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To my mother and father.

The driving force behind me, since day dot.




Prologue

Looking good feels good. At every age.

Here’s the thing: you can be a woman with brains and gravitas and still spend time and money on maintaining and enjoying your appearance. Your appearance both communicates and influences your physical, mental, emotional and social wellbeing and it is OK to acknowledge its importance.


‘It is not the desire to be beautiful that is wrong – but the obligation to be.’

A Woman’s Beauty: A Put Down or Power Source, by Susan Sontag (1975)



And it’s OK to still care about your looks at 50, 60, 70 … In fact, I say it’s important. Feeling beautiful transcends youth. And an attitude shift means we are finally catching up with our Parisian counterparts who have no ‘use-by’ date, no age limit to feeling and being attractive, and sexy: hallelujah!

But ageing is tough, even for those of us who try our hardest to focus on the positives and feel grateful. And to most women, what we see in our reflection matters. It can pull us down – or up – boosting our confidence, putting a spring in our step, sometimes turning our day around. Not to mention how feeling good about our appearance can be a powerful motivator to take steps to improve our general health. It’s win, win.

So, let’s start a new conversation about the role of ‘beauty’. The approach I share in this book has come about as a culmination of my experiences as a doctor and co-founder of one of London’s leading aesthetic medicine clinics for almost 15 years: I call it Positive Ageing. Which means reframing the way we understand and respond to changes in our body so that we can show ourselves the empathy and care we deserve. It’s not about looking younger, but about looking and feeling good about yourself no matter your age.

When I started in aesthetics 15 years ago, you may be surprised but I was one of the very few female doctors working in this area. One of my first lines of research was to take myself off to appointments, to have my face examined and treatments recommended, at some of the biggest London clinics.

It’s not that those clinics were bad, but they didn’t make me feel part of the process, knowledgeable about health or good about myself. What I experienced made me realize that there needed to be a new way to treat women who had taken the big step to come into a clinic. And it had to be kinder, less critical, less judgemental and more holistic.

In this book I share the approach I developed, the Positive Ageing Pyramid (PAP). It gives you the frank inside scoop on everything you want to know about skincare, aesthetic treatments and the lifestyle habits and hacks that will enable you to understand and care for your health and appearance, in the best way that works for you. In this book:


	1. I will demystify the ageing process, explain how it’s intimately bound up with your health and what you can do to prevent premature ageing.

	2. I will reveal my 5 basics of skincare that should be in everyone’s routine, and list the products that are/aren’t worth buying, and hopefully save your bank balance in the process.

	3. I will explain the cosmetic treatment options available, what I think of them, who they’re best for.

	4. I will show you how to create your own personalized programme: how to look fresh, radiant, a ‘best-version-of-me’, at any age.



Knowing the facts will help you decide what you want to do, and how much time and money you want to spend doing it. Do you want to know how to prevent premature ageing, things like wrinkles or pigmentation? Do you want to know what all the fuss is about around certain products? Do you want to try and resolve an issue without having to see a doctor? Are you thinking of having more invasive treatment to tweak your appearance? Do you want to make your skin glow? (It’s a yes to that one, right?!)

Whatever your reasons for being here, this is a science-based, straight-talking, judgement-free guide to finding the best options for your skin. In this book I explore everything proven to make a difference, from the basics to the more medical: exercise, sleep, food and digestion, skincare, suncare, and all the options when it comes to clinic treatments too.

I look at all the pros and cons for each one so that you have all the information to make your own decisions about what is best for you. You might want to dip into certain sections if there is something in particular you want to know; otherwise I recommend reading from the beginning, as the book is in chronological order according to the process I go through with my clients, and I really think this will make the most sense when you come to create your own plan.

The premise of the PAP is that building up your regime from the base of the pyramid will lead to the best outcome for your skin. I will refer to this throughout the book, as it is crucial to an effective, personalized plan at the end. Let me talk you through it.

