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This book is dedicated to the loves of my life—my tiny angel, Maclane, and my wonderful husband, Josh. Maclane, may you continue to glow from within and light up the world the way you light up my heart! And Josh, your support, love, and fierce belief in me and my dreams make me the luckiest wife; I could not love and adore you more.













Introduction



Learning to Love Your Good Bugs


As a kid, I was always covered in dirt. I loved to dig in the earth, and I loved frogs and grass and bugs. Once, I even hid a snake in my overalls, which caused quite a stir when my kindergarten teacher discovered it! I was a blond-haired, blue-eyed, rosy-cheeked free spirit who dirtied a set of clothes about as fast as I could change into them. But that was all before I got sick.


You see, that carefree little girl spent her tenth year of life in and out of the hospital. The environment was sterile and cold. I was afraid. I was in pain—awful, chronic pain. The doctors didn’t know how to help me. My parents didn’t know how to help me, either.


It turns out that a bad bug—a parasite—had made its way into my intestines from fish I had eaten while on a family vacation. It wreaked complete havoc on my body. Even worse, the doctors couldn’t find it. They tried to treat me with antibiotic after antibiotic, which eventually destroyed the healthy bacteria in my gut, leaving behind an infectious type of bad bacteria called Clostridium difficile, or C. diff, which made me even sicker. This horrific combination of circumstances, in which one bad microbe was followed by another, hurt my body and changed my life.


But all was not lost, because as I sat in the hospital, I started to think. Even as a ten-year-old, I could reason, explore, ask questions, and try to make sense of things (maybe it was my way of coping). I knew that where we have bad, we always have good. It’s the age-old balance between good and evil. So where we have harmful microbes, we also have helpful microbes—although the beneficial ones that had been slaughtered in my gut by antibiotics could no longer help me. This thinking process is where the happy ending to my story began—it started me on a passionate lifelong quest to find the answers to the question of how to create and maintain a balance between the heroic and villainous microbes that live in our bodies and on our skin.


From the moment I was released from the hospital, I was inspired to make my body strong and healthy. I was concerned with the obvious outward signs of health, such as glowing, radiant skin, as well as the hidden, invisible indicators of health, the ones that lie deep beneath the surface. This is where my passion for health and beauty from the outside in and the inside out was born. And this is where my fascination with the science of the microbial bugs that exist on our skin and throughout our bodies, including in our gut, initially began, because I experienced this balance (or imbalance) firsthand. Who better to investigate the depths of this area of science than someone who fought for her life because of it?


I succeeded in what I set out to achieve: a robust body that emanates health. Now I help others achieve that goal. In so many ways, I am still that happy and curious rosy-cheeked girl who loves nature. But now I’m also a doctor who has found a lot of answers to those lifelong questions. My curiosity about microbiology has only grown fiercer now that science is finally grasping the magnitude of the influence that the hidden microbial world within us—and on us—has over our health. And this dazzling new science shows definitively that these invisible bugs have a lot to do with how we look. I now know, as you’re about to learn, that even on my best day, I have microorganisms in the form of bacteria, fungi, viruses, and even mites living all over my body that support my health from the inside out and give me that “Bowe Glow.” And even on your best day, you’re a “dirty” human being, too, whose health and appearance hinges on those bugs! (And if you’re not having your best day now, read on.)


Learning to harness those things that make you “dirty” will help you radiate a healthy, beautiful glow from the outside in and the inside out. Your skin is a window on your overall health. It “speaks” to the other integral parts of your body through something called the gut-brain-skin axis, a pathway that you will get to know and understand in these pages. This groundbreaking science has become my life’s work and has earned me recognition among my colleagues and among international thought leaders. Now let’s take an expedition together to find your most luminous skin and overall wellness using the best cutting-edge science and tools available today. Like me, you’ll learn to love your good bugs and harness your body’s full potential. Let’s show that ten-year-old little girl in the hospital bed that the story turns out beautifully!


THE SECRET TO GREAT SKIN


Take a moment to think about your skin. Find a mirror, if that helps. How does your skin feel and look? How do you feel about it? What do you think it says about you? Think of your skin’s appearance as a reflection of your overall health—how healthy do you look?


Within seconds of meeting a new patient, I can use my derm superpowers (well, years of extensive training and developing expertise, but that doesn’t sound as cool) to determine her overall health simply by examining her skin, hair, and nails. Is she diabetic or prediabetic? Does she eat a Western diet laden with processed sugars and refined carbs? Is her life overscheduled and full of constant, unremitting stress? Does she suffer from obsessive-compulsive disorder? A dysfunctional thyroid? An imbalanced hormonal system? An autoimmune disorder? Insomnia? Does she have a history of frequent antibiotic use, either orally or topically or both? Is she overly hygienic, scrubbing her skin with harsh cleansers and facial brushes? Is her gastrointestinal system in need of serious repair?


