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Special Note to Reader



If you are experiencing suicidal thoughts because of your acne, you need to seek professional help right away. We know you are really hurting, and you should talk to someone to help you get better. And you can get better, trust us on this.


This book is not intended as a substitute for the medical advice of physicians. The reader should regularly consult a physician in all matters relating to his or her health, and particularly with respect to any symptoms that may require diagnosis or medical attention.













Dear Reader



We are so happy you decided to check out our book!


If you’re one of those people who wants to skip ahead to see just how well this diet heals acne, then turn to the center of this book and look at the full-color before and after photos. We think you’ll be inspired when you meet people who have embraced the Clear Skin Diet and finally were able to get control of their skin.


Following this diet and healing our acne allowed us to continue our careers as commercial actors, YouTubers, and social media personalities. Our personal lives improved as our confidence was restored. The diet and lifestyle changes detailed in this book cleared our faces and have kept them clear for over three years—and brightened our outlook on life.


When you follow the Clear Skin Diet, you will:




[image: image] Halt new acne breakouts and start to heal your skin


[image: image] Enjoy having a sense of personal power when you gain control of your skin


[image: image] Improve your self-confidence and self-esteem


[image: image] Lose weight (unless you don’t wish to)


[image: image] Improve your cardiovascular health


[image: image] Have fun learning how to make smart and delicious food choices


[image: image] Feel fantastic




The Clear Skin Diet is easy to learn and implement. You feast on the healthiest foods nature has to offer—fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and legumes—while you heal your skin. The foods we recommend don’t just decrease inflammation, they are also incredibly delicious. To make your transition as easy as possible, we have included many easy recipes that will leave you not just smiling but also healthy and satisfied. Beyond the food, we’ve shared all our tips to develop a skin-positive face care routine and a clear skin environment.


We created the Clear Skin Diet for the many people on our various social media platforms who witnessed our transformation and who wanted to be acne-free too. For this book, we consulted several well-respected medical and dietary experts to ensure that this program is both nutritionally and medically sound. We’ve worked to keep the cost of food affordable and familiar, and to minimize meal prep time—while still providing delicious results. Our top goal was to create a routine that is attainable for each and every person battling acne—whether they are thirteen or forty-three.


Is the Clear Skin Diet difficult? Well, when you are regularly bombarded with advertising for junky food, or pressured by skeptical peers or family who insist that “one little bite of this or that won’t hurt,” it may not always be easy. But rest assured, you are going to be OK, and you’ll actually enjoy the food. Most of all, you’re going to love your new and improved skin. And who cares what other people think about how you eat? It’s cool to be different.


We also want to invite you to visit us online at ClearSkinDiet.com. There you will discover additional inspiring stories and photos, special video content, and a skin-care ingredients checker. Perhaps most importantly, you can interact with many other people who are successfully doing the program!


So jump in with both feet and make a commitment to yourself. You’re on your way to freeing yourself from acne. And this kind of freedom is one you will definitely enjoy!
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Foreword



I am excited and honored to have been asked to write the foreword for The Clear Skin Diet. Excited because I believe this book has the potential to end the acne epidemic as we know it; honored, because I have known Nina and Randa Nelson since they were very young children, and understand how passionate they are about assisting those who are suffering unnecessarily with this physically and psychologically painful disease.


I’ve had the opportunity over the last two decades to watch Nina and Randa grow from highly energetic, curious kids to the intelligent and influential young women they are today. Their personal transformation has already inspired thousands of people on social media, and now they are on the brink of helping millions of people around the world heal their skin and recover their self-esteem.


As someone who has been practicing medicine for over thirty-three years, I have personally witnessed the tragic health consequences of the typical western diet: diabetes, heart disease, hypertension, cancer—and acne. These are all diseases which negatively impact the quality of a person’s life, not to mention their mortality. I have unfortunately had to do my share of prescribing the usual pharmacological suspects. But pills don’t really cure, they just mask symptoms. What I discovered during my years of practice is that there is only one thing which consistently heals and cures my patients: changing their diets.


And this is where the miracle of the Clear Skin Diet begins, with food.


People suffering with acne can rejoice that they are holding the cure to their problem in their hands, right now. This book can teach you how to regain your health, and take control of your skin. It’s incredibly empowering to think how easy it is to heal your skin, just by eating the wholesome, delicious foods your body is built to thrive on. Removing inferior food from our lives and replacing them with health-promoting food allows your skin to heal. No expensive pills, potions, lotions, or other treatments required.


The Clear Skin Diet isn’t a fad or “designer” diet. It’s a low-fat, starch-based program, like the one I’ve been using for over thirty years to cure my own patients. It’s essentially the same diet I use to help my patients with heart disease, diabetes, obesity, etc.; it also cures acne. This is because it is a natural diet that calms inflammation, which is what acne is at its core. The research for eating the Clear Skin way is solid, peer-reviewed, and published in major journals. A wealth of research exists showing that emphasizing whole starches, and including fruits and vegetables, is the path to glowing good health.


Acne is ubiquitous in our society, but it doesn’t have to be. It’s only “normal” in places where the “normal diet” is consumed—a diet comprised of acne-triggering foods. The acne-promoting diet is the diet eaten by most Americans, Europeans, and Australians. It’s sometimes called “the Western Diet,” but it’s taking hold in many new parts of the world, too. Fortunately, we know there are places in the world where no one ever gets acne. What these cultures have in common is that they consume a low-fat, starch-based diet that closely resembles the diet taught in this book.


