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 Background: Acne vulgaris is a chronic inflammatory disease of pol-
ysebaceous follicles characterized by lesions that include blackheads, 
papules, pustules, nodules, and cysts. The prevalence of acne vulgaris 
is most significant among adolescents aged 15 to 18. In mild and mod-
erate acne vulgaris, topical treatment enhances skin conditions. It is 
believed that the ability of salicylic acid to reach the stratum corneum, 
which exfoliates due to its comedolytic properties, aids in the healing 
of acne vulgaris.  

Objective: Evaluate the efficacy of salicylic acid as a treatment for 
mild and moderate acne vulgaris.  

Methods: This study's design involved a literature search using the 
terms acne vulgaris and salicylic acid in Google Scholar, PubMed, and 
Science Direct.  

Results: The investigation found 108 articles were discovered and ex-
cluded based on the restriction criteria; 8 articles were reviewed. Sali-
cylic acid substantially improved mild and moderate acne, according 
to all studies. Improvement was measured based on the lesion's sever-
ity, the lesion type, and Goodman's qualitative global scarring grading 
system. There is an improvement in inflammatory, non-inflamma-
tory, and hyperpigmented lesions.  

Conclusion: Salicylic acid is clinically beneficial for mild to moderate 
acne vulgaris. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Acne vulgaris is a dermatological condition cha-

racterized by persistent inflammation of the se-

baceous glands, resulting in the formation of co-

medos, papules, pustules, and nodules. These 

manifestations have the potential to lead to scar-

ring and facial disfigurement. The prevalence of 

acne vulgaris is predominantly observed in the 

adolescent population, with a reported occur-

rence ranging from 70% to 87%1. Cutibacteri-

um acnes, a bacterial species under the influence 

of normal levels of circulating dehydroepiandro-

sterone, is commonly responsible for its onset 

during adolescence. Acne vulgaris is cau-sed by 

the interaction of multiple factors that result in 

the formation of comedo, its primary lesion2. 

According to the American Academy of Derma-

tology, acne vulgaris is graded according to the 

degree of skin lesions. Mild acne vulgaris (co-

medo 20, pustule 15, and cysts 0), moderate acne 

vulgaris (comedo 20-100, pustule 15-50, and 

cysts 5), and severe acne vulgaris (come-

do >100, pustule >5, and cysts >5) are all clas-

sified as acne vulgaris. Acne vulgaris has multi-

ple causes, including genetics, race, diet, climate, 

skin type, hygiene, cosmetic use, stress, infec-

tion, and occupation. Salicylic acid is a keratoly-

tic that is commonly administered topically. 

Salicylic acid destroys the desmosome structure 

of corneocytes and promotes desquamation, 

particularly in the lipophilic and stratum corne-

um upper layers. Due to its comedolytic proper-

ties, salicylic acid is also referred to as the exfo-

liating agent for acne vulgaris 3. Salicylic acid can 

also be used to treat acne vulgaris in chemical 

peels. A study discovered that using salicylic acid 

peels with a pulsed dye laser (PDL) resulted in 

superior acne control outcomes. While acne pa-

tients benefited significantly from a salicylic acid 

peel alone, they benefited even more from PDL 

therapy in conjunction with salicylic acid peels4.  

While some studies suggest that salicylic acid can 

be an effective acne treatment, other studies 

have yielded contradictory results5–7. In one stu-

dy, supramolecular salicylic acid and intense 

pulsed light were more efficacious than salicylic 

acid monotherapy6. A combination of glycolic 

acid, lactic acid, mandelic acid, salicylic acid, cit-

ric acid, and gluconolactone was effective in 

treating acne vulgaris, according to a separate 

study8. A different study, however, found that a 

combined light therapy mask with and without 

topical salicylic acid was not substantially more 

effective than benzoyl peroxide in treating mild-

to-moderate acne vulgaris5. 

