
Lactic acid is a natural chemical compound that forms in the body and in certain foods 
during a process called fermentation. A chemical compound is a substance made when 
two or more elements are chemically bonded together. Lactic acid specifically forms 
when sugars are broken down without enough oxygen present. This type of energy 
production is called anaerobic metabolism. Anaerobic means “without oxygen,” and 
metabolism refers to the chemical processes that occur inside living organisms to 
produce energy and maintain life. 

To understand lactic acid clearly, it helps to start with how the body normally produces 
energy. Cells in the body need energy to function. Muscle cells, brain cells, and every 
other type of cell constantly require energy to perform their tasks. The primary energy 
source used by cells is glucose. Glucose is a simple sugar that comes from 
carbohydrates in food such as bread, fruit, grains, and vegetables. 

When glucose enters a cell, it usually goes through a process called cellular respiration. 
Cellular respiration is a series of chemical reactions that break down glucose in the 
presence of oxygen to produce energy. The energy released is stored in a molecule 
called ATP, which stands for adenosine triphosphate. ATP acts like a small rechargeable 
battery that powers cellular activities such as muscle contraction, nerve signals, and 
chemical synthesis. 

However, sometimes the body needs energy faster than oxygen can be delivered to the 
cells. This often happens during intense exercise such as sprinting, heavy lifting, or 
rapid bursts of activity. When oxygen levels are insufficient, cells switch to anaerobic 
metabolism to continue producing energy quickly. 

During anaerobic metabolism, glucose is broken down through a pathway called 
glycolysis. Glycolysis is a sequence of reactions that convert glucose into smaller 
molecules called pyruvate while producing a small amount of ATP. When oxygen is 
available, pyruvate enters another set of reactions in the mitochondria—specialized 
structures inside cells—to produce much more energy. 

But when oxygen is limited, pyruvate cannot continue through the oxygen-dependent 
pathway. Instead, it is converted into lactic acid. This conversion allows glycolysis to 
continue producing energy even when oxygen is scarce. 

For many years people believed that lactic acid was responsible for muscle soreness 
after exercise. Modern research has shown that this is not exactly correct. Lactic acid 
itself does not cause the delayed muscle soreness people feel a day or two after intense 
workouts. Instead, that soreness is mainly caused by tiny microscopic damage to muscle 
fibers and the inflammation that follows as the body repairs them. 

However, lactic acid is related to the burning sensation that occurs during intense 
exercise. As lactic acid accumulates in muscles, it increases the acidity of the muscle 
environment. Acidity refers to how many hydrogen ions are present in a solution. When 



acidity increases, the pH level decreases. Lower pH can interfere with muscle contraction 
and create a temporary feeling of fatigue or burning. 

Once exercise stops or slows down, the body begins clearing lactic acid from the 
muscles and bloodstream. Some of the lactic acid is transported to the liver, where it is 
converted back into glucose through a process called the Cori cycle. The Cori cycle is a 
metabolic pathway that recycles lactate into glucose so it can be used again as an 
energy source. 

Other tissues, including the heart and certain muscle fibers, can use lactate directly as 
fuel. This means lactic acid is not just a waste product but also an energy carrier that 
helps distribute fuel throughout the body. 

Lactic acid also plays an important role outside the human body, particularly in food 
production. Many foods are produced through lactic acid fermentation. Fermentation is a 
biological process in which microorganisms such as bacteria or yeast break down 
sugars to produce energy and various byproducts. 

In lactic acid fermentation, specific bacteria known as lactic acid bacteria convert sugars 
into lactic acid. These bacteria are used in the production of foods like yogurt, cheese, 
sauerkraut, kimchi, pickles, and sourdough bread. 

In yogurt production, for example, bacteria are added to milk. These bacteria consume 
lactose, which is the natural sugar in milk, and convert it into lactic acid. As lactic acid 
accumulates, it causes milk proteins to coagulate, meaning they thicken and form the 
creamy texture associated with yogurt. 

The lactic acid produced also lowers the pH of the food. Lower pH creates an acidic 
environment that inhibits the growth of harmful bacteria. This helps preserve the food 
and extend its shelf life. 

Lactic acid bacteria are also considered beneficial microbes in many contexts. In the 
human digestive system, certain lactic acid bacteria help maintain a balanced microbial 
environment in the gut. These beneficial microorganisms are often referred to as 
probiotics. Probiotics are live microorganisms that may support digestive health when 
consumed in adequate amounts. 

Chemically, lactic acid is classified as an organic acid. Organic acids are carbon-based 
molecules that contain acidic functional groups capable of releasing hydrogen ions in 
solution. Lactic acid’s chemical formula is C₃H₆O₃, meaning each molecule contains three 
carbon atoms, six hydrogen atoms, and three oxygen atoms. 

Lactic acid exists in two mirror-image forms called isomers. Isomers are molecules that 
have the same chemical formula but different spatial arrangements. These two forms are 
known as L-lactic acid and D-lactic acid. The human body primarily produces and uses 
L-lactic acid during metabolism. 



In addition to its biological roles, lactic acid has industrial applications. It is used in food 
preservation, pharmaceuticals, cosmetics, and biodegradable plastics. One important 
product derived from lactic acid is polylactic acid, or PLA. PLA is a biodegradable 
polymer used to make environmentally friendly packaging and certain types of medical 
implants. 

Lactic acid is also commonly used in skincare products. As an alpha hydroxy acid (AHA), 
it helps exfoliate the skin by loosening dead skin cells from the surface. Exfoliation 
promotes smoother skin and can improve the appearance of texture and tone. 

Despite its name sometimes sounding harsh, lactic acid is a natural substance involved 
in many normal biological and industrial processes. In the body it allows energy 
production during intense activity. In food production it helps create flavors, textures, 
and preservation. In industry it contributes to environmentally friendly materials. 

Understanding lactic acid therefore reveals how a single molecule can play multiple 
roles—from fueling muscles during exercise to shaping the taste of fermented foods and 
supporting modern manufacturing technologies. 

 


