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Without even realizing, we compromise to meet the needs of others every day. You spend a little extra on the dish soap your partner prefers, stay out later than you’d like to attend a friend’s party, or walk to a farther coffee shop because your coworker wants to. It’s these small acts of accommodation that make us better friends, better colleagues, and better people.


But what do you do each day that’s entirely for yourself? For me, it’s skincare.


You might recognize my name from my column at New York magazine’s “The Strategist,” where I deconstruct, review, and recommend beauty products every week. On top of sharing my personal experiences with skincare, my articles try to cut through the noise of beautiful packaging, aspirational marketing, and all of the other ways that brands try to convince us we need their products, to find what really works. By obsessively testing skincare products, poring over ingredient lists, and digging deep into each brand’s core philosophies, I help people make informed decisions about which products are right for their skin, budget, beliefs, and lifestyle.


Though I now look forward to coming home, tying up my hair, and patting serums and creams onto my skin in front of my bathroom mirror, I wasn’t always a bona fide skincare obsessive. For most of my early life, I used whatever products my mom had lying around the house, using a literal bar of soap to wash my face and dabbing on one of her highly fragranced, designer collagen creams afterwards. Whatever personal interest in skincare I had started and ended in the CVS skincare aisle, where I bought products at random based on their pretty packaging or nice-smelling scents.


In my late teenage years, when severe eczema and acne flared up all over my face, I tried everything to get rid of it. I applied prescription-strength acne treatments, which further irritated my skin, and developed bumpy, red patches from overusing intense topical steroids. I used harsh cleansers and scrubs on my already-inflamed skin, hoping I could somehow scrape, burn, and scrub my face clear. But when I went off to college, my hormonal and cystic breakouts seemed to completely disappear. So my ambivalence about what I put on my skin continued. At this point, I refused to wear any makeup, almost as a badge of honor that proved that I was a real adult: I had officially grown up and grown out of my embarrassing teenage acne.
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A few weeks after my graduation from college, out of nowhere, something changed: Each morning I’d wake up with deep, cystic, painful zits that appeared in clusters along my jawline. And my eczema, which I hadn’t seen or dealt with in years, re-emerged with a vengeance all across my face. At the time, I was a recent college graduate anxiously job hunting all across New York City. Of course, none of my interviewers judged or even noticed the condition of my skin, but I couldn’t help but feel self-conscious. I struggled to make eye contact and covered the inflamed parts of my face with my hand as I spoke. I wasn’t confident in my own skin, and this inadvertently affected the ease and comfort in my voice as I spoke. I came across as shy or sheepish, and I just didn’t feel like me. I would try and wrap up meetings as quickly as possible, desperate to go home, take off my layers of makeup, and pick and prod my skin in the mirror. My obsessive hatred of my skin consumed me, and, unsurprisingly, none of the interviewers I met with called me back.
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When I decided to take control of my skin, I barely knew where to start. After many late nights spent sleuthing around the internet, I discovered the Reddit forums r/SkincareAddiction and r/AsianBeauty—online communities that dispensed skincare advice and shared affordable, effective products, many of which catered to sensitive and acne-prone skin. A far cry from the harsh scrubbing cleansers and astringent toners of my teenage years, the products I found nourished and calmed my skin, soothing and hydrating it back to health.
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Despite the temptation to dive into an elaborate routine all at once, I knew from my past skincare trials and errors that doing too much often backfired and made it harder to tell what was working. So instead, I slowly integrated each step one by one—first a calming serum, then an exfoliator, then an essence, and so on—until I noticed my skin was less hot and angry and significantly more hydrated. In just a few months, I noticed a huge difference: after years of feeling like my skin had a mind of its own, I finally understood the products and ingredients it craved, and I could avoid the ones it resisted.