This research seeks to determine the efficacy of 

salicylic acid as a treatment for mild to moderate 

acne vulgaris. Some studies on the use of Sali-

cylic acid as a treatment for acne vulgaris have 

produced contradictory results; therefore, the 

researchers conducted the present study to obta-

in more comprehensive information. 

METHODS 

 

This research uses literature review methods and 

research samples obtained from Google Scholar 

and Pubmed databases using search terms such 

as "Acne Vulgaris" OR "Acne" AND "Salicylic 

Acid."  

The study implemented specific criteria for liter-

ature selection. The research designs utilized in 
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this study encompass many methodologies, such 

as experimental studies, causal-comparative stu-

dies, case studies, cross-sectional studies, corre-

lation analysis, comparative analysis, and quanti-

tative investigations. A body of literary works 

was published within the timeframe spanning 

from 2010 to 2020. The literature has been com-

posed in the English language. Primary research, 

not a systematic review 

Based on the question of the clinical problem, 

then the author can compile the PICO as fol-

lows: P: Patient with mild to moderate acne vul-

garis, I: The intervention on this scientific 

search, which discusses the relationship between 

acne vulgaris and salicylic acid. C: Comparison 

of intervention with other acne treatments con-

sisting of single or combination therapies. O: 

Outcomes There are clinical differences after in-

tervention. 

RESULT 

The research was conducted using the metho-

dology of a literature review. Google Scholar 

and PubMed can be searched using the key-

words acne vulgaris and salicylic acid. PubMed 

search results provided 22 articles, while Google 

Scholar search results returned 84 articles, for a 

total of 106 articles. There were duplicates, no 

full text was available, and they could not meet 

the restriction criteria, so 98 articles were remo-

ved. A review of eight journals was then con-

ducted. 

DISCUSSION 

Numerous topical acne treatments are available, 

and each treatment's efficacy varies depending 

on the individual's skin type and acne severity. 

Due to its ability to exfoliate the skin and unclog 

pores, salicylic acid is a common constituent in 

numerous acne treatments. Research has shown 

that salicylic acid peels effectively treat mild to 

moderate acne vulgaris17. 

The research examined articles discussing salicy-

lic acid as a mild to moderate acne vulgaris treat-

ment. Eight articles using experimental me-

thods were obtained. The entire article discusses 

salicylic acid as a remedy for acne vulgaris. The 

entire article describes how salicylic acid is ad-

ministered as a chemical peeling.  

Three studies compare salicylic acid's effective-

ness and Jassner's solution as exfoliation treat-

ments for mild and moderate acne 11,13,16. A 30% 

solution of salicylic acid is administered as a 

chemical peeling agent. The third finding of the 

study demonstrates that salicylic acid is effective 

in acne therapy, and the results are statistically 

significant when compared to Jessner solution 

for non-inflammatory lesions 11,13,16. According 

to the articles by Surabhi and Byung, salicylic 

acid is more effective as a treatment for acne 

with non-inflammatory lesions or comedonal 

acne. The potent lipophilic and comedolytic ac-

tivity of salicylic acid can prevent the formation 

of comedones by inhibiting excessive keratiniza-

tion processes in the follicular tract 11,13. Chemi-

cal peels, such as salicylic acid and Jessner's so-

lution, are frequently used to treat acne. Resor-

cinol, salicylic acid, and lactic acid (latter beta-

hydroxy acid) are all components of Jessner's so-

lution 18. Dr. Max Jessner formulates it in 95% 

ethanol to minimize the side effects of resor-

cinol and contact dermatitis and enhance the 

keratolytic effect 16. Both peels are helpful in the 

treatment of acne lesions18. 
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 Table 1. Results of literature searches for research 

Writer Country Title Methods Population Intervention 
Compari-

son 
Outcome 

Azza 

Mahfouz, et al 

/2015 9 

America Trichloroacetic 

Acid Versus 

Salicylic Acid in 

the Treatment of 

Acne Vulgaris in 

Dark-Skinned 

Patients 

RCT The adult patient popu-

lation comprises three 

males and 17 females, 

totaling 20 individuals. 

