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A beginner’s guide to decode skincare labels.
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/\ Disclaimer

This eBook is intended for educational and informational purposes only, based on secondary
research, publicly available sources, and general skincare knowledge. It is not a substitute for
professional medical or dermatological advice, diagnosis, or treatment. Skincare is highly individual—
what works for one person may not work for another. If you have known allergies, sensitive skin,
existing skin conditions, or are on prescription treatments, please consult a licensed dermatologist
before making any changes to your skincare routine. While every effort has been made to ensure
| accuracy, this guide should be used as a starting point for informed decision-making, not as a final
authority.
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Introduction: Decode Your Skincare Labels

BEE

"The more you know, the less you need.”
— Yvon Chouinard, Founder of Patagonia

Every skincare product contains a wealth of information on its label, with the
ingredient list being perhaps the most valuable yet often glossed over. These lists
follow specific regulatory guidelines and aren't just fine print—they're your direct
insight into what's truly going on your skin.

Understanding these labels empowers you to make informed choices, avoid
ingredients that may cause reactions, and ensure you're not falling victim to any

deceptive marketing claims.

You don't need to be a cosmetic chemist to understand what you put on your skin.
With this guide, you now have the foundational knowledge to read labels, choose

wisely, and reject unnecessary hype
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"Labels are the most important marketing tool for any product,

and they often hide as much as they reveal.
— Michael Pollan, Author of In Defense of Food

1.1 Skincare Labels can be confusing

Let's face it: skincare labels are designed to be perplexing. Here's why:

Marketing Jargon: Buzzwords like 'natural, 'organic, and ‘clinical strength’ often
have vague or unregulated meanings. They're designed to attract your attention,
not necessarily inform you.

Decoding cosmetic labels

Complex

Nomenclature
Uses scientific
noames,
intimidating but

Tronsparent accurate
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Ingredient
Order

Lists ingredients
by concentration

Hidden
Ingredients

Conceals chemicals
under broad terms
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Multiple
Names
Ingredient

vavriations listed
differently

Greenwashing

Falsely claims
environmental

friendliness Opaque
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Marketing
Jargon

Vague buzzwords
mislead consumers

e Complex Nomenclature: Ingredients are listed by their scientific names following

INCI (International Nomenclature of Cosmetic Ingredients) nomenclature (e.g.,

Sodium Hyaluronate instead of Hyaluronic Acid), which can be intimidating.

¢ Multiple names for the same ingredient: One ingredient can have several

different names depending on its form or derivative (e.g., Vitamin B3 could show

up as Niacinamide or Nicotinamide on the label).

¢ Hidden Ingredients: 'Fragrance' can hide a cocktail of undisclosed chemicals,

some of which may be irritating or allergenic. Similarly, 'preservatives' protect the

product from spoilage but can cause sensitivity in some individuals.

¢ Greenwashing: Brands often create the illusion of being environmentally friendly

without making significant changes to their practices. Always dig deeper than

surface-level claims.
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1.2 Your Ingredient List is telling you something

important

Your skin deserves more than just pretty packaging and big promises. Ingredient

lists tell the real story behind every product — what'’s actually in it, and whether it's

right for you. If you've ever felt confused after a breakout or disappointed by an

expensive serum, the answer is likely hidden in the ingredients. By learning to read

these lists, you're giving yourself the power to care for your skin with confidence and

clarity. Your ingredient list can help you unearth all of these truths.

What your skincare ingredients can reveal...

Verify Active
Ingredients

Check for effective compounds
like retinol or vitamin C.

Avoid Harmful
Substances

Ensure products are free from
harmful chemicals.

Identify Allergens

Avoid ingredients that may
cause skin reactions.

Svit Skin Type

Select ingredients svitable for
your skin type (dry or oily).

&

Y/

2

Ethical § Sustainable

Choose products that align with
ethical valves.

Compare Products

Evaluate effectiveness and value
of different products.

¢ Avoid Allergies & Irritations - Identify potential allergens or irritants specific to

your skin. Certain components may exacerbate conditions like acne, rosacea, or

eczema.

¢ Avoiding Harmful Substances - Being informed helps in steering clear of

ingredients linked to long-term health issues. Ingredients like formaldehyde,

phthalates, and harsh alcohols can damage skin over time.

e Know What Actually works - Verify marketing claims about "key ingredients" and

their actual concentration. Checking ingredients ensures you're getting active

compounds like retinol for aging, vitamin C for brightening, and peptides for

firmness.
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e Ensure Ingredients Suit Your Skin Type - Example, for dry skin look for hyaluronic
acid, ceramides, and glycerine. For Oily Skin, avoid heavy oils; opt for niacinamide
and salicylic acid.

e Check for Ethical & Sustainable Choices - Avoid ingredients that don't align with
your values (e.g., non-vegan, environmentally harmful). Labels help identify
vegan, non-toxic, and eco-friendly formulations.