My friends also noticed a change—though I think they were mostly grateful my skin woes were no longer a constant topic of complaint. But when I talked to them about skincare, I realized that they were totally overwhelmed by the sheer amount of information out there: all of the new brands, products, and ingredients were too much for them to keep up with. They asked if I could share some of the things I was using, so I turned my months of research into a simple Google Doc where I casually explained what each product was, how it worked, and how it should be applied to the skin. To my surprise, this Google Doc, originally made for just two close friends, was now being widely shared. People were seeing real results from the products I had recommended, and they were eager to pass along the intel to friends. It got into the hands of other friends, friends of friends, colleagues, and even straight-up strangers, until it finally landed in the inbox of an editor at New York magazine’s “The Strategist,” who asked if she could publish it. The article exploded—it was a “viral” success, selling out my favorite products in a single week—and I was offered a column at “The Strategist” shortly after. I’ve been writing for them ever since.
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More than three years later, skincare has become one of the fastest-growing industries worldwide, with no signs of slowing down. In the history of cosmetics, there have never been more skincare brands accessible to the public than there are today. In 2019, the beauty industry was valued at $531 billion. That’s a lot of money—and a lot of brands who stand to gain from selling you, the consumer, their product. But it’s easier to locate long aisles stacked with beautifully bottled, twenty-dollar night creams than it is to find impartial educational material on skincare: lessons that aren’t coming straight from a brand with products to sell you. This makes it especially hard to figure out what works for you—what’s actually good for your skin and what products, ingredients, and steps will help nurture it to a healthy place, as my routine did mine. That’s what this book will help you do. Throughout part one, I’ll hold your hand as we go over the basics of skincare: what your skin type is, what your skin concerns are, and how we can get a better grasp on what your skin is craving. In part two, I’ll talk about ingredients—how they work and which you should look out for or avoid. In part three, we’ll deconstruct what all of these skincare products and steps actually do, and in part four, we’ll help you build a routine that works for you and your lifestyle. 
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When you start making skincare a part of your daily life, it can be hard to block out the negative thoughts associated with spending so much time and effort on your appearance. But for me, the effort I put into skincare isn’t coming from a narcissistic desire to achieve perfect skin. It’s about caring for myself, and making time to do so every day. When I practice my skincare routine, it’s one of the only times I feel truly alone with myself and my thoughts. The twenty minutes I spend by myself in the mornings and evenings are invaluable—it’s when I’m most able to focus on the day to come and reflect on the day that’s passed. I’ve made some of my most pivotal life decisions while practicing my skincare routine: I made the choice to confront a boss about a raise, pushed myself to leave a toxic relationship, and even mustered up the courage to start writing this book. There’s something delightfully introspective about being completely alone, confined to your bathroom, confronting yourself in the mirror (but not a magnifying mirror, which no one should have in their home!).


But of course, skincare is not an exclusively cathartic practice. As any acne sufferer knows, healthy skin can completely transform how you feel about yourself. Even today, I’m still very prone to breakouts and clogged pores. But back then, acne had a way of making me feel betrayed by my body: I would frantically think “Why is this happening?” and pile on the foundation or concealer. Nowadays, not only do I feel more equipped to manage flare-ups, I’m easier on myself because I understand my skin and body in ways I hadn’t before. Now that my skin and I check in twice a day, every day, I’m more familiar with her patterns and temperaments: She gets angry when I’ve stayed out late and had one too many cocktails but loves when I get a good night’s sleep and glug water all day. A huge lump on my chin usually means my time of the month is about a week away. I find myself being much more forgiving, if not sympathetic, to my skin’s reactive tendencies—I’m less ashamed of my zits because I have a better understanding of why they’re there and how to manage them. This is not to say that dramatic breakouts suddenly become less annoying, but spending more time with your skin is really just a way of nurturing a connection with yourself and your body.
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A common misconception is that a skincare routine must require an absurd number of time-consuming steps, expensive products, and hot new gadgets. This couldn’t be further from the truth. You may be familiar with the idea of the “ten-step routine,” created by cosmetic mogul Charlotte Cho to educate consumers on the types of products on the market and a method of layering them. As Charlotte herself has explained, she created the concept of the ten-step routine not to tell people what to use, but to showcase the steps that you can pick and choose from depending on your goals and concerns.


If your skincare routine is so long that you don’t feel excited about it or even capable of completing it daily, it’s more than okay to slim it down to what’s realistic. Skincare requires consistency, so you’ll see the best results if you create a routine that you’ll diligently stick to and ideally even enjoy practicing. After all, skincare shouldn’t feel burdensome, it should be empowering, calming, and therapeutic.