As a doctor, it is my job to treat people for their aches and pains, injuries, illnesses, or diseases. Sometimes that means ordering tests to discover the source of the patient’s problem, and then prescribing medication accordingly. But there are alternatives to curing your acne, and this book offers a “clear” choice to acne sufferers. You don’t have to take medications with serious side-effects to heal your skin. If you follow the principles outlined by Nina and Randa in this book, your will be able to have the clear skin you have always dreamed of—merely by filling your plate and your body with life-affirming food.


John McDougall, MD
Santa Rosa, California













The Clear Skin Diet Team



We assembled a powerful team of experts for this book to not only make sure any advice we give is medically sound but also so that you could receive the benefit of their expertise as well. We will be sharing information we received from our esteemed panel throughout the book. This is an absolutely extraordinary group of authorities, and we’re very lucky they agreed to contribute to this project. (in alphabetical order)




Neal Barnard, MD—Founder, Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine (www.pcrm .org)


Chef AJ—Creator, the Ultimate Weight Loss Program (www.chefajwebsite .com)


Ann Esselstyn—Coauthor, Prevent and Reverse Heart Disease Cookbook (www.dresselstyn.com)


Caldwell Esselstyn Jr., MD—New York Times bestselling author, Prevent and Reverse Heart Disease (www .dresselstyn.com)


Jane Esselstyn, RN—Founder, Health Care Is Self Care (hcissc.com)


Rip Esselstyn—New York Times bestselling author, The Engine 2 Diet (www.Engine2.com)


Julieanna Hever, MS, RD, CPT—The Plant-Based Dietitian (www.Plant BasedDietitian.com)


Walter Jacobson, MD—Psychiatrist, bestselling author (www.Walter JacobsonMD.com)


Matt Lederman, MD—New York Times bestselling coauthor, Forks Over Knives (www.WholeFoods Diet.com)


Leila Masson, MD, MPH, FRACP, FACNEM, DTMH, IBCLC—Pediatrician (www.drleilamasson .com)


John McDougall, MD—New York Times bestselling coauthor, The Starch Solution (www.DrMcDougall.com)


Mary McDougall—Chef, New York Times bestselling coauthor, The Starch Solution (www.DrMcDougall .com)


Jeff Novick, MS, RD—Dietitian, plant-based nutrition expert (www.Jeff Novick.com)


Alona Pulde, MD—New York Times bestselling coauthor, Forks Over Knives (www.WholeFoodsDiet.com)


Irminne Van Dyken MD—Surgeon who teaches a whole-food, plant-based diet (www.outofthedoldrums .com)















PART I



THE CLEAR SKIN DIET




1. From a Life Devastated by Acne to Clear Skin


2. Acne Activists: Why Us?


3. How Food Triggers Acne


4. Introducing The Clear Skin Diet


5. Food Facts and Fictions


6. The Elimination Diet and Other Troubleshooting Strategies
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FROM A LIFE DEVASTATED BY ACNE TO CLEAR SKIN
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“There is no single disease which causes more psychic trauma, more maladjustment between parents and children, more general insecurity and feelings of inferiority and greater sums of psychic suffering than does acne vulgaris.”


—Marion Sulzberger, MD, 19481




It was August 2014. Acclaimed entertainer Robin Williams had committed suicide a few days earlier. I remember walking into my parents’ home office and saying to my mom, “I feel like Robin Williams.”


My mom responded, “Get your swimsuit, we’re going to the pool.”


But I didn’t want to go. I didn’t want to leave the house. I didn’t want to be seen in public.


Up to that point, I had been a smiley, outgoing twenty-year-old girl with a burgeoning career in the entertainment industry. Why was I so depressed that I was having suicidal thoughts and wanted to avoid contact with others?


The answer was written all over my face.
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Only a few months earlier my twin sister, Randa, and I were experiencing a dream trip in Europe. We toured England and France, stayed with family friends, and saw the sights. Much to our surprise, we were recognized by other kids. They would approach us and say, “Are you Nina and Randa? Oh, my gosh! Can I get a picture with you?”


That was unexpected, even absurd. Yes, we had a small but growing YouTube following. And yes, we had worked with Justin Bieber and were featured in one of his most popular music videos. But we didn’t think of ourselves as celebrities! And yet these friendly strangers thought we were Hollywood starlets who they had to meet and get a picture with.


Being a performer seemed like a relatively ordinary occupation to us. We grew up and attended a school in the Los Angeles area—Sierra Canyon—which happens to be filled with the offspring of movie and TV stars, musicians, writers, producers, and directors. So everyone and their brother, literally, had ties to the entertainment industry.


Because we grew up as performers and had several friends whose parents are in the entertainment industry, it wasn’t much of a stretch to think that a career in show business was possible. Every day after school and during summers too, Randa and I had several hours of dance and musical theater training. Our childhood normal was school and dance, school and dance, school and dance.


When we were just sixteen, a friendly conversation with a nice couple while waiting in line for a private movie screening led to our being signed by a major Hollywood talent agency. Turned out the gentleman we were chatting with was the head of the agency. After he handed us his card and told us to call him on Monday, he added, “You are going to remember this as the night you were discovered.”


