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YOUR JOURNEY TO GREAT SKIN

I am Dr Sam Bunting, a cosmetic dermatologist specializing, quite simply, in great skin. I have spent two decades helping patients, followers and customers achieve the skin of their dreams.

I’m the founder of a Harley Street cosmetic dermatology clinic, and the founder of the award-winning Dr Sam’s Skincare range. My entire career has been dedicated to making expert skincare advice more accessible and great skin more achievable. This book is the culmination of that journey and my philosophy distilled. In your hands you have a manual and catalyst for change, which I hope you’ll find both practical and empowering, inspiring and transformative.

WHY DO WE CARE SO MUCH ABOUT OUR SKIN?

I can say with absolute conviction that the desire for good skin is hardwired into us as humans. Our skin health is a kind of shorthand for our internal health and genetic fitness. And it really is worth putting in the work. When you change your skin, it’s no exaggeration to say you change your life. Having helped thousands of people embark on just such a journey over twenty years, I’m here to tell you that everyone can improve their skin and reap the immeasurable benefits: better skin, better health, more confidence, more freedom.

My mission is to educate and empower you to master your own skin.

But where do you go to find out what you should use on your skin? The words ‘complex’ and ‘confusion’ abound. We no longer seem to seek advice from our mums or magazines; instead, we’ve turned to the behemoth that is TikTok to tell us what products we need. The consequences of that can be catastrophic, especially if you have problem skin. Trending skincare does not mean it’s skincare that’s right for you. That’s why I had to write this book – to help you develop mastery of your skin. Because it really doesn’t have to be that hard.

WHY SHOULD YOU LISTEN TO ME?

I was obsessed with beauty before I was even a teenager, but when I studied Medicine at Cambridge University and beyond, I found myself fascinated by skincare. A bright, clear and predictable complexion was the Holy Grail. My own skin was a mess – study stress made me break out, and the breakouts made me stressed. I felt out of control with my skin. During my third year I got to study Pharmacology, which is when I fell head over heels for the science of drugs – their effects on living systems generally and their potential for skin transformation in particular. After graduation, while I was working as a junior doctor in Australia, where I saw the devastating impact of powerful and relentless UV exposure, I knew skin was going to be my thing.

Dermatology training beckoned. Alas, skincare and cosmetics were less of a focus in the UK, and it became clear to me that I wanted to practise in the way that was popular in the US, where the focus was on both medical and cosmetic dermatology. So, I took the plunge and started my own practice, doing things my way. I became known for a specific methodology: highly edited skincare recommendations, based on credible science and proven results, with a detailed and holistic approach. Word spread. Supermodels, Oscar-winning actresses and politicians all made their way to the clinic to book an appointment with me and get prescribed one of these protocols.

Thank goodness, skincare has changed a lot in the last ten years, and nowadays we have easy access to remarkable tools and ingredients previously only available to the privileged clientele of expensive doctors. But the problem is that much of the language around skincare relates to it as a beauty ritual, rather than something more scientific. As I often tell patients: skincare is not entertainment. But before you switch off and switch on your LED mask in a huff, that doesn’t mean we can’t have fun with it! It’s just that fun shouldn’t be our primary goal. I want you to get pleasure from the results, as well as the process.

When you change your skin, you change your life.

MAKING SKINCARE SIMPLE

I think the modern framing of skincare as a consumer pursuit rather than a health practice is over-complex and the root cause of why so many of us feel confused, aimless and helpless. It has become increasingly difficult to navigate the daunting world of skincare without a compass. As a cosmetic dermatologist, I sit at the intersection of both worlds, and I feel the tension every single day. My job is to bring the rigour of medicine to a space that doesn’t always welcome it. To ask the questions a good clinician always asks: ‘What is the evidence?’ ‘What is the mechanism?’ ‘What are the risks?’

There’s so much choice and conflicting advice; so many different brands and products, all promising skin nirvana. Hopes have been dashed, elixirs have overpromised and underdelivered, and if you’re struggling with your skin, all you want is a solution. The problem is you can spend a lot of time, and hundreds of pounds, on the wrong thing. I launched Dr Sam’s with one product – my Flawless Cleanser – and nothing else, because I wanted to help people get back to basics; strip out the noise, strip back their skincare regimes and rebuild with fewer products for maximum impact.

The idea of creating my own skincare range took root many years ago. I was always aware that not everyone with problem skin would be able to seek an appointment with a dermatologist. I also believe that, while we can’t all have Angelina’s lips or Kate Moss’s cheekbones, everyone can aspire to great skin. The ways in which Dr Sam’s is different to the rest of the market stems from our philosophy; the same philosophy that powers the clinic, the same philosophy that this book is built on: simplicity, excellent advice and transformative skincare.