¢ Product comparison & effectiveness - Compare products more effectively to
determine which offers better value. & understand why a product may or may not

be working for your specific skin concerns.

Label Reading Challenges

Even seemingly simple ingredients can be difficult to identify. For example, a basic moisturizer
might list "Cetearyl Alcohol" which sounds like something drying but is actually a fatty alcohol that
moisturizes skin. Similarly, "Sodium Hyaluronate" might sound like a harsh chemical, but it's
simply a salt form of hyaluronic acid, a powerful hydrating ingredient naturally found in skin.
Some ingredients sound scary, but are totally harmless—like Lauric Acid, which turns out to be
more friend than foe!

1.3 The Ingredient Order Matters

In most countries, cosmetic regulations require ingredients to be listed in

descending order by concentration, with a few exceptions:

1. Highest concentration (usually 70-90%): Typically, water (aqua), which often
makes up the majority of the product

2. Secondary ingredients (5-10%): Base ingredients that determine texture and
delivery system

3. Supporting ingredients (1-5%): Many active ingredients appear in this range

4. Minor ingredients (less than 1%): Preservatives, fragrance, and sometimes active

ingredients in small amounts

Ingredients present at less than 1% can be listed in any order after the higher-
concentration ingredients. Colour additives can be listed in any order at the end of
the ingredient list, regardless of concentration. This means your “rare orchid extract”
might be present in trace amounts—possibly just enough to warrant a label, not a

miracle.
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2.1 Key Components of a skincare label
Let's break down the key components of a skincare label:
"When you learn to read a label, you stop being sold to — and
start buying smart.”
PRODUCT DETAILS MARKET ILLUSTRATION
Product name Claims & Marketing Language
Ingredient list Company information
Net wt./volume Expviry, MFD & Batch No.
USAGE GUIDELINES SYMBOLS & ICONS
Directions for use % Cruelty-Free | &s Recyclable
Warnings = Vegan | ® PAO
2.2 How to read the skincare label like a Pro
A skincare label isn't random — it follows a specific order and structure designed to
meet regulations while still selling you the product. Once you know the pattern, you
can spot the truth behind the marketing in seconds. Here's a simple blueprint to
understand how a typical skincare label is structured.
Section What to Look For Why It Matters
Product Name  Look for nuances like "hydrating" vs. Usually straightforward, but pay attention to
"moisturizing," “light” vs. “rich.” variations (e.g., 'hydrating' vs. 'moisturizing’).

Helps you assess suitability for your skin
type and needs—hydrating often targets
dryness, while moisturizing may be heavier or
more occlusive.

10
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Section

What to Look For

Why It Matters

Ingredients List
(INCI)

Actives &

Allergens

Derivatives &
Hidden Names

Expiry, MFD &
Batch No.

Claims &
Marketing

Language

Directions for

Use

Check order (most to least used) and

look up unfamiliar INCI names.

- Listed from highest to lowest
concentration

- Ingredients under 1% can appear in
any order after actives

- If “Aqua” is first = it's mostly water

Key actives should appear in top 5-7:
— Niacinamide, Vitamin C, AHAs,
Retinol

Watch for irritants like Fragrance,

alcohol, essential oils.

Look for scientific names of common
ingredients:

— Retinyl Palmitate = Vitamin A

— Sodium Ascorbyl Phosphate =
Vitamin C

— Tocopheryl Acetate = Vitamin E

Check for:

— MFD (Manufacture Date)
— EXP (Expiry Date)

— Batch No.

— PAO (Period after opening)

Scrutinize promises (“reduces wrinkles,’

n o«

“controls acne”, “Dermatologically

U

tested”, “Hypoallergenic”, “Non-
comedogenic”) and check for

supporting evidence or clinical proof.

Identify when (AM/PM), how often,

amount to apply, and layering rules.

11

This is the heart of the label—only knowing it
ensures you understand what's really inside
and can avoid harmful additives

Helps you determine product effectiveness &
potential for irritation

Brands often use derivatives for stability, but

they may be confusing

Ensures product is safe and effective—
especially important in hot/humid climates.
Look for the 'open jar' symbol with a number
indicating how many months the product is
good for after opening.

Marketing claims can be exaggerated; you
need scientific backing or testimonials to
determine if a product actually delivers on its

promises.

Proper usage maximizes benefits and
reduces side effects; incorrect application
can irritate or render actives ineffective.
Follow these instructions carefully to
maximize effectiveness and minimize
irritation



A beginner’s guide to decode skincare labels.

