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How to use this ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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Industry experts have contributed to this book and a number of well-known wellness techniques are referenced and included. If any errors have occurred within these, these are the fault of the author and publisher and we will endeavour to correct at the earliest opportunity.


The information in this book is for general information purposes only and should not be used as a substitute for medical advice. If you are suffering from a skin or other medical condition that may require diagnosis and treatment, we recommend that you seek the advice of a doctor. Any invasive/salon-based treatments mentioned in this book should be undertaken under professional supervision.









Introduction


Welcome to The Skin Nerd Philosophy. I can hardly believe it – a skinquel! With my first book, I remember hoping that some people would discover it, read it and find support and solace in its pages – I never dreamed it would spawn a whole community of like-minded skindividuals and lead to so many joining the wonderful Nerd Network! To this day, I’m blown away by the number of people who have been so enthusiastic, sending me photos of tattered, Post-it-covered book pages on Instagram; the colleges and libraries who have requested to stock the book and use it as a reference guide, not to mention the journalists who still refer to it in newspapers. It makes my soul sing and makes every minute of the hard graft worth it.


Now, following a lot more learning (and the launch of Skingredients), I’m equally excited to bring you The Skin Nerd Philosophy. Throughout the book you’ll find our foundational Nerdie Principles, which together form the core of the Skin Nerd philosophy – my way of understanding and using skincare. This book is all about a holistic, multi-disciplinary approach to skin health – how you can become an expert on your own skin and skincare, but also how to seek out expertise from others (through research and consultations). My goal is to go below, beyond the skin itself to the principles that guide how we protect, maintain and nourish our skin. The book is broken up into three parts, which focus on:


[image: image]What You Need to Consider


[image: image]What You Need to Know


[image: image]What You Need to Do


In Part One, we’ll look at the mental aspect of skin and skincare: how we think about ourselves and our skin and why we need to take our skin concerns seriously but not let them rule our lives – a tricky balancing act sometimes.


In Part Two, I’ll tell you what you need to know to make the optimum decisions for your skin. We will learn by listening to the common questions sent to The Skin Nerd team, by examining some popular – but not necessarily correct – ideas about skincare, and by analysing the typical ingredients found in many skincare products. Warning: it’s going to get a bit nerdie in here!


In Part Three, we’ll get hands-on with skincare routines to suit everyone – no matter how time-pressed you are – and speak to experts such as a dermatologist, plastic surgeon, GP, aesthetic doctor, dietitian and fitness coach among others. You’ll nearly have a degree by the time you’re done!


We’ve all had that experience of nervously walking up to a beauty counter, feeling completely unequal to the task of picking out what we need. The rows of gorgeously packaged bottles that scream ‘Buy ME!’, the assistant who has the mind-boggling spiel ready, the ingredient names that have far too many consonants – tetrahexyldecyl ascorbate, I’m looking at you. It’s the Skincare Fear – the feeling that we have no earthly idea what we need, what’s in the bottles or how to learn about it. Well, by the end of this book, you won’t experience that anymore. You’ll be able to stride up to that counter confident that you know your hyaluronic acid from your polyhydroxy acid.


My ambition in this book is to give you the knowledge that makes you feel empowered to make your own best decisions for your skin. Sure, you might need some help to get started – like having an expert consultation with a skin therapist or maybe a chat with your GP – but with education, you can be your own best skin advocate, with the ability to consult the appropriate experts. I want you to feel good in your own skin – to know what is or is not for you, and for you to view skincare as self-care, as a ‘me time’ investment.


That brings me to what is by far the most important element of the Skin Nerd philosophy, the one you need to take with you as you read, my core belief and goal: skincare must involve a 360° approach. This means that you need to start with the key understanding that the skin is an organ, therefore it must be treated, nourished and maintained from the inside as well as the outside. You are responsible for it, and what you do and the choices you make directly affect it.


In essence, my basic philosophy is that your care for your skin must cover all three fronts – if it’s not the full 360°, it’s not Nerd levels of skin love and, more importantly, it won’t work long-term. It’s the holistic approach that sees you in your entirety – skin, body, gut and mind – the whole hooman (a word we at The Skin Nerd use for human!). It is also a jigsaw puzzle, with each piece working in tandem to truly tackle skin concerns and optimise skin health.


Before you dive into The Skin Nerd Philosophy, I have a word of advice on how to read it. I know you know the bit about following the words and turning the pages – what I’m talking about is how to get the most out of it. I’ve asked so many people about my first book and what they thought of it, and I was struck by how many told me it was brilliant, really informative (thank you, nerds!), but not everyone was sure how to go about making changes.