HOW WILL THIS WORK FOR YOU?

I should point out that FLAWLESS isn’t about achieving perfect skin. It’s about using an approach for your skin that’s flawless. In essence, I want it to be a complete end-to-end solution for your skin.

This book is where medical and cosmetic dermatology meet. It’s not about whether to get filler or Botox, and it’s not a science textbook. It’s a colourful, practical, one-stop shop that will help you understand your skin, understand the products available, and create a bespoke skincare routine with confidence.

On my website, you can take a simple quiz, the Routine Finder, and receive a curated list of products and a plan to help you with your skin concerns. An easy experience from start to finish, it was designed to make you feel like you’d had a consultation with me in person. I also support it with video content as though I’m with you in your bathroom, coaching you to use your new routine, so there is zero guesswork. I am bringing exactly that philosophy and formula to you in this book, so you too can build a FLAWLESS routine based on the founding principles of my skin philosophy.

Whatever stage of life you’re at, this book will give you a framework to start and maintain productive habits and practices that will optimize your skin health and appearance in the long-term. You will come away empowered, committed and confident. It’s a self-help book for your skin, if you will. It’s the book I wish had existed when I was looking for answers.

So, let’s begin.

Dr Sam Bunting
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IT DOESN’T HAVE TO BE COMPLICATED

There’s a great line in the hit American TV show Seinfeld from George Costanza after Jerry starts dating a dermatologist: ‘Skin doesn’t need a doctor; wash it, dry it, move on!’

George, you’re a hoot, but it’s a teensy bit more complicated than that. I’m hoping that once you’ve finished this book, you’ll feel as confident in mastering skincare as George is at dismissing it. I’ll start by letting you in on the secrets of my philosophy: the principles I use for my own skin, my practice, my brand. This is Dr Sam, barefaced.

I am deeply, uncompromisingly rational about skincare. And while skincare requires more than George would have us believe, it doesn’t have to be as complicated as much of the beauty industry portrays it. We’re in the midst of an epidemic of inflammatory skin issues such as adult acne and perioral dermatitis, another common and annoying acne-like disorder of the skin (more on this later), and I think that many fashionable modern skincare practices have played a role in that. You don’t need a ten-step skincare routine. My patients are often staggered that something as simple as a product cull can rapidly help bring their issues under control. ‘Less is more’ has never been truer when it comes to our skin. If a product, procedure or practice is making a move on your routine, you need an excellent reason for it to be there. My rule is: if you want to be on my face, you need to earn your place!

As the philosopher Will Durant said: ‘we are what we repeatedly do’. Our daily habits have the power to define us – and when it comes to a daily skincare routine, consistency can deliver remarkable results. Thanks to the principle of marginal gains, small incremental changes can add up to significant improvements over time, if you keep at it. It may feel hard to begin and commit to new skincare practices – even if they’re less elaborate than your old ones – but once you’re in the swing of things, you’ll fall in love with the process and the results will take care of themselves.

Looking after your skin can be both relaxing and rewarding, but it’s easy to become trapped in an expensive and overcomplicated hobby for the sake of it. Buy and use what YOU need to get the job done. You’ll save time and money, and feel freer. Think about incorporating these ideas into your routine and you’ll be the master of your skin – not the other way around.

Consistency can deliver remarkable results.


DR SAM’S SKINCARE PHILOSOPHY

• Keep it simple
Fewer steps = better results.

• Do no harm
Every product has to earn its place. If it irritates or overcomplicates, bin it.

• Consistency beats intensity
Daily habits, stacked up over time, deliver real results.

• Skin is rational
Treat it with logic, evidence and restraint, not myths, hype or quick fixes.

• Control what you can
Throw energy at things you can influence and make peace with things you can’t.

• Fall in love with the process
Skincare should feel rewarding, not confusing.

[image: ]




TEN THINGS THAT DON’T MATTER AS MUCH AS YOU’VE BEEN TOLD

A lot of beauty beliefs are passed on without much interrogation, whether that’s advice shared between friends, passed down from mum to daughter, or indeed gleaned from the pages of glossy magazines. But we should be more questioning of the origins of these diktats, since many are simply outdated or works of fiction. Here is a sample of beliefs and practices that I have little use for when building protocols for my patients.

1 DRINKING WATER

Beauty lore cites drinking water (eight glasses a day, specifically) as the cure for everything from acne to dull, dehydrated skin.

Alas, water has no ability to flush out the toxins of acne (there aren’t any) and unless you address your skin barrier health, any extra water that makes its way to your skin will simply evaporate away. Drink enough for your general health and your skin will be fine.

