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Introduction


In our age-obsessed society it is no surprise that most of us want our skin to remain as youthful as possible. There are so many skincare and special treatments on offer it can be a difficult area to navigate. Some sections of society and the media can all too easily play on our insecurities and the beauty industry is adept at advertising its wonder wares. But which of the many skin treatments actually work? What is the best moisturiser? Can wrinkles really be held at bay? Can (should?) they be removed altogether?


I asked researchers and cosmetic scientists these questions and many more when creating the original formulations for the Liz Earle Beauty Co. back in 1995, many of which have gone on to win high numbers of industry and customer awards for their popularity and efficacy. When this book was first published, also back in 1995, it broke new ground with genuine and scientifically credible information on skin ageing, revealing the ingredients for health and beauty that can delay fine lines and wrinkles. This text has now been revised, up-dated and expanded to include what I personally have found to be the very best skincare strategies for a lifetime of looking a little more youthful.


Liz Earle MBE
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The Ageing Skin


As far back as 1935 Vogue Magazine told its readers ‘No beauty can be a beauty today without good skin.’ While the older model may currently be fashionable, we admire the likes of Lauren Hutton, Isabella Rossellini and Iman not necessarily for their beautiful wrinkles, but for their smooth, younthful-looking skin. Even the first set of ‘supermodels’ gracing the magazine covers of every glossy magazine when I first wrote this book back in 1995 have gone on to age remarkably gracefully: Linda Evangelista (who I interviewed for my Liz Earle’s Lifestyle network TV show over a decade ago), Cindy Crawford, Elle Macpherson and Helena Christiansen look as good now as they did then, albeit sometimes with a little help from a dermatologist or photographic image re-toucher. Some, such as Christy Turlington, have even gone on to promote their own skincare lines. Forget looking distinguished, few of us actually welcome the appearance of wrinkles and most of us – if we’re honest – would prefer to look a little younger than our years.


It’s been said that the biggest compliment you can pay a women over the age of forty is to tell her she looks ten years younger than she is. My favourite line came from a fruit and veg stallholder in our local town market who quipped “you look like that Liz Earle – only younger.” Dr Martin Skinner, lecturer in psychology at the University of Warwick, explains: ‘It is only when we are in our early teens that we try to look older. For most of their lives, people want to look youthful, because youthfulness is associated with vigour and good health.’


An opinion poll carried out by MORI (Ageing-why fight it? October 1994) revealed that while for ageing men hair loss was considered the most worrying sign of getting older, for women aged thirty-five to forty-four, some 69 percent cited wrinkle-lined skin as being their main concern. Looking young in our society is seen as being linked with success. The same poll found that two out of three people believe a youthful appearance is important for success in job interviews, while slightly more said it was useful in terms of career prospects.


But an ageing population is a fact of life. The children of the baby boom are growing older. The number of sixteen to twenty-nine year old women will fell from 5.2m in 1992 and will further to 4.3m by 2032, while the number of women aged sixty to seventy-four will increase from 3.7m to 5.3m by 2032. Advertisers are changing their tack to target the more mature purse to make sure we stay willing consumers as we get older.


The so-called ‘anti-ageing’ creams are one of the cosmetic market’s success stories of the past twenty years. In 2012, £2.1billion was spent on skincare in the UK, of which over £579 million went on moisturisers alone (EuroMonitor International, Skincare in UK – 30/07/13). Many of which are claiming to prevent, delay or repair the signs of ageing. But are we just buying hope in a jar? Any cream that says it can either stop your skin ageing or get rid of the wrinkles you already have can only do this by changing the actual structure of the skin. If it did this, then the cream would have to be classed as a drug rather than a cosmetic and we wouldn’t be allowed to buy it without a medical prescription. However, the are definitely some naturally active skincare ingredients than can help slow down the ageing process by protecting and nourishing the skin – and these are the ones that I’d like to focus on these pages here.


While skincare products - and moisturisers in particular - play an important role in keeping our skin looking young, there are other important factors to consider too. Our skin has its own chronological age, which may or may not be the same as our actual age – and this can make us look ten years older or younger than we really are. The condition of our skin, including pore size and tanning ability, depends mostly on the genes we inherit, which we can do nothing about. Take a look at the skin of your parents and grandparents – if their skin is prematurely lined, be warned that you may have to take extra care of yours.