So this time, I’m initiating the Personal Action Plan in the hope that it will galvanise you into life-changing, unstoppable action. Before you go any further, go old school and get yourself a notebook and pen to keep beside you – heck, write on the book if you want! First things first: write out a list of questions for yourself to really focus on what information will be most relevant to you as you read, such as ‘What do I like about my skin?’, ‘What are my current skin concerns?’, ‘What would I like to change?’, and a list of your own skin questions. A sample list is included at the end of the book.


As you move through the book, write down the answers to your questions as you find them, also noting any advice relevant to your lifestyle. That way you’ll have your very own personal guide to what to do next – a tailor-made Personal Action Plan. So instead of turning the last page and (hopefully!) declaring, ‘Well, that was helpful’, you’ll also be saying, ‘Now I’m going to take action by taking the steps towards the skin I want to have’.


Your first step might involve a number of things – you might want to audit the skincare products on your shelf, plan out a new morning routine, visit your GP for advice or book a consultation with experts like ourselves. Or perhaps you’ll realise that you’re already on the right track but introducing some targeted products will refine your routine and make it more effective. Whatever conclusion you arrive at, you’ll have the blueprint clutched tight in your mitts. And you can put the notebook to even better use by charting your weekly skin-feel and visual changes, to ensure the actions you’ve put in place really are delivering for you. Ready?


So read on, and then go forth and be nerdie … change, one skin cell at a time!
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What You Need to Consider:
The Thinking Behind
Modern Skincare





It’s all about you, you beautiful hooman®!


The key understanding of any skincare routine is this: you are a total and utter skindividual. There are ingredients that all skins can benefit from – and, in my opinion, need – but it’s about finding a routine including these that works for you. Yes, you can benefit hugely from professional advice and guidance, but at the same time you play an essential role in your skin’s health.


It’s the old ‘with great power comes great responsibility’ conundrum. On the one hand, that’s a reassuring idea – that you have the ability to nurture your skin and maintain its health. On the other hand, it can feel daunting, especially if you are overwhelmed by the huge volume of skin products available and the amount of information coming at you from all angles – including misinformation and conflicting information. If you have a medical skin condition, the ideal approach is for you to seek expert advice (from a doctor and a skin expert) and follow a tailor-made plan – part of this process might be realising that your power to effect change might be limited and so you will need to work with what’s possible.


What I want you to know is that you’re not alone in this. The Skin Nerd philosophy is based on the three Es: education, enlightenment and empowerment. In this section, I want to educate you about the ways we are encouraged, and discouraged, to think about our skin. I want to enlighten you about the importance of healthy skin – what ‘healthy’ means and how it links into your overall health and wellbeing, including your mental health. And, ultimately, I want you to feel empowered to make informed and effective decisions for your skin, body and mind.
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The Skin Files


I strongly recommended using a Skin Diary in The Skin Nerd, and it’s a recommendation I’m going to make again! It sounds like a faff when someone says to write down your feelings and thoughts and how your skin feels to the touch every day, but I really can guarantee that it’s worth it. It shows you patterns you likely wouldn’t register otherwise, and that is extremely useful skinformation for you to have as the basis for your Personal Action Plan (so you need to add a second notebook to your shopping list now!).


A daily or weekly Skin Diary tracks how your skin feels, if it reacts to anything, and how it behaves depending on how you’re behaving. It will soon shed light on what your skin loves and loathes – and you can ramp up on the love!


Here are the headings for your Skin Diary:


[image: image]Sleep – how many hours per night


[image: image]Screen time – number of hours of blue light exposure


[image: image]Daylight – how much time you spent in the sun


[image: image]De-stressing – if you had ‘me time’, and how much


[image: image]Water – how much did you consume?


[image: image]Sugar – how much did you consume? (can track information on food packaging or just note types of food you eat for your own reference)


[image: image]Protein – how much did you consume?


[image: image]Carbs – how many carb-rich foods did you consume?


[image: image]Good fats – how many did you consume?


[image: image]Caffeine – how much? Honestly!


[image: image]Alcohol – more honesty! How many units?


[image: image]Skincare – what products did you use?


