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•  Mild effective cleansing should gently remove unwanted 
substances from skin

•  Irritants such as saliva, urine, feces, milk or food residue

•  Environmental substances (dirt, allergens, irritants) 
especially as babies grow and explore

•  Infectious agents

•  Not cleansing can increase risk for skin irritation; can 
lead to infection 

•  Can help maintain and protect integrity of skin barrier

Cleansing is an ancient ritual performed throughout human history
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Cleansing is Fundamental to Baby Health & Wellbeing
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•  Infant skin is different than adult skin, continues 
to develop over time, needs special care

•  Can lose water 2X as fast

•  Smaller cells and thinner skin – shorter 
pathway outside to inside

Scientific Evidence Supports Some Cleansers over Others
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pH Eye sting Residue 
(insoluble) Skin  compatible

Soap ~10 Very high High Not usually 

Syndet bar 6.5 – 8 High Lower More likely to be

Adult cleanser 5 - 6.5 Very high Low Not usually

Baby cleanser 5 – 6.5 Low Lowest More likely to be 

Soaps with high pH can be irritating/drying. Adult cleansers may not be appropriate.

Mild cleansers should be designed, formulated 
and tested for infants

• pH neutral or mildly acidic

•  Should not disrupt skin barrier, including skin microbiome

•  Should not irritate eyes in case of accidental splashes

•  Should contain ingredients that are well characterized; 
assessed appropriate for infants

•  Be microbiologically robust, which means many 
formulations will need appropriate preservative ingredients

Cleansing Can Help Maintain and Protect Integrity of the  Skin Barrier, However…
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•  Water alone may not remove all impurities

•  Contaminants and mineral content may have 
irritating effect on skin

•  Irritants such as fecal enzymes are better removed 
with cleansers

•  A randomized study assessing bathing of neonates 
showed that water alone is not best for: 

•  Preserving skin barrier function

•  Maintaining stratum corneum hydration 

•  Can perturb normal skin pH

Evidence-based clinical practice guidelines exist and there is general consensus among 
experts, but approaches to baby cleansing continue to be explored and debated

Cleansing with Water Alone is Not Ideal 
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Surfactants (surface-active agents) function as cleansers by 
reducing surface tension and acting as emulsifying agents

They are a building-block for cleansers, but can disrupt the 
complex structure of the skin

•  Aid in cleansing, help separate soils from skin so can be 
rinsed away

•  Products for babies should use mild surfactant molecules, 
blended to increase micelle size

•  Larger micelles have less potential to penetrate and 
irritate the skin barrier

Tail

Surfactant
monomer

Head

Micelle
Definition 

•  Surfactants are amphiphilic compounds that 
aggregate to form micelles  

•  Contain hydrophobic (tail) and hydrophilic (head) 
groups; water soluble

• Different types based on electric charge

Stratum 
Corneum

Walters R, et al. Cosmetics & Toiletries. 2008;123:53-60. 

Not to scale

Mild Cleansers Should Use Appropriate Surfactants
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pH Scale: Skin and Cleansing Products1,2 
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Ideal Baby Cleanser Should Not Disrupt Normal pH of Baby’s Skin 
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Typical Components of An Infant 
Cleansing Product Should be 

Appropriate and Well Characterized
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•  Use purposeful, well characterized ingredients

•  Use mild surfactants blended to create large micelles

•  Neutral to mildly acidic pH

•  Appropriate emollients or moisturizers may help prevent dryness 
and protect skin barrier

•  Rigorous and comprehensive assessment for ingredient 
and formulation safety

Best Practices in Formulating Mild Cleansers for Infants

Infant Cleansers Should have Appropriate pH
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Key Takeaways

1. Cleansing hygiene is fundamental to infant’s overall health and wellbeing

2. Infant skin, and its microbiome, is different from adult skin and continues 
to mature over time which has implications for care

3. An ideal baby cleanser is safe, mild, gentle and effective; does not disrupt 
but maintains / protects the infant skin barrier


