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The 15 Best Retinol Serums, Ranked by
Dermatologists

Whether you're an experienced retinol user or just a beginner, we found the
serum to add to your routine

BY MEGAN DECKER PUBLISHED: MAY 30, 2024

COURTESY SUMMER FRIDAYS

etinol, a form of vitamin A, is one of those skincare ingredients bound by a
disclaimer: Beware of irritation. Despite being one of the most powerful
and well-researched skincare ingredients—known to be effective for

treating dark spots, acne, and wrinkles—retinol is notoriously tricky to

incorporate into a beauty routine without the guidance of a trusted dermatologist.

Retinol serums, however, make the process easy.

So we spoke to a trusted roster of dermatologists to get the low-down on retinol

serums. Here, we get into the best retinol serum formulas (so you know what to
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shop) and how to weave each serum into your skincare routine, mitigating irritation

and leaving your skin healthy and glowing.
Shop the Best Retinol Serums
BEST OVERALL

Skinbetter Science AlphaRet Overnight Cream

Read More |,

BEST RETINOL CAPSULES
Elizabeth Arden Retinol Ceramide Capsules Line-Erasing Night Serum

Read More

E BEST FOR TREATING DARK SPOTS
Earcpy Remedy For Dark Spots

Read More .

mmmmm

Advertisement - Continue Reading Below
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BEST OVERALL

Skinbetter Science AlphaRet Overnight Cream

https://www.harpersbazaar.com/beauty/skin-care/g60871140/best-retinol-serum/ 3/39



6/3/24, 10:40 AM The 15 Best Retinol Serums of 2024, Reviewed by Dermatologists

Iitensive

AlphaRet®

Overnight Cream

4+

Sklnbe++er

—SC IENCE

1FL.0Z.€ 30 ML

PROS CONS

® Includes lactic and glycolic acids ® Over $100

® Safe for sensitive skin types
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Skinbetter Science AlphaRet is high-quality over-the-counter retinol cream tolerated
by nearly everyone, and is great for those looking to introduce retinol into their

routine for the first time or upgrade to a medical-grade line.

“I love it because the retinol is combined with lactic and glycolic acids, both of which

are potent anti-aging ingredients in their own right,” says Rachel Westbay, a board-

certified dermatologist at Marmur Medical. “Lactic acid is also a humectant that

plays well with the other ingredients found in this cream—squalane, niacinamide,
ceramides, and fatty acids—so the skin remains optimally hydrated. Therefore, the
potential for irritation—a big concern with new retinol users and those with dry,
sensitive, and/or rosacea-prone skin, who often feel they cannot use retinol—is

significantly reduced.”

One satisfied customer writes: “I have been using this for over a year now and it is

a staple in my skincare routine. My skin is very sensitive and this is the only retinol

product I have been able to use with no irritation.” —Samantha

Advertisement - Continue Reading Below
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BEST RETINOL CAPSULES

Elizabeth Arden Retinol Ceramide Capsules Line-Erasing Night
Serum

Elizabeth Arden

NEW YORK
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PROS

CONS

Potent for optimal freshness with every
application

@ Great for travel

While biodegradable, capsules still contribute
to skincare waste

A retinol capsule offers an alternative delivery system. Westbay likes these from

Elizabeth Arden for anyone who wants some of the guesswork taken out of the

retinol process. “These retinol capsules are perfectly dosed in anhydrous,

preservative-free, single-use, biodegradable capsules and contain ceramides to

mitigate any potential dryness,” she explains. To apply, twist the capsule and squeeze

out the serum, then apply it to your face and neck.

One satisfied customer writes: “Loved these little gems! Skin feels great after each

use.” —Vika

Advertisement - Continue Reading Below
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BEST FOR TREATING DARK SPOTS

Remedy For Dark Spots

https://www.harpersbazaar.com/beauty/skin-care/g60871140/best-retinol-serum/ 8/39



6/3/24, 10:40 AM The 15 Best Retinol Serums of 2024, Reviewed by Dermatologists

“SPo g
T;LFALL-W_
1'q-‘i-"3 B
PROS CONS

® Fragrance-free
® Tested for sensitive skin

® Dermatologist-developed

@ Not available at mass retailers

https://www.harpersbazaar.com/beauty/skin-care/g60871140/best-retinol-serum/

9/39



6/3/24, 10:40 AM The 15 Best Retinol Serums of 2024, Reviewed by Dermatologists
If your goal is treating dark spots, this serum from Remedy is a great place to start. It
features 0.1 percent encapsulated retinol, designed to encourage surface-cell
turnover to help fade existing dark spots. “This is an all-in-one treatment to target
dark spots with nine powerful active ingredients, including retinol, so you can skip

all the skincare layering,” explains Muneeb Shah, a board-certified dermatologist

and Remedy’s founder.