Phew! I know that looks like a lot – it is a lot – but these are the key indicators of skin behaviour and triggers. (We’ll discuss diet in more detail on page 41.) And your Skin Diary doesn’t need to be a physical notebook – use a notes app on your phone if easier.
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Whatever way you think makes sense for you and will be easy to maintain, do that. If you can even do it every day for one week, you’ll soon realise that it’s worth it and it’ll be much easier to keep it up then. You’ll be able to track back to find the source of breakouts or redness or dryness or oiliness. It will tell you if your skincare routine is covering all the bases, or if it needs a bit of a rethink. And if you opt for a skincare consultation, your expert will go down on bended knee and thank you for your diligence, because this is the Holy Grail of skinformation!
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Maintaining a Skin Diary over a period of a few months will enable you to notice patterns, peaks and troughs so you and/or the expert can alter your regime specific to those (e.g. hormonal fluctuations, work stresses, busy travel schedule) in order to best protect your skin.
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Chapter 1


The Work-(Sk)in-Progress


This is our starting point: I urge you to readjust your thinking and accept that your skin’s health, as opposed to how it looks, is your first priority and is always a work in progress. Skincare isn’t a destination, it’s a process, which means you are continually working on your skin health, making improvements, focusing on feeling better in your skin. The work-(sk)in-progress philosophy means that you work hard on your skin with the 360° approach – inside and outside – and your skin will continue to make progress. And sometimes if it doesn’t, or if it slides backwards unexpectedly, then you reassess, identify the cause, find the solution and act.


Your job is to make the best choices you can each day, by allocating time for a solid skincare routine, even if it’s only a 60-second one (which I’ll outline for you later), and investing a bit of time in figuring out what truly works best for you. This won’t take too long, but it will be time well spent. Once you’re equipped with the knowledge to understand skin products and choose wisely, you’re set for a lifetime of skin-specific choices. And once you make a little bit of time in your day for skincare, it will become a habit and you’ll come to enjoy and appreciate it. You will feel good in your own skin. And that’s a nerdie promise!
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The First Nerdie Principle


Our skin is the largest organ of the body and is composed of three key layers: the epidermis, the dermis and the hypodermis. Together they work to protect our insides from everything on the outside, then at night-time they carry out damage repair and generate new cells, which is why sleep is so important for healthy skin. Your skin is an incredible organ, built to be a self-managed system, and yet it is affected by intrinsic factors, such as genes, hormones, the menstrual cycle, gut health and medical circumstances, as well as by extrinsic factors – many of which are within our control, such as sugar intake, tobacco, alcohol, stress and excessive exposure to UVA and UVB rays from the sun. An organ is not immune to anything, which means it needs you to be the sensible filter. Your skin really needs you to perform this function. You’re its minder.


This is why a three-pronged approach to protecting and promoting your skin’s health every way you can is so important:


1.Inside, by eating nutritious food, taking supplements if necessary and living a healthy lifestyle.


2.Outside, by boosting our skin’s defence and its efforts through targeted skincare products and professional treatments.


3.On top, by protecting the skin with daily SPF and with makeup (if you choose to wear it).





Do You Have Flawless Skin?


Well, straight up, the answer is ‘No’. Let’s just address the elephant in the room – there is no such thing. I meet people all the time who stare at my face while I’m talking, and not in an absorbed, listening-so-hard-to-you-oh-wise-one kind of way, but in a ‘so does Jennifer Rock have perfect skin?’ way. That answer is also ‘No’. I work really hard on behalf of my skin, but it’s not perfect. Some days it’s in good condition, some days I have a breakout, some days it’s a bit dehydrated, some days it’s a bit oily. And I have open pores and – imagine – a wrinkle! Now, I know what to do when any of those things irritates me, but the point is that it still occurs. It can be difficult to accept this fact, but the fact remains: skin doesn’t respond to your efforts by reaching a state of perfection and then plateauing there. I wish it did. But it doesn’t – and that goes for every single one of us.


The Skin Nerd philosophy is that we should banish the words ‘flawed’ and ‘flawless’ from our vocabulary. They are unhelpful words that describe unhelpful notions. If you accept the idea of ‘flawless’, it means perfect skin is possible and that every skin type that isn’t ‘flawless’ is automatically ‘flawed’. It creates a spectrum that has the impossible at one end and natural at the other end; natural should be respected for the wonderful thing it is but instead it can be labelled as ‘not perfect’, ‘not desirable’ and ‘not damn good enough’. But this is not the internal narration we wish for. In my eyes, we should be working towards skin health and the confidence that comes with it – we are not working towards perfection.


