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After many years of a few determined voices championing this more holistic approach to beauty, the rest of the industry is catching up – with even the big beauty brands preaching a dose of ‘good health’ alongside their active ingredients. But how did we get the modern natural beauty brands we have today?

Just like once upon a time all our food was natural, so too was our skincare: plants, minerals, clays, rocks, charcoal and animal by-products (like honey or animal fats). Admittedly it wasn’t all pretty (crushed bugs anyone?), but we knew where it came from and that it was from nature.

Recipes for domestic creams or ‘kitchen cosmetics’ have been passed through history. The Egyptians gave us make-up in the form of kohl and minerals, Greeks gave us a holistic understanding of beauty, which stems from good health and harmony, and the Romans famously popularised bathing rituals giving us baths, body scrubs and oils. It was only in the nineteenth century that the commercial trade of luxury skincare made from milks, crushed plants and fats really emerged. There have been improvements – thankfully ground lead sulphite and animal fat are no longer the mainstays of our eye liners or moisturisers – but somehow we have lost sight along the way of what the true origin (and meaning) of skincare is.

Until three or four generations ago, most natural skincare fans would have been mixing up products in their own kitchen: maybe an apple cider vinegar hair rinse, an oat or sugar scrub or some sweet almond or rose oil as a moisturiser. They may have found a then small Swiss brand called Weleda and used some of their products, maybe shifting to Dr Hauschka in the late 1960s – both pioneers in natural beauty product development. Fast forward to the millennium and a new breed of natural beauty brands arrived on the scene which were openly citing the ingredients they were choosing to avoid and switching them for natural versions.

Why did they take on this challenge? As it was with my own road into natural beauty (see here), I think it was to fulfil a personal need as well as to fill a gap in the market.

This shift towards being more conscious about your beauty choices often starts in your kitchen rather than your bathroom, with a shift in what you decide to eat. You might decide to avoid pre-made and packaged foods, searching for E numbers and synthetic colours on the label. From there it’s then a natural progression to considering the contents of other areas of your life – your home and the environment (you might switch your cleaning products to eco-varieties or consider how the clothes on your back are made or what they are made from) and with this comes a new understanding about how what you choose to eat, do and use influences your health and the wider world.

Complementary, traditional and indigenous medicine practitioners and environmentalists have championed taking this 360-degree approach for a very long time. Interestingly, the switch to natural skincare was often the last on the list of changes made. But with an increase in the number of people drawing parallels between their diet and wanting a botanical approach to their skincare, the beauty industry is exploring ways to connect with the consumer in this more natural way. You can see it now in every beauty store or pharmacy you visit. Where once there may have been few choices, now many stores have own-brand naturally inspired ranges and many of the industry’s trusted favourites have shifted their ingredients and sales language towards naturals.

But often, as with most trends, all is not what it seems, so this book aims to further empower you to take control by understanding what you’re buying, why it works and to ask the question: is this the best choice for me? I will suggest the ingredients to seek out and some of the ones I avoid, the brands and products I use and some easy basics you can make in your own kitchen.

I will recommend some brands and products throughout the book. These are based on my own use and customer feedback. Many of them you will already know and they have been featured simply because they are likely to be more readily available around the world. But there will be many local brands that have equally great products that should be tried too. Shop around to find the best for your skin and to support the natural beauty industry in your area.

WHY I WENT NATURAL

As a child I had severe ichthyosis, a skin condition characterised by the skin replacing itself too quickly, resulting in extremely dry and scaly skin. Bath time was tinted green (I’m referring to the colour here, not the eco-credentials!) with a medicated liquid, designed to soothe my irritated skin. A full body covering of a GP-issued cream followed this. As a daily ritual, I used this cream (the green bath water fell out of favour as my teens arrived) at least once, if not twice, a day for over 20 years.

I do remember one GP suggesting a different approach – large tubs of cod-liver oil tablets – for my skin condition when I was 10 years old, but I’m ashamed to say I abandoned them just as quickly – as they say, taste is everything. Although I couldn’t get past the smell and taste of the fish oil, it was my first introduction to an approach to skin and health that came from the inside out.

Ichthyosis affects the skin on the body and, in most cases, the face is left scale-free. So my mix of medicated cream and the odd health store body product could be contrasted with a face full of the latest ‘gift with purchase’ from the local department store beauty counter.

On moving to London from New Zealand in the late nineties, I couldn’t source my usual medicated cream. So with my last tube in hand I set about researching why it worked. I started with what was touted as the active ingredient, urea, assuming this must be the magic ingredient missing from every other product that had failed to work.