Wige DM
N i

& ¥
¢ SKIN 3
e g NE

Section What to Look For Why It Matters
Warnings Watch for caution notes like sun Don't ignore these! They alert you to potential
sensitivity, allergen alerts, or “avoid hazards, like sun sensitivity or allergic
contact with eyes.” reactions.
Ignoring warnings can lead to adverse
reactions, photosensitivity, or even harm if
used improperly.
Company Note manufacturer name, address, Essential for accountability: allows you to
Information contact number or email. verify claims, report issues, or request
additional information—especially crucial for
imports. Look for contact information in case
you have questions or concerns.
Net Look for clear labelling in g/ml and the Tells you how much product you're paying for

Weight/Volume

Symbols & Icons

‘e’ estimated sign

Look for:

— & Cruelty-Free

— X Vegan

— & Recyclable

— O “12M” (use within 12 months of
opening)

— & Hypoallergenic

— R Hourglass / Expiry Date

12

and allows comparison between different

brands accurately

Shows brand values, usage life, and

sustainability
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"Every drop you put on your skin is a choice — and every
choice writes your skin's story."

Navigating the world of skincare can often feel overwhelming, with a myriad of
products boasting various benefits and ingredients. To simplify this journey, it's
essential to understand the common categories of skincare ingredients and their

roles.

3.1 Common Ingredient Categories

Here are some of the key categories that would be beneficial to understand.

Hydrators Actives

e Hyaluronic Acid: @ Attracts and retains e Retinol: 4 Boosts collagen, reduces
moisture. wrinkles.

e Glycerin: 43 A humectant that draws e Vitamin C: ) Antioxidant; brightens skin,
moisture from the air. fades dark spots.

e Aloe Vera: ¢& Soothes and hydrates o AHAs/BHAs: ¢ Exfoliate; improve texture,
irritated skin. unclog pores.

Emollients Sun Protection

e Shea Butter: @ Rich in fatty acids; softens e Zinc Oxide: O Mineral sunscreen; broad-
and smooths. spectrum protection.

e Jojoba Oil: Mimics skin's natural sebum. | e Titanium Dioxide: (@ Another mineral

e Squalane: ®) Derived from olives; excellent sunscreen option.

moisturizer. Note: These are simplified explanations. Always

research ingredients further.

3.2 The Good Stuff: Backed by Science, Loved by Skin

Here is a cheat sheet of common beneficial ingredients to look for in your label.
These ingredients have scientific research supporting their benefits for skin health
and appearance. Look for them in your skincare products, especially if they appear in
the first half of the ingredient list. While this is not intended to be a comprehensive

list, these are the most common skin friendly ones you will likely find.

14
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Ingredient Key Benefits Best For (Skin How It Appears on Usage Tips Typically found
Types) Label (INCI) in
& Hydrators & Moisturizers
é Deep hydration, plumps & All skin types Hyaluronic Acid, Sodium  Can hold water & hydrate layers; Serums,
Hval ic Acid smooths skin Hyaluronate use daily moisturizers
yaluronic Aci
é Attracts and holds moisture All skin types Glycerin Works better in humid Lotions,
Giveeri environments; hydrate skin well cleansers
ycerin
é Moisturizing, mimics skin’s Dry, oily, acne- Squalane Lightweight & non-greasy; plant- Creames, oils
Saual oils, non-comedogenic prone based sources
qualane
é Strengthen barrier, lock in Dry, sensitive, Ceramide NP, Ceramide Use daily for barrier repair & Moisturizers,
o i moisture compromised AP, Ceramide EOP hydration creams
eramides
é Soothing, healing, hydrating Sensitive, dry, Panthenol, Provitamin Helps calm & repair skin, good Creams, gels
Panthenol irritated B5 post-treatment
antheno
T Soothing, reduces irritation, Sensitive, post- Allantoin Use on irritated or healing skin Creams, balms
Allantor supports healing treatment skin
antoin

15
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Ingredient Key Benefits Best For (Skin How It Appears on Usage Tips Typically found
Types) Label (INCI) in
é Lightweight moisturizer, Dry, sensitive, Squalene Use in oil serums; less processed Oils, serums
antioxidant oily than squalane
Squalene
é Holds moisture even better Dry, dehydrated Polyglutamic Acid Used as an adjunct hydrator in Serums
) ) than HA serums
Polyglutamic Acid
(PGA)
Antioxidants & Brighteners
Reduces inflammation, All, especially Niacinamide Use morning/night; supportive for Serums,
o ) minimizes pores, brightens oily/sensitive acne/rosacea creams
Niacinamide
Brightens, fades dark spots, Dull, pigmented, L-Ascorbic Acid, Use with sunscreen; derivatives Serums,
antioxidant protection aging Magnesium Ascorbyl are gentler creams
Vitamin C A
Phosphate, Sodium
Ascorbyl Phosphate
Antioxidant, nourishes, Dry, mature, Tocopherol, Tocopheryl  Combine with Vitamin C for better Creams, oils
o protects skin barrier environmentally Acetate results
Vitamin E
exposed
Antioxidant, anti-inflammatory  Sensitive, acne- Camellia Sinensis Leaf Works well in calming Serums,
prone, aging Extract formulations creams