We signed with his agency that week and began working frequently. Overnight, we were cast in commercials, television shows, music videos, and movies and even began modeling.


We were just a couple of high school juniors who were lucky enough to be in the right place at the right time. We were booking regular gigs, having the time of our lives, and increasing our bank balances. We later applied and were accepted together at the university of our choice and made plans to attend college while pursuing our burgeoning showbiz career. The summer after graduation, however, Randa and I began to consider deferring college for a year so that we could take advantage of the professional opportunities we were being offered. We met with the head of admissions at the college, who encouraged us to “go for it.” So we did.


Our career was on a roll. We starred in commercials for companies like Nintendo, ESPN Sports as the Doublemint twins, Petco, Samsung, JC Penney, Target, Taco Bell, Google, and more.


We sweated in 17 Fit Club workout videos as fitness trainers. We were featured in music videos with Ariana Grande; Tyler, The Creator; Miranda Cosgrove; Victoria Justice; Zendaya—even Pat Boone (“the Justin Bieber of the fifties,” my grandmother said; she was thrilled). We made appearances on shows like Modern Family, Good Luck Charlie, and The Neighbors. We posed in print and catalog ads, appeared in half a dozen films, and had a fast-growing YouTube channel. We also wrote songs, gave live musical performances at various venues around Los Angeles, and produced our own music videos.


I wouldn’t say that at twenty years old Randa and I were at the pinnacle of success—but we were working regularly with impressive people and having loads of fun, and our careers seemed off to a solid start.


Then the nightmare began. And our dreams started to unravel.
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Acne.


Randa and I had pretty much sailed through puberty and our teen years without suffering any real pimple problems. We were athletic and healthy, and we ate a good diet. While some of our friends were having issues with acne, we had virtually none.


But something completely unexpected happened when we turned twenty. Horrendous breakouts. The acne started gradually, and then suddenly was raging. An explosion of angry red spots materialized on our faces. Then it spread. Big, red painful zits and blackheads engulfed our cheeks, chins, and foreheads. The inflammation was so virulent, we looked like we’d contracted some contagious disease.


The acne horror began in early 2014, while our parents were away in Hawaii on a business trip. We both caught the flu and had to fend for ourselves. We were living on peanut butter and toast because we felt too sick to cook anything else. The acne got a toehold when our resistance was down. Suddenly, we were weak, helpless, and feeling increasingly hopeless. We texted photos of our faces to our mom, who told us to get to a dermatologist immediately. The abrupt acne onset looked too scary to be a normal breakout.


We rushed to Urgent Care, and the doctor prescribed antibiotics. He was disturbed by the virulence of the sudden breakout. The acne, and the flu, started to recede. Thank goodness! Maybe the acne was a temporary a side effect of the nasty flu. Unfortunately, after the initial relief, the flu went away—but the acne returned with a vengeance. Subsequent antibiotic courses were less and less effective.


Managing acne became a job. We embarked on a succession of ridiculously expensive, dermatologist-recommended oral and topical prescriptions. We tried doxycycline, clyndamycin, Epiduo, Retin-A, and Aczone, to name a few. Bear in mind that before this acne bout, we had taken antibiotics maybe once in our lives. We hadn’t needed them. We slathered our faces with numerous over-the-counter creams and started getting regular facials. One facial was so aggressive I ended up with second-degree burns, which required medical treatment.
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Meanwhile, our professional life was crashing. We were being sent out on the same number of auditions, but we weren’t getting callbacks. If you don’t get the callback, you’re not getting booked.


Although we plastered on a ton of makeup to try and cover the lumps and bumps, the skin deception wasn’t working. We had gotten accustomed to auditions where you had banter with the casting director, schmoozing in the audition room. Now we were being hustled in and out quickly with hardly any friendly talk. The encounters started to dent and bruise our self-esteem.


“OK, you are…?” said the impatient voice behind the audition camera.


“Nina Nelson, Daniel Hoff Agency,” I said, smiling. The casting director zoomed in on my face, said nothing for a few seconds, then:


“OK, great. Thanks very much… Who’s next?”


Sometimes there was dialogue for the role, and we wouldn’t even get a chance to read the lines at the audition. And it wasn’t just the acne preventing us from getting jobs, it was our complete lack of self-confidence. Acne had taken over our lives and was mentally exhausting. Around this time some friends at Native Foods Café asked us to do a short promo for their restaurant. I had such bad anxiety about the acne that I refused to appear on camera during the shoot. Randa did the stand-up, and I did the voiceover.


There came a point when Randa and I didn’t even want to bother with auditions. Casting directors could probably sense our depression and negativity; we began to turn into young hermits, our outgoing personalities collapsing inward. We were afraid our agency was going to drop us because we couldn’t get work.


We discontinued live singing and performances and only made new YouTube videos sporadically. We assumed (wrongly) that other people would be as focused on our acne as we were. We didn’t even want to hang out with our friends and would turn down invites to parties. We were too self-conscious to be out in the world with our raging acne.