One satisfied customer writes: “[I] really appreciate this product. Effective but not

harsh. Aside from my dark spots, it is improving the overall texture of my skin.” —

Sandra

Advertisement - Continue Reading Below

Ready to elevate your online shopping list?

Sign up for our daily style and shopping newsletter.
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cnter Your Email Address Here.

By signing up, | agree to the Terms of Use (including the dispute resolution procedures) and have reviewed
the Privacy Notice.

BEST CREAM-BASED FORMULA

[t Cosmetics Hello Results Wrinkle-Reducing Daily Retinol
Serum-in-Cream
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COSMETICS

HELLO R

SERUM-IN

ESULTS

WRINKLE-REDUCING
DAILY RETINOL

-CREAM

$72 AT ULTA BEAUTY

PROS

CONS

® Gentle enough to be used daily

Airless pump jar for formula stabilization and
perfect dosing

® May take a few minutes to fully absorb into
skin
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This pick is both a serum and a cream, making it more tolerable to those with
sensitive skin. “This is gentle enough for daily use,” says Westbay, “and I typically tell
people they can feel comfortable jumping into nightly use right away, because it is

infused with vitamins E and Bs to maintain hydration in the skin and soothe.”

One satisfied customer writes: “I am always skeptical [of] products claiming to
reduce fine lines and wrinkles, but this product changed my mind. It’s easy to use, a
little goes a long way, and there is a definite change in my fine lines. My 71 year old

mother is using it now and her skin is showing improvement as well.” —Gigi

Advertisement - Continue Reading Below

BEST TIME-RELEASE FORMULA

Revision Skincare Retinol Complete 1.0
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REVISION.

S K1 N C AFRE

Retinol
Complete™1.0

IFLOZ |30 mL

PROS CONS

® Provides long-term skin hydration ® Over $100

® Includes antioxidant protection
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If you're new to retinol, Westbay recommends selecting retinol formulations that are

7«

“slow-release,” “time-release,” or “encapsulated” to help mitigate irritation. “This
means the retinol is slowly released over time, so it stimulates collagen production
and cellular turnover in a manner that is well-tolerated for even sensitive skin,” she
explains. A great time-release retinol is this one from Revision Skincare. It comes in
two different concentrations (0.5 percent and 1.0 percent) and contains five

antioxidants and botanical extracts that boost its anti-aging effects and soothe skin.

One satisfied customer writes: “Love this product. I can use it every night and not

worry about drying or flaking. Love the results.” —Nancy

Advertisement - Continue Reading Below

BEST VALUE
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CeraVe Resurfacing Retinol Serum

DEVELOPED WITH DERMATOLOGISTS

Resurfacing
Retinol
Serum

Reduces the appearance of
post-acne marks and pores

Helps restore the protective
skin barrier & improves skin
smoothness

CeraVs

DEVELOPED WITH DERMATOLOGISTS

With 3 essential ceramides,

licorice root extract & niacinamide )
Resurfacing

(EcwsTEREe)  Felnlserum

With 3 essential ceramides,
licorice root extract & niacinamide

1FLOZ (30 ml)

1 FL 0Z (30 ml)

—— —— S

$23 AT ULTA BEAUTY

PROS CONS

® Under $25
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Some reviewers found it left a stain on
clothes.

If you're on a budget, Shah recommends the CeraVe Resurfacing Retinol Serum. “This
retinol serum by CeraVe is super accessible at most local drugstores and was
[formulated] with acne-prone skin in mind,” he says. “I like how it’s lightweight and

gentle on the skin, yet effective.”

One satisfied customer writes: “I've used this consistently for a few months now

and it has improved my overall skin texture, faded dark marks, and helped prevent
acne. I have sensitive skin so I started once a week and then gradually used it more
often, mostly at night only. My skin looks super clear and smooth. It’s [now] a staple

in my nighttime skincare routine!” —Aaliyah

Advertisement - Continue Reading Below
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BEST HIGH-CONCENTRATION FORMULA

Sunday Riley A+ High-Dose Retinoid Serum

Retinoids, CoQI0, + Jrr'.r)n‘-..';.

A+

HIGH-DOSE
RETINOID SERUM
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