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Drenched in skin-renewing ingredients, do-it-yourself face peels are taking a swipe at in-office treatments.

launching pads

 Properly executed, a dermatologist’s chemical peels can put you on 
the fast track to younger-looking skin. But maybe you’re not up 
for shelling out $150 a pop several times a year. Or perhaps the 
idea of carving out that kind of time is a quaint notion from your 
premom days. Or possibly the thought of a lab coat–clad profes-
sional looming over you with a cotton swab dipped in high-test 

acid scares the living bejesus out of you. 
Happily, gentler alternatives are as near as your corner apothecary, in the 

form of the ever-expanding selection of drugstore anti-agers. Rather than 

FRESH START 
By sweeping the 
dead cells off the 
skin’s outermost 
layer, peel pads 
lay the ground-
work for a dewier 
complexion.
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packing an intense blast, these premoistened pads work their magic—exfoliating flaky skin and 
reducing the appearance of fine lines—in a slow, steady fashion. “Skin is a lot better off with a 
light peel on a regular basis than with something harsh less frequently,” says New York City der-
matologist Dennis Gross, whose MD Skincare Alpha Beta Daily Face Peel pads all but invented the 
category six years ago. Created to complement his in-office peels, they were at first given solely 
to patients; once word got out and demand skyrocketed, Gross took the plunge and brought them 
to the masses. “They keep the machinery of 
the skin—its cells—revved up,” he says, “and 
perpetuate and augment the benefits of pro-
fessional procedures.” 

AN IMPORTANT DISTINCTION
The versions available in stores range in acid 
strength from 5 to 10 percent (versus 20 to 70 
at the derm’s office), and their look and feel are 
virtually identical across the board. The most 
important distinction among brands is that some 
include a second-step pad called a neutralizer, 
which soothes the skin with calming ingredients 
like vitamins, green-tea extract, and aloe. 

“The single-step peels are just easier,” says 
New York City dermatologist Amy Wechsler. 
“They play into that down-and-dirty American 
mind-set of ‘Get it done quickly or don’t do it 
at all.’ ” And as long as users follow the direc-
tions, says Wechsler, one-step peels are usually 
perfectly safe and not too harsh.

“If a peel isn’t neutralized, chances are it’s 
pretty mild,” says Fredric Brandt, a derma-
tologist in Miami. “But it’s not as if single-step 
peels are better than two-step—they are 
just two roads to the same destination.” As 
an extra hedge against potential irritation, 
Brandt recommends scrutinizing the label for 
the type of acid in a given peel. “Most of the 
alpha hydroxy acids, including glycolic acid, 
require neutralization,” he says. “Beta hydroxy 
acids, such as salicylic acid, don’t. They kind of 
neutralize themselves.”

LOOK BEFORE YOU LEAP
Still, as gentle as they are, nonprescription pads 
need to be used with caution: Wechsler recom-
mends that newbies do a forearm test for three 
days before diving in full throttle. (The same 
goes for beauty junkies who brand hop.) Then 
start slowly, with no more than one application 
a week, always following it with sunscreen if it’s 
in the morning. Should you experience irrita-
tion, scale back on acid strength; if it continues, 
consider ditching the pads entirely.

But if, on a cheerier note, your skin starts 
looking a bit more radiant—and you’re find-
ing that, postpad, your favorite miracle cream 
sinks right in like a dream—then you can get 
reacquainted with your lost youth. 

“SINGLE-STEP 
PEELS PLAY INTO 

THAT DOWN-AND-
DIRTY AMERICAN 

MIND-SET OF  
‘GET IT DONE 

QUICKLY,’ ” SAYS 
DERMATOLOGIST 
AMY WECHSLER. 

primping anti-aging pads
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patricia wexler m.d. dermatology 
Exfoliating Glyco Peel System
Gentle enough for everyday use, this three-stepper  
features a postpeel “hydrator” as well as a neutralizer. 
$65 for 30 applications, bathandbodyworks.com.

skyn iceland  
Nordic Skin Peel with Biospheric Complex
A blend of natural extracts (chamomile, thyme) take the 
edge off the glycolic and salicylic acids in this one-step 
peel. $45 for 60 applications, b-glowing.com.

md skincare
Alpha Beta Daily Face Peel
Step one: De-age with a cocktail of acids, including  
glycolic. Step two: Replenish via a vitamin-enriched  
neutralizer. $72 for 30 applications, mdskincare.com.

debra jaliman, m.d. 
Alpha Pads 
Spiked with glycolic acid, this single-step treatment  
can also be used on the chest, an area prone to sun 
damage. $50 for 60 applications, drjaliman.com.

therapy systems
Quick Therapy Purifying Treatment Pads
These one-step pads cleanse and exfoliate with a  
mix of glycolic acid, comfrey, and sage. $48 for 50  
applications, therapysystems.com.

philosophy
The Microdelivery Mini Peel Pads
Wrinkle-generating free radicals fall prey to these  
antioxidant-laced, single-step numbers. $35 for 60  
applications, philosophy.com.

ph advantage  
Boosters Glycolic Exfoliating Pads
Buffered by a low pH level, the acid in this product 
tightens pores and increases elasticity. $50 for 50  
applications, sephora.com.

good skin
All Bright 2 Step Facial Peel Pads
This system relies on a dose of citric acid to dislodge 
flaky skin, and aloe and geranium oil to soothe. $30  
for 30 applications, kohls.com.

PAD PICKS
Eight peels with anti-aging and calming ingredients
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