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BEAUTY

Where Salicylic Acid Actually Works Best

It makes sense for clogged pores, disappoints on plantar warts and cannot turn every
stubborn bump into a home skincare project.

The promise is bigger than the evidence

A bottle of salicylic acid can seem to offer one neat answer to several untidy problems:
blackheads across your nose, a hard spot on your foot, bumps in your armpit. The common
thread is the promise of clearing something blocked or rough. But similar-looking skin
problems do not necessarily respond to the same ingredient-and some should not be managed
from the skincare shelf at all.

Salicylic acid has its clearest everyday role in acne dominated by blackheads and whiteheads. It
helps break those lesions down and reduces the shedding of cells lining hair follicles. That
matches an important part of acne biology: oil and dead skin cells collect inside a follicle,
preventing normal shedding and plugging the pore.

That plausible fit is not the same as overwhelming clinical proof. A 2024 evidence-based acne
guideline made only a conditional recommendation for salicylic acid. Benzoyl peroxide and
topical retinoids received strong recommendations. In other words, salicylic acid is a
reasonable option, but the evidence does not put it at the centre of acne care.

The distinction matters because salicylic acid is often treated as though its presence on an
ingredient list settles the question. It does not. You still need to ask what kind of lesion you are
looking at, what the trials studied and whether the problem has moved beyond the reach of a
cosmetic routine.

Blackheads are its natural territory

If your acne is mostly blackheads and whiteheads, salicylic acid has a job that makes sense.
Both are plugged hair follicles. Whiteheads remain beneath the skin, while blackheads reach
the surface and open up. Their dark colour comes from air changing the sebum, not from dirt,
so harder washing is not the answer.

This is where the ingredient's action is most directly relevant: it helps break down blackheads
and whiteheads while reducing cell shedding inside the follicle. That does not mean every pore
will clear, or that it will control every part of acne. Acne can also involve excess oil, bacteria and
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inflammation, producing tender papules, pus-filled pustules or deeper lesions.

The trial evidence is thinner than the ingredient's popularity suggests. A 2020 systematic
review covering 49 trials and 3,880 reported participants examined salicylic acid alongside
several other topical acne ingredients. Most participants had mild to moderate acne, but the
salicylic-acid comparisons were small and the evidence was generally low or very low quality.

One study involving 46 participants found little or no difference in participants' overall
assessment of improvement between salicylic acid and tretinoin, but the evidence was low
quality. Comparisons with benzoyl peroxide did not measure that outcome, and the reviewers
were uncertain about differences in minor adverse effects. Risk of bias and imprecision
prevented firm conclusions.

So the fairest reading is modest. Salicylic acid belongs in the conversation for mild,
clogged-pore acne, especially blackheads and whiteheads. It is not proven to be the best acne
ingredient, and its evidence is less certain than the marketing around it often implies.

Salicylic acid works best when the problem actually resembles the job it can do.

Inflamed acne needs a wider plan

A clogged pore can become an inflamed lesion when bacteria grow in the trapped mixture of
oil and cells. If the follicle wall breaks down, that material spills into nearby skin. The result may
be redness, swelling, heat and pain-not simply a plug waiting to be loosened.

That helps explain why acne guidelines recommend treatments with different actions. Benzoy!
peroxide, which Kills bacteria and may reduce oil production, and topical retinoids, which treat
lesions, reduce inflammation and help prevent new acne, both received strong
recommendations in the 2024 guideline. Combining topical treatments with different
mechanisms was also considered good practice.

Salicylic acid may still sit within an acne routine, but piling on products is not automatically
better. Topical medicines can cause irritation, burning or redness. Strong soaps, astringents
and rough scrub pads can also aggravate skin, while squeezing or picking blemishes can
contribute to scars or dark marks.

Deep, painful nodules, scarring, or acne that carries a significant emotional burden is no longer
a question of choosing a better exfoliating ingredient. Evidence-based guidelines strongly
recommend oral isotretinoin for severe acne, acne causing scarring or psychosocial burden,
and acne that has not responded to standard topical or oral therapy. That decision belongs
with a health professional.

Salicylic acid works best when the problem actually resembles the job it can do. A painful lesion
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lodged deep in the skin is not just a more determined blackhead. Treating both as identical can
delay care while irritation accumulates on the surface.

