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BEAUTY

Is Bakuchiol Really a Retinol Alternative?

Bakuchiol has intriguing early evidence, but the gap between a promising ingredient and a

proven substitute remains wider than skincare marketing suggests.

The promise fits neatly on a bottle

You want the smoother-looking skin associated with retinol, but perhaps not the trade-offs.

Then bakuchiol appears in front of you: plant-derived, fashionable and routinely presented as

the gentler route to similar results. It is an unusually convenient promise. It may also be getting

ahead of the evidence.

Bakuchiol is a meroterpene phenol found abundantly in the plant Psoralea corylifolia. A 2023

systematic review describes interest in it as part of both the trend for "clean" skincare and the

search for alternatives to anti-ageing retinoids. Those two ideas make it easy to sell, but

neither establishes how well a product works.

Even the language on the container needs care. Cosmetic manufacturers must list ingredients,

yet terms such as "natural" and "hypoallergenic" have no official meaning. A plant connection

does not answer the question you actually have: whether bakuchiol can deliver the effects you

expect from a retinoid, with evidence strong enough to justify calling it an alternative.

There is a scientific idea underneath it

Bakuchiol is not simply an invented marketing story. The 2023 review found signs that it may

help with photoageing, wrinkles, hyperpigmentation and acne severity. Although it has no

structural resemblance to retinoids, laboratory evidence suggests that it can act as a retinol

analogue through retinol-like regulation of gene expression.

That is the most interesting part of the case. An ingredient does not have to share retinol's

structure to produce potentially relevant biological effects. Studies in people included in the

review reported significant reductions in photodamage, hyperpigmentation and wrinkle scores

when bakuchiol was used alone or with other products.

But "showed beneficial results" is not the same as "has been established as an interchangeable

replacement." The review found 30 relevant articles, one of which was excluded. Of the

remainder, 16 were preclinical studies and only seven were clinical studies. Three were

commentaries, two were narrative reviews and one was an adverse-event report. Much of the
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literature, in other words, was not direct clinical testing in people.

Bakuchiol has crossed the line from pure hype into plausible skincare ingredient.

The evidence is promising, not finished

The review's conclusion is encouraging: bakuchiol may have anti-ageing, antibacterial and

anti-inflammatory properties, and reported results were comparable with those achieved by

topical retinoids. Yet the same review says additional studies are needed to understand its

dermatological uses. Both statements matter. Repeating only the first turns uncertainty into

an advertisement.

The safety story is incomplete too. The review identified one published report of contact

dermatitis. Cosmetics more generally can cause allergic reactions, often beginning with red,

irritated skin; fragrances and preservatives are common causes. That means a reaction to a

bakuchiol product would not automatically prove that bakuchiol itself was responsible,

because the complete formula matters.

This is where the marketing language can quietly outrun the research. "Retinol alternative"

may reasonably describe what researchers are investigating and the retinol-like activity they

have observed. It does not prove that every bakuchiol serum matches a retinol product, or that

products containing the ingredient are equivalent to one another. The trials reviewed do not

support that sweeping conclusion.

Bakuchiol has crossed the line from pure hype into plausible skincare ingredient. It has not

crossed the much higher line into a thoroughly proven, universally interchangeable substitute.

The honest answer sits between dismissal and enthusiasm, which is less satisfying than a

slogan but more useful when you are deciding what belongs on your skin.

Retinoids still have the deeper acne record

If your real concern is acne rather than wrinkles or pigmentation, the evidence gap becomes

easier to see. A 2024 evidence-based guideline strongly recommends topical retinoids for

acne. Bakuchiol does not appear among its 18 evidence-based recommendations, despite the

2023 bakuchiol review reporting encouraging results for acne severity.

A 2019 systematic review selected 54 clinical trials of topical retinoids approved in the United

States for acne. It found them safe and effective, with improvements compared with the

inactive vehicle. The review also found that tolerability varied among different retinoids and

strengths. Retinoids are not one uniform experience, but they have been tested across a much
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larger clinical evidence base than bakuchiol.

A separate 2022 network meta-analysis covered 179 randomised controlled trials and about

35,000 observations across 49 acne-treatment classes. It found topical treatment

combinations among the most effective options, although the underlying trial quality ranged

from moderate to very low and uncertainty remained for some therapies. Topical retinoids and

benzoyl peroxide were less well tolerated than placebo.

That comparison does not make bakuchiol worthless for acne. It clarifies what you are

choosing. A retinoid has guideline support and extensive trial evidence, alongside recognised

tolerability drawbacks. Bakuchiol has a smaller, emerging body of research and cannot yet

claim the same evidential weight. If acne is severe, causing scarring or a heavy psychological

burden, or has not responded to standard care, this has stopped being a cosmetic substitution

question and needs medical care.

Take the label test

On Monday, put the bakuchiol product you are considering beside your current skincare using

the product containers and their ingredient lists. Ignore "natural," "clean" and "hypoallergenic."

Those words do not tell you whether the formula is effective, and the last two have no official

meaning. Find bakuchiol in the list, then look at everything else in the product rather than

judging it by its headline ingredient alone.

Next, write down the job you expect it to do on a piece of paper: wrinkles, sun-related changes,

pigmentation or acne. The available research is not equally strong for every goal. For skin

ageing, remember that sunlight is a major contributor and that sunscreen with a sun protection

factor (SPF) of at least 15 is established protective advice. A fashionable active does not make

that basic step optional.

If your skin becomes red or irritated, stop treating the reaction as a verdict on whether you

have found the right anti-ageing philosophy. It may be a cosmetic reaction, and the whole

formula-including fragrances and preservatives-deserves scrutiny. Questions about a

persistent reaction belong with a healthcare professional.

You do not need to declare bakuchiol miraculous or meaningless. You need the containers,

their complete ingredient lists and one written skin goal. For the next week, let those three

things-not the front-label promise-decide whether this ingredient addresses what you actually

want changed.
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Where this comes from

- Skin Aging

MedlinePlus, U.S. National Library of Medicine · https://medlineplus.gov/skinaging.html

- Cosmetics

MedlinePlus, U.S. National Library of Medicine · https://medlineplus.gov/cosmetics.html

- Guidelines of care for the management of acne vulgaris.

Journal of the American Academy of Dermatology, 2024 · https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/38300170/

- Topical Retinoids in Acne Vulgaris: A Systematic Review.

American journal of clinical dermatology, 2019 · https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30674002/

- A systematic review and network meta-analysis of topical pharmacological, oral
pharmacological, physical and combined treatments for acne vulgaris.

The British journal of dermatology, 2022 · https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35789996/

- Applications of bakuchiol in dermatology: Systematic review of the literature.

Journal of cosmetic dermatology, 2023 · https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36176207/
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