PAP – Positive Ageing Pyramid
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	AESTHETIC MEDICINE

	OPTIMIZE

	REGENERATE

	MAINTAIN

	ACTIVE SKINCARE
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	LIFESTYLE MEDICINE

	STRESS NUTRITION HORMONES ENVIRONMENT
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	MINDSET

	FEAR OF AGEING

	NEGATIVE

	SELF-TALK SELF-JUDGEMENT

	BODY D APPEARANCE POSITIVITY




LEVEL 1: MINDSET This is the foundation. I cannot stress enough how important achieving a healthy mindset is before moving up the pyramid. This refers both to your approach to ageing and, even earlier in life, to the emotional component of what you see in the mirror. You can have the absolute best lifestyle, skincare, facials, and even injectables, but if your mind isn’t in the right place, nothing will make you feel good.

For most people it takes just a little investigation to work out where their head is; for some people this takes some more self-reflection, but it is an essential step for everyone. We will look at the first three elements of the pyramid – fear of ageing, negative self-talk and self-judgement – in order to reach the final brick, appearance positivity.

LEVEL 2: LIFESTYLE This section contains the most up-to-date science on the lifestyle medicine that will support your skin. It’s divided into four key areas – Stress, Nutrition and Digestion, Hormones and Environment – because these are the core areas, where the evidence shows that simple changes will result in visible change. For those of you who simply want to know how your genetics, diet, lifestyle and environment are really influencing your appearance, and what you can do to improve that, the lifestyle medicine layer of the PAP may be where you stop.

LEVEL 3: AESTHETIC MEDICINE If you want to go further, this is the time to talk about skincare, the first stage of the external elements of the plan. We are all constantly bombarded by adverts and conflicting advice about skincare, so this is the part of the book where I reveal the science behind what they all do, which products are worth spending money on, brilliant brands that don’t cost the earth, and which luxuries your skin can certainly live without. Finding the products that work is, for most people, the peak of their PAP journey.

Once you’ve got great skincare nailed down, you can, if you wish, invest in medical facials that support and boost the great work you’re doing on your skin at home.

The next stage is aesthetic treatments that will take your skin to the next level. But how much time and money – realistically – are you willing to invest? And what’s right for your skin and its needs? There are so many treatments out there, and choosing the wrong one will not only be costly, but will leave you disappointed too. I’ll explain which treatments get results and how, as well as which are the best value for money for you, whatever age you are.

Are you thinking of heading straight to the aesthetics chapter? Of course, you can jump in at the top with Botox – or BTX as I will call it throughout, as Botox is merely a brand name – fillers and lasers. Sometimes that kind of kick-start is the push some people need to adopt a more holistic and health-based approach to skin.

But, as I will keep saying, while there is nothing wrong with starting at the top, you will get much better and more long-lasting results by working your way up the PAP, viewing these treatments as the cherry on the top. Once you’ve got your skin glowing by tweaking your lifestyle, perfecting your skincare and possibly having regular facials, you may even decide that having any more extensive treatment isn’t for you.

What beauty means now

Yes, I am a ‘Botox doctor’, but this is not a hard sell for aesthetics. There is so much you can do to feel beautiful without needles, or even visiting a clinic. That is why the bottom two levels of the PAP are so key. And why, whatever discussions I have with clients and colleagues about cosmetic medicine, we always come back to the very bottom level, Mindset.

I see around 2,000 clients per year, and many of them visit several times each year – so I have really got to know them, to explore their concerns, fears and attitudes to ageing over time. I have walked hand in hand with them, listening hard and genuinely sharing the conflict ‘to do or not to do’ as the years have passed.

For some, saying NO to ‘intervention’ reflects a healthy ‘pro-ageing’ mindset. A good haircut, a well-cut outfit, the right shade of lipstick, a run on the beach, can be all it takes to feel good in yourself.

But I believe that a lot of women are saying ‘NO’ for the wrong reasons. First, you might be scared. You may have a fear that you’ll come out looking like a humanoid, or overdone, or like a reality TV star. I have to say, done well, cosmetic medicine should be invisible. It should just be a tweak, not a transformation. That’s why I’ve called the top level of aesthetic medicine Optimize. I want you to look like the best version of you, refreshed as if you’ve had a great night’s sleep, just come back from a restful trip, exuding confidence, when you leave the clinic.

