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BEAUTY

Peptides Can Help Your Skin, but Claims Run
Ahead

Here is how to separate promising peptide evidence from vague labels, oversized
promises and products aimed at entirely different questions.

The jar makes a large promise

You are standing in front of a shelf-or scrolling past one-while a peptide cream quietly
promises firmer, smoother, younger-looking skin. The language may sound scientific enough
to settle the matter. It does not. "Peptides"” can identify a broad ingredient category, but the
word alone cannot tell you how much change to expect from the product in front of you.

There is genuine evidence here. A 2024 systematic review of topical products for skin
damaged by ultraviolet (UV) radiation found that peptides had the strongest evidence base
among the cosmeceuticals it examined. Most peptide studies reached Level Ib in the review's
evidence hierarchy, and the authors concluded that topical peptides can effectively treat
photodamaged skin.

That finding deserves attention, but also a boundary. It concerns topical cosmeceuticals used
for photodamaged skin. It does not establish that every peptide cream works, that every
formula has been studied, or that a peptide product can reverse every visible change
associated with age. A promising ingredient family is not a promise about an individual jar.

The distinction matters because skin changes for several reasons. With age, it may become
thinner, drier and less plump, while wrinkles and age spots become more noticeable. Sunlight is
a major contributor to skin aging, and cigarette smoking also contributes to wrinkles. One
fashionable ingredient does not make those larger forces disappear.

Strong evidence is not unlimited evidence

"Strongest evidence" sounds decisive until you ask: strongest compared with what? The 2024
photoaging review compared peptides with selected botanicals and hydroquinone, among
other topical ingredients. Its conclusion places peptides well within that particular field. It is not
a head-to-head verdict against every established antiaging ingredient or every approach to
protecting skin.
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Another 2024 systematic review shows why the frame matters. It screened 153 articles on
antiaging cosmeceuticals and included 32 studies involving 1,236 people: 20 randomized
controlled trials (RCTs) and 12 non-randomized, open-label trials. Retinol and vitamin C
received the review's highest recommendation grade. Several other ingredients received
weaker or inconclusive recommendations.

Peptides were not among the ingredients listed in that review's included evidence. That does
not prove they fail. It does show that two reviews asking related questions can produce very
different-looking evidence maps because they search for, select and grade different bodies of
research. The headline "peptides are evidence-based" needs the quieter second sentence: the
answer depends on which peptides, which products and which skin concern were studied.

The broader antiaging review also identified a limited number of RCTs and a need for
long-term evidence on effectiveness and safety. Across the cosmeceuticals it examined,
safety profiles were generally favorable and significant adverse events were few. But
favorable results across a selected research literature cannot answer every long-term
question about every formula on the market.

A plausible pathway is useful science. It is not a guaranteed result in your bathroom.

Topical peptides and collagen supplements are different bets

A peptide cream and a collagen supplement may appear in the same conversation, but they
should not share the same evidence claim. One is applied to the skin. The other is taken orally.
Research into one route cannot automatically validate the other, even when marketing places
both under the broad language of collagen support or skin aging.

A 2021 systematic review of collagen supplements began with 9,057 records and ultimately
included 10 publications. It reported that oral intact or hydrolyzed collagen improved clinical
signs of skin health, with almost all included studies finding benefits and no inconsistency
between them. The review proposed several possible mechanisms, including direct effects of
collagen peptides on fibroblasts and certain macrophages, plus mechanisms related to oral
tolerance.

Those findings are encouraging for oral collagen, but they do not tell you that a topical peptide
formula will produce the same result. Nor does evidence for topical peptides prove that a
collagen supplement will deliver a particular visible change. Route, formulation and research
question all matter. Collapsing them into one "peptides work" claim makes the evidence sound
more complete than it is.

Mechanism language deserves similar care. A 2023 systematic review discussed peptides
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among natural-product-derived molecules that may influence skin immune responses and
potentially help with inflammation, wound healing and premature aging. Yet its authors also
called for clearer evidence on safety, biological activity, precise mechanisms and the active
compounds responsible. A plausible pathway is useful science. It is not a guaranteed result in
your bathroom.

The label tells you less than the advertising

Cosmetic manufacturers must list ingredients on the container, so that list is your most
concrete starting point. It can confirm whether a peptide is actually present. It cannot, from the
evidence provided here, tell you whether the finished formula matches a studied product,
whether it contains a comparable amount, or whether it will produce the same outcome
measured in a trial.

Be especially cautious with reassuring language around the ingredient list. Terms such as
"natural” and "hypoallergenic" have no official meaning for cosmetics; companies can use
them as they choose. Those words do not demonstrate peptide effectiveness, and they do not
guarantee that your skin will tolerate the rest of the formula.

Cosmetics can cause allergic reactions. Red, irritated skin is often the first sign, and fragrances
and preservatives are the most common causes of cosmetic-related skin problems. That
means a reaction to a peptide cream may not necessarily tell you anything about the peptide
itself: the complete formula matters. If a product leaves your skin red or irritated, stop treating
the issue as a question of cosmetic performance and ask a health professional about it.

It is also worth noticing what category the product occupies. A cosmetic is intended to clean
the body, make it more attractive or alter its appearance. A cosmetic that treats or prevents
disease is also a drug, and a listed "active ingredient” can signal that status. Peptide language
on the front of a cosmetic package does not, by itself, convert broad beauty claims into
approved medical effects.

On Monday, audit one product

Take the peptide product you already own or are considering and use its container, not its
advertising, for a five-minute audit. Read the complete ingredient list. Confirm that a peptide is
listed, then look at the surrounding formula too-particularly fragrance and preservatives, the
ingredient groups most commonly associated with cosmetic skin problems.

Next, write down the single result you expect from it. Keep that expectation inside the
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available evidence: topical peptides have supportive evidence for photodamaged skin, but the
sources do not establish that every peptide product erases wrinkles, restores all age-related
changes or delivers the same result as oral collagen. If the claim is much larger than that, the
marketing has outrun the research.

Then place the product beside what does the less glamorous daily work: sunscreen rated 15 or
higher and protective clothing. Sunlight is a major cause of skin aging, and protection also
means avoiding sunlamps and tanning beds and staying out of the sun when it is strongest. A
peptide product may be an addition to that strategy. It is not a substitute for it.

This step takes three things you can hold: the product container, a pen and your sunscreen.
The container tells you what is present, the pen forces one realistic expectation, and the
sunscreen addresses a major driver of the damage. That is a more useful peptide routine than
believing the loudest sentence on the jar.

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
- Cosmeceuticals in photoaging: A review.
Skin research and technology : official journal of International Society for Bioengineering and the Skin (ISBS)

[and] International Society for Digital Imaging of Skin (ISDIS) [and] International Society for Skin Imaging (ISSI),
2024 - https://pubmed.ncbi.nim.nih.gov/39233460/

- Cosmeceuticals for antiaging: a systematic review of safety and efficacy.

Archives of dermatological research, 2024 - https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/38758222/
- Collagen supplementation for skin health: A mechanistic systematic review.

Journal of cosmetic dermatology, 2021 - https://pubmed.nchi.nim.nih.gov/32436266/
- Asystematic review of natural products for skin applications: Targeting inflammation,
wound healing, and photo-aging.

Phytomedicine : international journal of phytotherapy and phytopharmacology, 2023 -
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/37119762/
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