2 SILK PILLOWCASES

These feel nice. However, when it comes to wrinkles, the weight of the human head is the problem. It’s around 5kg (11lb), so when you sleep on your side or on your front, that’s a heavy weight squishing the skin of your face for around seven hours a night, creating those etched-in sleep lines. Every day, for years . . . No fine material can mitigate that, unfortunately. Training yourself to sleep on your back is the answer.

3 TONERS

Once upon a time, we used actual soap to cleanse our skin. However, the nature of soap is that it’s alkaline and leaves a residue behind that disrupts the skin’s mildly acidic pH (known as the acid mantle). This can damage our skin barrier, so liquid toners were developed to get rid of this residue and restore the skin’s pH back to a healthy level.

These days, cleansers are an entirely different beast – they are pH balanced and rinse clear. So, modern toners have been reinvented – they now deliver ingredients one might like to leave behind, such as an exfoliating acid, for example.

I believe that we should be more intentional when applying ingredients to our skin and use measured amounts of leave-on products, so we know what dose we are depositing on the skin. That’s why I relegate toners to the bin of unnecessary products.

4 GENES

Many people think that having ‘good genes’ means you will have better skin. I’m going to play devil’s advocate here . . . and say that genes don’t really matter. When it comes to ageing, our genetic blueprint governs about 20 per cent of the process. That’s it. At least 80 per cent of ageing is determined by what happens outside our bodies in the environment. This is such excellent news. It means that 80 per cent of how we age is within our control.

5 PHYSICAL EXFOLIATION

Your skin sheds its surface cells naturally, all by itself, every single day. Scrubs and brushes attempt to hurry this along in a quest for smoothness, but they’re imprecise, often stripping away cells your skin still needs. That satisfying grit? It’s doing more harm than good.

6 CELLULITE CREAMS

It’s very hard to influence things that are due to essentially how we are made. Women’s bodies are equipped with a fibrous network containing fat cells layered under the skin on our thighs and hips. A bit like in a well-worn mattress, the fat eventually wants to poke out. Whether you are voluptuous or slender, that is the nature of this fat. It’s why almost all women have some degree of cellulite. It’s completely normal. No cream can reach this layer (nor should it – that would be dangerous), which is why cellulite creams don’t work.

7 ANY HOME DEVICE THAT CLAIMS TO LIFT YOUR FACE

So seductive. But alas, anything that claims to lift is likely to be appealing to your hopes and dreams, and is probably going to leave them dashed. Lifting the skin without surgery is very hard, even within the confines of the doctor’s office.

These home devices have very little power and, most importantly, can’t make damaged elastin, our skin’s built-in spring, regain its recoil.

This is the golden rule of elastin – you need to protect what you’ve got, because you can’t rebuild it when it’s gone. Elastin makes up only around 4 per cent of the protein in our skin (we have much more collagen), but once we reach puberty, we have received our lot.

8 STRETCH-MARK CREAMS

Stretch marks are tears in the elastin fibres in the skin over areas like the stomach, hips and thighs. During a teenage growth spurt or pregnancy, rapid stretching leads to these tears. Again, I counsel patients that these are so common as to be normal, so save your money when it comes to stretch-mark creams.

9 THOSE SEXY LITTLE GUA SHAS AND JADE ROLLERS

Sigh. Another practice that many people enjoy as part of a self-care ritual. No bad thing, but they won’t sculpt a jawline or cheekbones, as many influencers promise. If you are prone to a little fluid retention, this might help clear it, but that’s about it. The skin has an excellent blood supply so these will probably do no better job than going for a run.

10 FACIALS

When people hear I don’t believe in facials, they often look as though I’ve told them there’s no Father Christmas. The thing with facials is managing expectations. If you have a problem like acne or rosacea, there’s a good chance you are at risk of making your problem worse with a facial. Inflammatory skin conditions do not like episodic pulses of new products; they like consistent application of correctly chosen ones that tackle the issues at their root cause. The friction from facial massage isn’t a great idea either when dealing with inflammatory skin issues.

Ultimately, little can be achieved by a monthly facial that can’t be done more effectively in a slow, steady and intentional way with the correct active ingredients administered by your own hands.

Of course, for some, facials are part of their self-care habits and that’s great, as long as they do no harm. But if you want to be pampered, I’d rather you enjoyed a massage.



FIVE THINGS THAT MATTER MORE THAN YOU THINK

I hope I’ve convinced you that George was wrong – that skin does need more than washing and drying. I’m here to coach you in the practices and products I believe are worth your time. Because life is better with bright, clear skin.

1 DAILY SUNSCREEN USE

The simple act of wearing daily sunscreen is probably the most powerful thing you will ever do for your skin.