Your skin type will also play a part. If you have oily skin, then wrinkles tend to appear later in life than in those with dryer skin. Shade of skin is another factor – darker skins usually weather the years better than paler skin types because it is often oilier and has a high level of in-built protection from harmful UV rays in the form of melanin, the pigment responsible for tanning. Darker complexions may also shed dead skin cells faster than pale faces, in turn keeping skin smoother and softer for longer.


Whatever skin shade or type we are, we have a mutual foe for premature skin ageing: The sun. Over-exposure to ultraviolet rays dramatically speeds up the ageing process as well as being a significant contributing factor in skin cancer. Other factors affecting how our skin looks are the type of environment we live in, the kind of food we eat and whether we smoke or drink.


What is Skin?


To have the youngest-looking complexion you can achieve, it is important to understand what skin is, how it works and what it needs to function at its best. No matter what colour, type or condition of our skin, underneath the surface it all looks pretty much the same.


Skin is the largest and one of the most remarkable in the body. Its job is to protect our internal organs from the environment and it contains within it unique cells that are sensitive to touch, temperature and pain. It plays a vital role in keeping our body temperature constant through sweating when we get too hot and shivering when we’re cold. Covering us from head to toe, the average adult’s skin measures just over 2m and weighs about 3kg, although it is never usually more than 2-3mm thick. The thickest areas of skin are found on the soles of our feet and our palms. The skin on our body is about 0.6mm thick, while that covering our face is much thinner, only 0.12mm, and the thinnest skin of all is found on our lips, which explains why they are so prone to cracking and splitting in cold weather. Each centimeter or so of skin contains about ten hairs, 100 sweat glands, around a metre of minute blood vessels and fifteen sebaceous glands. Skin is a phenomenal powerhouse: A living organism, constantly renewing itself and shedding dead cells all the time. The skin that you see in the mirror today will consist of fresh new skin cells from only a month ago, which is why it is possible to see significant changes and improvements in our skin in as little as four weeks.


The Skin’s Layers
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STRATUM CORNEUM


The layer of skin that you can see, the Stratum corneum, is made up of dead skin cells that are gradually rubbed off and renewed by cells from underneath. We lose millions of these cells every day – if you were to look closely at household dust under a microscope you would see it is mainly made up of dead skin cells… This skin layer, about twenty cells thick, is completely renewed once every four weeks or so. Exfoliating techniques and skin peeling treatments (such as AHA creams) work by speeding up this process, revealing the softer, smoother skin beneath (see here).


The Stratum corneum’s function is to form a barrier from the outside world, preventing chemicals, dirt and germs from getting inside us. Any skincare products that you apply will act on this outer layer. But while a moisturiser will improve the appearance of the Stratum corneum and make it feel smoother and softer, it can only temporarily stick these dead cells back on to the skin. It provides a layer of moisture that helps keep the skin beneath hydrated, but it is the moisture sealed in from that tends to improve our skin’s appearance over a longer period.


EPIDERMIS


Beneath the Stratum corneum is the Epidermis, a thin layer of four or five sheets of living cells. Its main function is to produce the keratin cells, a hard protein substance also found in hair and nails. The cells in the Epidermis travel outwards, losing moisture in the process and becoming thinner and stiffer, eventually forming the new Stratum corneum layer. The cells which produce the pigment called melanin are also found in the Epidermis. Their function is to protect the lower layers from harmful ultraviolet rays. Exposure to strong sunlight encourages these cells to produce more pigment, which shows as a suntan. Those with fair skin don’t produce enough pigment to protect the lower layers, which is why skin cancer is more common in the paler-skinned. It is also the reason why fairer skins ages so much more quickly than darker skin.


DERMIS


The deepest and thickest layer of skin is called the Dermis and provides the strength and structure of the skin. A thick, soft cushion of connective tissue lying beneath the Epidermis, it determines the way our skin looks and behaves. The Dermis can repair and renew itself, but does so much more slowly than the Epidermis. As we age, the Dermis naturally becomes thinner and weaker, causing skin to sag. Exposure to sunlight over the years speeds this process up, causing skin to lose its resilience and become wrinkled.


