
For most consumers, a skincare routine is a positive part of their daily routine. Thirty-eight percent (38%) 
see it as ‘me’ time.  Sixty-three percent (63%) wash their face at least two times per day,1 yet roughly 
half of consumers (men and women) report using bath wash or hand soap to cleanse their face.2 
So it's no surprise that over half of consumers surveyed have no idea what ingredients to look for when 
purchasing a facial cleanser or understand the purpose of those ingredients. But when it comes to the 
aesthetic experience - 82% prefer a foaming cleanser and believe foaming is more effective than 
non-foaming cleansing.3

Nearly every facial and body cleanser today contains at least one surfactant.4 By definition, surfactants are surface 
active agents.  They are amphiphilic molecules absorbed in the air-water interface where they align themselves so that 

the hydrophobic part is in the air and the hydrophilic part is in water causing a decrease in surface or interfacial 
tensions. The hydrophilic tails capture oil and dirt, forming droplets, also known as micelles.5  

NATRASURF is a registered trademark of Johnson & Johnson Consumer Health. 
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What are surfactants?

Harsh cleansers are a common cause of skin 
barrier damage.7 Surfactants can penetrate 
through the stratum corneum and may cause 
damage to permeability barrier lipids including 
decreases in ceramides, proteins, and natural 
moisturizing factor4,8 resulting in inflammation, 
dryness and oxidative stress.4,8 Use of high pH 
cleansers can result in significant increases in 
trans-epidermal water loss (TEWL), greater 
protease activity, and increased desquamation.9,10

Surfactant interaction with the skin barrier
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Surfactant monomers and micelles contribute to penetration. 
Adding hydrophobically modified polymers (HMPs) to cleansers 
that contain surfactants can help to create polymer-surfactant 
complexes that are less irritating to the SC lipid barrier.10-12 

Due to their large molecular size, polymeric cleansing 
technologies ensure surfactants stay at the skin surface where 
they can still provide the much-desired benefits of cleansing and 
foaming, while minimizing surfactant penetration and skin barrier 
disruption.11 

New cleansers that contain HMP and a starch-based polymeric 
surfactant work together to provide premium cleansing and 
foaming aesthetics, while minimizing surfactant penetration into 
the skin barrier. In a clinical study, a cleanser formulated with 
HMP resulted in a 43% reduction in skin irritation potential 
versus a control cleanser without HMP.10

Gentle cleansing is particularly important for patients with acne, atopic dermatitis eczema, rosacea, or 
other dermatologic conditions that may cause compromised skin barrier integrity.9 Surfactant selection 

often represents a trade-off between functionality, esthetics, and mildness.

Hydrophobically Modified Polymer (HMP) binds micelles into polymers 
to form polymer-surfactant complexes.

Naturally-derived, potato-starch surfactants create foaming, and 
increase the size of the micelles.

Cleansing 

Micelles help suspend oil in water. When you put a surfactant solution on a 
surface like hair or skin, the oil and dirt is drawn away from the surface and into 
the micelles. When the surfactant solution is rinsed away, the surface is clean.

1
Emulsification

Surfactants can be used as emulsifiers, which stabilize the mixture of two 
insoluble liquids such as oil and water. So yes, moisturizers can actually 
contain surfactants.

2
Solubilization 

There are surfactants that have the ability to create particles so small that light 
passes through them and the solutions remain clear. Molecules that do this are 
solubilizing surfactants. They are used to blend oily materials like fragrances 
or natural ingredients into clear solutions. An example would be a surfactant 
like Polysorbate 20.

3

Conditioning

Since surfactants often contain an “oily” part on their molecule, they have 
conditioning properties that can improve the feel and look of the surfaces of 
skin and hair. For them to work this way, the surfactants have to be left 
behind and also be non-irritating. 

4
Special effects

Some surfactants have anti-microbial effects so they can be used as a 
preservative. Others increase the aesthetic appeal of formulations of are used 
as thickening systems, reducing irritation and improving formula stability.
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