The idea of ‘flawless’ skin is embedded in beauty culture, which promotes the concept that skin can be perfected. It’s common to point the finger at social media for this, with its Photoshopping, filters and enhancing ring lights. However, long before everyone was uploading their filter-perfect pics online, magazines were selling us the idea that some women and men – the ones on and between their covers – had flawless skin and the rest of us had to chase this ideal. (That was at a time when the magic tricks of good lighting and a tweak in Photoshop weren’t as commonly understood.) The means of getting that message across have changed, but the message has been the same for a very long time. If you think about it, women in the eighteenth century weren’t poring over Insta-stories of girls with white-powdered skin and bouffant hairdos and yet somehow the message of how they ‘should’ look was transmitted very effectively. It’s a social and cultural reality, and it’s been there as long as mirrors, practically. We all strive for the next level of beauty, whatever we may perceive that to be, in whichever era.


But if we understand the tricks of the trade – the filters and lights – that are used to achieve the ‘flawless’ look, you won’t have to dwell on the fact that how you look in real life might not be in any way like how people look online. You will know how to separate fact from fiction, perfect from natural, filtered from non-filtered.


Often, celebrity skincare routines are unimaginable – and unattainable – to the normal Nerd. I’ll give you an example: I trained a therapist whose fulltime job was treating and maintaining the skin of one celebrity client, keeping it in tip-top condition. This therapist was on-call 24/7 and had access to all of the most advanced skincare technologies and techniques, on demand. The entire focus of her working life was this one woman’s face and body, alongside a surgeon, doctor, manicurist and hairstylist. Brownie points for dedication and investment! So yes, people like this client look exquisite in pics, but they can spend any amount of money on their skin and – crucially – can spend lots and lots of time on it, too. Their regime might involve dedicated teams of stylists and therapists, two-hour facial peels and multimodality (involving multiple tools) treatments per week, hours with their personal trainer and meals green-lit by a nutritionist and prepared by an expert chef. It’s a level that’s totally beyond most normal people – so why compare yourself to that and feel pessimistic?


[image: image]


Respect the Skin You’re In


The idea of loving your skin, accepting it and respecting it might be a radical one for some people. But our skin is the outward ‘self’ that greets the world so how we feel about it is incredibly important. We are all only hooman, which means we can sometimes get hung up on negative ideas, particularly ones about ourselves. If you are constantly comparing yourself to others – your friends, siblings, celebs – then you’re potentially going to be establishing an unhealthy competitive or perfectionist mindset.


So what does a healthy mindset look like? It all boils down to accepting your skindividual state, embracing it, respecting it, working with it. There is a whole host of circumstances – external and internal – that contribute to creating your skin state. That’s why it’s not the same as anyone else’s. Your skin state is a constant work (sk)in progress and therefore is constantly changing, affected by things both within and beyond your control. This means that the best thing you can do is to focus on healthy skin rather than being driven by aesthetic goals (the same way a focus on diet should be about healthy eating rather than about fitting into a tiny pair of skinny jeans) – meaning the healthiest skin you can achieve given your specific circumstances, genetics, lifestyle and time available to you.


There are many competing definitions of ‘healthy skin’, but I’d say that healthy skin is skin that has its unique concerns addressed with a bespoke daily care routine, that is protected, treated and nourished according to its specific needs. This means that you consistently – yes, every day, no skiving off – perform the basic skincare tasks of cleansing and applying serum and SPF to optimise your skin’s health. As we’ve said already, try not to focus on the idea of a final goal. It’s a work in progress that’s ongoing and changing throughout your life and with every season, depending on hormones and lifestyle. There are so many interlinked factors involved that there is no endpoint – as your life changes, your skin changes. Your skin is with you through the ups and downs of your life: it may thrive when you have the time to exercise regularly and eat well, but the hard and stressful times will affect it too.
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Promoting Skintegrity


[image: image]Respect your skindividual needs – understand that your skin is unique and must be treated as such.


[image: image]Knowledge is power – educate yourself so you can make the best choices for your skin.


[image: image]The 360° approach is the best way to achieve healthy skin in the short term and long term.


[image: image]Accept your skin for what it is, and what it could be – don’t be seduced by the idea of ‘flawless perfection’. Repeat after me: IT. DOES. NOT. EXIST.





Real-life Skin Journeys


The Nerd Network is our term for the community of people who have joined and become members of the Nerdie world, starting with an online skin consultation with one of our team of expert Nerds and Nerdettes. They are always eager to learn about skincare and trade skinformation with each other, they share their real-life experiences of skin, treatments and products, and we learn a huge amount from them – their desires, requests, concerns … we are constantly listening.


Our focus as experts is on how skin feels rather than how it looks. Instead of dwelling on skin issues we ask: Does your skin feel better today than last week? Do you feel happier about your skin? How does this new routine feel to you? Do you feel better without makeup on? We want your skin to feel the best it can, and for you to feel the best you can too.