Second, you might not consider yourself to be ‘the kind of woman’ who has cosmetic ‘work’. Having worked in the industry for 15 years, I can tell you that there is no one type of person who makes up my client base, but this idea goes hand in hand with the concept that these kinds of treatments are a result of the patriarchal view, which suggests that women are only valuable in so far as they are young and beautiful. You might be of the opinion that women shouldn’t have to tweak their appearance to feel acceptable in the world.

I agree with the opposite view, in which some people argue that cosmetic injectables and other treatments are no different to wearing make-up – and it’s about time the world stopped judging women for having them. Take this view further, and you could even say it’s a feminist act to take control of your face, no matter what men, or other women, think of you.

Which view is right? Both, to some extent. I don’t believe that women should have to justify their decision to have BTX or any other cosmetic treatments to anyone but themselves. The way I see it, it’s your face, your choice and your business.

I hate the idea that women feel they have to do these things to remain relevant. Women’s salaries plateau at age 39 while men’s continue to rise for another decade. That is truly abhorrent. Women should be judged on the quality of their work, not their looks or youth in the workplace.

But we are living in the world we are living in. And we have been brought up with the beauty values we have. So, within that framework, what will make you feel good about yourself? For most of us, when we feel we look better, we feel better and function better in the world. Whatever you decide to do on the route to that is up to you.

I have struggled for some time to get here; to a place where I feel completely comfortable calling my approach positive ageing. Is my work perpetuating the idea that youth is like currency? Over 30 years ago, Naomi Wolf’s The Beauty Myth pointed out that as the social power of women has increased, the pressure we feel to adhere to social standards of beauty has increased too. Which has also led me to question whether I am fuelling an industry that sells quick fixes and promises of ‘perfection’.

But after many years of reflection, I say not. Not if my clients are coming to this with their eyes wide open, not if they are educated about the facts of treatment, informed about all the costs and options, not if I only recommend treatments that will work for their skin and concerns, not if clients are given the power to create their own treatment plan with me, not if they are told what the actual results can be. I hope this book will do just that without you having to come to the clinic. I want to demystify the ageing process, give you a look behind the curtain at cosmetic medicine, simplify the options you have and the treatments available, so that you are truly in charge.

I do passionately believe in the idea of positive ageing: we really can be happier and feel good about our looks as we get older. I hear so many wonderful stories in my clinic every day about restoring self-confidence with the right skincare and treatments. And that makes me want to tackle the misconceptions and taboos of vanity that surround treatments, the shame or guilt some women have around even considering treatment.

Recently, at the clinic, I’ve met a new ‘breed’ of women; a generation of clients who want to look good for themselves and do not feel guilty about it. I’m not talking about the very young, trend-led, Insta-face girls. Usually in their 30s, these women take a proactive, savvy approach to ageing and treatment. They want that ‘you look really great today’ feeling, without appearing artificially younger. They feel no shame about seeking treatments and are not conflicted about their feminism, in the same way as previous generations have been, including my own. I’d argue their attitude can be all of ours.

Positive ageing is not about promoting an impossible ideal. It’s not about ‘using your assets’, or a fear of looking your age. Nor is it about escapism or vanity. It’s about self-care, learning to love your face, feeling attractive and powerful in the body you’re in, the ‘best version of you’, brighter, more alive. Wearing make-up because you’re allowed to enjoy decorating yourself if you feel like it, but knowing you absolutely don’t need to wear it as a mask either. It’s about walking into any room not being held back by concerns that you are looking old, tired, sad or angry, not shrinking yourself, owning your space, feeling free.

So, let’s harness that freedom. Freedom to choose any approach you want, making educated choices whatever you choose. Some of us will accept the grey hair and enjoy it and see it as a sign of our increasing wisdom – others will think that it doesn’t suit them and will prefer to dye it. And now the same can apply to our faces, too. Technology and science have developed to give us the freedom to find the appearance that we are truly happy with.


‘Shave your legs or don’t

Smile from ear to ear or don’t

Liberation has no dress code

Etiquette or secret dialect …

Take up space

In any way you choose …’

– Take Up Space, Vanessa Kisuule



My clients want treatments that no one will notice, and I agree. But I want them to feel empowered by their decision to have those treatments and revel in telling people what they’ve had. There is no shame in wanting to look after yourself and be your best you. And when someone asks you what your secret is? Be proud to mention laser facials in the same sentence as ‘good genes’ and plenty of sleep. That is positive ageing.