COLLAGEN AND ELASTIN


The connective tissue that makes up the Dermis is formed of collagen and elastin fibres. About 70 percent of this tissue is collagen, which can be divided into soluble (of which younger skin has more) and insoluble collagen. As we grow older, the ratio changes and we end up with more insoluble collagen, which is more easily broken down, thus resulting in drier, sagging skin. For women, in the ten years following the menopause, collagen levels fall by 30 percent as a result of oestrogen deficiency. Some skin creams actually contain collagen, the idea being that this reinforces your own skin’s supplies. However, the collagen molecules used (often extracted from cow skin) are too large to penetrate the surface of the skin and pretty much the only way to put back the collagen your skin has lost is to inject it directly into the dermis (see here), although some also swear by drinking liquid collagen ‘shots’.


Elastin fibres make up about 5 percent of the dermis and are woven between strands of collagen to give extra strength and elasticity. As we age, elastin fibres also lose their suppleness and skin becomes wrinkled and saggy. One of the best ways to keep the skin fibres supple for longer is to provide the dermis with all the nutrients it needs to create collagen and elastin (see below).


FEEDING THE SKIN


A network of blood vessels feeds the skin with the nutrients it needs to develop and repair itself. However, these nutrients are firstly directed to other more vital organs in the body, such as the heart or brain, leaving the skin potentially underfed. A well-balanced diet will help ensure the skin gets the supplies it needs and I believe that one of the best way to supplement it is with a daily dose of the essential fatty acids, vitamin E and lecithin. These can be found in certain vegetable cooking oils such as olive, rape seed, walnut, avocado and argan oil - and also in supplements such as fish oils, borage seed oil and flax seed.


SKIN THROUGH THE AGES


Our facial skin is constantly changing and by the time we reach thirty, most of us have one or two lines, usually showing first around the lips and eyes where skin is thinnest. While for some their skin starts to dry out, for others it can become oilier and we may even experience our first attack of acne. Our thirties can be a demanding time of life, with many of us juggling work, family life, relationships and home commitments. The result can be inevitably less ‘me-time’ with lesser issues (such as the state of our skin) unsurprisingly neglected. However, a few simple strategies put in place during this era are likely to pay dividends later on.


Once we reach our forties, the signs of ageing loom large and become more obvious in the form of fine lines, wrinkles, broken veins and a generally less radiant complexion. Skin begins to dry out and using moisturiser twice daily becomes a more obviously essential part of our daily skincare routine.


After the menopause, the amount of oestrogen (known as the ‘young’ skin hormone) we produce slows down dramatically and the skin renews and repairs itself much more slowly, with the rate of cell replacement plummeting by half. The Stratum corneum becomes far less effective at holding in moisture as well as it used to, oil gland activity slows down and the Dermis generally becomes less resilient. The end result is drier, sagging skin. Some women find hormone replacement therapy (HRT) can be useful at this time for its restorative effect on skin, others swear by soya-rich foods and an increased intake of EFAs (essential fatty acids – more of which later).


SKIN AGEING AND FREE RADICALS


Our bodies need oxygen to survive and this is carried through the bloodstream to supply the living cells by a process called oxidation. But the process of converting oxygen into energy has a potential downside: the creation of free radicals. A free radical is an unstable molecule with an uneven number of electrons. Normally electrons are arranged in pairs, which gives them stability. The free radical, as its terrorist moniker suggests, destabilises life by stealing electrons from another molecule to even up its quota, thus creates another unstable molecule in the process.


A certain level of free radicals is actually needed to kill off bacteria in the body, but too many of causes problems. An excess upsets our normal cell activity, reacting with molecules and causing the damage which ultimately leads to a whole list of diseases including heart disease, some cancers, Parkinson’s disease and rheumatoid arthritis. And while not immediately life threatening, dermatologists (skin medics) concur that the action of free radicals on skin cells is a major cause of wrinkles and sagging skin.


Pollution, ultraviolet radiation from the sun and tobacco smoke all increase the levels of free radicals produced by the body. Free radicals harm the skin cells by destroying the membranes which surround them, encouraging collagen and elastin fibres to break down. Without the support these fibres provide, the skin starts to slacken and sag.


The skin-saving heroes here are the antioxidant nutrients in the form of vitamins C, E and beta-carotene (the vegetable form of Vitamin A). Beta-carotene and vitamin E help mop up the harmful free radicals while vitamin C also stimulates the cells that produce more collagen. Taking a daily supplement containing these three nutrients and/or eating many more of the foods that contain them could help keep wrinkles at bay for a little longer. Additionally, moisturisers that contain beta-carotene and vitamin E may also help directly reinforce our skin’s supplies, although the evidence for topical vitamin C is less clear as it tends to be less stable when used in skincare.
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