I had looked at the tube of cream for over 20 years, and not just a couple of times a week, but every single day. Although 10 per cent UREA was written in large bold type across the label, I didn’t know where it came from or why I was rubbing something into my skin that my body naturally (via urine and sweat) excretes. This cream worked – dry skin is often associated with a reduced level of naturally occurring urea on the surface of the skin – but in trying to decipher why, I realised I had never even thought about questioning what was in it (or for that matter what was in any other beauty product I purchased). And due to labelling laws at the time that didn’t require every ingredient be listed on the packaging, I had no idea what else was in that tube.

At this point in my life, I had already made a very definite lifestyle choice with regards to what I ate and what I used in my home. I was almost exclusively shopping at the local health store and farmers’ market for my food, and choosing organic wherever I could afford or find it. I was even cleaning my home with environmentally friendly cleaners. But I hadn’t, apart from a passing interest in the natural scents of some of the products at the health stores, thought about any of the products I was putting on my skin.

This was my light-bulb moment. This was enough to get me looking at what was in skincare and make-up formulations – after all I was seeking whole, minimally processed foods for my diet so why wasn’t I looking for the equivalent in my skin food?

I started going through every product I owned and researching the ingredients on the labels. In the early noughties, medical studies were starting to appear citing commonly used ingredients, such as parabens, as being of potential concern to long-term health. While these results were not entirely definitive (as with much medical research), they were enough for me to feel my beauty products weren’t really fitting with my other lifestyle choices.

To be honest, I also felt a bit stupid. There was a whole industry based on making us look beautiful (and feel more confident) and I had no idea what they were selling to me. The problem was that I loved skincare products – all of them – and they were, due to my skin condition, an essential part of my life. I loved my skincare rituals and make-up and I didn’t want to switch them for rubbing raspberries on my lips to create a natural lipstick (sure, it works and it’s natural, but it’s not exactly portable).

After much experimentation, I managed to get my ichthyosis under control. I used supplements (lots of omega 3 really helped; the doctor had been right after all) and mixed natural oils with natural body creams to make a rich lotion that stopped my skin drying out halfway through the day. I also changed my shower gel to a low-foam, more natural variety, which had a dramatic effect as it stopped stripping my skin of what natural oils it did produce. Sometimes it’s the small, simple changes that make a big difference.

With this breakthrough, everything else had to go to. Cleansers, toners, serums, moisturisers, night creams, eye creams, treatment masks, primers, foundations, lipsticks, lip gloss, eye pencils, eye shadows, blush, brow pencils, mascara – the longer the list of products you own, the even longer the list of ingredients you are using. I took on the challenge to switch all my products to ones I deemed to be better for me and decided that as with my diet, this meant looking for natural and organic ingredients and excluding others where I could.

But this was no simple task. In my quest to switch, I begrudged every department store and beauty shop I went into for the lack of choice they offered. Some would have a token natural brand choice, and some brands were highlighting the natural components of their formulations, which got me excited until I found the list of synthetic ingredients on the label that put me off. Sure there were good natural brands in the health food stores, but I didn’t want to shop for my moisturiser with my food and I didn’t want my beauty products to look like they came from the unhip part of the 1960s. I wanted to buy ‘beauty’ products not ‘healthcare’ products.

For the next few years I continued with my career in the fashion industry whilst researching and watching the natural beauty market evolve to the point where I could see a peek of the shopping potential that the new, more modern, natural beauty brands would provide.

Then in 2008 I opened a store in the centre of London called Content Beauty and Wellbeing. There was nothing ‘health store’ or ‘back to basics’ about it. My aim was to offer beauty products without the ingredients I personally didn’t think we needed in our products. It was a natural beauty store for people who loved beauty products. It became a home for what I deemed to be the world’s best natural and organic beauty brands.

I was slightly ahead of the curve – looking back I estimate by about six years. That is a long time in business years. But I was determined and convinced that if I wanted to shop this way, others would too. I was betting that if I could hold my nerve long enough, the industry would change. And it did.

Some of the natural and organic brands that have now gained cult status started their retail life in my shop. It has become a destination for brands and buyers, all of whom are betting their careers and money, like I did, on the same increase in curiosity about what we are using on our skin. And now, nearly a decade later, I find myself writing a book about everything I have learnt from the brands and the natural beauties who shop there.

WHY SWITCH?

