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What Is Mandelic Acid? Here's Everything You Need to Know
About the Ingredient

This gentle alpha hydroxy acid is not only the best pick for deeper skin tones, but it also brightens, smooths, and
clears all complexions. 
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If all the exfoliating acids in skin-care products were the cast of Euphoria, mandelic acid would be Lexie. It may not
the most popular choice and o�en can be overlooked, but it's well-rounded, gentle but intense, and gets the job done
— sounds familiar, right? (Maddie is glycolic acid, in case you were wondering.) And just as Lexie had her moment in
season two with her school play, the spotlight on mandelic acid is getting brighter, too. A�er years of being a common
ingredient added to in-o�ce peels, mandelic acid is making its way into the latest and greatest serums and liquid
exfoliants on the market for at-home use. 

We asked skin-care experts to share how mandelic acid stands apart from other acids, why it's a great choice for all
complexion concerns and skin tones, and what their favorite products formulated with it are. 

Meet the experts:

Adeline Kikam, DO, a board-certi�ed dermatologist in Texas.
Ellen Marmur, MD, a board-certi�ed dermatologist in New York City.
Sejal Shah, MD, a board-certi�ed dermatologist in New York City.
Aegean Chan, MD, a board-certi�ed dermatologist in Santa Barbara, California.
Marisa Garshick, MD, a board-certi�ed dermatologist in New York City.

What exactly is mandelic acid?

Mandelic acid is an alpha hydroxy acid (AHA) derived from bitter almonds. The well-studied acid is even aptly named
a�er the German word for almond: mandel, board-certi�ed dermatologist Adeline Kikam, DO, tells Allure.

Among its fellow AHAs, like glycolic and lactic acids, mandelic acid has one of the largest particle sizes, allowing it to
absorb into skin more "slowly, uniformly, and super�cially," Dr. Kikam says. It also stays on the surface of skin longer,
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adds Ellen Marmur, MD, a board-certi�ed dermatologist in New York City. As a result, mandelic acid is less likely to
cause irritation — even for those with sensitive skin and deeper skin tones. (Just be sure to do a patch test before
committing to a full face of it.)

Mandelic acid is also one of the best acid selections for those with darker complexions because it isn't melanotoxic,
Dr. Marmur notes. In other words, it doesn't kill melanocytes and won't exacerbate discoloration. Instead, it will
decrease the appearance of dark spots due to acne, sun exposure, or otherwise in all the right ways. Dr. Kikam agrees,
adding, "mandelic acid peels are considered well-tolerated in patients of color with less risk of hyperpigmentation,
photosensitivity, and scarring compared to other AHAs, like glycolic acid." 

Despite its larger particle size, mandelic acid also delves deeper into skin than other AHAs because it's oil-soluble, as
Sejal Shah, MD, a New York City-based board-certi�ed dermatologist, previously told Allure. Glycolic and lactic acids,
on the other hand, are water-soluble, so they only work on the top layers of skin. 

How does mandelic acid benefit skin? 

Mandelic acid's powerful antibacterial properties team up with its gentle exfoliating, cell-turnover-activating abilities
team up to defeat acne, dull skin, uneven texture, hyperpigmentation, and �ne lines and wrinkles. It does the latter by
boosting collagen production, too, Dr. Marmur says. A�er about one to three weeks of use, you'll notice mandelic acid
is making your skin smoother, brighter, plumper, and clearer, she adds. 

I like to think of mandelic acid as an electricity-free Dyson vacuum for your skin. It sucks up acne-causing bacteria
and oil clogging up your pores, as well as dead, discolored skin cells on the surface of your skin — leaving your �oors,
I mean complexion, cleaner and sparklier than ever. 

A major downside of mandelic acid is you can't layer it onto your face at the same time as your go-to retinol. "Both of
these ingredients disrupt the skin barrier," Aegean Chan, MD, a board-certi�ed dermatologist in Santa Barbara,
California, previously shared with Allure. 

So when they are both on your skin, they can create redness, sensitivity, and excessive dryness. Avoid these issues by
alternating the days you implement them into your nighttime skin-care routine. Also, if you're allergic to almonds, it's
best to avoid mandelic acid, Dr. Kikam says. 

Other than those drawbacks, you can consider mandelic acid to be one of the best acids for those just beginning to
dabble into the world of AHAs, BHAs, and PHAs. It does everything for everyone. 

What are the best mandelic acid products? 

Before you dive into mandelic acid — or any of its acidic relatives — Dr. Marmur suggests investing time into basic skin
protection �rst in the form of moisturizer and SPF. From there, you can seek out one of the many mandelic products
beauty experts swear by. You're less likely to experience irritation and �akiness if your skin's basic needs are met. 

Disclaimer aside, Dr. Marmur is a fan of the Avant Proactive Mandelic Acid Restoring & Anti-Pollution Toner, which
not only gets your skin ready for the rest of your nighttime product regimen a�er cleansing but also helps heal
blemishes and minimize oiliness. 

Alternately, you can soak a cotton pad with the Youth to the People Mandelic Acid + Superfood Unity Exfoliant and
leave it on your problem areas for a custom, targeted sheet mask. This liquid is also spiked with salicylic acid, which is
a beta hydroxy acid (BHA), and gluconolactone, a poly hydroxy acid (PHA), so your pores and the surface of your skin
are sure to get a thorough cleansing beyond your typical face wash routine.
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Avant Proactive Mandelic Acid Restoring & Anti-Pollution Toner

$94

Youth to the People Mandelic Acid + Superfood Unity Exfoliant
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In the realm of serums is Dr. Kikam's pick: the Allies of Skin Mandelic Pigmentation Corrector Night Serum. It's a
"great anti-hyperpigmentation serum with mandelic acid combined with salicylic acid and lactic acid, [which are also]
e�ective at pigment correction," she says. (It's also a staple in Allure associate beauty director Sarah Kinonen's skin-
care routine for fading her dark spots and acne scars.) 

David Kim, M.D., a board-certi�ed dermatologist based in New York City, favors The Ordinary's Mandelic Acid 10% +
HA, for addressing hyperpigmentation while keeping skin plump and hydrated with hyaluronic acid. 

$38

Allies of Skin Mandelic Pigmentation Corrector Night Serum

$95
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COURTESY OF BRAND

The Ordinary Mandelic Acid 10%

$7

COURTESY OF BRAND 

Naturium Mandelic Topical Acid 12%

$20
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The Naturium Mandelic Topical Acid 12%, on the other hand, packs two percent more of the AHA alongside the ever-
so-versatile niacinamide for incredible complexion clearing and illuminating results without any redness. Despite its
high percentage, New York City board-certi�ed dermatologist Marisa Garshick, MD, previously told Allure this serum
is still a great option for sensitive skin. 

No matter which product suits your skin best, be sure to add it into only your nighttime routine and slather on SPF
every morning for the best, most radiant results. 

Ready to feel more con�dent when reading your beauty products' ingredient labels? Enter, the Allure Ingredient Index. In this
comprehensive guide, you'll �nd everything you need to know about the most in-demand (and under-the-radar) ingredients in
your favorite skin-care products.

Read more about acids in skin care: 

How Kojic Acid Annihilates Hyperpigmentation
Your Guide to Alpha Hydroxy Acids in Skin Care
Why PHAs Trending in Skin Care Right Now

Now, watch Karol G's 10-minute beauty routine: 
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