Eighty per cent of skin ageing is a result of environmental damage, most of which is caused by UV radiation from the sun. My philosophy is that the best sunscreen is the one you enjoy using. If I can convince you to start including SPF in your daily routine and never miss it (even if you’re home sick with the flu), this one habit will change your skin. (More on this on here and here.)

2 DO NO HARM WHEN YOU CLEANSE

If you get cleansing wrong, it’s hard to get skincare right. Too often, I have seen first-hand the carnage overly elaborate cleansing routines can cause. Oil cleansers, double cleansing, assisted cleansing with vibrating brushes . . . it’s all unnecessary.

Cleansing is the perfect example of why simplicity rules in skincare. You want to use the least irritating and barrier-depleting product to get off what needs to come off (dead skin cells, oil, make-up and SPF). That’s it. That’s all we should ask of a cleanser. It can’t solve issues like acne. It can’t cook you dinner. It can only clean your face.

3 DON’T BE AFRAID OF RETINOIDS

Too many people have walked away from retinoids, thinking they’re not for them and this is almost always a mistake.

This scary word elicits foreboding in even some of the most seasoned beauty journalists, but in my chapter on Demystifying Active Ingredients, I will show you how to use them correctly and safely.

4 BEAUTIFUL SKIN IS HYDRATED SKIN

Moisturizers are the largest skincare category. I think most people have an idea of what they’re supposed to do, but not whether they’re using a moisturizer that actually suits their skin. It’s so important to get this step right, because it’s the gateway to using actives, and actives are where the magic lies (see Demystifying Active Ingredients).

5 STRESS DOES AFFECT OUR SKIN

We humans are excellent at not dealing with stress – we suppress it, override it and carry on. Can you guess where those bottled-up emotions often declare themselves? Correct: our skin. Our skin and our nervous system are inextricably intertwined. So when your mind is overwhelmed, your skin frequently tells the tale, something anyone with eczema or acne will confirm.

Personally, I have found incredible relief in Vedic meditation, cold-water therapy and a large glass of very good red beside a fire with a true friend, and a cat on my lap.
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INTRODUCING YOUR SKIN

Skin is fabulous stuff. It’s our wrapper – the interface that connects our insides with the outside world.

It forms an external tube that connects directly with our internal one – the gut. It’s a mindbogglingly active organ, not some passive structure. We might be able to visualize this action more easily with an organ like our heart, but our skin is just as busy.

For this book, we will focus our interest on the two outermost layers of the skin – the epidermis and dermis – because, when it comes to skincare, these are the layers we can influence.

But first: a smidgeon of anatomy. I’m going to take you on a whistle-stop tour of your skin so that you can understand its structure, function and behaviour, because I believe that demystifying the science of skin will help you make better choices when it comes to skin care.



THE SKIN BARRIER

You might be inclined to think of the epidermis as a passive raincoat, shielding us from our environment. But when you zoom in, it’s anything but.

Protection comes from the outermost part of the epidermis, in a structure called the stratum corneum. Commonly known as the ‘skin barrier’, the stratum corneum can be thought of as a wall.

Its cells form a structure similar to bricks and mortar. How well maintained that wall is determines much of how our skin looks and feels, and how good it is at keeping the bad stuff out.

[image: Diagram showing the skin structure (hypodermis, dermis, epidermis, stratum corneum) and the stratum corneum with keratinocytes and lipids.]
The bricks in our wall are skin









THE MICROBIOME
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THE PIGMENT SYSTEM
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[image: Diagram shows a melanocyte in the skin transferring melanin to keratinocytes under UV light.]

 






DECONSTRUCTING YOUR SKIN TONE







THE MELANIN MISFIRE










	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	







THE HAIR FOLLICLE




[image: Diagram of of skin, with labels: hair shaft, stratum corneum, epidermis, dermis, hypodermis, hair follicle, hair root, and sebaceous (oil) gland.]











THE DERMIS: WHERE YOUTH LIES




[image: Diagram of skin and a magnified view of the dermis, labelled 'Elastin fibre', 'Fibroblasts', and 'Collagen bundle'.]



COLLAGEN: YOUR SKIN’S SUPPORT BEAMS






ELASTIN:
THE FLEXIBLE CABLES



HYALURONIC ACID AND GLYCOSAMINOGLYCANS:
THE DEEP HYDRATION SYSTEM








THE EYE AREA:
A SPECIAL CASE










OUR SKIN AND THE SUN







THE INFLUENCE OF OUR CIRCADIAN RHYTHM










THE SUN AND OXIDATIVE STRESS
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ESSENTIAL INFRASTRUCTURE
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