The worst part of all of this was that we felt totally helpless. When your skin is so completely and utterly out of control, you start to believe you’ve lost control of everything. We obsessed on washing our faces, trying different lotions and pills, and taking multiple trips to dermatologists and specialists who couldn’t seem to do anything but offer more drugs. Truly a vicious cycle. We tried scrubs, light therapy, and high-frequency electrical currents. We changed our special satin towels, pillowcases, and sheets daily. We were frantic to discover anything that would get the acne under some semblance of control. Nothing worked. Our skin just seemed to get worse and worse, until even patches of normal skin were gone. We were at war with our skin, and we were losing. The severe acne had captured all of the territory.


Our longtime dermatologist, seemingly as confused as we were about the source of this virulent acne, finally decided to refer us to a leading acne expert at UCLA. This was basically our last hope. We waited months to get an appointment with this in-demand doctor. Our dermatologist was optimistic, reassuring us that “they have more tools in the bag at UCLA than I have here.” When the appointment with the UCLA doctor finally came, however, he took one look at us and repeated what the other doctors had all agreed on: Accutane. Our hopes were dashed. He sent in his nurse to give us the “Accutane talk.” We were told that the potential side effects were so severe for a baby that we’d have to go on birth control in case we got pregnant. The Pill on top of pills. As a parting gift, we were handed an Accutane information pamphlet the size of a phone book. Nothing completely terrifying about that, right?


Wrong. Accutane was not an option. We had friends and relatives who had taken it and believed it had saved their skin. We also knew others who had taken it for a short time and weren’t able to tolerate it. Their skin got super dry, or their hair fell out, or they felt weird and became suicidal. One got strange rashes and very dry eyes. Another reported getting colitis and had to drop out of college to recover. Then there are the side effects they don’t even know about that might show up eight or ten years after you’ve stopped taking the drug.


Hair loss, dry skin, depression, inflamed colon—the idea that you had to take a pill for acne that might provoke destructive side effects seemed preposterous. We became even more confused and fell deeper into despair.


One of our lowest points was in August 2014, when American Idol flew us to New Orleans to audition for its show. This was a major opportunity, a chance to perform in front of celebrity judges Jennifer Lopez, Keith Urban, and Harry Connick Jr. Our acne was on a rampage. We attempted to disguise our faces with heavy makeup and big floppy hats, hoping they wouldn’t notice how ravaged our skin had become. The judges were all incredibly nice and supportive. Jennifer Lopez was especially kind, mentioning that she had her own twins and what a joy they were. But because our insecurity threw us so far off our game that day, the experience felt like a disaster. We wondered later why we even bothered going.


When we returned from New Orleans, we convinced ourselves that our goal to be professional entertainers had evaporated. Our careers were over before they began. We couldn’t be public personalities when we didn’t even want to go out in public. Randa tearfully announced she wanted to get a job at our local Whole Foods Market because she liked the people there and what the store represented. I thought maybe I could work there, too. We hoped that we wouldn’t be judged too harshly because of our tortured skin.


A few days after my troubling thoughts about Robin Williams, my parents, brother, sister, and I decided to visit our grandparents. The five of us began the trek up the Interstate 5, passing through the farmland of central California to arrive eight hours later in the San Francisco Bay Area. During the daylong road trip, the conversation constantly returned to the bane of our existence, our painful acne. We cried, we whined, we expressed our despair and frustration.


At one point my dad, probably sick of our hours of carping and complaining, asked us: “What about the amount of fat in your diet? Have you thought about that? Yeah, we all eat a healthy diet,” he said, “but maybe Dr. McDougall has information on acne that might be helpful? Why don’t you do a search?”


Dr. John McDougall is a physician and nutrition expert in Northern California who had saved my mom’s life. Literally. My mother had been diagnosed with a rare autoimmune disease in 1995 and had suffered and taken strong medications to cope with it for about a year. Then she discovered a book by Dr. McDougall and, based on Dr. McDougall’s recommendations, radically changed her diet. The diet put her disease into remission, and this miracle was the reason our family had been vegan since 1996, virtually my whole life. Dr. McDougall prescribes a low-fat plant-based or vegan diet.


Back on the Interstate 5, Randa pulled up a couple of Dr. McDougall’s articles on my phone. As she read aloud his observations about acne and diet and how people in parts of the world who don’t eat the standard American diet don’t get acne, we started to feel a glimmer of hope. Dr. McDougall described how acne was cured with a very low fat vegan diet. Nuts, nut butters, soy products, avocados, coconut—these were healthy plant foods, he said, but they could wreak havoc when hormones are running wild.


This struck a chord. I remembered when the acne had first flared, when our parents were away in Hawaii. What were Randa and I living on during that time? Peanut butter on toast—fat on bread. Bingo.


All of this sounded very logical. We decided we were going to start following Dr. McDougall’s acne guidelines immediately, even while visiting our grandparents.


A new chapter in our life began with our very next meal.
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When you are afflicted with severe acne, you develop the habit of constantly examining your face. You stare in the mirror, cocking your head at different angles, searching for new red areas, new blackheads, new problems. You’re instantly aware of improvement or deterioration. The obsession makes you constantly anxious. I had stared at my face so much, I knew every single spot.


So I was shocked when, after only three days of our new diet regimen, there weren’t any new pimples! I recognized that I still had a lot of active zits, and my skin still looked red and inflamed, but there were no new breakouts.