Acne vulgaris of mild 

to moderate severity. 

The individual's skin 

type is classified as Fitz-

patrick skin type III-V. 

Trichloroacetic 

acid (25%) is ad-

ministered to the 

right side of the 

face at two-week 

intervals for two 

months, while 

salicylic acid 

(30%) is applied 

to the left. 

Trichloroa-

cetic Acid 

25% 

Trichloroacetic acid exhibits more 

efficacy in treating acne characterized 

by comedonal lesions, while salicylic 

acid demonstrates greater efficacy in 

treating acne characterized by in-

flammatory lesions. 

Monique 

Narciso Alba, 

et al /2016 10 

Brazil Clinical 

comparison of 

salicylic acid peel 

and LED Laser 

phototherapy to 

the treatment of 

acne vulgaris in 

teenagers 

RCT Twelve- to eighteen-

year-old boys and girls 

with comedone and 

papulopustular acne 

types I and II were 

evaluated. 

They were di-

vided into two 

groups at ran-

dom. Group I 

had 10% salicylic 

acid treatment, 

and Group II 

had ten sessions 

of LED laser 

phototherapy 

spaced one week 

apart. 

LED 

Laser 

Photo-

therapy 

There was statistical significance 

(P<0.05) observed in both catego-

ries. Salicylic acid exhibits a 10% 

higher efficacy in treating acne char-

acterized by non-inflammatory le-

sions, whereas LED laser photother-

apy demonstrates greater efficacy in 

treating acne with inflammatory le-

sions. 
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Surabhi Dayal 

et al./2017 11 

India Jessner's solution 

vs. 30% salicylic 

acid peels: a 

comparative study 

of the efficacy and 

safety of mild-to-

moderate acne vulgaris 

RCT Forty patients suffered 

from mild to moderate 

acne vulgaris. 

Group I received 

30% salicylic acid 

exfoliation ther-

apy, while Group 

II received Jess-

ner's solution 

therapy, adminis-

tered up to six 

times at two-

week intervals. 

Jessner's 

solution 

The evaluation of results depends on 

the type of lesion and the MAS 

score. 

With a prevalence of 53.42 percent 

(P < 0.05), comedo acne was 

significant in the SA therapeutic 

group. In the SA therapy group, 

71.0% of patients presented with 

papulopustular acne lesions. 

The average decrease in MAS scores 

in the SA therapy group was 

statistically significant at 60.35 

percent. It was determined that the 

SA treatment was more efficacious 

than the JS therapy. 

Rania Abdel 

Hay, et al 

/2019 12 

Cairo, Me-

sir 

Clinical and 

dermoscopic 

evaluation of 

combined 

(salicylic acid 20% 

and azelaic acid 

20%) versus 

trichloroacetic acid 

25% chemical peel 

in acne: an RCT 

RCT sin-

gle 

blanded 

Thirty-four patients 

over 18 at the Derma-

tology Clinic of the 

University of Cairo suf-

fer from mild to mod-

erate acne. 

 

 

 

 

The face is di-

vided into two 

halves for treat-

ment. One side 

is subjected to 

20% salicylic acid 

and 20% azelaic 

acid, while the 

other is treated 

with 25% tri-

chloroacetic acid. 

Trichloroa-

cetic acid 

25% 

A statistically significant improve-

ment in treating acne, specifically 

acne accompanied by inflammatory 

lesions, was observed with 20% sali-

cylic acid and 20% azelaic acid (P = 

0.001). 
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Byung gi bae, 

et al /2018 13 

Amerika Salicylic Acid Peels 

Versus Jessner's 

Solution for Acne 

Vulgaris: A 

Comparative 

Study 

RCT  Thirteen males with 

varying degrees of sus-

ceptibility, aged be-

tween 20 and 28 years. 

Experienced manifesta-

tions of mild to moder-

ate acne. The person's 

skin type is categorized 

as Fitzpatrick III-IV. 