Feeling good is a very individual thing and a highly relevant one, and we at Nerd HQ believe what is important is how our skin feels right now, not where it is on the spectrum of ‘good’ to ‘bad’. If you’re putting in the work, you’ll be feeling the improvements. You need to recognise that progress, enjoy it, be proud of the steps you are taking to look after your skin. The best way to do this is through your Personal Action Plan, which will soon reflect back all your hard work in positive entries. We all need recognition of our efforts in order to maintain them, so focus on how your skin feels and keep up the work so that it keeps feeling better and better. It’s all about ongoing progress – that’s what the Nerd Networkers will tell you.


I wanted to tap into the real-life skin stories of the Nerd Network, so I created a survey to find out what they thought about their skin, and what they felt worked – or didn’t work – for their skin.


Our first question on the survey was about people’s skin condition before joining the Nerd Network. In the ‘before’ period, 40 per cent of respondents said that their skin had made them feel insecure, 20 per cent said it had made them feel sad and 45 per cent said they didn’t feel confident going without makeup. One respondent said, ‘I would go as far as saying I was depressed because my skin was so bad, and I felt like everyone noticed.’ Another said, ‘I had been struggling with my skin since I was 14. I felt so ugly and gross and it actually depressed me. I couldn’t understand how my boyfriend found me attractive when I looked in the mirror and saw such terrible, horrible skin.’ Comments like this are hard to read, but they reiterate the emotional connection to skin health. It certainly confirmed my long-held belief that how we feel about our skin goes to the very heart of how we feel about ourselves. This is why skincare to me is not vanity but about the physical and psychological effects skin health can have – reading words like ‘sad’, ‘depressed’ and ‘ugly’ is powerful as they make me think, breathe and realise the difference I can make to a person’s life. When asked why they joined the Nerd Network, a mahoosive 60 per cent agreed that they wanted to improve their skin health and thought we were the right experts for the job. Hearing people talk about skin health and maintenance of health made my heart thump with joy! When thinking about seeking skin help, 86 per cent said they opted for The Skin Nerd because they knew it was run by experts – this shows that even in the age of skincare self-education, people still respect and want advice from qualified, trained people who can show them the way.


What were your skin concerns when you first joined the Nerd Network?


[image: image]


The core skin concern was redness (55 per cent) – no surprise there considering it is a real curse of any Celts with pale skin. Half of the survey respondents said they considered spots a concern, with dehydration coming in just behind at 44 per cent and fine lines and wrinkles at 41 per cent. In the 29–40 per cent bracket, we see concerns like blackheads, open pores, dryness and pigmentation. So it is clear that these are common concerns. At least one of them is probably sounding familiar to you. Totally normal; we all suffer from these issues, but they also can be improved! As for their goals (again, these probably sound familiar): these range from improving skin appearance, improving skin health specifically, and wanting to feel more confident in their skin. That last one makes total sense to me – I think many of us spend our lives trying to build up our confidence and our skin can be a big part of that.


I was curious as to what might put people off seeking help because this is something I often see – people who come to us after a long time living with a skin condition when they don’t have to. So we asked, and they answered. The Network confessed that what had prevented them having a consultation with a skin expert was the hassle of trying to find the time to get to a salon or clinic, the idea that facialists can be biased towards recommending the brands they stock alone, and the plain old awkwardness of talking to a stranger about their skin at all. And, of course, being makeup-free can be a vulnerable experience. This might be a feeling you recognise too. But once they successfully pursued seeking a consultation, they were always happy they did so.
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How do you feel about your skin now that you’ve started following a skincare plan?


[image: image]


So, now that we’ve discussed the personal value of skin health, let’s ask the big question: what does healthy skin feel like?


Healthy skin:


[image: image]feels smooth in the majority of places


[image: image]has fewer visible pores


[image: image]has reduced/minimal redness


[image: image]reflects light


[image: image]has a balance of oil or lack of oil


[image: image]has minimal pigment


[image: image]feels hydrated


[image: image]bounces back


[image: image]has no impairment to healing ability


[image: image]is non-reactive.


And here’s a tough question to answer: how long before you can expect your efforts to start delivering that healthy skin feeling?


Well, there’s no definitive answer, as you can imagine, although 28 days is the general guideline for skin cell turnover and to see visible differences. But I can break that down a little more and tell you that you can:


[image: image]Change hydration levels on Day 1


[image: image]Change skin texture on Day 3


[image: image]Change skin health, i.e. clarity, pigment, redness, in two to three weeks.