Simply because you have the choice. In the same way that you might opt for a real strawberry smoothie over a strawberry-flavoured milkshake or for fresh food instead of ready meals with their increased levels of preservatives, you can also make this choice with your skincare.

If you have already switched up your regime, it may be difficult to remember how it came about. Odds are the process was not a quick one. Some of you may have always used natural skincare (like your mothers did). But for those of us who didn’t always see the appeal of a lavender face wash, the switch generally started with a question, something like, ‘Where does mineral oil come from?’ ‘Why does my skin react to my moisturiser?’ or simply, as I asked, ‘What is in my skincare?’ When you start to question what you put on or in your body, you may find you favour the answers that lead back to nature not synthetics.

You have picked up this book, so you are probably already asking some of these questions. Congratulations, you are making the choice to explore another perspective. It is after all up to you to decide for yourself what you should use. Getting to know and understanding the contents of your life is one of the smartest things you can do, and this book aims to help you question the industry of being beautiful without being a beauty counter bore.

NATURE VS SCIENCE

As soon as I entered the beauty industry, I found myself part of an ongoing debate: nature vs science. It’s a debate I am happy to be part of; however, it’s one that, in reality, is redundant. The premise of these discussions is often that somehow science and synthetically developed ‘scientific ingredients’ straight out of the lab, are superior in performance. But here is the thing – nature IS science. A natural skincare product hasn’t had all the ‘science’ removed from it. Someone hasn’t come along and actively avoided all scientific research on plant ingredients to enable them to formulate a product that is natural – it is not without ‘science’.

A natural skincare formulator has had to study science and do as much research to find the properties of a particular plant oil or extract or develop a method of green chemistry to ensure we are able to get the full benefit of a plant in a final product. There is NO LESS science in a natural product than a synthetic one. In fact, much of the science that mainstream brands will talk about is from the latest plant discovery they have made and are using as their key active ingredient.

Then there is the science of blending all those natural ingredients together so they don’t separate or go ‘bad’ and still look and smell nice after months of being open while actually doing something for our skin so that they can compete with mainstream brands on performance – it’s ALL science.

The dictionary definition of the word ‘synthetic’ is ‘(of a substance) made by chemical synthesis, especially to imitate a natural product’. Every beauty breakthrough has come about from studying how nature works e.g. why do some of us seem to be genetically predisposed to fewer lines? How does our body repair or renew itself? Beauty brands spend their time and research budgets trying to mimic, support or stimulate the processes that already occur – the very nature of our bodies.

I think the true benefit in going synthetic is more for the manufacturer than for your skin. Where synthetic ingredients really triumph over natural is that they can be produced to an exacting standard time and time again, they can be made on a mass scale and they can keep a product ‘good’ for a long shelf life. This all makes the manufacturing process significantly easier for producing beauty products on industrial scale. But my question as a user is, as with my food choices: If synthetic ingredients are made to imitate nature, why choose imitation when you can have the real thing?

In the nature vs science debate, I think what some are trying to convey is that natural skincare ingredients are often based on traditional ingredients that have been used for hundreds of years. They are in a way ‘old news’ in a world where we are all conditioned to think the latest is the greatest. We have been taught to dismiss tradition, and seek out the ‘straight-out-of-a-lab’ new developments. But when you think about it, who really benefits from these new latest developments? Hopefully we do, but so do the beauty companies who need to keep innovating to entice us to buy new products (you’ve seen the ads boasting of the newest development in wrinkle reduction or a latest product for smoother, shinier hair). By contrast, once you know that rosehip oil is brilliant at reducing scarring and marks (as proven by scientific research), there’s not a lot new you can keep saying about it. Instead of looking at this as a disadvantage, I prefer to see it as a strength.
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I deliberately look for ingredients that have stood the test of time and are proven to deliver results, without the potential of any long-term unknown side effects. An ingredient that has been used on the skin for thousands of years and is still being used today, is proof enough that it not only has real benefits, but also it has a whole lot of history to show it is less likely to have any long-term negative effects on your body when used in the correct way.

If history isn’t enough to convince hardened beauty junkies to make the switch, in addition to these tried-and-tested options, there is a new field of green chemistry (see here), which includes the discovery of new natural ingredients, the development of naturally derived ingredients, improved methods for extraction and new methods of making non-animal derived ingredients, such as hyaluronic acid. It gives us the ‘wow’ ingredients that lots of us look for in products and these allow natural products to compete with mainstream beauty brands. Natural products can have it all.