16
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Ingredient

Key Benefits

Best For (Skin
Types)

How It Appears on
Label (INCI)

Usage Tips

Typically found

in

Green Tea Extract

Licorice Root Extract

Hesperidin

Panax Ginseng
Extract

Retinol

Azelaic Acid

Brightens, fades pigmentation,

anti-inflammatory

Antioxidant, brightening

Antioxidant, energizing

Boosts collagen, reduces

wrinkles & acne

Evens tone, unclogs pores,
reduces inflammation

Pigmentation,
redness, dull
skin

Sensitive, dull

skin

Aging, dull, tired
skin

Glycyrrhiza Glabra Root
Extract

Hesperidin

Ginseng root extract

E) Renewal & Exfoliation

Aging, acne-
prone (not

sensitive)

Acne-prone,
rosacea,
pigmentation

Retinol, Retinyl
Palmitate,
Retinaldehyde

Azelaic Acid

17

Patch test if sensitive, great for
uneven tone

Can help with vascular redness
and tone

Stimulates collagen, revitalizes
skin tone

Use slowly; avoid if pregnant;

sunscreen mandatory

Gentle alternative to
hydroquinone

Toners, creams

Serums,
creams

Toners, creams

Serums,

creams

Creams, gels
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Ingredient Key Benefits Best For (Skin How It Appears on Usage Tips Typically found
Types) Label (INCI) in
8 Brightens, fades Pigmented, Kojic Acid Can cause irritation; use Serums,
. ) hyperpigmentation uneven skin sunscreen creams
Kojic Acid
tone
8 Surface exfoliation, smooths Dull, dry, Glycolic Acid, Lactic Use sunscreen; start slow to Peels, serums
) texture, brightens textured Acid, Mandelic Acid prevent irritation
Alpha Hydroxy Acids
(AHAS)
8 Penetrates pores, exfoliates  Qily, acne-prone Salicylic Acid Use low % if sensitive; avoid Cleansers,
) deep, acne-fighting overuse treatments
Beta Hydroxy Acid
(BHA)
S Stimulate collagen, improve Aging, dry, dull Palmitoyl Tripeptide-1, Use consistently; usually well- Serums,
Pentid firmness Acetyl Hexapeptide-8 tolerated; combine with Vitamin C creams, eye
eptides
P for enhanced effect products
{ Barrier Support & Soothing
| UV protection, calms Sensitive, acne- Zinc Oxide Physical sunscreen; suitable for Sunscreens,
Zinc Oxide inflammation PIONS sensitive skin creams

18
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q Calms irritation, hydrates, Sensitive, Aloe Barbadensis Leaf  Choose products with high Aloe Gels, lotions
heals minor wounds sunburnt, dry Juice %
Aloe Vera °
q Wound healing, reduces Sensitive, Centella Asiatica Good for irritation and barrier Creams, gels
o redness, strengthens barrier reactive, post- Extract, Madecassoside repair
Centella Asiatica P
acne

(Cica)

Consumer-Friendly Tips:

¢ Always use sunscreen! Many beneficial ingredients increase sun sensitivity.

e Introduce active ingredients gradually to avoid irritation (especially AHAs, retinol, vitamin C).

e Patch test new products and look for non-irritating concentrations (e.g., <5% for AHAs, <10% for niacinamide).

e Group routine steps: Hydration — Antioxidants — Renewal — Barrier repair

19
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3.3 The Red Flag Roster: Rethink Before You Apply

While not necessarily harmful for everyone, some of the following ingredients may

cause issues for some skin types or have environmental concerns.

While individual sensitivities vary, industry research indicates some ingredients are
more likely to cause irritation or pose health concerns:

¢ Parabens: Preservatives that may disrupt hormones.

e Sulfates (SLS/SLES): Harsh detergents that can strip skin of natural oils.
o Phthalates: Plasticizers linked to endocrine disruption.

¢ Formaldehyde-releasing preservatives: Can cause allergic reactions.

¢ Synthetic Fragrances: Often contain undisclosed allergens.

Consider your individual skin needs when evaluating products containing these

ingredients.