To be accurate, our acne didn’t just completely vanish in three days. But day by day our skin began to steadily improve. Within about two months, our acne was nearly gone! We still had some post-inflammatory hyperpigmentation and imperfections, but the active acne had finally stopped.


Take a look at our before and after photos below. The after photos were taken six weeks after the before photos. Actually, the before photos were taken almost a week after we changed our diet, so our actual acne was even worse than these before photos show. The after photos were snapshots we took with our phones. The lighting isn’t great, but the photos reveal how dramatic the impact of the new diet had in a very short time. It was undeniable. Sometimes people have a hard time describing the intensity of their feelings regarding a significant or traumatic event. I have no problem at all describing how I felt when I started to get control over the out-of-control acne.


I felt empowered.
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The greatest feeling in the world to someone who feels helpless is to regain control. That’s how my sister and I felt, discovering that we could finally control our skin. We could regulate the acne—just by making some easy changes to our diet!


The acne nightmare was over, and our dreams could continue after all. As our skin started to recover so did our self-confidence. Two months after altering our diets, we booked a guest spot on the ABC family show Freak Out. We were more upbeat at auditions, and the callbacks resumed. Then we booked a string of major commercials. Humira, BMW, Big Sexy Hair, an 11.22.63 promo spot, an ESPN commercial with Jimmy Kimmel… We were back with a vengeance.


We felt blessed by our recovery, so we decided to make a video on our YouTube channel about our acne story and how we recovered. Believe me, it’s not easy for an actress to expose herself when not looking her best. And those before photos were truly shocking. But because our acne situation had given us such insight into the unbearable misery acne sufferers endure, we felt an obligation to open up and perhaps help a few people as we had been helped.


Much to our surprise, this acne video quickly shot to half a million views. Whoa! Thousands of kids with acne started coming out of the woodwork, kids who, like us, had tried (and failed at) everything. People with acne were intrigued by potential solutions to their biggest problem. They furiously posted questions on our channel: “How exactly did you do it? What exactly do you eat? Show us what you eat in a day. Show us what you eat every day for a week. My mom watched your video and she wants to try it too. Do you have any advice for parents? Will I get enough [fill in the blank with any number of nutrients] on this diet?”


Randa and I felt honored to be given an opportunity to help so many. We most definitely related to their desperation. “Please help me, I’ll do anything to get rid of this acne!” We obliged. We dedicated a big chunk of our new videos to acne—to the tips and tricks we had discovered through research, trial, and error. And day after day we gave our recipes and advice: suggestions for breakfast and lunch for high-schoolers and college kids and health information that answered parents’ questions.


Our subscribership went from around 7,000 to more than 600,000, with over 70 million views of our videos. After a while, we observed an exciting trend. A large number of people were posting that they had taken our advice—and cured their acne! They wrote on our various social media platforms or e-mailed us that they had followed our program and their acne had disappeared, just like ours. A thirteen-year-old from New Jersey, who had discovered us on YouTube by searching “how to get rid of acne,” said she binge-watched every one of our acne videos with her mom. She tried our diet and had improvement within a week, with her acne almost completely disappearing within six weeks. A nineteen-year-old girl from Kentucky said she got rid of horrible cystic acne by following our diet and was “beyond happy.” A seventeen-year-old girl from New York said our diet had changed her life: within two months not only had her skin begun to clear but she had also lost sixteen pounds.


Getting messages like this made us feel almost—and this might sound a little weird—grateful for having had acne. Grateful that we could have the opportunity to be of service to people who were suffering like we had. We felt obligated to help them put their acne into the past tense.


Celebrities on YouTube began following us on social media and adopting our anti-acne diet. As word spread about our success, a major media outlet did a feature story about our triumph over acne titled “Identical twins who suffered from horrific cystic acne reveal how they cleared their skin and banished blemishes in THREE DAYS with a vegan no-fat, no-oil diet.” The article explained how we stopped having new breakouts after only three days and showed several dramatic photos of our skin before and after the diet.


This piece stirred up a hurricane of attention. Within days similar articles with those memorable acne photos appeared on media outlets around the world. They were in Spanish, Italian, Russian, Hebrew, French, German, Portuguese, and Japanese. Our acne story went around the globe and back!


Soon after, TV producers from talk shows like Dr. Oz and Inside Edition invited us to reveal how we cured our acne. This flurry of attention made us realize our story was impacting more people than we had realized. We started assembling a short acne e-book to show people how to follow our anti-acne program. When we understood that a traditional published book had the potential to reach an even larger audience, we decided to go that route. Getting the message out to a broader audience meant reaching and helping more people who were suffering as we had.
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The agony of millions of children, teens, and adults generates billions of dollars for acne-related businesses. Acne is big money. Over three billion dollars is spent treating acne every year.2 It’s an epidemic for young people and adults alike. The cure that we discovered turns out to be inexpensive. It’s easy, cheap, and as near as your local supermarket. And you don’t have to pay for a doctor’s visit or overpriced prescription drugs (which could fail you anyway). The knowledge we stumbled upon is simply this: adopt a satisfying, very low fat plant-based diet, develop a simple, clean skin care regimen, stop worrying about your face, and start living your life again!


[image: ]



DIET STOPS ACNE: ASHLEY BROWN, AGE 20





Ashley wanted to lose weight and tried a low-carb diet. She ate eggs, gallons of dairy products, and salads doused in oil. She did lose weight, and her self-confidence improved. Unfortunately, she soon discovered that her skin hated her new diet. Her face was breaking out painfully.