How to use this book

I want you to use this book as a working guide, a way to build your own PAP.

That is, as you read through the chapters, take a notebook, or the pages at the back of the book, and jot down the symptoms you might identify with, or parts that speak to you, the changes that seem most possible or are most relevant to your mindset or lifestyle or skin.

You absolutely don’t have to do everything – that would be impossible! We don’t have the time, energy or money. So we need to prioritize. I recommend you do this by thinking about what you can change this week, what you can change this month, and what you can change this year.

Because every little change can add up to a new habit – and show on your skin.

My wish is, that by giving you the science of the body, skin, skincare and treatments, along with the benefit of my experience and professional opinion, this will empower you to make your own decisions on where to focus your attention. After all, you are the expert on you.


This book is for everyone



This book is written with women in mind, as they make up 5 out of 6 of my clients. But that leaves the 1 in 6 clients who are men, who come to me with broadly the same issues as women, possibly later and possibly in a different order of priority. So you can be confident that the recommendations and treatments in here apply to you, too (with some exceptions in the section on hormones!).




Chapter One

An introduction to skin ageing

There’s a difference between the natural process of ageing and what’s happening to many of us today.

To be clear: ageing is nothing to be ashamed of, it’s going to affect each and every one of us. What I’m concerned with in this book is premature ageing. We’re growing old before our time, feeling fatigued and suffering from any number of largely preventable diseases, thanks to a slew of diet, environmental and lifestyle factors that are affecting not just our health, but also our appearance.

Your skin quickly and visibly reflects what is going on, both inside your body and outside, whether that’s sky-rocketing stress levels, the growing fog of pollution or skin-damaging UV rays. It’s important to know how these issues impact the skin, so you can build on this to understand HOW and WHY you are ageing at a faster rate than you should be. Then later in the book, I’ll explain more on the lifestyle changes that reverse this.

Once you know the science, you’ll understand how to make the best of your time, money and effort, and not be tempted by products and treatments that turn out to be snake oil. Because when you understand the science of why your face changes, you can learn to slow the process down WITHOUT being tempted and falling for any marketing or misinformation. For example, a £230 serum that promises to treat wrinkles may sound like a miracle but it’s almost certainly more hype and hope than sound skin science. When you know over-the-counter products only penetrate as far as the top layer of the skin, you’ll know that their ability to address saggy skin or deep wrinkles can be limited. Only prescription skincare will penetrate deep into the dermis, directly addressing collagen damage and depletion. Knowing the structure of your facial skin will help you know which treatments will be effective and so are worth putting into your budget.

The good news is there are plenty of positive changes that will make a difference. And because skin renews itself fast – you grow a whole new set of surface skin cells every 4 to 6 weeks – you’ll quickly see the benefits of every one you make.

Appearance is anything but superficial

I meet a lot of clients who struggle with the belief that it’s vain or unimportant to worry about appearance. But how you look is, in fact, a crucial indicator of your overall wellbeing. The same processes and imbalances that are giving you wrinkles are also affecting your energy levels, moods and general health.

On a cellular level, skin has a diverse role in so many of the body’s systems, from immunity and metabolism to detoxification. So when your body is not working optimally, your skin will suffer – and show it. Healthy body, healthy skin.

Skin is also the chief barrier between the body and the environment, so it bears the brunt of all those environmental stressors from pollution and smoking, to alcohol and UV rays.

Your face can be a fantastic health wake-up call, as it is so often the first place to show signs of strain, much more obvious than clogged arteries or high blood pressure. And because we care about the way we look, it can act as an incentive to make those changes to diet and lifestyle that are making you age prematurely, inside and out.

These are the top 5 issues I hear about when initially meeting clients: 1) Dull and dry complexion. 2) Redness and/or ‘sensitivity’, sometimes presenting as rosacea. 3) Brown patches, presenting as uneven skin tone, pigmentation or melasma. 4) Wrinkles. 5) Sagging.