20
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Ingredient Potential Concern Who should be Typically Label Aliases Risk Level Safer Alternatives / Tips
cautious Found in
Fragrances & Essential Oils
Fragrances Allergic contact dermatitis, Sensitive, Perfumes, Hidden in ‘Parfum’ or ‘Aroma’ Medium Unscented / fragrance-free
(mix) irritation eczema moisturizers, labels. Linalool, limonene, products
cleansers, geraniol, citral, citronellol,
toners coumarin, etc.
Essential oils Photosensitivity, allergic Sensitive, “Natural” oils Tea tree oil, lavender oil, Medium Fragrance-free, minimal
(e.g. tea tree, dermatitis, potentially eczema in serums, citrus extracts formulations
lavender) irritating if overused or creams
poorly formulated
Phthalates (DEP, Endocrine disruptors, Pregnant, All Perfumes, nail = Diethyl Phthalate (DEP), often Medium Phthalate-free formulations
DBP, etc.) reproductive toxicity skin types polish, hair hidden under "Fragrance”,
(Health risk) sprays DBP, DMP
Preservatives
Sensitive skin, Water-based Kathon®, ® High Use preservative systems like

Methylisothiazol = Strong allergen, dermatitis

inone (Ml /
MCI-MI)

atopic
dermatitis

cleansers, methylchloroisothiazolinone

wipes, makeup
removers

21

sodium benzoate, potassium
sorbate, or ethylhexylglycerin
blends
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Ingredient Potential Concern Who should be Typically Label Aliases Risk Level Safer Alternatives / Tips
cautious Found in
Formaldehyde / Carcinogen risk, strong All, sensitive Nail/hair Quaternium-15, DMDM ® High Formaldehyde-free
donors allergen, formaldehyde products, hydantoin, imidazolidine urea preservatives
(Preservatives) donors linked to cancer some creams
with long-term exposure
Parabens Weak endocrine disruptors All, sensitive Creams, Methyl-, propyl-, butyl-, Low (at Phenoxyethanol, potassium
(Debated but in lab models but current makeup, ethyl-paraben cosmetic sorbate, organic acid
Low Risk) cosmetic levels are shampoos levels) preservatives
considered safe by
FDA/EMA. Some prefer to
avoid.
BHA / BHT Possible All, sensitive Creams, BHA, BHT [ ] High Vitamin E, rosemary extract
carcinogen/hormone lipstick, SPF
disruptor
Antibacterial Agents
Benzalkonium Skin & eye irritant, allergy Sensitive, Hydrogels, BAC, quaternary ammonium Medium Phenoxyethanol,
risk, antibiotic resistance reactive sanitizers, compounds ethylhexylglycerin

chloride (BAC)

preservative in

lotions

22
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Ingredient Potential Concern Who should be Typically Label Aliases Risk Level Safer Alternatives / Tips
cautious Found in
Triclosan Endocrine disruption, Sensitive, Soaps, Triclosan, Medium  Plain soap, benzalkonium-free
antibacterial resistance, allergy-prone toothpaste, 5-chloro-2-(2,4-dichloropheno formulas. Avoid “antibacterial”
irritation (now banned in acne xy) phenol claims unless

many countries) treatments dermatologist-prescribed

Cleansers & Surfactants

Sodium lauryl Harsh surfactant, strips Dry, sensitive, Cleansers, SLS, laureth/pareth sulfates Medium Mild surfactants (decyl
sulfate (SLS) skin’s natural oils eczema-prone shampoos, glucoside, coco-betaine). SLES
foaming (sodium laureth sulfate) is
agents gentler but may still irritate.
Cocamide DEA  Suspected carcinogen (less  All, especially Foaming Cocamide DEA Medium Cocamidopropyl betaine,
common now), irritant sensitive agents in natural surfactants
shampoos,
cleansers
Polysorbates Surfactant; potential irritant ~ Sensitive skin Emulsifiers in Polysorbate-20 etc. Medium PEG derivatives alternatives,
(Polysorbate-20  or sensitizer, rare allergies creams, lecithin
/60/80) reported serums
Ammonium Strips oils, strong irritant Sensitive, dry, Shampoo, ALS, Ammonium Laureth Medium Decyl glucoside, coco-betaine
Lauryl Sulfate eczema cleanser Sulfate

23
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Ingredient Potential Concern Who should be Typically Label Aliases Risk Level Safer Alternatives / Tips
cautious Found in
Diethanolamine Allergic, possible All, chronic Shampoos, DEA, TEA, Cocamide DEA, @ High Cocamidopropyl betaine, mild
(DEA/TEA) carcinogen/hormone exposure bodywashes MEA surfactants
disruptor
Alcohols & Solvents
Alcohol Denat. Strips skin's natural oils, Dry, sensitive,  Toners, gels & Alcohol Denat., Ethanol, Medium Glycerin, fatty alcohols
weakens barrier in high aging cleansers Isopropyl Alcohol
concentrations
Isopropyl Extremely drying, damages  Dry, sensitive, Toners, IPA, isopropanol, 2-propanol, Medium  Fatty alcohols (cetyl, stearyl),
Alcohol barrier at high levels eczema-prone cleansers, rubbing alcohol hydrating toners (glycerin,
hand aloe)
sanitizers,
aftershaves
Fatty Alcohols
Cetyl / Cetearyl Rare allergen, sometimes Sensitive, Creams, Cetyl alcohol; cetearyl Low Generally safe, avoid if

