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“gold standard” in anti



“science based skincare.” Scientific expertise is becoming a central component of brand 

“skincare influencers” are shaping communication. Retinol plays a key role in this environment. 

Although it is considered the “gold standard” 

called “hero 

ingredient” in anti



mandatory warning label (“Contains vitamin A...”) (European Commission, 2024).

). Since retinol is effective but potentially irritating, many brands use “starter 

retinols,” gentle formulations, or alternatives such as bakuchiol to build trust (Zasada & 



Statements such as “clinically proven” or “dermatologically tested” serve as key anchors of 

Product names such as “Retinol 0.2% in Squalane” signal 

combines scientific efficacy claims with empathetic “soft science” language 

such as “gentle efficacy” to reduce fears of irritation





‘soft science’ 



explains how retinol functions as a “branded 

ingredient” and acts as a quality signal for consumers.

(e.g., “with retinol,” “recommended by dermatologists”) and the credibility of the 



Originally developed in industries such as technology and food (e.g., “Intel Inside”), the 

retinol, hyaluronic acid, and vitamin C act as “hero ingredients.”

certifications (“dermatologically tested”).

(Mukherjee et al., 2006) and is also considered the “gold standard” among 

safety aspects such as “stabilized retinol” or “gentle formulation” to strengthen trust. The 
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effectiveness activate positive, rational beliefs (“retinol works”), while on the other hand, 

gger negative emotions (“retinol irritates”).

in search behavior (“Is retinol dangerous?”) or in the preference for “milder alternatives” such 



–

visible results without “overloading” their skin.

chosen wording can be crucial: Describing it as “effective but potentially irritating” reinforces 

uncertainty. Communicating it as a “scientifically proven, skin renewing active ingredient,” on 



–

based trust arises from expert or brand authority (“dermatologically tested,” 

“clinically proven”).

Relational trust is based on social proximity and authenticity (“proven application,” “real 

testimonials”).





ondents’ openness 



→ Trust reduces uncertainty and facilitates decisions about potentially risky products

→ Consumers are more likely to choose products whose effectiveness they perceive as 

→ Brands that are perceived as competent and honest are considered more effectiv

→ Source credibility theory shows that the perception of competence and trustworthiness of a 



→ Positively worded messages are more likely to be accepted and strengthen the assessment 

→ Even low perceptions of risk can lead to avoidance of purchase, especially in the case of 

→ Conflicting evaluations (effective vs. irritating) create decision uncertainty and increase the 

→ Retinol is often associated with irritation, which is why fear of intolerance is a key barrier 
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The evaluation was carried out using structured content analysis along the categories “drivers” 

and “barriers.” The answers were grouped within these categories and condensed according to 
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that are considered competent are automatically rated as “more effective.”
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•
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fear of flaking, redness, or “skin purging.” This fear reduces the willingness to buy, even when 

•

•

•



The combination of high expectations and high uncertainty makes retinol a “high

involvement” product that requires guidance.
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of respondents did not specify a clearly identifiable skin type (“not 

sure”), while 

good reliability (Cronbach's α = .779), so that the scale could be assessed as reliable and used 

clearly positive and statistically significant (standardized beta β = .630, t = 8.517, p < .001). 



a very strong effect of perceived efficacy (β = .775, t = 12.881, p < .001). Thus, purchase 

β

β



clear positive correlation (β = .649, p < .001). Hypothesis 5 is thus supported.

as an independent variable. This was measured using the item “I avoid retinol because I worry 

about possible side effects,” while purchase consideration (Pur

β

e item “I feel torn between the benefits and drawbacks of retinol,” while 



β
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“What are the main drivers of purchase intention among retinol users in facial skincare women 

–40 in Germany?”



“What are the main perceived barriers preventing women aged 20–

based facial skincare products?”
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would give her confidence. Positive reviews from people she knows or from “real users” would 

retinol products (“0.2%, 0.3%, retinal, retinoid – I don't know what all that means”). This flood 



–

•

•

•

•

•

retinol to be “scientifically well proven.” She says that products with studies, clear claims of 

matically perceived as “more 

effective” because she considers them to be competent and honest.

, but at the same time is afraid of “doing something wrong.” She 
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The participant actively uses retinol because she describes its effectiveness as “clearly visible.” 

–

explained “starter products” 
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“honest and scientifically reliable.” 

to ambivalent feelings: she believes in its effectiveness but is unsure whether retinol is “too 

strong” for her skin. A clear beginner's approach would significantly reduce her perception 
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irritation, as many acquaintances have reported that their skin “burned or peeled.”
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The participant describes retinol as “the active ingredient that is recommended everywhere.” 

“overwhelmed.” Simple step
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“clear, visible results.” Scientific evidence of its effectiveness, dermatological 
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her. She believes that retinol is actually effective because “everyone says it works,” but she 



around her that retinol “makes the skin look worse at first,” which makes her feel uncertain. 
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How does ambivalence affect young consumers’ response to 

– –

Hansen, T., Risborg, M. S., & Steen, C. D. (2012). Understanding consumer purchase of free‐

of cosmetics: A value‐driven TRA approach. 
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Study of Paula’s Choice and The Ordinary.
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comprehensive review of the strategies to reduce Retinoid‐Induced skin irritation in 
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