Some Cosmetic Ingredients
acetone. Strong solvent used in nail polish removers.
acetylated castor oil. Used as an emollient and thickening agent in cosmetics. 
agar. An extract from seaweed used as an emulsifier and thickening agent. See algae.
albumin. Found in egg white, and can leave a film over skin. It can constrict skin temporarily, making it look smoother for a brief period, but it can also cause irritation and is not helpful for skin.
alkyloamides. Identified on skin-care product labels as DEA (See diethanolamine), triethanolamine (TEA), and monoethanolamine (MEA), these are used primarily for their foaming ability in shampoos, but can also be used as thickening or binding agents. They can be skin irritants. In addition, alkyloamides contain a free amine that can combine with formaldehyde-releasing preservatives in cosmetics, and there is concern that they may form carcinogens.
allantoin. By-product of uric acid extracted from urea and considered an effective anti-
irritant.
all-trans retinoic acid. Active ingredient in Retin-A and Renova. See tretinoin.
almond oil. Non-volatile oil extracted from the seeds of almonds and used as an emollient. See natural moisturizing factor (NMF).
aluminum silicate. Salt that has absorbent and abrasive properties.
aminobutyric acid. Amino acid that has water-binding properties for skin and may be an anti-inflammatory. It supposedly also increases growth hormone when taken orally, but the only support for this is a single obscure study that was conducted more than two decades ago on fewer than 20 subjects, and the results have yet to be replicated by other scientists.
ammonium lauryl sulfate. Can be derived from coconut; used primarily as a detergent cleansing agent and is considered gentle and effective. See surfactant.
avobenzone. Synthetic sunscreen ingredient (also known as Parsol 1789 and butyl methoxydibenzoylmethane) that can protect against the entire range of the sun’s UVA rays
avocado oil. Emollient oil similar to other nonfragrant plant oils. It has antioxidant properties. See natural moisturizing factor (NMF).
bentonite. Type of clay that is used as an absorbent in cosmetics. It can be drying for skin, though its absorbent properties are helpful for those with oily skin.
benzephenone-3. Also called oxybenzone, a sunscreen agent that protects skin primarily from the sun’s UVB rays and some, but not all, UVA rays (Sources: www.photodermatology.com/sunprotection.htm; and Skin Therapy Letter, 1997, volume 2, number 5). See UVA.
benzoic acid. Preservative used in skin-care products; it is considered less irritating than some other forms of preservatives.
benzoin extract. Balsam resin that has some disinfecting and fragrant properties; it may also be a skin irritant (Source: www.naturaldatabase.com).
benzophenone. Group of compounds used in cosmetics as sunscreen agents to protect mostly from UVB radiation and from some, but not all, UVA radiation. See UVA.
boric acid. May have wound-healing benefits (Source: Journal of Trace Elements in Medicine and Biology, October 14, 2000, pages 168–173), but in cosmetics is used primarily as an antimicrobial agent.
dextran. Polysaccharide that has water-binding properties for skin. See also mucopolysaccharide.
dextrin. Carbohydrate that is classified as a polysaccharide. It is used as an adhesive when mixed with water. For skin it can have water-binding properties.
EDTA. Acronym for ethylenediaminetetraacetic acid, a stabilizer used in cosmetics to prevent ingredients in a given formula from binding with trace elements (particularly minerals) that can exist in water and with other ingredients to cause unwanted product changes to the texture, the odor, and the consistency. The technical term for ingredients that perform this function is chelating agent.
egg yolk. Egg yolk is mostly water and lipids (fats), especially cholesterol, which makes it a good emollient and water-binding agent for skin.
emollient. Supple, waxlike, lubricating, thickening agents that prevent water loss and have a softening and soothing effect on the skin. Please refer to Chapter Two, Healthy Skin: Rules to Live By, for additional information.
gelatin. Protein obtained from plants or animals and used in cosmetics as a thickening agent.
hyaluronic acid. Component of skin tissue that is used in skin-care products as a good water-binding agent. See natural moisturizing factor (NMF).
hydroquinone. Strong inhibitor of melanin production that has long been established as the most effective ingredient for reducing and potentially eliminating melasma (Source: Journal of Dermatological Science, August, 2001, Supplemental, pages 68–75), meaning that it prevents skin from making the substance responsible for skin color. Hydroquinone does not bleach the skin, which is why “bleaching agent” is a misnomer; it can’t remove pigment from the skin cell. Over-the-counter hydroquinone products can contain 0.5% to 2% concentrations of hydroquinone; 4% (and sometimes higher) concentrations are available only from physicians.
isopropyl myristate. Used in cosmetics as a thickening agent and emollient. kaolin. Naturally occurring clay mineral (silicate of aluminum) that is used in cosmetics for its absorbent properties.
lactic acid. Alpha hydroxy acid extracted from milk, although most forms used in cosmetics are synthetic. It exfoliates cells on the surface of skin by breaking down the material that holds skin cells together. It may irritate mucous membranes and cause irritation. See AHA.
lanolin. Emollient, very thick substance derived from the sebaceous glands of sheep. Lanolin has long been burdened with a reputation for being an allergen or sensitizing agent, which has always been a disappointment to formulators because lanolin is such an effective moisturizing agent for skin.
 menthol. Derived from peppermint; menthol can have the same irritating effect as peppermint on skin
olive oil. Emollient plant oil similar to all nonfragrant plant oils. The concept of olive oil having anti-aging properties stems from some evidence that diets high in olive oil may help prevent heart disease
resorcinol. Considered an effective topical disinfectant in concentrations of 1% to 3% (Source: www.fda.gov). However, there is also research showing it to be overly irritating for skin (
rutin. Bioflavonoid that is extracted from various plants and used in cosmetics as an antioxidant and emollient
safflower oil. Emollient plant oil similar to all nonfragrant plant oils. Safflower oil can be an antioxidant when consumed in the diet, but whether it retains this benefit when applied topically to skin is unknown. See natural moisturizing factor (NMF).
sesquioleate. Used in cosmetics as a thickening agent and emollient.
silicate. Inorganic salt that has potent absorbing and thickening properties.
silicone. Substance derived from silica (sand is a silica). The unique fluid properties of silicone give it a great deal of slip, and in its various forms it can feel like silk on the skin, impart emolliency, and be a water-binding agent that holds up well, even when skin becomes wet. In other forms, it is also used extensively for wound healing and for improving the appearance of scars (Source: Journal of Wound Care, July 2000, pages 319–324).
sodium benzoate. Salt of benzoic acid used as a preservative.
sodium laureth sulfate. Can be derived from coconut; it is used primarily as a detergent cleansing agent. It is considered gentle and effective.
sorbic acid. Preservative derived from mountain ash berries or manufactured synthetically
tannic acid. Potent antioxidant; it may have some anticarcinogenic properties
thioglycolate. Compound used in permanent waves and depilatories either to alter the structure of hair or to dissolve it. These are potent skin irritants.
titanium dioxide . Inert earth mineral used as a thickening, whitening, lubricating, and sunscreen ingredient in cosmetics. It protects skin from UVA and UVB radiation and is considered to have no risk of skin irritation
urea. Component of urine, although synthetic versions are used in cosmetics. In small amounts urea has good water-binding and exfoliating properties for skin; in larger concentrations it can cause inflammation