HOW TO MAKE THE SWITCH

I find people upgrade their bathroom cabinet in one of two ways. Some people want to switch everything they use all at once. It’s a very absolute decision that they don’t want to go back on and they don’t want to waste any more time with the products they have decided are not for them, so they typically do a full bathroom and make-up bag overhaul. This route requires a bit more of an investment up front, so the alternative is to transition over time and, as you finish a product, instead of repurchasing it, switch to a natural one.

If you are making the switch, what should you tackle first? The following are at the top of my list…

Body Lotion

Most people will want to switch their facial skincare first and although it is often the most fun to switch, for me the key product to upgrade first is anything that covers your whole body – it’s the largest surface area of skin, after all. Don’t panic, it doesn’t have to be expensive. Switch your coconut butter lotion for raw coconut oil and the shea whip from your local body care shop to pure shea butter. By choosing an organic and natural body lotion or oil, you quickly and dramatically reduce the synthetic ingredients you are using over your largest area of skin.

Lipstick and Gloss

You are eating it every day so consider how much mineral oil and glossy polymers there is in each tube, how long it lasts you, and how much you have eaten over your lifetime. Natural lipsticks, by contrast, will start with a base of plant oils such as jojoba, sesame, castor, coconut or sunflower and use either beeswax or plant waxes to stabilise the stick format. Natural colorants will vary from mineral, fruit and vegetable pigments or, in some instances, to achieve brights whilst still being vegan (i.e. avoiding the carmine) a fraction of approved-for-use-in-food synthetic colour. Read more about this in the cosmetics chapter (here).

Perfume

It may seem like this should be the last on the list to switch, but there is a good reason why you should consider switching your scent sooner rather than later. Fragrance is big business and companies actually don’t have to declare the ingredients they use, as the formulation is deemed intellectual property and is, therefore, protected to avoid it being copied. This means you don’t have any idea what is in the product. It does have to be safe for use, but it is one of the products I find people react to most frequently. If your perfume lasts the whole day without reapplying, there is a good chance it employs a synthetic fixative. If you are not sure – test the product. A natural perfume (see here) will typically last about 2 hours and dissipate almost completely at around 4 hours. This is good news – not a faulty product.

Deodorant

The keyword here is deodorant NOT antiperspirant. It is not possible to make a natural antiperspirant and why would you want to stop the body from one of its crucial functions, perspiring? Instead look for brands that use antibacterial and odour-neutralising natural ingredients like bicarbonate of soda, tea tree and coconut oil.
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From here you can then switch out cosmetics, skincare and everything else. Wash-off products including shower gels can be left until last as they are not staying on the skin for long. It is however important to note that some of the foaming agents used can both dry out the skin and make it more permeable. For those with dry skin or eczema, you may notice a difference when you swap out products containing sodium lauryl sulfate and for those who find they have an irritated scalp and even dermatitis around the ears, neck and eyes, you may find it improves when you switch your hair products.

See also here for natural beauty switches for 100 of the most popular high-street beauty brands and products.

SHOPPING NATURAL

You don’t have to rely solely on the beauty counter green experts, who are still relatively hard to find. There is a whole world online that you can use as a resource to research what you think you might like to use. However, it’s important to bear in mind that not everyone’s skin is the same, so knowing as many details about the blogger, including their skin type, is key information before taking their word for whether a product works or not. Also look for the disclaimers that will indicate whether a blogger has been gifted or paid to promote a particular product. It often doesn’t influence the review, but it’s good to keep in mind that, as with mainstream media, even blogs can dance close to advertising if the feature is transactional.

Also bear in mind the ‘lifecycle’ of your skin. Products may not be tested for long enough to give an accurate evaluation of how well they work and you don’t know what other factors are in play (someone may complain that a product doesn’t give them the healthy glow they were promised but they smoke a packet of cigarettes a day!). The skin renews itself every 28 days, so to really tell if a product works or not you need to give it a month. Most clinical trials are done over 21 to 28 days, so a week on the skin doesn’t really give a product a fair chance to prove itself. Knowing how regularly someone switches products is key to trusting their judgement. The truth on whether a product works for you or not is in the longer-term use.

So, you’ve decided to upgrade all your skincare to natural or organic versions. Great news. You’ve read some blogs, taken a look online at some of the brands, and then ended up confused, not knowing which one to start with. In the first instance it can be worthwhile visiting a store, whether it be a health food store with a large natural beauty section or a dedicated boutique. The plus of store purchasing, apart from getting to see, smell and feel the products, is the insight staff can give. Great store staff will not only have been trained by the brands and used the products themselves, but they will also have amassed feedback from regular customers who may have a similar skin type to yours, so they are able to base their recommendations on what others have found works best for them.