All of the above can affect us from our thirties onwards. Each one is the result of a complex interplay between our genes, which includes our gender and ethnicity plus the natural ageing process – the things we can’t control – and the things that we can, such as eating a healthy diet or wearing sunscreen. In fact, there’s an awful lot we can control – that’s what I explain for you first, before looking at skincare and treatments. Achieving great skin starts with changes much simpler than you might think.

Radiant, plump, clear skin comes from inside. There is a limit to what even the best skincare and aesthetic treatments can achieve. If you’re knocking back a bottle of wine every other night, smoking and baking your skin to a frazzle, even a top-class aesthetician can’t perform miracles.

Indeed, this is why so many aesthetic clinics are branching out into the wellness space, with clients having a parallel programme of skincare and aesthetics with lifestyle health. And that’s why this book includes the information I tell my clients about: stress management, improving gut health and nutrition, hormonal balance and environmental defences against UV and pollution, as well as how to choose the right skincare and treatments. If you put in enough time and energy, you’ll slow age-induced degradation – and see a big impact on your skin.

Are you inflamm-ageing? How an essential positive, healing response goes awry

The first – and possibly most important – process that’s accelerating ageing in your body is inflammation. It’s not a new discovery. In fact the Romans described it in the first century: calor, dolor, rubor and tumor, also known as heat, pain, redness and swelling. Within seconds of injury, anything from a pulled muscle to a spot, your body mounts this very effective battle cry. Once healing is under way and the body feels safe again, anti-inflammatory chemicals move into the area and mop up.

What is relatively new is the theory that continuous low-level inflammation is the root of so many conditions, from diabetes and depression to cancer, arthritis and Alzheimer’s – and the processes of ageing, too.

For the most part inflammation is a healthy part of the healing process, designed to localize whatever is hurting you, and start the process of removing damaged tissue. The problem is that our modern lives result in a mild form of this reaction being triggered multiple times every day, whether that’s through pollution, UV rays or the internal ravages of the stress hormone cortisol, all of which our body interprets as a series of assaults. From the body’s perspective it’s constantly under attack, so it switches up our immune response.

Compounding this, our natural anti-inflammatory mechanisms cannot cope. So inflammation never gets switched off. With the immune systems constantly on ‘high alert’, inflammation becomes a smouldering wildfire …

Because we’re not taught about inflammation or told about its effects, we assume that changes due to inflammation are a natural part of the ageing process. Aches and pains, gum disease, excess weight, brain fog and tiredness can all be triggered by chronic inflammation, as can many dermatological conditions, including acne, rosacea and eczema, along with premature facial ageing. Think of wrinkles: inflammation damages collagen fibres and interferes with their ability to repair and regenerate.

If you are feeling under par, or if your heart sinks every time you look in the mirror, it is likely not just due to the impact of time, but also to how your diet, lifestyle and environment are ageing you prematurely, inside and out. We will explore this and how to tackle it in more depth in Chapter 3.

Free radical troublemakers

The fuel on the inflammation fire is the damage from substances called free radicals. These are produced by your metabolism – think of them as the body’s exhaust fumes – as well as by the impact of UV light and pollution.

When your body is functioning well, most free radicals will be neutralized by antioxidants manufactured by your body, helped along by the extras that come from fruits and vegetables we eat (more information on the best sources in Chapter 3).

But when our antioxidant supply is used up and overwhelmed by an engine that’s being constantly revved up by stress, pollution, sleep deprivation, a processed diet, sun, cigarettes, as well as the inflammatory response, the free radicals steal electrons from other cells, destroying them in the process and wreaking havoc.

One favourite target of free radicals is the DNA in our cells. Mitochondria, the power generators in all cells including skin, are also particularly vulnerable. Hit by a high-energy free radical, the cell membrane breaks down and is destroyed. And when the skin’s cellular energy producers are hit like this, skin struggles to defend itself, repair and regenerate.

Free radicals love to target proteins and fats too. And that means collagen and elastin, the building blocks of skin, as well as the fats that make up our skin’s barrier layer.

The result? Inflamm-ageing. This chronic condition affects every cell, tissue and organ in our body, but on our skin it shows up as all the 5 signs of ageing. That is, dull and dry complexion, redness and/or sensitivity, pigmentation, wrinkles and sagging.