alcohol

cause dermatitis

dermatitis-pro
ne

moisturizers, alcohol

conditioners

Moisturizers, Emollients, Humectants

24

patch-positive; use different
emulsifiers
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Ingredient Potential Concern Who should be Typically Label Aliases Risk Level Safer Alternatives / Tips
cautious Found in
Lanolin Allergen in eczema patients Eczema, Moisturizers, Lanolin, wool alcohol Low Plant-based emollients (shea,
allergic skin ointments (unless ceramides)
allergic)
Mineral Oil / Could clog pores, trap Acne-prone, Moisturizers, Mineral Oil, Paraffinum Low Plant-based occlusives (shea
Petrolatum bacteria for acne prone skin oily lip balms, Liquidum. butter, cocoa butter, jojoba oil)
ointments
Urea Can disrupt acid mantle at Atopic Exfoliating Urea Medium Lactic acid, mild emollients
>20% (keratolytic / exfoliant dermatitis moisturizers, (at high %)
creams) foot creams
Sunscreen Filters & Skin Lightening Agents
Chemical UV Strong evidence for coral Pregnancy, Sunscreens, Oxybenzone Medium Mineral sunscreens
filters reef toxicity; human sensitive, all moisturizers (benzophenone-3), (zinc oxide /titanium oxide)
endocrine disruption especially with SPF, Benzophenone-1
evidence mixed and mostly children makeup, tinted
at high exposure moisturizers
Hydroquinone Skin lightener; potential All, especially Spot HQ, p-di-hydroxybenzene, @ High (if  Azelaic acid, kojic acid, vitamin
carcinogen with long-term sensitive treatments, benzene-1,4-diol unsupervise C. Must be dermatologist
misuse d) supervised if used as is
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Ingredient Potential Concern Who should be Typically Label Aliases Risk Level Safer Alternatives / Tips
cautious Found in
brightening
creams
Other Controversial Ingredients

Propylene glycol Irritant & allergen; Eczema, Lotions, 1,2-propanediol, MEG, methyl Low (in Butylene glycol, glycerin, PEG

dermatitis. Usually safe in sensitive moisturizers, ethyl glycol lower alternatives - Propanediol

lower concentrations topical drugs .
concentratio
(<10%)
n)
PEGs Penetration enhancers; Broken barrier, Lotions, PEG-4, PEG-6, etc. Low Oil bases, silicones when
(polyethylene possible irritation eczema cleansers, tolerated
glycols) makeup
Acrylates Allergic sensitizer; potential Sensitive Nail adhesives, Ethyl acrylate, methyl ® High Avoid nail/acrylate exposure
carcinogen concerns false lashes, methacrylate
some primers
Silicones (in Occlusive; may trap Acne-prone, Primers, Dimethicone, Medium  Water-based emollients, aloe
excess) bacteria, cause breakouts oily moisturizers,

for acne prone skin

cyclopentasiloxane,

foundations, trimethylsiloxysilicate

hair serums
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Ingredient Potential Concern Who should be Typically Label Aliases Risk Level Safer Alternatives / Tips
cautious Found in
Toluene Neurotoxic, respiratory Pregnant, Nail polish, Methylbenzene, ® High Toluene-free polishes, plant-
irritant; reproductive toxicity sensitive hair dyes phenylmethane based solvents
concerns
Synthetic Dyes Allergenic potential; some Sensitive, Lipsticks, FD&C Red No. 40, Blue 1, Low Plant-based pigments, mica
(coal tar dyes) possibly allergy-prone blush, Yellow 5, Cl number
carcinogenic eyeshadow
Salicylic Acid Drying/allergy (if excess) Sensitive, Acne Salicylic acid ©® Medium Lower %, lactic/PHA acids
(high %) eczema, kids treatments,
peels
Antiperspirant Additive
Aluminium Debated neurotoxicity; Sensitive, Deodorant, Aluminum chlorohydrate, @® Medium Baking soda, magnesium,
compounds irritant broken skin antiperspirant zirconium crystal deo
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Note - This is not an exhaustive list, and reactions can vary. Always patch-test

new products and consult a dermatologist if you have concerns. Safer Alternatives

are general suggestions; always patch-test and consult a dermatologist if unsure.

Don’t panic — not every ingredient is dangerous. Many are safe at cosmetic use

levels; risk depends on skin type, concentration, and frequency.

Patch test first — especially if you have eczema, sensitive skin, or are trying new

“natural” products.

Check labels carefully — “Fragrance-free” # “Unscented.” Know the difference
between drying alcohols vs fatty alcohols.

Pregnant / sensitive users — avoid high-risk categories (toluene, formaldehyde,
strong sunscreen filters, hydroquinone).

Dermatologist tip — balance caution with evidence. Over-avoiding preservatives (like

parabens) sometimes backfires — harsher ones may replace them.
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A beginner’s guide to decode skincare labels.