[image: image]







Ashley’s stress about her acne made her become severely depressed. She decided to take a medical leave of absence from school. Ashley said: “I was so upset. My skin was horrible, and I had just left college due to depression. I felt like I had messed everything up. I had seen information on YouTube from Nina and Randa about using diet to cure acne. I read up on Dr. McDougall and decided to try this diet approach myself and to be super strict.”






[image: image]







Ashley tried Accutane twice before, and it hadn’t worked for her either time. Even if it had worked she didn’t believe it would address the underlying cause of the acne.


Ashley followed the Clear Skin Diet principles, and in addition, she cut out gluten and processed sugar and kept fruit to a minimum. She says: “I fell in love with vegetables. I don’t know how many bags of Costco frozen veggie mix I have gone through in a month. I started exercising semiregularly, mostly just for enjoyment, very light cardio.” Ashley took a weekly photo tracking her progress.


Ashley’s acne cleared quickly. In less than a month, she had no cystic acne. As her skin improved, she also lost eight pounds “almost effortlessly.” Some months later, Ashley experimented by adding some overt fats back into her diet, including nuts, nut butters, avocado, even some oil. And she had no recurrence of acne. Some people clear their acne and then try adding back more fats—and they start breaking out again. So everyone’s sensitivities are a little different. Ashley believes the key to clearing and keeping her skin clear has been eating lots of vegetables.
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(See here for color photos.)
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ACNE ACTIVISTS: WHY US?
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“I mean, I had terrible, terrible, skin. It was embarrassing, and I did everything I could think of to make it go away. I tried to cover it with makeup. I tried to get rid of it with medication: oral, topical, even the harshest prescriptions. Nothing helped for very long.”


—Film star Cameron Diaz1




While working on this book, Nina and I decided—along with our parents—to organize some Acne Intervention Programs in Los Angeles. We thought it would be beneficial to study people with acne in real life, rather than just relying on testimonials from social media to support the efficacy of the diet. When applying to be a participant in these programs, here is what some people told us about their acne:




[image: image] “I wake up in the morning and look in the mirror, and I’m disgusted by what I see.”


[image: image] “Sometimes I want to leave school early, and I’ll call my mom to come get me because my makeup is starting to come off and I can’t stay there and be seen.”


[image: image] “My acne changed me so much more than I thought would be possible.”


[image: image] “My acne fills my mind with negative thoughts every day.”


[image: image] “I avoid talking with other people because I’m afraid they’ll be disgusted by looking at all the acne damage across my face.”


[image: image] “I have tried everything to get rid of my acne. Nothing works.”


[image: image] “I feel people are staring continuously at my face and that makes me very self-conscious.”


[image: image] “I don’t feel I’m attractive compared to other girls.”


[image: image] “I was called ‘pizza face’ and ‘non-Proactiv girl.’”


[image: image] “It got worse when my family started worrying about my face getting uglier every day.”


[image: image] “It’s gotten to the point where I don’t leave my house anymore, other than to go to my job or walk my dog.”


[image: image] “My acne makes me feel disgusting.”


[image: image] “I think about my acne every second of every day.”


[image: image] “I really have no more self-esteem.”


[image: image] “It is something I am depressed by every day of my life.”


[image: image] “I tried to kill myself because I could not handle the physical and emotional pain.”




Practically all of this could have been written by me. To say “I totally relate” would be an understatement. These are the actual feelings the people applying for our Acne Intervention Programs expressed to us. The pain and the people are real.


When you think about it, as children we all take our faces for granted. Our skin is clear, smooth, unspoiled, radiant. We don’t have to worry about what we look like—we just are who we are. But at some point, whether we like it or not, much of our self-esteem becomes linked to our appearance. Puberty hits, and the push to be attractive or perfect intensifies. And of course acne decides to inflict itself right when young people are emotionally most vulnerable.


Until Nina and I actually had bad acne ourselves, we didn’t fully understand the extreme psychic misery so many teenagers and young adults were experiencing. The pain is both physical and mental. I’ve now done my time in the acne industrial complex, filled as it is with prescriptions and condescending advice that isn’t very useful, like “Don’t worry, you’ll grow out of it” or “It could be worse” or “It’s just normal, you’re young” or “Stop picking your face, you’re making it worse!” In the end, my sister and I came to the realization that we just don’t live in a culture that is sufficiently supportive of acne sufferers.


It took getting slammed ourselves to fully comprehend the heartbreak created by this so-called rite of skin passage.


Acne woke us up.



CLEAR SKIN DIET PILOT STUDY


Why did Nina and I decide to do a series of acne interventions that ended up involving over 130 people? To answer that, you have to understand that living the clear skin lifestyle is a natural extension of our family’s commitment to health. That commitment began when our mom got sick over twenty years ago. One day in 1995 our mom’s ears turned red and started to blister and hurt. She thought that maybe she had gotten sunburned or was having an allergic reaction to shampoo. She first went to a dermatologist, who was very confused about her symptoms, and then bounced around to various doctors. Eventually, she found herself in the office of a noted rheumatologist who diagnosed her with a rare but serious autoimmune disease called relapsing polychondritis (RP).