Longer-term benefits, like helping to reduce the appearance of a line, do need at least 28 days.


This is why skin health depends on consistency and effort over time. But (as you can see from the 4 per cent on the graph) it might not happen in a straightforward way unfortunately – hopefully a follow-up consultation or the expertise of a GP or dietitian will help as the next phase of treatment. The best way to see it is as a lifelong choice.




PROTOCOL:


How To Manage Your Skin Expectations


In my career, I have come across a lot of people expecting major results extremely quickly when they start to use new skin products, even though this may not be realistic. A skin expert will be able to tell you what to expect from your new routine, when you can expect to see changes in different skin concerns and when to come back and touch base if you’re not seeing results. But it’s still good to check in with yourself. Take pictures and try to monitor your skin from a less emotional perspective. Find a skin expert who will be honest, will deliver a skin appraisal professionally and remain focused on achieving the results you wish for, although it may take time and effort. Managing expectations is key in skincare – set small, achievable goals for your skin. For example, pigmentation may have taken 20 years to manifest on your skin, so it will certainly not resolve itself overnight.


Step 1: Take a good, hard look at yourself


Really do. Stand in front of the mirror and take stock of the changes you’d like to see in your skin. Be realistic and focus on small, healthy improvements. Don’t get too close, though. People don’t usually stand an inch away from your face, and you rarely do it either. Ask yourself:


[image: image]How do I feel about my skin’s hydration?


[image: image]Is the skin tone even?


[image: image]Are those ‘freckles’ darkening in the summer? Could they be pigmentation?


[image: image]How much do the blackheads bother me?


[image: image]Does my skin heal quickly?


If you want to be truly committed, draw up a small chart for yourself with what you want to work on, in order of priority. Everything must be achievable. Then you can use this for your ‘self’ check-ins, even between your skin appointments. Make sure to check in with your chart at one-month, three-month and six-month intervals – any more than that could be too detailed and may make you feel pressurised.


Step 2: If you’re really invested, take regular photos


We love a progress pic and there’s nothing like being able to say, ‘Wow, I’m seeing a difference.’ Take one weekly or monthly, store it in a ‘skin health’ folder on your phone and then you can easily see the peaks (and, inevitably, troughs) of your journey to skin health. This is helpful in two ways: it’ll show what is working, and when other factors may have influenced your skin – stress, tiredness, a weekend of boozing or sugary snacks. I don’t recommend taking a daily photo – it’s simply too often and can lead to slightly unhealthy patterns and focus.


Step 3: Acknowledge the progress that you’re making inside too


Having skin that you believe to be imperfect doesn’t make you less intelligent, less funny, less kind or less organised. It’s important to find ways to make yourself feel better in your skin, such as following skin-neutral influencers. If you feel that how your skin looks greatly affects your self-worth, maybe consider speaking with a counsellor. There is nothing to be ashamed of by doing this – it’s an avenue I’ve encouraged many to follow.


Step 4: Celebrate your progress


Sometimes, when there have been great improvements, we don’t celebrate them because we crave even better results. Stop! Be grateful for every day that you wear less makeup or feel more confident. Thank yourself for minding yourself. Turn your skincare routine into the thing you enjoy. Learn to love the process. Taking care of your skin day in, day out, every A.M. and P.M., is the best way to show it that you care.












Chapter 2


Skin Ideals and Realities


There is a multitude of ideas and theories out there vying for your attention, shouting about the best way to think about your skin health, skincare regime and skincare goals. It can feel like a bit of a pinball experience, ricocheting from one persuasive argument to the next as you try to settle on what makes sense for you. In the past five years, two particular ideas have gained a strong following: the Skin Positive Movement and the Skin Neutrality Movement. These are worth examining to try to identify the optimum mindset with regard to healthy skin – remember, many things skin can start with the brain.


The Skin Positive Movement (SPM)


The power of positive thinking is often discussed, and that’s based on a very welcome notion – that we should accept ourselves for exactly who we are and not try to live up to an ideal handed to us by someone else. The skin positive movement was born out of the body positive movement, which called out the exclusive ‘skinny is beautiful’ mantra that has blighted men and women’s lives for decades. The goal was to smash any idea of ‘normal’ or ‘healthy’ or ‘right’ with regard to body shape and agitate for a much broader idea of beauty. The body positive movement has definitely made huge strides in this regard, which is a good thing for everyone everywhere, though there is still some way to go.