"Great skincare isn't found in the front of the label — it's hidden

in the fine print.”’

Navigating the world of skincare can often feel overwhelming, with a myriad of
products and brands.

Ever wondered if that “miracle” moisturizer or “dermatologist-recommended” serum
is actually worth the hype? This is where we put products under the microscope. In
this section, we'll break down a real ingredient lists, separating the glow-getters from
the red flags. Because behind every sleek bottle and bold claim lies a formula—and
we're here to decode it.

Let’s find out if your favourite shampoo is a skincare saviour or just a well-marketed

mirage.

Here's a breakdown what's really inside this Intense Repair Shampoo bottle—beyond
the marketing promises and shine-enhancing buzzwords.

Product: XXX Intense Repair Shampoo (India)
Use: Daily hair cleansing & repair
Claim: Nourishes damaged hair with Keratin Actives

Full Ingredient List (As per Label):

Aqua, Sodium Laureth Sulfate, Cocamidopropyl Betaine, Dimethiconol, Glycerin, Perfume,
Sodium Chloride, Glycol Distearate, Carbomer, Guar Hydroxypropyltrimonium Chloride, TEA-
Dodecylbenzenesulfonate, Citric Acid, Sodium Benzoate, Disodium EDTA, Mica, Titanium
Dioxide, Silica, DMDM Hydantoin, Trehalose, PEG-45M, Phenoxyethanol, Cocamide MEA,
Lysine HCI, Methylchloroisothiazolinone, Methylisothiazolinone, Arginine, Sodium Sulfate

Ingredient-by-Ingredient Analysis Table

Now let’s look at each ingredient, decipher its common name, understand what its
key function is in the formula, potential effect it can have on your skin, our
assessment of whether it can be beneficial or harmful and more notes to delve into
the why.
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INCI Name Common Function Potential Assessment Comments
Name Effect
Cleansers & Surfactants
Sodium Laureth  SLES Surfactant/Cl  Can strip i Caution Gentler than SLS but
Sulfate eanser natural oils still drying for
dry/sensitive scalps
Cocamidopropyl Coconut- Mild Mild, Usually well
Betaine derived surfactant/  supportive Beneficial tolerated, gentle
cleanser Foam foaming agent
booster
TEA- Surfactant Foaming Possible i Caution Can be harsh, pH-
Dodecylbenzene agent irritant dependent
sulfonate
Cocamide MEA  Coconut Foam Potential i Caution May cause irritation;
derivative booster irritant, possible nitrosamine
nitrosamine presence
risk
Sodium Sulfate  Salt Viscosity Drying at i, Caution Generally safe, but
controller high may contribute to
concentratio dryness
n
Conditioners & Hair Strengtheners
Dimethiconol Silicone Conditioning  Smooths hair 4. Caution Non-water soluble,
agent but can build can cause buildup
up
Guar Guar derivative Conditioner ~ Hair Improves hair
Hydroxypropyltri softening Beneficial manageability
monium
Chloride
Lysine HCI Amino acid Hair Strengthens Supports protein
conditioning  hair Beneficial structure in hair
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INCI Name Common Function Potential Assessment Comments
Name Effect
Arginine Amino acid Hair Strengthens Helps repair
conditioning  and Beneficial damaged hair
nourishes
hair
Humectants & Moisturizers
Aqua Water Solvent Neutral Essential base; no
(base) Beneficial concerns
Glycerin Glycerin Humectant Moisturizing Draws & locks
Beneficial moisture in hair and
scalp
Trehalose Sugar-based Moisture Hydrating Enhances moisture
humectant retention Beneficial retention

Sodium Chloride

Glycol
Distearate

Carbomer

PEG-45M

Silica

Citric Acid

Thickeners, Stabilizers & Texture Enhancers

Table salt

Emollient

Synthetic

polymer

Polyethylene
Glycol

Mineral

Fruit acid

Thickener

Texture
enhancer /
Pearlescent

Thickener,

stabilizer
Thickener,
film-former
Anti-caking

agent

pH adjuster

Neutral to
drying

Cosmetic
effect

Inactive

May cause
buildup or
irritation

Inert

Mild
exfoliation

Preservatives

32

1. Caution

Beneficial

Beneficial

1. Caution

Beneficial

Beneficial

Can dry hair/scalp at
high concentrations

Adds shine and
better feel

Texture and

stabilization

Safe at low %,
caution for sensitive

scalps

Harmless support
ingredient

Safe in small
concentrations
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INCI Name Common Function Potential Assessment Comments
Name Effect
Sodium Preservative Preservative  Generally Commonly used, low
Benzoate safe Beneficial risk
Phenoxyethanol Preservative Preserves Generally i Caution Lower irritation
shelf-life safe. Mild potential
irritant at
high doses
Disodium EDTA  Chelator Stabilizer Potential i Caution Environmental
irritant in concerns but low risk
sensitive skin in cosmetics
DMDM Preservative Releases Allergenrisk X Avoid Strong allergen; avoid
Hydantoin formaldehyd when possible
e
Methylchloroisot Preservatives Broad High ¥ Avoid Banned in leave-on
hiazolinone & spectrum allergenic products; strong
Methylisothiazol preservatives . allergens
potential
inone
Fragrances & Colorants
Perfume Fragrance Adds Scent Can cause i Caution Common allergen,
irritation often not disclosed
fully
Mica, Titanium  Natural Colorant / Mostly inert Cosmetic shine and
Dioxide minerals Opacifier Beneficial opacity