Each patient was 

administered 

30% Salicylic 

Acid Peels to 

one side of their 

face and Jess-

ner's Solution to 

the other, under-

going up to three 

sessions with a 

two-week inter-

val between each 

treatment. 

Jessner's So-

lution 

No significant differences in acne 

with inflammatory lesions were 

found between SA and JS, although 

SA was preferable. For non-inflam-

matory SA lesions, 30% was much 

more efficacious than JS. 

Surabhi Dayal 

et al./2019 14 

India Comparative study 

of efficacy and 

safety of 45% 

mandelic acid 

versus 30% 

salicylic acid peels 

in mild‐to‐

moderate acne 

vulgaris 

RCT A total of 50 individu-

als were diagnosed with 

moderate to mild acne 

vulgaris. 

One of the two 

groups, selected 

at random, was 

administered 

mandelic acid at 

a concentration 

of 45%, while 

the other group 

received therapy 

with 30% sali-

cylic acid. Both 

groups experi-

enced six treat-

ment sessions at 

Mandelic 

acid  

45 % 

The outcomes were distinguished by 

comedo, papula, pustule, and MAS 

scores. The results indicated that the 

SA therapy group was more effective 

at reducing comedo than the MA 

therapy group (P = 0.44). The 

percentage of papules decreased 

more rapidly in the MA therapeutic 

group than in the SA therapeutic 

group (p = 0.004). In pustula, there 

was no significant difference in 

effectiveness between the SA group 

dam MA and the early MA group; 

both gave quite acceptable results (P 

= 0.86). 

76 



 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       e-ISSN  2774-2318  
Berkala Ilmiah Kedokteran dan Kesehatan                                                                                                                                                                                                                    p-ISSN 2407-0505 

 

Alfin Nafila, Dodik Nursanto, Retno Sintowati, Ratih Pramuningtyas 77 doi: 10.26714/magnamed.11.1.2024.71-82 

The Effectiveness of Salicylic acid Therapy in Mild and Moderate Acne Vulgaris 11 (1) February 2024 

 

two-week inter-

vals. 

Both MA and SA are effective in 

treating acne, with MA specifications 

superior for dealing with 

inflammatory lesions and SA 

specifications superior for dealing 

with non-inflammatory lesions. 

Samra 

Rafique, et al 

/2020 15 

Amerika Clinical Efficacy 

of Salicylic Acid 

(20%) and 

Glycolic Acid 

(35%) Peel in Post 

Acne Scarring; 

Randomized 

controlled trials 

RCT The dermatology de-

partment of Jinnah Li-

hore Hospital selected 

100 patients aged 12 

and older from com-

munity care patients us-

ing non-probability 

sampling. Patients who 

did not respond to 

other post-acne hyper-

pigmentation remedies 

The patient's 

right facial side 

was treated with 

a 30% salicylic 

acid solution. 

The patient's left 

sides were also 

treated with a so-

lution containing 

35% glycolic 

acid. The treat-

ment consists of 

six sessions, each 

separated by two 

weeks. 

Glycolic 

Acid 

(35%) 

Evaluations are conducted using 

Goodman's qualitative global scoring 

grading system. Both SA and GA 

could reduce post-acne hyperpig-

mentation or acne scars (P<0.001), 

but SA was 20% more effective than 

GA at reducing acne scarring. 

Kang N. 

How, et al 

/2020 16 

Malaysia Efficacy and safety 

of Jessner's 

solution peel in 

comparison 

with salicylic acid 

30% peel in the 

RCT dou-

ble-

blinded 

36 people have 

Fitzpatrick skin type 

IV-V and are 

experiencing mild to 

moderate acne. 

