consider your skin type. 
If you have dry or sensitive skin, Dr. Lupo recommends sticking with milder chemical exfoliation 
options, such as a salicylic acid peels administered in a dermatologist’s office. Those with oily, 
thicker skin may be able to use stronger chemical treatments, such as an over-the-counter 2 
percent salicylic acid wash, or mechanical exfoliation methods, such as a motorized brush or a 
scrub that contains exfoliating particles.  
 
Get the timing right. 
How often should you exfoliate? Dr. Lupo says that depends on both your skin type and the 
strength of your treatment method. Those with oily, thicker skin may need to exfoliate as often 
as once a day, while those with dry or sensitive skin may need to limit at-home treatments to 
once or twice a week. The more aggressive the procedure, she says, the less often it needs to 
be done. For example, chemical peels and microdermabrasion procedures performed by a 
dermatologist are generally administered just a few times over a couple of weeks, with long-
lasting results. 
 
Be careful what you buy. 
There are a wide variety of exfoliation products available in stores and online, but not all of them 
are safe and effective. Dr. Lupo suggests doing your homework to confirm that the product 
you’re about to buy comes from a recognized, reputable company. She also recommends 
buying over-the-counter chemical products with a low acid concentration — no higher than 10 
percent glycolic acid or 2 percent salicylic acid. 
 
See a dermatologist. 
A board-certified dermatologist can help you choose an at-home exfoliation option and perform 
a variety of exfoliation procedures in the office. Plus, Dr. Lupo says, your dermatologist may 
decide to combine exfoliation with other treatments, like laser therapy, to give you the best 
possible results.  
 

AMERICAN ACADEMY OF DERMATOLOGY EXPERT ADVICE 
“Before you exfoliate, you really need to understand your skin and skin type,” says Dr. Lupo. “A 
board-certified dermatologist can help you choose the exfoliation option that’s best-suited to 
your skin’s unique needs.” 
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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 18,000 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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