If you are unable to get to a store, then do the same with your chosen online beauty company. But before you ask for any recommendations, be clear about what you require. Having clear answers for the following questions really helps anyone giving advice and product recommendations:


	What is your skin type?

	What is your main skin concern if you have one?

	Do you have a budget in mind?

	Do you have any skin sensitivities?

	How much time do you want to give to your beauty regime? (Some people want to use several products, others love multi-use products.)



With this information an online customer service team or in-store green beauty expert will be able to select products more individually suited to you and your requirements. If they can’t, find a better one!

The other key piece of information to share is what you currently use. This isn’t asked to force you into fessing-up that you are using a synthetic product, it actually gives three important pieces of information: the types of products you like (e.g. result-driven or multi-use products); a hint at the price point you are comfortable with; and, if your assistant knows the brand you currently use, there will often be a natural brand that has similarities in the way it works or which previous customers have found to be a good swap.

If you are unclear about what you would like, being clear about why you are switching can help with recommendations too. Are you a food-state fan? Do you have hypersensitive skin and have tried everything to no avail? Are you looking to avoid certain ingredients e.g. are you vegan? Telling the sales assistant what inspired your shift to natural skincare can greatly help with recommendations. Getting the best service in life is a bit of a two-way street. Walking into a store and saying, ‘I’d like a new moisturiser,’ is only the start of the conversation, so be patient with the questions.

When it comes to price, natural and organic skincare often gets dubbed the ‘expensive’ alternative. I wholeheartedly believe that this sector should be accessible for everyone, whatever their budget, and it is. But in the same way that I don’t believe in paying £3 for a whole chicken (the person raising that chicken, the farmer, is not making a fair living out of that) I don’t believe that botanical beauty products that contain a high concentration of truly natural ingredients can be cheap without someone, somewhere, not getting a fair deal. Rearing a healthy, happy chicken that tastes good when you eat it and making a botanical, ingredient-rich beauty product that works when you apply it both require time, natural resources, effort, expertise and money. In the case of the chicken, it may be more expensive, but you can use the whole animal e.g. turn it into several meals, and make stock from the bones for several more. In the case of the skincare, you will often find that natural formulations have more active ingredients or have been formulated without water, making them concentrated and requiring a smaller amount at application. Part of the reason for choosing natural and organic is, for me, about being much more conscious about how I choose to spend my money, and how that spending power has the ability to support others (the makers and growers) more fairly.

For many brands, there have been efforts made to achieve a desired price point. You may find a product contains more naturally derived ingredients than true plant extracts or some of the more easily available oils are used rather than the rarer oils. This is OK as the brand will still be excluding all the usual synthetics you want to avoid, but it can be a little like eating 30 per cent cacao chocolate as opposed to a 75 per cent – you still get the cacao, just not in such a high concentration.

In reality, premium natural skincare is no more expensive than its mainstream counterparts and much of the money you pay for it is invested in the ingredients, not in expensive marketing campaigns that are used to convince you to buy it.

Some of the best natural products for your skin are sitting in your kitchen. You needn’t be constrained by off-the-shelf products. The beauty of natural skincare is that you can buy many of the ingredients individually – coconut, sweet almond, jojoba, rosehip or argan oil all have wonderful skincare properties as individual ingredients. It’s a bit like opting for an apple instead of a cold-pressed green juice. The green juice has a vaster array of ingredients, but it doesn’t stop the apple being good for you just by itself.

And this really is the whole point of the book. A natural beauty regime starts with the food you eat, includes components of your lifestyle and can be as simple as using a pure oil or as scientifically advanced as any mainstream anti-ageing product. But at the heart of it is you, and the choices you make for your body. So let’s start with the information you are given and learn how to read a label – it’s really the most important part.
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If you do nothing else after reading this book, please take away the advice in this section. Even if you don’t choose natural beauty, you will at least be more conscious about what you decide to put on your skin.

THE ORIGINS OF YOUR SKINCARE

An unexpected thing happened when I started researching this book. Many of the references I found around ingredients came from books with names like Ullmann’s Encyclopedia of Industrial Chemistry and Hamilton and Hardy’s Industrial Toxicology. Even for someone like me, who spends the majority of my day reading about skincare ingredients, this was still surprising and highlights what the business of beauty is really about: chemical manufacturing.