In this study, 

participants were 

administered 

either Jessner's 

solution peel or 

30% salicylic acid 

on each side of 

Jessner's so-

lution peel 

Both JS and SA were determined to 

be efficacious in treating acne and 

post-acne hyperpigmentation in indi-

viduals with dark skin pigmentation 

(P = 0.05). However, SA formula-

tions have shown greater effective-

ness in treating acne and post-acne 
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management of 

patients with 

acne vulgaris and 

postacne 

hyperpigmentation 

with skin of 

color: a 

randomized, 

double-blinded, 

split-face, 

controlled trial 

their face. The 

treatments were 

randomly 

assigned and 

conducted 

throughout three 

sessions, with a 

two-week break 

between each 

session. 

hyperpigmentation, with success 

rates of 85.3% for both conditions, 

respectively, than JS therapy presen-

tations (76.4%). 
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Since 1985, the FDA has authorized salicylic 

acid as an active component in non-prescrip-

tion topical products for treating acne. With its 

lipophilicity, this substance possesses anti-in-

flammatory effects and can reach the deeper 

layers of the skin 19. 

Additional studies have examined the efficacy 

of salicylic acid and Mandelic acid as acne treat-

ment when administered as a chemical peel 14. 

The study found that non-inflammatory or 

comedonal lesions showed improvement. Ad-

ditionally, there was a significant association 

between the number of comedones after four 

weeks of therapy with salicylic acid exfoliation 

and mandelate acid. Peeling using a solution 

containing 30% salicylic acid is more effective 

than peeling with a solution containing 45% 

mandelic acid for treating non-inflammatory 

skin lesions 14. The results of this study align 

with those of Jartarkar et al., who also found 

that salicylic acid peeling was more efficacious 

than mandelic acid peeling in the treatment of 

non-inflammatory acne, with a statistically sig-

nificant difference 20. 

A literature search found two publications 

comparing salicylic acid vs trichloroacetic acid 

as a treatment for mild and moderate acne 9,12. 

Both pieces of evidence indicate that SA exerts 

a more significant therapeutic effect on in-

flamematory lesions than TCA. While the 

combined solution demonstrated superior effi-

cacy in reducing inflammatory and non-inflam-

matory lesions compared to the 25% TCA peel 

in the present study, the disparity did not reach 

statistical significance 12. The formula demon-

strated excellent patient tolerance and a re-

duced incidence of adverse effects. Therefore, 

the combination of SA and AA can serve as a 

viable alternative treatment for TCA, especially 

in individuals with high skin phototypes 12. 

Based on Azza's research findings, a 25% TCA 

peel is more effective in addressing comedonal 

lesions, and a 30% salicylic acid peel is more 

effective in treating inflammatory lesions. Be-

cause it possesses a mechanism of action capa-

ble of digesting proteins and triggering coagu-

lative necrosis of epidermal cells, trichloroace-

tic acid is more effective as a therapy for acne 

with comedonal lesions. Because salicylic acid 

has lipophilic characteristics and a more sub-

stantial comedolytic impact than trichloroace-

tic acid, it is more successful in treating acne 

with both inflammatory and non-inflammatory 

lesions 9 

A literature review describes a study comparing 

salicylic acid as an exfoliating agent for acne 

with LED laser phototherapy on mild, mode-

rate, and severe acne. The study results indicate 

that both therapeutic modalities significantly 

improve acne lesions before and after therapy. 

The salicylic acid treatment is more effective 

for mild acne and moderate non-inflammatory 

lesions. The added benefit of salicylic acid ther-

apy is that it is more popular with patients be-

cause it is more affordable, so that it can be 

used as an option for adolescents. In reducing 

pustule lesions, LED-Laser phototherapy pro-

duces significantly distinct outcomes 10. 

Acne vulgaris is a skin disorder that can result 

in scarring. Scarring can occur due to the in-

flamemation induced by acne, and it can signif-

icantly impact a patient's quality of life. Acne 

scars come in various shapes and sizes, includ-

ing icepick, rolling, and boxcar scars. Acne 

scars can be treated surgically using subcision, 
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punch excision, and elevation techniques. Ad-

ditionally, injectable fillers, chemical peels, der-

mabrasion, microneedling, and energy-based 

devices are used for this purpose 21. In the lit-

erature search for salicylic acid in acne, salicylic 

acid also has a therapeutic effect on acne scars. 