How do we age?

So inflamm-ageing is the trigger and free radicals are the fuel … but what is happening in skin?

The following three ageing mechanisms first affect the structure of skin, which in turn affects its function, which finally shows up so you notice it.


Structure -> Function -> Appearance



Defences weaken

As our natural antioxidant supply gradually depletes, accelerated by inflamm-ageing, free radicals run wild and the damage goes unchecked. Added to this, all our skin’s support and supply systems, including our blood, lymph and nervous system, which bring essential nutrients and immune cells, start to slow down and become less efficient.

Repairs become faulty

When we’re young our bodies can remodel, repair or remove damaged skin cells and other parts, but as we get older this doesn’t happen as efficiently. Our elastin fibres, which give the skin its bounce, start to stiffen, so skin no longer springs back as readily as it once did. And there’s a gradual decrease of collagen, the supportive protein that gives the skin its structure.

Regeneration powers slow

From our 30s, new collagen and elastin production also slows dramatically. Structural skin cells divide more slowly with each passing decade, slowing by as much as 50% by the time we reach the age of 60. Blood vessels also don’t regenerate, which can mean restricted blood flow and our skin cells not getting all the oxygen and nutrients they need.

Under your skin

I’m going to do a quick explanation of your skin’s structure first, then relate that to the most common complaints I hear from my clients – including yours, I hope.
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Our skin is a complex combination of proteins, fats, sugars, vitamins, minerals, antioxidants and water. In fact, a whopping 70% of our skin is water. It’s a hungry and thirsty organism that needs to protect and feed itself.

Skin has three layers: the deepest is the subcutaneous fat layer or subcutis, then comes the dermis, then the epidermis on top. It also has a microbiome of billions of ‘good’ bacteria living on the surface.

Whether our skin is radiant and plump or dry, dull and sensitive, or beset with issues like pigmentation, is a combined result of changes at each of the different layers.

At the uppermost level, treating the epidermis will have a dramatic impact on skin clarity and glow. Take a step down to the next level, the dermis, and this is where the skin’s youthful bounce is determined, by your stores of collagen, elastin and your skin’s inner moisturizer, hyaluronic acid. Pigmentation, wrinkles and early crêpiness and skin sagging can be tackled at both levels, depending on their depth and severity. Underneath the dermis is the deepest layer of skin, the subcutis: fat pads and muscles on top of bone.

1. Epidermis: the outer barrier layer

The job of the epidermis is to keep water in and irritants out. It is made up of:


	○ Keratinocytes, cells that produce keratin, the building blocks of the skin. This is the same tough protein found in hair and nails. Keratinocytes form in the deepest layer of the epidermis, then work their way up to the outermost layer – the stratum corneum. This natural turnover process is called desquamation. The stratum corneum is made up of approximately 15 layers of keratinocyte bricks, surrounded by a mortar of fats and proteins.

	○ Keratinocytes also produce natural moisturizing factor (NMF), a humectant, which means it absorbs water from outside to hydrate skin.

	○ Barrier lipids (fats) are the mortar that surrounds skin’s keratinocyte bricks, keeping water in, keeping harmful things out, and helping to give it that plump, supple feel. Keratinocytes are responsible for maintaining these fats – which include ceramides, cholesterol and fatty acids – in a healthy ratio. If either NMF production or your stock of barrier lipids drops, you’ll soon notice that your skin feels drier and less smooth.

	○ Melanocytes are the cells that produce melanin, the brown pigment that darkens your skin in response to UV. The melanin acts as a filter, protecting DNA and the collagen that lies deeper in your skin. The melanocytes in darker skin tones produce higher levels of melanin than those in Caucasian skin. The increased concentration of melanin in black epidermis provides a natural SPF of around 13. This protects from some of the harmful effects of UV radiation but not all, so you still need to wear sunscreen. It also makes darkly pigmented skin more vulnerable to irregular pigmentation, especially when the skin is irritated from blemishes or plucking. For more on the differences in ageing between light and dark skins, see the box below.

	○ The epidermal layer also contains Langerhans cells, a type of immune cell. These are the first line of defence against viruses, such as the herpes zoster virus that causes cold sores.