Warts expose the limits

Salicylic acid is also used for warts, but location changes the story. A 2021 systematic review
of 44 studies found that commonly used first-choice treatments had low cure rates for plantar
warts-the warts found on the foot. Across included studies, the average cure rate reported for
salicylic acid was 13.6 percent.

That number should not be read as a personal forecast. The studies varied, and no plantar-wart
treatment worked for everyone. It does, however, puncture the idea that salicylic acid is
reliably effective simply because it is a familiar first option. On the sole of the foot, its
performance in the review was disappointing.

Other approaches in that review had higher average cure rates, including some combination,
injected and specialist treatments. Those figures do not turn them into do-it-yourself
substitutes: several were described as specialised or compassionate-use approaches. The
reviewers called for better-quality research to evaluate them.

The useful lesson is not that salicylic acid never works on a plantar wart. It is that repeated
application should not become an endless experiment. If the spot persists or you are not sure it
is a wart, a health professional can reassess what you are treating and discuss options that are
not available in an ordinary skincare routine.

There is another boundary worth drawing. A 2024 review gave a strong clinical
recommendation to a combination of fluorouracil and salicylic acid for fields of actinic
keratoses on sun-damaged skin. That finding concerns a specific combined medical therapy
for an area that can progress to skin cancer. It is not evidence that an ordinary salicylic-acid
product treats suspicious sun-damaged patches.

Start with a mirror and one product

On Monday, look before you apply. You need a mirror, a mild cleanser, a salicylic-acid acne
product and sunscreen. Gently cleanse the area rather than scrubbing it. Then decide whether
what you see is mainly small blackheads and whiteheads, or something deeper, painful,
draining or scar-forming.

If it is mild clogged-pore acne, salicylic acid is a defensible single active to consider. Keep the
rest of the routine plain. Oil-free, noncomedogenic cosmetics and hair products are less likely
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to clog pores, although even these can make acne worse in some people. Sunscreen matters
because acnhe medicines can make skin more prone to sunburn and because sun protection
can help with dark marks after acne.

Do not treat irritation as proof that the ingredient is working. Burning, redness and skin
irritation are recognised side effects of topical acne medicines. If they occur, discuss them
with a health professional rather than answering them with stronger soap, rough pads or
another active ingredient.

If the bumps are painful, recur in the armpits or groin, break open, drain or leave scars and
tunnels, put down the acid. Hidradenitis suppurativa (HS) can resemble pimples early on, but it
is a chronic disease involving blocked follicles, inflammation and sometimes abscesses. It is
not caused by poor hygiene, and diagnosis may require a dermatologist.

For the next week, make the experiment smaller, not harsher: one salicylic-acid acne product
for genuinely clogged pores, a mild cleanser and sunscreen, with a mirror helping you notice
when the problem does not fit. Salicylic acid is most useful when you stop asking it to treat
everything.

Where this comes from
- Acne

MedlinePlus, U.S. National Library of Medicine - https://medlineplus.gov/acne.html
- Hidradenitis Suppurativa

MedlinePlus, U.S. National Library of Medicine - https://medlineplus.gov/hidradenitissuppurativa.ntml
- Acne
National Institute of Arthritis and Musculoskeletal and Skin Diseases -
https://www.niams.nih.gov/health-topics/acne
- Acne: Diagnosis, Treatment, and Steps to Take
National Institute of Arthritis and Musculoskeletal and Skin Diseases
https://www.niams.nih.gov/health-topics/acne/diagnosis-treatment-and-steps-to-take
- Skin Conditions and Complementary Health Approaches: What the Science Says
National Center for Complementary and Integrative Health -
https://www.nccih.nih.gov/health/providers/digest/skin-conditions-and-complementary-health-approaches-science

- Guidelines of care for the management of acne vulgaris.

Journal of the American Academy of Dermatology, 2024 - https://pubmed.ncbi.nim.nih.gov/38300170/
- Topical treatment for plantar warts: A systematic review.

Dermatologic therapy, 2021 - https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33263934/
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- Topical azelaic acid, salicylic acid, nicotinamide, sulphur, zinc and fruit acid (alpha-hydroxy
acid) for acne.

The Cochrane database of systematic reviews, 2020 - https://pubmed.ncbi.nim.nih.gov/32356369/
- Systematic review of randomized controlled trials of topicals for actinic keratosis field
therapy.

Archives of dermatological research, 2024 - https://pubmed.ncbi.nim.nih.gov/38498070/
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