Your mainstream beauty and personal care products are produced in bulk, for a market as vast as the globe. For some of you this will be plainly obvious and, in fact, very useful. It means you can pick up your favourite moisturiser on holiday as easily as you can when at home. What I find interesting about this convenience-based business model is that what is considered premium skincare often stems from the same industrial form of manufacturing as your laundry detergent and dishwashing liquid. This scale is the reality of mainstream skincare and beauty product manufacturing.

Manufacturing anything, food included, en masse dictates you need ‘long-life’ ingredients and preservative systems to keep the end product fresh, the texture stable and the scent consistent. Many of the brands that grace the shelves of beauty halls today are owned and manufactured by a handful of parent companies. This, for moneymaking purposes, is a smart move. You have off-the-shelf base formulations that, with a tweak or two to the active ingredients, can service a whole stable of brands, and manufacturing facilities that consolidate everything into efficient processes for easy replication and distribution around the world.

To begin with, the biggest proportion of your skincare product is its base ingredients, not the key ‘active’ ingredients that might be advertised as the main selling point. These ‘actives’ can be the latest synthetic discovery or they can equally be the next big thing in naturals – a rainforest ingredient, an extract from an existing ingredient or food – these cross both mainstream and natural skincare. But what they are sitting in is just as important because it’s actually the majority of the product. While your great grandmother may have used simple rose water on her skin, which she made herself or purchased from a local supplier, a rose water designed for long life has to, at the very least, have a preservative, a colour stabiliser and, very likely, a synthetic rose fragrance added to it to keep it just as lovely at 30 months, the standard product lifespan, as it is at three.

Mass-production created the need for new ingredients, many of which replicate the actions of botanical ingredients, so that they could be manufactured on an industrial scale and could be relied upon to be batch perfect without fail. And this is where synthetics will trump natural ingredients every time. There is no seasonal batch variation to contend with. The colour, consistency and even yield can be controlled and consistent when your base ingredients are made up of ‘reliable for manufacturing’ synthetic ingredients. You can literally make them in any amount you need to match your requirements. These synthetic ingredients, along with the distilled water that forms the base of most skincare products, are at the most basic level a reliable way to create skincare en masse. They may not do any harm, but often they are there to care for the product itself, more than for you.

INGREDIENTS I AVOID

This is the section I found the most difficult to write. Why? Because I now tend to spend all my time thinking and talking about how incredible botanical ingredients are that I rarely think about synthetics. For me it has always been about celebrating how clever nature is, how amazing the products feel, smell and look, and how they work on the skin.

There are ingredients I choose to avoid and, as I often get asked to list them, I’ve included them here. Ingredients are after all how we determine if something is natural or synthetic. The list below contains ingredients approved for use in skincare and cosmetic formulations around the world.

I avoid these ingredients because I choose to seek out minimally processed, organic/natural products and wholefoods to put IN my body (via my diet), so it makes sense for me to look to the same values in the products I put ON my body.

I like that my purchasing supports a variety of social and ethical issues. Natural skincare is often locally made in small batches with sustainability and the environment in mind. The money that goes back to these companies in product sales can enhance local communities, support fair trade practices and organic growers in developing countries around the world – call it more conscious consumerism.

There is research available that would indicate that some common ingredients might have negative long-term side effects for the body. As beauty products don’t need these ingredients to deliver results and as there are so many amazing products free-from these ingredients, I choose to avoid them.

This list is by no means exhaustive and I have mentioned others throughout the book where they relate to specific product categories. At least, it will provide a starting point to get you thinking about what’s in your skincare and questioning whether you really want it to be there. For a comprehensive guide I recommend picking up a copy of A Consumer’s Dictionary of Cosmetic Ingredients by Ruth Winter, – it’s everything you’ll ever need to know.

Mineral Oil and Petrolatum

Mineral oil is a clear, odourless oil derived from petroleum and favoured by the skincare industry for its price (very cheap), inertness and long shelf life and while it causes few reactions, it also doesn’t actually do that much for your skin. It is the base oil for many moisturisers, cleansers and body oils.

Mineral oil is a by-product of the crude oil industry. Within the EU it must be refined and processed to meet cosmetic-grade standards for use on skin and is tested to ensure it is not contaminated with carcinogens (cancer-causing substances). What I’m not so fond of, is that this very inexpensive oil often makes up a large percentage of even the most costly products.

Other forms include petrolatum, and petroleum jelly, which crop up in nappy cream, lip balms and ‘everything’ balms. None of these forms are approved for use under organic and natural certifications. All are from a non-renewable source.