From that came the equally compelling idea of being ‘skin positive’. It started out online, with some passionate advocates uploading unfiltered images of themselves wearing no makeup. They were immediately called ‘brave’, to which they replied, ‘what’s brave about just being me?’ The idea was that skin, like bodies, comes in all pigments, types and states of health and that no one should feel they need to hide their skin. You’ve got a spot? You’ve got dark circles? No need to be ashamed. High redness on the cheeks? No problem. It’s all about being a normal person, which means you’re not flawless. The SPM encourages us to give two fingers to any suggestion of not being ‘good enough’ and to reject any sense of discomfort about our skin.


Over time, certain downsides to the movement became apparent. One of the key issues I noticed was the tendency to criticise people’s skin habits or judge those who care about their skin’s appearance. The idea of not caring about your skin was pushed further, interpreted to mean you shouldn’t work to take care of it. Now, that’s never going to be an idea The Skin Nerd can get cosy with. In my world, you are investing in the health of an organ. I’ve heard it so often socially – people who wouldn’t say boo to a smoker over their habit, yet they slag off another person for buying an expensive moisturiser or spending money on treatments. They tease others for their ‘extravagances’ and make them feel bad about them.


I have a number of thoughts on this aspect of SPM. I firmly believe that you should be comfortable in your own skin just the way it is, but also that your skin is worth investing time and money in and that you shouldn’t be judged for looking after it. It’s normal and reasonable to want to do the best for your skin so that it looks its best and for you to feel your best. Also, the idea of being 100 per cent positive about your skin all the time, every day, no matter what, might be compelling, but it’s not realistic for the vast majority of people. The notion of makeup-free selfies is enough to send some running for the shadows, anxious and worried. I’d never judge anyone for that reaction – if you don’t feel confident in your skin, it’s incredibly daunting. So while I recognise the warm-hearted hug that SPM offers, and it’s great when it works, I don’t think it’s a whole-package solution – as thought-provoking and as encouraging as it is to see and celebrate others in a real way.


Online content creator and author Melanie Murphy often discusses skincare on her YouTube channel (her video about how she treated her acne has received 1.7m views). Here, she talks about a way of thinking that has helped her make progress on how she felt about her skin:




When the internet was still very young, I had a video about my acne go viral and through that, and all of the messages I received from others with acne from around the world, I realised that it’s far more common than uncommon to experience breakouts and that to be ashamed of it was, well, silly … like being ashamed of having naturally brown hair. I finally started allowing loved ones to see me without makeup on and it was an enormous weight lifted off me, as I no longer felt the pressure to hide.


When ‘you aren’t alone’ really sinks in, it’s like a tonic. Although I learned with time to view my skin as the organ that it is – something I can actually impact through lifestyle changes and skincare tweaks – I still appreciate it for all that it has taught me about society, expectations of women, self-care, self-acceptance and confidence.





The Skin Neutrality Movement (SNM)


So, what about the newcomer on the block – skin neutrality? This is the next step along the path to self-acceptance from SPM and it argues that skin shouldn’t have any role in how we feel about ourselves. Again, it comes from a recognition of how much unhappiness skin issues can create, particularly the very common medical conditions, including eczema, acne and psoriasis. When you have to live with a skin condition every day for life, the constant images of airbrushed and Photoshopped ‘perfection’ can be a royal pain in the derrière, let’s be honest. The SNM offers an alternative: don’t let your skin define who you are as a person, at all. Don’t worry about it, just be you, morning, noon and night. But this is easier said than done – I have lived it too.


This movement encounters the same problems inherent in SPM. From my own work with clients and from the thousands of posts and testimonies of the Nerd Network and Skingredients users, I know this stance simply isn’t viable or sustainable. Unfortunately, it’s extremely difficult to achieve a carefree attitude to skin for most people and trying to do so can create a mental conflict. It’s easy to end up feeling guilty for not being totally okay with how your skin looks and feels, and then even more guilty for any efforts you make to improve it. If you’re not neutral, are you then automatically vain? No! This is absolutely not the case in my book – this book! I can see nothing to gain from the idea that if you care about your skin, you’re somehow failing. To be neutral about their skin is a hell of a lot to ask of anyone – especially a person with a skin condition that requires and benefits from treatment and targeted effort, and often medical attention. The other difficulty is that you could do all that challenging work of trying to arrive at ‘I don’t give a damn’, only to realise that the world around you is a long, long way behind your thinking. Once again, it can create an inner conflict that ultimately doesn’t make you feel good about yourself.