Salicylic acid benefits 67% of patients in the re-

search published in Samra 2020. Chemical 

peels cause adverse effects in fifteen individu-

als despite being relatively less hazardous. Both 

peels minimize post-acne scarring; however, 

the 20% salicylic acid peel outperforms the 

35% glycolic acid peel 15. It is also stated in the 

article, which compares the efficacy of salicylic 

acid to Jassner's Solution, that they compare 

the efficacy of acne hyperpigmentation with 

the use of a PAHP index. According to the 

study, salicylic acid (85.3%) is more efficient in 

reducing acne hyperpigmentation than Jass-

ner's Solution (76.4%) 16. 

Salicylic acid is not only beneficial as an op-

tional treatment for mild and moderate ca-ses 

of common acne, but it also effectively reduces 

post-acne hyperpigmentation by decree-sing 

the activity of the tyrosinase inhibitor, which in 

turn suppresses the production of melanin15,16. 

Salicylic acid has been demonstrated in studies 

to help treat post-acne pigmentation when 

used as part of chemical peels or in conjunction 

with other therapies. In individuals with mod-

erate to severe acne, research comparing the 

effectiveness of oral isotretinoin with and with-

out 20% salicylic acid peels found that the 

combination significantly reduced post-inflam-

matory hyperpigmentation 22. The duration for 

observing outcomes of salicylic acid use for 

post-inflammatory hyperpigmentation (PIH) 

can be varied. A salicylic acid-containing 

dermatocosmetic product was test-ed on indi-

viduals with moderate to severe post-acne 

PIH. In mild and moderate post-acne PIH, the 

mexametric index dropped by 92.7% and 

85.9%, respectively, after 12 weeks 23. Salicylic 

acid effectively treats post-inflammatory hy-

perpigmentation (PIH) by exfoliating the skin 

and stimulating cellular regeneration, reducing 

dark patches and improving skin tone. Salicylic 

acid is a type of beta-hydroxy acid that reduces 

sebum production and promotes the faster 

healing of acne with minimal scarring. Addi-

tionally, it reduces post-inflammatory hyper-

pigmentation. Salicylic acid peels are preferred 

for acne treatment due to their lower risk of 

post-inflammatory hyperpigmentation, partic-

ularly in individuals with darker skin 22. 

Topical application of salicylic acid can result 

in specific adverse effects. Several studies re-

port that the observed adverse effects included 

a transient burning sensation, mild exfoliation, 

and erythema that resolved over three days. 

The side effects caused by salicylic acid therapy 

are still well tolerated. The predominant ad-

verse effects of using salicylic acid topical treat-

ment include a burning sensation, dryness, des-

quamation, and exacerbation of acne 24. To 

minimize the risk of side effects, it is crucial to 

adhere to the recommended frequency of use, 

which is usually limited to two or three sessions 

per two weeks 25. Salicylic acid is used as a peel-

ing therapy across the entire article that was 

discovered in our analysis. Salicylic acid pro-

vides clinical improvement in treating mild to 

moderate vulgar acne in more inflammatory 

and non-inflammatory lesions. A therapy dura-

tion ranging from three to five sessions, with a 
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two-week break between each session, can sig-

nificantly affect the patient. Salicylic acid can 

serve as an alternative treatment for reducing 

post-acne hyperpigmentation in addition to its 

primary application in acne treatments 25. 

CONCLUSION 

Salicylic acid is effective as an optional therapy 

for mild and moderate vulgar acne inflamma-

tory and non-inflammatory lesions. Salicylic 

acid can also be used for post-inflammatory 

hyperpigmentation and acne scars. This study 

suggests that it is expected that this review of 

literature can be used as a basis for the selec-

tion of therapies for mild and moderate de-

grees of vulgar acne. 
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