No one knows what triggers RP. It’s a disease where, in successive episodes over time, your immune system repeatedly attacks the cartilage in your body and destroys it. Because cartilage is not just around your ears, eyes, and nose but also around your throat and heart, RP is often life-threatening. According to one study, 40 percent of people who get the RP diagnosis that our mom got are dead in ten years.


While there’s no known cure, the rheumatologist said he could help my mom “learn to live with it.” That meant taking powerful drugs, some of which have serious side effects over time, including blindness.


Our mom decided to try something different and turned to the teachings of Dr. John McDougall. Dr. McDougall recommended using food to heal certain conditions, instead of prescription drugs.


Dr. McDougall was right. My mom’s RP completely disappeared within weeks after she began following Dr. McDougall’s dietary recommendations. Three months after changing her diet, her rheumatologist declared her RP in remission. My mom and dad were ecstatic. My parents continued eating along Dr. McDougall’s guidelines to make sure my mom stayed healthy, and this is a major part of why my siblings and I were all raised on a vegan diet.


A FAMILY WITH A MISSION


Because my parents were grateful that my mom’s life had been saved, they decided they wanted to help spread the word about the benefits of a healthy plant-based diet. In 1996, they opened a website called vegsource.com, calling it their form of “kitchen activism.” Because our mom had changed her diet and dodged a bullet, our parents felt a duty to help others as they had been helped. Very quickly, they met and befriended many of the top medical experts, researchers, dietitians, and bestselling authors in the plant-based world. They coventured with many of these experts and worked hard to promote the experts’ work on plant-based diets and health.


In 2001, my parents launched an annual health conference featuring top plant-based nutrition and medical experts. Nina and I grew up around some of the top plant-based doctors in the world, many of whom would stay in our home when they were in town.


Our parents also founded an all-volunteer nonprofit program, Meals for Health, which brings top plant-based experts into underserved communities for thirty-day immersion programs. The Meals For Health programs are free to participants. Typically, the programs are run in communities where there is a lot of heart disease, type 2 diabetes, hypertension, obesity, autoimmune diseases, and so on. The experts teach the hows and whys of a healthy plant-based diet, and it is an amazing and inspiring thing to behold. At the end of the month, nearly every participant’s health has dramatically improved. Many no longer require their medications, have stabilized their vitals and lost weight, and feel better than they have in decades. Meals For Health programs change entire communities by proving to participants they can recover their health just by changing their diet.


When Nina and I witnessed followers on our social media trying our diet and freeing themselves of acne, a lightbulb went on. We believed there was another community that desperately needed a Meals For Health type of assistance—acne sufferers. We asked our parents if we could do a Meals For Health program featuring the Clear Skin Diet. We thought we could tailor the program to a younger crowd than Meals for Health normally serves—people with acne—and launch it here in Los Angeles. They agreed, and we were off and running.


CLINICAL PILOT STUDY OF CLEAR SKIN DIET


Our dad enlisted the help of Steve Lawenda, MD, a general practitioner at Kaiser Permanente Medical Group here in Los Angeles, who runs a very successful plant-based intervention program called Life 180. Dr. Lawenda is something of a medical hero around Kaiser in Southern California, with hundreds of patients clamoring to enroll in his programs in order to reverse their chronic diseases. Dr. Lawenda was the ideal doctor to supervise our pilot acne study.


Finding people in our online community with acne was not difficult at all. But recruiting people to take part in a free acne program turned out to be more challenging than we imagined. We went to the campus of a local university with a sign, flyers, and a clipboard to sign up people to receive more information by e-mail. The sign announced the program and had a before and after photos of Nina’s acne.


If we had held up a “free weight loss program” sign with an impressive before and after photos, we probably would have been flooded with applicants. But people with severe acne who walked past us showed no interest. Some glanced quickly at our sign, then averted their eyes and hurried along like we weren’t even there. We didn’t want to stop anyone who had acne and say, “Hey, can I tell you about this program?” No one wants other people to bring up their acne. As people passed, Nina would just point to the photo of herself with acne and say “This was me, and this is me now.” That attracted some interest, but it took some effort to get enough people to start our program. I think people were a little suspicious, wondering what we were selling.


There were fifteen participants in our first group, fifteen strangers whose curiosity had been piqued. They arrived on a sunny Southern California Saturday at a church meeting room we’d rented for the occasion. Eager and cautiously optimistic to learn how to get rid of their acne, they were equally skeptical. People with acne are leery of becoming too hopeful about a new cure; they’ve been failed so often in the past.


On the first Saturday of our program, we spent much of the day relating what we all called our “acne stories.” We told ours; they told theirs; then we laid out the diet guidelines and shared some tips. Dr. Lawenda discussed the scientific side of acne and diet, and we brought in a professional chef to demonstrate how to make approved dishes.


We also gave them groceries. They received bags of potatoes, rice, oatmeal, whole wheat pasta, oil-free spaghetti sauce, salsa, corn tortillas, lentils… loads of healthy plant-based foods. We wanted it to be as easy as possible for them to start the diet immediately. Along with the food came the Clear Skin Diet program booklet, which included a meal plan and numerous easy recipes. Thereafter, we gathered every Tuesday night at the church. We’d eat a healthy meal and listen to a speaker, then have a roundtable discussion. It was incredibly comforting to be able to talk openly about how acne made each of us feel. We started joking about having formed the first acne support group ever.