Today, more people than ever are investing time and energy (not to mention money) in skincare. Skincare is now a standard cultural point of reference, brought up in interviews with music giants like Frank Ocean and political leaders like Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez alike. There are now K-beauty-inspired skincare sections in major drugstore chains and thousands of products on the internet that claim to help you “rewind time” or achieve the elusive crystal-clear and perfectly smooth “glass skin.” But after reading this book, I want you to walk up to a beauty counter and feel like you know more than any salesperson does. I want you to flip a product around and confidently scan an ingredient list, identifying things you already know your skin does and doesn’t respond well to. I want you to know what skincare steps make sense for you: not just for your skin type but also for your daily schedule.


Whether you’re a skincare rookie or veteran, this book will help you become your most confident, educated, and aware skincare shopper. I’ll go over the ingredients, formulas, and steps you need to know to create your ideal routine, explaining the science behind it all with super-easy-to-digest language, charts, and illustrations. I know it can feel a little intimidating at first (I was petrified before every chemistry test in high school), but I promise you: you’ve got this.














PART ONE Let’s Get Started
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Maybe this is the first time you’ve ventured into the world of skincare. It’s possible that you’ve survived until now with a nondescript moisturizer that you picked up on a whim or a toner your skincare-savvy friend gifted you during a bout of spring cleaning. You’ve thought about creating a more rigorous skincare routine for yourself—you heard it could help prevent future wrinkles, and, now that you mention it, you’ve noticed that you break out on your chin from time to time—but you don’t know which products are best suited for your skin type or, really, what your skin type even is.


Or perhaps you’re a skincare veteran. You stay up-to-date on beauty blogs, watch YouTube reviews, and your medicine cabinet is overflowing with beautiful bottles of all different shapes and sizes. But lately, you’ve started to feel as though your skin isn’t responding to treatments the way it used to. Maybe your skin has begun to feel increasingly sensitive, or drier and duller than usual, and you’ve noticed that you’re more susceptible than ever to breakouts along your jawline. You love skincare, but you want to reassess your products: are they really the best options for your skin type? 
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Maybe your skincare routine is right where it needs to be—it’s convenient and effective—but you want to deepen your understanding of the science behind the ingredients in your products.


Maybe you’re somewhere in the middle.


Regardless of your knowledge of the great big world of beauty, any skincare journey begins with an intimate, one-on-one date with yourself in the mirror. This should be a private experience. Close the door, maybe light a candle for yourself, and take a minute to be and feel alone.
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Now look in the mirror. To be clear, this is not the time to consider squeezing that bump you hadn’t noticed until now (more on the truly insidious cycle of skin picking later). That’s not what we’re here to do.


This process isn’t about criticizing your skin; it’s about working to better understand the fundamental needs of your body. In order to figure out how your skin can look and be its healthiest, we have to figure out where your current routine (or lack thereof) is falling short. Is your skin dehydrated? Is it prone to overproducing oil? Both? Neither? Ultimately, concerns such as breakouts or fine lines are merely the by-products of the larger picture of your skin’s biological health. So, without judgment, try and imagine describing your skin with detachment, like you would a chair or a flower in a vase: Is it smooth? Is it textured? Is it spotted? Is it blotchy? Is it a bit of all of the above, just in different places?
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When analyzing your skin, it’s important to take your environment and daily habits into consideration. For example, dark circles, breakouts, and skin dehydration could potentially be linked to things like stress, lack of sleep, or hormones. 


The two best times to analyze your skin and determine its type are right when you wake up and in the evening. How your complexion looks and feels when you’re completely barefaced in the morning is a helpful way of understanding your skin’s baseline. Do you wake up feeling tight and dry? Do you wake up looking a little puffy and blotchy? But your skin is equally telling at the end of the day—you might notice flaky patches where your makeup seems to sit on top of your skin, or slippery, shiny spots where oil has collected throughout the day; these are actually helpful indicators of how your skin responds to your daily environment. It’s likely you’ve seen the terms oily and dry used to define skin types—these terms are ubiquitous in magazines, on the backs of products, and in online reviews, and have been for decades. If you notice a shiny or oily glaze on your skin, that’s a sign of overproduction of oil in that area. If you notice rough patches, flakiness, or places where your makeup starts to lift during the day, or if you often wake up with parched, tight-feeling skin, that’s a sign of dryness. If an area is neither shiny nor dry—it’s mostly just neutral and matte—that’s what is commonly referred to as normal (though what skin is abnormal?).
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