Here’s an Idea: Introducing the Skin Active Movement (SAM)


After years of thinking about skin and talking about it with many, many experts and clients, for me this has definitely emerged as the most helpful approach: the Skin Active Movement (SAM). This means actively assessing your skin and its needs, actively accepting your current skin state and actively working to improve it by whatever means best suit your concerns, your own achievable goals and, not least, your pocket and schedule.


This is all part of my desire to change the language around skin and skincare so there are no longer ‘good’ days and ‘bad’ days or ‘good’ skin and ‘bad’ skin. These ideas put pressure on people, so I want to call a halt to them. You need to think only of the best and healthiest version of yourself at any given time, taking all factors – extrinsic and intrinsic – into consideration. Read all about them in Book 1 (I jest!). It means achieving what’s really possible, not chasing a fantasy. The BS-free truth is that for various reasons, including good old genetics, which bow to no product, theory or fervent wish, your skin can achieve a certain point of healthiness, its own ‘best’ (one that will be different from other people’s) and you have to accept that. This is your key challenge: active acceptance. But this is the important part: acceptance doesn’t mean kicking back on the sofa surrounded by chocolate wrappers, declaring yourself immune to improvement so, hey, I’ll just indulge every tasty whim that comes my way … although wouldn’t that be simply divine?! (Sidebar: dark chocolate is rich in powerful antioxidants!) I’m afraid that’s not going to cut it here either. Acceptance means loving your hard-working skin every day but also turning up for your skin and working every day to help it achieve its optimum level. That’s it, Nerdies, true skin love.


[image: image]


There’s that thing people say sometimes about someone, and always with quiet admiration: ‘they’re comfortable in their own skin’. It means someone who is at ease with themselves, doesn’t judge themselves or others harshly, physically or otherwise, forgives themselves for their imperfections and feels good about their wonderful bits as often as they can. It’s someone who picks themselves up when they have fallen off this thought process and mindset. Comfort is an undervalued word most of the time, but it shines in that idea: comfortable in your skin. One way or another, we all aspire to that.


And that’s exactly what the Skin Active Movement wants to help you reach – that point of self-acceptance where you’re comfortable with your skin, but also comfortable with working to improve it.




[image: image]


The Second Nerdie Principle


Actively Working, Actively Accepting


The SAM means realistically assessing your skin’s health and its healthiest version. That version is entirely unique to you and there’s no point comparing it with anyone else’s skin or wishing it away. You have to take all of your skin circumstances into account, then identify the best skincare ingredients and regime that fit you and your lifestyle. You demand the best version of yourself and work towards it because you deserve that. But you don’t berate yourself for imperfections because that’s pointless and makes you feel negative about yourself. While you actively work to improve your skin health in a holistic way, you actively accept where your skin is at today.





One of the recurring problems I see with making skincare a priority is the perception that it is an expensive investment. A lot of people feel uneasy about spending money on skincare, either because they can’t afford it, or see it as unnecessary, disliking the connotations of it as a luxury indulgence. Or maybe they simply can’t afford to spend much on it – as a result, many people just won’t go there. But it doesn’t require excessive spending to make healthy choices. I think a huge stumbling block is the misconception that expensive is superior. It’s easy to fall into the trap of thinking you’re making the very best, very healthiest choice if you shell out a wodge of cash for a product – like it’s a guaranteed elixir. But that is not necessarily true. That’s why it’s so important that you equip yourself with the tools to be able to assess what products are offering beyond their sales pitch, so you can weigh up the pros and cons. Look for the data, statistics and clinical trials. (See Chapter 5 for tips on how to do this research.) Nerd it out!


[image: image]


I really learned this while formulating the Skingredients range, which is designed to be results-driven yet accessible. If your skincare budget is tight, this doesn’t mean there aren’t lots of options available to you to help achieve optimum skin health. It’s important that the products you buy are ones that can be used every day rather than ones you feel you need to save for as a once-in-a-while treat.




PROTOCOL:


The Key Rules of the Skin Active Movement


[image: image]I’m saying this again: don’t judge your skin by how it looks in an extreme close-up in the mirror. That’s just not fair on yourself. Go by how your skin feels – hydrated? soft? – and think about what you want to address.


[image: image]Remember that you have some control, but you don’t have total control, so give yourself a break if you’re putting in the effort. Nutrition experts often quote the 80/20 rule: make healthy choices 80 per cent of the time and don’t beat yourself up for the less wonderful 20 per cent. That’s a good way to look at skin as well – you deserve good choices, you’ll enjoy the results but you’re only human, so don’t try to control-freak it because it won’t work. Life happens, hormones happen, we all know that! But keep in mind also that there are ways to impact the fluctuating skin responses with diet, stress management and topical skincare.
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