Dr. Lawenda examined each participant at the beginning and again after thirty days and tracked participants during our weekly meetings. He documented the decrease in acne severity, lowered blood pressure, and weight loss. Our first acne intervention group lost a total of fifty pounds in the first thirty days, which was an average of over three pounds per person.


We started a second acne intervention group online, drawing from people all over the world. We created a private Facebook group, and the education was done using video live streaming. We had about 120 participants online. On the kickoff Saturday, Dr. Lawenda and the other experts came to our house, and we set up a mini studio in our family room. For several hours the speakers provided information about how and why the Clear Skin Diet works. The videos were available in the private Facebook group for everyone to watch.


Participants became more and more engaged after they started the diet and began to see their acne recede. The people from the first acne intervention group agreed to be coaches for the second group and shared their own tips, giving hope to people in the new group and inspiring them to “hang in there.” The Facebook forum buzzed with hope, encouragement, and celebrations of each new success.


Results for some people came very quickly. Kendall Borys, Monika Marcinkiewicz, and Olivia all saw results in two weeks or less. You can see their dramatic before and after photos in the color insert in the middle of the book.


Kendall, age twenty, revealed she had started breaking out when she was sixteen. For four years she had been struggling with embarrassing and uncomfortable acne. “I’m so tired of getting acne,” she wrote. “I get deep painful acne, and my face is bumps and mountains, which can make huge gaping holes! This scares me! And it leaves my skin insanely red with lots of discomfort.” After starting the Clear Skin Diet, Kendall saw her face dramatically improve in less than two weeks (see Kendall’s color photos in insert).


On seeing Kendall’s results in only eleven days, our Meals For Health medical director Dr. Lawenda commented, “Many people wait eleven days just to see a dermatologist. Then, after waiting and finally seeing their dermatologist, they hear nothing about diet and are instead convinced to go on drugs, which they agree to do because they are feeling desperate. I am so happy for Kendall, and I’m blown away by the degree of participation in the group and the results! Frankly, the Clear Skin Diet is doing so much more for them than they would ever get from usual medical care.”


Sixteen-year-old Monika said she started getting acne when she was eight, and nothing stopped the breakouts. After two weeks on the Clear Skin Diet, she reported: “Almost all my acne is gone! My skin is at its best state ever and I am so happy! I am shocked that I have not had a breakout on my forehead since I started, which has been the area that breaks out the most!” (See Monika’s color photos in insert.)


Olivia also saw swift improvement when she started the program: “I’ve found taking photos has helped me so much and stopped me from giving up on this program because without it I think I would have been in denial about the sheer amount of progress I have been making with my skin. I’ve struggled with acne since I was eleven (I’m seventeen). Thank you to everyone involved in creating in this program! I’m honestly over the moon with my results so far and am filled with endless gratitude!” (See color photos in insert.)


Other Acne Intervention Program participants took longer to begin seeing benefits, like twenty-year-old Francesca Perticarini. Francesca was in our first acne intervention group, and at the end of the first thirty days, she didn’t feel she had made enough improvement. Around week five or six though, she began to see significant results.


Maria DiGrazia joined the Acne Intervention Program after trying everything to get rid of acne on her arms. Nothing had worked. She had been taught that carbs were the enemy for weight loss, and she had been dieting on and off for years. She decided to give the program a try, and in less than six weeks, almost all of her arm acne was gone. See the color insert for photos of Francesca’s and Maria’s impressive transformations.


Not only did her acne clear, but Maria lost twenty pounds in those first six weeks—she was shocked, because she was enjoying the food and not holding back or trying to control what she ate. “I can’t believe that I can eat as much as I want on this program and still lose weight!” she said. In five months, Maria lost a total of 40 pounds on the Clear Skin Diet. “I am sold on this program!”


Each participant in our Acne Intervention Program began with similar issues: acne severe enough to impact their lives, work, or school. For us, it underscores why acne needs to be viewed and treated more seriously. It’s not “just acne.” It’s an epidemic, a sometimes soul-crushing disease. There are far too many people who feel hopeless about their acne and are largely ignored. Their suffering is treated as a “normal” part of growing up. It’s not normal. It shouldn’t be normal. It doesn’t have to be.


 



DIET STOPS ACNE: KIRA LYNN MUKERJI, AGE 19






[image: image]

(See here for color photos.)








Kira had severe cystic acne in high school and was “super embarrassed about it.” She used heavy makeup and avoided social situations with bright lights. Kira tried everything, including going on birth control and Accutane, which cleared her acne completely. Unfortunately, once she stopped taking it, the acne came right back.


While browsing YouTube, Kira found our acne videos. She also read Dr. McDougall’s writings on acne and decided to change her way of eating. Kira reported: “This diet worked incredibly well for me and cleared my skin. It has kept it clear for over a year!”


Kira says she now only gets a few small breakouts during her menstrual cycle, but they usually go away within a few days.


Kira also followed our recommendations for a more gentle skin-care approach and switched to gentle cleaners. Today, Kira doesn’t use any face wash at all. “Before I changed my diet and my acne was raging, I would never have thought that using no face wash would help keep my skin be acne free! But the only thing I use on my face now is makeup remover wipes or water. Who would have thought!”
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