Looks like this on a label: paraffinum liquidum, petrolatum, petroleum, paraffin oil and mineral oil.

Sodium Lauryl Sulfate (SLS) and Sodium Laureth Sulfate (SLES)

These are used as surfactants (detergents for cleansing) and emulsifiers and are found in everything from body washes to shampoo, toothpaste and face wash – but I’ve seen them in foundations too. Foaming agents in general can be quite tough on skin as they can upset the protective layer of oils and make the skin itself more permeable to other ingredients, some of which will be welcome and some not. It is often associated with outbreaks of eczema and people with dry skin also do well to avoid this ingredient. While SLS is approved for use under the COSMOS certification standard, SLES is not approved under any certification. SLES is considered a gentler detergent but is still often cited as an eye and skin irritant and is not approved for use under organic and natural certifications as it is made using ethoxylation. This process produces 1, 4 dioxane – a known carcinogenic compound.

Methylisothiazolinone (MI) and Methylchloroisothiazolinone (MCI)

These are two synthetic preservatives found in skincare. As skin sensitisers they have gained lots of media attention since 2013 as UK doctors consider them the trigger for one of the worst skin allergy outbreaks they had ever seen, causing dermatitis and rashes. They are not approved for use under natural or organic certifications.

Looks like this on a label: Methylisothiazolinone, or Methylchloroisothiazolinone.

Parabens

Synthetic preservatives found widely in skincare – not so long ago they were almost as common in products as water. They occur naturally in fruits and vegetables where they are a defence mechanism against bugs, and the synthetic variety is used in products to the same end. Why are they a concern? Parabens have been found to disrupt physiologically important functions and have a mildly oestrogenic effect on the body. I take a cautionary approach and avoid until further studies have been conducted. They may also cause topical skin reactions in some. They are not approved for use under any natural or organic certifications.

Looks like this on a label: methylparaben, ethylparaben, propylparaben, butylparaben and heptylparaben or ‘anything’ paraben.

Propylene Glycol (PG) and Polyethylene Glycol (PEG)

Propylene Glycol (PG) is most often a synthetic petrochemical used as a humectant (see here) and emulsifier. It has been known to cause skin reactions such as hives and eczema. It is, like PEG, used as a penetration enhancer. PEGs are followed by a number and it has been found that the higher the number, the more likely it might be a skin sensitiser for some. All synthetic versions (propylene glycol can also be created via fermentation which would be classed as natural source) are not approved for use under natural or organic certifications. There are two glycols approved for use under Ecocert certification: propandiol and pentylene glycol (made from corn cob or sugar cane stalk pulp).

Looks like this on a label: PEG (followed by a number which denotes its molecular weight). Propylene Glycol, PG/Propandiol.

Formaldehyde

While it may not be knowingly added to your skincare products and you may not find it listed on the label. It’s important to note that some synthetic preservatives have been found under certain conditions, to combine with other ingredients to release small amounts of formaldehyde into the end product.

Longer storage times and high temperatures have both been found to increase the likelihood of it being released. Ingredients that may release formaldehyde, if the right (or wrong!) conditions prevail, include:


	Sodium hydroxymethylglycinate – a cosmetic preservative used in shampoos, baby wipes, cleaning agents, cleansing bars, lotions and many other household products.  

	DMDM hydantoin – used as a preservative in products for its antibacterial qualities, this is a strong skin, eye and lung irritant and has also been known to trigger an immune response that can include burning, itching, blistering or scaling of skin.

	Quaternium-15 – an antimicrobial and antistatic agent often found in hair products.

	Imidazolidinyl urea, diazolidinyl urea and polyoxymethylene urea – found in personal care products, shampoo, conditioner, blush, eye shadow and lotions.



Not approved for use under natural or organic certifications.

Looks like this on a label: formaldehyde, quaternium-15, DMDM hydantoin, imidazolidinyl urea, diazolidinyl urea, polyoxymethylene urea, sodium hydroxymethylglycinate, 2-bromo-2-nitropropane-1,3-diol and glyoxal.

Ethanolamines

A group of ingredients that are used as foaming agents, emulsifiers and stabilisers. The most common is a diethanolamine (cocamide DEA). This is, actually, a derivative of coconut oil (coconut oil combined with diethanolamine) and it can be found in soaps, shampoos, hair conditioners and dyes, lotions, shaving creams, household cleaning products, pharmaceutical ointments and cosmetics. In animal studies it has been shown to cause the formation of nitrosamines, which are known carcinogens. It is approved for use in products and the percentages are small but when The International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC) lists cocamide DEA as a possible carcinogen for humans, why use it? Not approved for use under natural or organic certifications.

