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HOW TO SAFELY EXFOLIATE AT HOME 
 

SCHAUMBURG, Ill. (Dec. 13, 2016) — Exfoliation is the process of removing dead skin 
cells from the outer layer of your skin. While some people believe that this improves the 
appearance of their skin, dermatologists from the American Academy of Dermatology say 
it’s not for everyone and – if not done properly – could do more harm than good.  

 
“For some people, exfoliation can actually make their skin worse – with increased redness 
or acne breakouts,” said board-certified dermatologist Rebecca Clare Tung, MD, FAAD, 
associate professor of dermatology, Loyola University Medical Center. “If you choose to 
exfoliate, it’s important to do so safely so that it does not damage your skin.” 
 
Since every type of exfoliation may not work for every skin type, Dr. Tung says it’s 
important to consider your skin type before choosing an exfoliation method: 
 

- Sensitive skin may sting or burn after product use 
- Normal skin is clear and not sensitive 
- Dry skin is flaky, itchy or rough 
- Oily skin is shiny and greasy 
- Combination skin is dry in some areas and oily in others 
 

“Understanding your skin type will help you choose an exfoliation method that best suits 
your skin,” said Dr. Tung.  
 
Dr. Tung explains that there are two main methods for at-home exfoliation – mechanical 
and chemical – and the method you choose should be guided by your skin type. 
Mechanical exfoliation uses a tool, such as a brush or sponge, or a scrub to physically 
remove dead skin cells. Chemical exfoliation uses chemicals, such as alpha and beta 
hydroxy acids, to gently dissolve dead skin cells. 

 
To prevent skin damage while exfoliating, Dr. Tung recommends the following tips: 
 

1. Consider the skin care products you already use: Some medications and even 
over-the-counter products may cause your skin to be more sensitive or peel, such 
as prescription retinoid creams or products containing retinol or benzoyl peroxide. 
Exfoliating while using these products may worsen dry skin or even cause acne 
breakouts.    

2. Select an exfoliation method that suits your skin type: Those with dry, 
sensitive or acne-prone skin may prefer just a washcloth and a mild chemical 
exfoliator, as mechanical exfoliation may be too irritating for this skin type. Those 
with oily, thicker skin may want to use stronger chemical treatments or mechanical 
exfoliation. However, avoid strong chemical or mechanical exfoliation if you have a 
darker skin tone or notice dark spots on your skin after burns, bug bites or acne 
breakouts. For some people, especially those with darker skin tones, more 
aggressive forms of exfoliation may result in dark spots on the skin.  

3. Be gentle to your skin: If you use a scrub or chemical exfoliator, apply the 
product gently using small, circular motions. Do this for about 30 seconds, and 
then rinse off with lukewarm – not hot – water. If you use a brush or sponge, use 
short light strokes. Never exfoliate if you have open cuts or wounds or if your skin 
is sunburned.  

4. Follow with moisturizer: Exfoliating can be drying to the skin. Apply moisturizer 
immediately after exfoliating to keep your skin healthy and hydrated.  
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5. Find the right schedule for you: How often you exfoliate depends on your skin 
type and exfoliation method. Generally, the more aggressive the exfoliation, the 
less often it needs to be done. Be careful not to over-exfoliate, as this could lead to 
skin that is red and irritated.  
 

“If you aren’t sure what skin type you have, or if you have questions about exfoliating your 
skin, see a board-certified dermatologist,” said Dr. Tung. “A dermatologist can evaluate 
your skin and help you decide if exfoliation is beneficial for you.” 
 
These tips are demonstrated in “How to Exfoliate at Home,” a video posted to the AAD 
website and YouTube channel. This video is part of the AAD’s “Video of the Month” series, 
which offers tips people can use to properly care for their skin, hair and nails. A new video 
in the series posts to the AAD website and YouTube channel each month. 
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Headquartered in Schaumburg, Ill., the American Academy of Dermatology, founded in 1938, is the 
largest, most influential, and most representative of all dermatologic associations. With a membership 
of more than 18,000 physicians worldwide, the AAD is committed to: advancing the diagnosis and 
medical, surgical and cosmetic treatment of the skin, hair and nails; advocating high standards in 
clinical practice, education, and research in dermatology; and supporting and enhancing patient care 
for a lifetime of healthier skin, hair and nails. For more information, contact the AAD at 1-888-462-
DERM (3376) or aad.org. Follow the AAD on Facebook (American Academy of Dermatology), Twitter 
(@AADskin), or YouTube (AcademyofDermatology). 
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