HOW DARKER SKIN AGES

Skins have traditionally been typed according to the Fitzpatrick classification. But that doesn’t describe all the differences, only skin colour. Most skincare and skin analysis has traditionally been done on Caucasian/white skins, so we are only now learning that as well as the number of melanocytes, darker skins have a different structure in other ways.

Darker skins tend to have more layers making up their stratum corneum, but lower levels of ceramides and water in the outermost layer of the skin. The dermis tends to be both thicker and more compact, with more and larger fibroblasts. The result is more collagen produced – so fewer wrinkles. The downside to this is a tendency for abnormal scarring, called keloid, where scars can become enlarged and raised, even after a very minor injury. In fact, most clinical signs of ageing, from wrinkles, brown spots and redness to fat atrophy and bone loss, appear a decade later than in lighter skins.



THE SKIN MICROBIOME

The surface of your skin is home to millions of bacteria, fungi and viruses, together called the skin microbiome. These good bugs live in symbiosis with the superficial cell layers of the epidermis, hair follicles, and sweat and sebaceous glands, forming part of the skin’s barrier.

There are approximately 1 billion bacteria per square centimetre on our skin, and they are generally not harmful. However, if there’s damage to the integrity of the skin barrier, for example from overly harsh cleansing, they may lead to inflammatory disorders such as acne or psoriasis.

The microbiome’s composition (the diversity and ratio of different bugs) and function varies by area of the face and by age. For example, in puberty natural shifts in the bacterial mix can trigger the action of sebaceous glands and cause acne. And as you age, the way the balance changes can provoke skin changes in proteins and lipids which accelerate signs of ageing.

A healthy skin microbiome is a key factor in cellular energy generation, so an imbalanced biome is thought to contribute to tired-looking skin, no matter how old you are. It’s also important for the functioning of the immune system, essential to protect us from environmental bugs such as skin infections, and to help prevent pro-inflammatory diseases such as eczema.

As a result, probiotic skincare, designed to rebalance the microbiome, is a hot topic. It’s an interesting area with big potential, but it’s early days and evidence is thin, so I would say it’s certainly not a priority you need to focus on. But I am keen to show what we can all do to protect and restore the skin’s barrier, including the microbiome – as you’ll see in Chapter 4.


2. Dermis: the middle layer

The dermis lies just beneath your epidermis and makes up to 90% of your skin. Its thickness varies from 0.3mm on your eyelids to 4mm on your back. It is where the biggest signs of ageing happen. 60% of the dermis is water. It’s also made up of:


	○ Collagen and elastin, the connective tissue of skin. This mesh of thin white collagen fibres and rubbery elastin fibres gives skin its strength, resilience and bounce.

	○ GAGs (see page 278), the water-loving ingredients that surround the collagen-elastin network, hold it together and keep the skin moist and plump. They include one you may have heard of, hyaluronic acid, which can bind up to 1,000 times its volume in water.

	○ Fibroblasts, the key active cells of the dermis, which are responsible for producing collagen and elastin fibres and GAGs.

	○ A rich network of blood and lymphatic vessels that provide essential nutrients to the epidermis.

	○ As in the epidermis, melanocytes produce melanin, our natural sun-protection.

	○ Sebum is the oil that lubricates both hair and skin. Oil glands in the dermis secrete it into hair follicles.



3. Subcutis: the thickest, fatty layer of skin

This layer is mostly made from fat cells. But these are not passive, they are also an important source of hormones, growth factors, stem cells, immune cells and fibroblasts. It is also made up of:


	○ Sweat glands: This layer is the starting point for our sweat glands, important in filtering out toxins, water and excess salt, and for temperature control.

	○ Nerves, which control our reactions to temperature, touch and pain.

	○ Blood and lymphatic vessels, which deliver nourishment, and act as the clean-up crew for cuts and infections, too.

	○ Bones and muscle are not strictly part of the skin, but they’re important as they’re the scaffolding of your skin.



How your skin ages

When it comes to looking at the 5 key skin concerns that so many of us worry about, it helps to look at them in the context of the skin’s different layers. That way it’s easier to understand what’s causing the issue, as well as where and how it can best be treated.