Summary for consumers.

Beneficial Ingredients: Glycerin, Guar derivatives, Amino acids (Arginine, Lysine),

Trehalose

Ingredients to Be Cautious About: SLES, Dimethiconol, Perfume, PEGs,

Phenoxyethanol

Ingredients to Avoid if Sensitive: DMDM Hydantoin, Methylisothiazolinone (Ml),

Methylchloroisothiazolinone (MCI) — potential allergens & hormone disruptors
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"The greatest wealth is health.”

— Virgil, Roman Poet

Navigating the world of skincare can often feel overwhelming, with a myriad of

products and brands. Skincare labels can be sneaky, but mastering them puts you in

control. These steps will help you spot the good, dodge the gimmicks, and shop

smart. Here are some actionable steps you can take to become a skincare label pro:

# Action

Description

1 < Start simple

2 & Match Your Skin
type

3 @, Spot Key Actives

4 i. Scan for Irritants

5 " Consider Product
Type

6 Check

Combinations

7 # Patch Test

8 § Consulta

Professional

Focus on first 5-7 ingredients. These make up the bulk of the product
(often 80-90%) and determine its base texture and primary benefits. Water
(aqua) is typically first, followed by solvents, emulsifiers, and main

moisturizing agents.

Look for ingredients that address your specific concerns (e.g., salicylic

acid for acne-prone skin, hyaluronic acid for dry skin).

Check if advertised ingredients appear before the 1% line. Ingredients
after this point are present in minimal concentrations and may not provide

significant benefits.

Check for ingredients you know your skin reacts to, especially if they
appear in the first half of the list. Common irritants include fragrance
compounds, certain alcohols, and essential oils. Even if they're at the end

of the list, they can still cause reactions in sensitive individuals

Different products need different ingredients. A cleanser needs
surfactants, while a moisturizer needs emollients and humectants.
Serums typically have higher concentrations of actives. Evaluate
ingredients in the context of the product's purpose.

Some ingredients work synergistically (like vitamin C and E), while others
can neutralize each other or cause irritation when combined (like retinol
and AHAs). Consider the full formulation, not just individual ingredients.
Apply a small amount of the product to a discreet area (like your inner
arm) and wait 24-48 hours to see if any irritation occurs.

If you're overwhelmed or have specific concerns, consult a dermatologist
or licensed esthetician.
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5.1 The Rules No One Told You

e The first 5 ingredients make up most of the product. Focus your attention
there.

e If the label says “fragrance” or “parfum” without disclosure, assume hidden
irritants.

e Long, chemical-sounding names aren’t always bad—Google them or refer to
cheat sheets like this.

e “Preservative” doesn’'t mean harmful—some are needed for safety. Just watch
for formaldehyde releasers or MI/MCI.

e If a product contains more foam, shine, or scent than actual nourishment, it’s
likely more about feel than function.

e Use ingredient dictionary apps like INCIDecoder, SkinCarisma, or CosDNA

e Remember that skin reactions are individual - what works for others may not
work for you

e Consider keeping a skin journal to track reactions to specific ingredients

e Don't be swayed by marketing claims - let the ingredient list be your guide

e Price doesn't always correlate with quality - affordable products can have

excellent formulations

Remember: Just because an ingredient name sounds chemical or complex doesn't
mean it's harmful. Many natural compounds have scientific names too! For example,
water is listed as "Aqua" and vitamin B5 as "Panthenol."
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Conclusion:
Empowered Skincare
Choices

Congratulations! You've taken the first step towards becoming a savvy
skincare consumer. Remember, reading labels is a skill that improves with practice.

Understanding skincare labels doesn't require a chemistry degree—just a few key
principles. By focusing on the first 5-7 ingredients, recognizing common beneficials,
and being aware of potential irritants, you can make smarter, safer choices for your

skin.

Look beyond flashy claims and shiny packaging—ingredients tell the real story. When
in doubt, patch test, research the INCI name, and always choose products that align
with your skin type and concerns. Because your skin deserves better than being a

guinea pig for fancy marketing.

Empowered with this knowledge, you're no longer guessing—you're choosing

confidently.