Looks like this on a label: Triethanolamine, diethanolamine, DEA, TEA, cocamide DEA, cocamide MEA, DEA-cetyl phosphate, DEA oleth-3 phosphate, lauramide DEA, linoleamide MEA, myristamide DEA, oleamide DEA, stearamide MEA, TEA-lauryl sulfate.

Phthalates

These are compounds used in the production of plastics to help make them soft and pliable. Some were used in products such as nail polish, but these were banned from cosmetics in the EU in 2005, with the exception of Diethyl phthalate (DEP), which is widely used in fragrance products to render the alcohol undrinkable. Now we probably are more likely to come into contact with these via everyday plastic items than our skincare, but it’s good to know that phthalates can act as oestrogens once ingested or absorbed, interfering with normal hormonal function and metabolism. The European Commission has determined that there is sufficient evidence that two types, DBP and DEHP, are endocrine (hormone) disruptors. Not approved for use under natural or organic certifications.

Looks like this on a label: dibutyl phthalate (DBP) and diethyl phthalate (DEP) and Di-2-ethylhexyl phthalate (DEHP) or ‘anything’ phthalate.

Some other ingredients not approved for use under some or all natural and organic certifications include: nano technology, phenoxyethanol, Disodium EDTA, Tetrasodium EDTA, synthetic sunscreen (Octinoxate, Octisalate, Oxybenzone), Polyquaternium-37, Tetrahydrodiferuloylmethane and Dimethicone.

It’s also important to note that under certification some synthetics are approved for use, so you may still find a certified organic product with a synthetic preservative (none of the above!) in it for example. The ones that are approved are mostly nature identical, meaning they are the chemical equivalent of that found in nature. They have much lower toxicity and are biodegradable.

Does it matter?

All these ingredients are commonly used and have passed through rigorous industry testing, so why the worry? When I first launched the store there were several articles claiming that the skin absorbs 60 per cent of what we put on it and many natural beauty advocates still quote this figure. I have never been able to find the actual medical paper (not for lack of trying!) from which that percentage was quoted and many industry experts and dermatologists I have spoken to consider it an urban myth.

The skincare industry is mostly concerned with the top layers and at times the lower layers of the skin. What skincare brands aren’t concerned with is getting ingredients right down into the bloodstream
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	Natural
	Naturally Derived



	Coconut Oil
	Coco-Glucoside (derived from coconut oil and natural sugars)
Caprylic/Capric Triglyceride (an emollient derived from coconut oil and glycerin)



	Olive Oil
	Sorbitan Olivate (used as an emulsifier it is derived from the wax in olives)
Squalane (a moisturiser derived from plants, such as olives)
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	Beeswax

	Carmine

	Emu oil

	Honey

	Lanolin

	Milk

	Placenta

	Shellac

	Stem cells















ABOUT SEEKING HELP

Seek Qualified Advice

With all persistent skin conditions, I would recommend a trip to the doctor partnered with finding a reputable qualified naturopath or herbalist (degree level is good, diploma more common – but not to be confused with a health or nutrition coach). Having both doctor and naturopath covers all bases. A doctor will be looking for acute symptoms of common conditions, while a naturopath generally has the time to look a little deeper and advise how different approaches from diet to lifestyle and herbal medicine can affect change.

Dosage is Everything

If you are looking to shift a chronic condition via dietary changes and supplements, you really need professional help with the correct nutrients to take. Many people are happy to prescribe supplements to themselves or let a friend prescribe from the latest article they have read in a magazine, with little to no consideration for the correct dosage or even the quality of the supplements. As with all things, dosage is key. Too much may throw things out of balance, while too little may have no effect. After all, we generally don’t reach around the pharmacy counter to prescribe our own medicines, instead we let a professional choose and do the measures. So too should we really seek guidance on supplementation. While things can go wrong even in the world of naturals, it’s more the potential for them to ‘not go right’ that I am concerned about. There is no point taking 100 micrograms of omega 3 for three months when to see an effect on the skin you may need 1–2 grams per day – waste of time, waste of money. See someone to prescribe a therapeutic dose.

There are a growing number of doctors and dermatologists who have a holistic approach or class themselves as ‘natural’. I would start with one of these for a 360-degree approach, if you can find one in your area. 	
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