For clarity, I’ve written about these issues as if they stand alone, but of course most people who come into the clinic have more than one issue, each one building on the next.

Problems in the epidermis

As you get older, the epidermal layer, the outermost layer, of your skin thins, so that by the time you’re 80, it’s half as thick. Melanocytes can fall up to 20% each decade, so the skin tends to become paler and more vulnerable to UV damage and skin cancer. And a drop in Langerhans cells makes you more susceptible to infection, too.

But the epidermis is also where the right skincare and treatments can have a huge impact on skin texture and tone. It’s where we start to address these complaints: dull, dry complexion, pigmentation and redness.

Dull and dehydrated complexion

Cause 1: Poor light reflection

Dullness can be due to build-up of dead keratinocytes at the surface of the epidermis as new cell production slows down. This is pretty much a universal problem, post-35 years old. In your 20s, it takes 2 to 3 weeks for a barrier cell to form at the base, work its way to the surface and shed. But by your 40s it can take 4 weeks. The result of this cell build-up is an uneven surface that scatters light, as opposed to a radiant one, where light reflects off a fresh smooth layer of 2-to-3-week-old barrier cells.

THE FIX: Getting a glow back is a quick win for skincare, as the key is exfoliation. I much prefer chemical exfoliators, such as lactic acid, over physical scrubs, which can cause damage and inflammation. They gently dissolve the bonds of the dead skin cells so they fall away to reveal the fresh ones below. These new cells create a surface that both reflects light and absorbs skincare products better. Find out more about which products will suit your skin on page 132.

Cause 2: Leaky skin barrier

As well as dull skin, a leaky barrier can also present as redness and sensitized skin. And when your skin barrier functions less than optimally, it not only allows water to escape, but allows irritants to get in. Although drinking 2 litres of water a day will help your whole-body hydration and detoxification pathways, the hydration of your skin really depends on how well your epidermis holds this water in and stops it escaping. And on how well its cells can top up moisture levels in dry conditions, i.e. good levels of NMF.

Skin barrier function naturally declines over time. Babies don’t need moisturizer, because their epidermis has stellar performance and keeps water IN. But after a few decades of a less-than-perfect diet, your barrier layer will begin to underperform as NMF and barrier lipid production dips. For example, lipids – essential fatty acids – come mainly from our diet, which is one
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	○ Sleep, although I’m sure you know this. Alcohol and caffeine disrupt the quality of sleep as well as the quantity, and you’ll likely know your other triggers too. You might find that the advice on page 63 will help.

	○ Superficial pigmentation may respond to ingredients such as caffeine, vitamin C and retinol in skincare. Try: Skinbetter Rejuvenate Smoothing Interfuse® Treatment Cream (with caffeine and vitamin C). Medik8 r-Retinoate Eye Serum is a gentle vitamin A, designed for this area (see page 123 for more on vitamin A). Dab a very small amount gently along the orbit bone/upper lid immediately after cleansing.

	○ Sunscreen is critical in this area – don’t ignore it! Even if it’s made your eyes water in the past. Skinceuticals Mineral Eye UV Defense is made for the eye area, although you should find a face sunscreen you can wear. Big sunglasses can protect the eye area too.

	○ If you tend to puffiness, you could try sleeping with an extra pillow, to keep your head elevated. Or apply 2 teaspoons, straight from the fridge.

	○ Gentle massage will help circulation. Use fingertips to apply pressure on the orbit bone, starting close to the nose and working outwards. Don’t pull on or rub skin.






CHAPTER ROUND-UP


	Our skin has three layers – epidermis, dermis and subcutis – and by understanding and looking after them we can actively support the health of our skin.

	Most of us are experiencing premature ageing due to diet, environmental and lifestyle factors and hormone imbalance, which can be corrected without intervention.

	Appearance is anything but superficial, and your skin often shows that something is wrong on a deeper level.

	Inflammation is the silent epidemic most of us are living with because of our busy lifestyles.

	The 5 signs of facial ageing are: dull, dehydrated skin, redness, pigmentation, wrinkles and sagging, and each can be explained by changes in the structure and function of the components of these layers.
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