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 A TCA peel is most commonly used to: 
 
~ eliminate age spots and melasma 
~ smooth the texture of leathery, sun damaged skin   
~ treat some types of acne 
~ diminish fine lines and wrinkles  
 
What is a TCA peel? 
 
TCA (Trichloroacetic acid) is a non-toxic chemical, which has been used to perform skin peels for over 20 years.  It is a 
relative of vinegar (acetic acid).  When TCA is applied to the skin, it causes the top layers of cells to dry up and peel off 
over a period of several days to one week.  When the old skin is peeled off, it exposes a new layer of undamaged skin, 
which has a smoother texture and more even color. 
 
How do peels work and what are the different peel depths? 
 
All peels work by removing a layer of skin.  Superficial or “light” peels remove only the top layer, mostly the layer of dead 
skin called the stratum corneum.  Progressing from medium to deep peels, the layer of skin removed is greater with each 
increase in strength of the peel solution.  The stronger the peel solution the greater the risk of complications like uneven 
pigment or even scarring. 
 
TCA peels can be done at different depths from shallow to deep.  Most dermatologists now use laser technology instead 
of deep TCA peels, but TCA is still the product of choice for light to medium depth peels. 
 
Lighter TCA peels (10% or less) are usually done in a series of 2 or 3 for best results.  This is similar to other light peels 
that usually involve glycolic, salicylic or a mixture of other hydroxy acids.  Medium depth TCA peels are usually done once 
or twice a year and do require some downtime-usually about a week- when the peeling is obvious. 
 
What areas can be treated? 
 
When considering peels of non-facial areas, it’s important to realize that these areas do not heal as well as the face, and 
the desired results are not as predictable.  It is essential to note that you should never peel more than a small percentage 
of the body at one time in order to avoid any chance of potential toxicity. 
 
 How long do the effects of a TCA peel last? 
 
This depends on the depth of the peel and the extent of your continuing sun exposure. 
 
When will I see results from my TCA peel? 
 
As soon as you finish peeling you will see results.   Your skin should continue to improve for 30-60 days as long as you 
are protected from the sun. 
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What does a TCA peel feel like?  Is it painful? 
 
When the peel solution is applied and penetration begins, you will feel stinging that graduates into a burning sensation.  A 
handheld fan is used for cooling in this stage.  The solution should produce a frosting of the skin.  More than one coat is 
sometimes needed to achieve the frost.  Everyone is different on their pain tolerance.  Your provider will work with you to 
keep you as comfortable as possible. 
 
What will I look like right after the treatment and what is the healing time? 
 
The skin will have a coat of anti-biotic ointment, so it will look shiny with some signs of redness and frosting.  The redness 
and frosting appearance will dissipate over a few hours.  Again, everyone is different and healing is different for each 
person.    You will begin to peel as early as 48 hours up to 7 days.  Peeling varies from 5-14 days.  You will be more 
sensitive to sunlight for 4-8 weeks, so DO NOT plan sunny vacations during this time. 
 
What are the possible side effects and complications of a TCA peel? 
 
PAIN ~ There is usually only mild discomfort afterwards, such as tightness, itchiness, warmth and/or swelling. 
REDNESS ~ A pink or red coloration of the skin may persist as long as 2-8 weeks, depending on skin type and depth of 
peel.  This can occur all over or in isolated areas. 
WOUND HEALING ~ The TCA peel causes a superficial wound to the skin that takes approximately 5-7 days to heal.  
Avoiding the sun is a MUST! 
PIGMENT CHANGES ~ The treated area may heal with increased or decreased pigmentation.  This occurs most often in 
darker pigmented skin. Pigment change can be permanent. 
SWELLING ~ Immediately after the peel, there will be mild to moderate swelling of the skin.  This is a temporary condition 
and will resolve over 2-3 days. 
SCARRING ~ There is a very small chance of scarring.  This includes hypertrophic or keloid scars.  To minimize chances 
of scarring, it is important that you follow pre & post-operative instructions carefully.  It is imperative that any prior 
history of unusual healing be reported. 
EYE EXPOSURE ~ It is important that you keep your eyes closed and inform your provider of any stinging in the eye. 
SUN SENSITIVITY ~ You will be sensitive to the sun for up to 8 weeks after the treatment and will need to protect your 
skin daily with sunscreens, hats and sunglasses. 
ACCUTANE ~ You should not have a medium depth peel if you have used Accutane in the last 12 months. 
COLD SORES ~ If you are prone to herpes (cold sores, fever blisters), you may need a prescription for famvir or acyclovir 
prior to having medium depth peels.  It is imperative that any prior history of herpes be reported. 
 
Other chemicals are available; such as, glycolic acid, lactic acid, salicylic acid, and more.  These chemicals are more 
superficial if you are not wanting a medium to deep peel.   
 
 
 
 
 