My patients come to me hoping to get the Bowe Glow. Too often, they believe they’re just a scribbled prescription away from a cure for any of the Big Four—acne, rosacea, eczema, and premature aging. But there’s so much more than drugs, topical lotions, or laser beams to this story. Every day I have the privilege of interacting with smart, health-conscious people who try to maintain their looks and health as best they can, but they often miss the mark because they don’t have access to eye-opening knowledge that is still mostly buried in the trenches of scientific literature. But the good news is that with this book, I’m giving you access to this information and grounding it in my expertise and years of experience treating thousands of patients. And here’s the secret: the road to a beautiful glow begins with simple lifestyle habits that support the gut-brain-skin relationship, which is the soul of radiant skin. More specifically, I’m referring to the bonds between the body’s good bugs and the brain and skin.


You’ve probably heard about the human microbiome by now, but trying to fully understand it might still give you pause. Much has been written in the past few years about the microbiome—the friendly microorganisms that support our health and share a powerful, mutually beneficial relationship with our bodies. The term microbiome comes from the combination of micro, for “super small” or “microscopic,” and biome, which refers to a naturally occurring community of life forms occupying a large habitat, in this case the human body. When I began to study microbiology as a junior-high-school student, nobody could tell you what a microbiome was; today, microbiology encompasses one of the hottest fields of study, and I’m proud to be a part of it. We are at the very beginning of an exciting journey to understanding—and leveraging the power of—the human microbiome.


The mini ecosystem that comprises a human biome includes a diverse collection of microorganisms, mainly bacteria, fungi, and viruses. The bacteria that thrive in our intestines are especially important. Their function in our health and physiology is so critical that they may affect a wide range of biological processes and play a role in everything from the efficiency and speed of our metabolism to our risk for diabetes and obesity. This is to say nothing of their potential role in our moods and our likelihood of suffering from depression, autoimmune disorders, and dementia. Perhaps you have heard about some of this in the popular health media. But there’s another connection that you probably don’t know about: the “last mile.” This is the indelible, incredible link from the brain to the skin. Indeed, what’s going on in your gut right at this moment is determining not only how your brain performs and responds to signals from the body about its current state and needs but also what your skin thinks and how it performs. This gut-brain-skin alliance is, frankly, profound and breathtaking, as this book will show. And yes, the skin can “think” and “talk” to the brain: it’s a two-way street. In fact your skin actually contains the same number of cells as sixteen human brains!




Your Skin Has Company


The skin of an average adult can be spread across a twenty-two-square-foot room. There are more than one trillion bacteria in your skin alone, coming from around one thousand different species. All these microbial living creatures are part of your skin’s health and behavior, and in some cases they provide vital functions for the skin that the human body cannot perform all on its own. If your skin’s ecosystem is off balance, you can experience any number of skin conditions.





Researchers first discovered this relationship more than one hundred years ago, but it was forgotten until recently. Today the gut-brain-skin axis is among the most thought-provoking areas of study, and I believe it represents a revolution in our field—not least because it equips us dermatologists with a breakthrough approach to the way we think about the skin. For the first time, we can envision a future in which we aren’t just chasing skin issues that are spiraling out of control, we’re also finding ways to get to the root of the problem. We’re stopping the proverbial match from being lit in the first place.


I played a major role in rediscovering this link, having spent years in the lab counting bacterial colonies in a petri dish whenever I wasn’t poring through databases looking at epidemiological data to support my suspicions. I loved studying bacteria and figuring out what they could do—both to help us and harm us. By the time I’d chosen dermatology as a specialty, I was determined to make the connection between the secret world of microscopic bugs and the outer world of skin’s appearance. Which bugs could benefit skin health? Which could harm it? I even coinvented a patented acne treatment that uses a substance isolated from a certain bacterium. This patent was filed through the University of Pennsylvania with my research mentor, Dr. David Margolis. That’s right: we can now use good bacteria to fight bad bacteria in the battle against acne, which can be driven by a particular strain of bacteria. I’ve shared my research and theories with my peers internationally through numerous scientific publications and lectures. And in 2017, I was humbled to receive the American Academy of Dermatology’s presidential citation for this work.


Too many people suffer in silence with their skin conditions because they lack access to the kind of information I am going to provide in this book. I can only reach so many individuals in my private practice, many of whom are in the public eye daily. Their livelihoods depend on looking good, but they shouldn’t be the only ones fortunate enough to have flawless skin. With this book, I bring hope, health, and beauty to as many people as possible. That means you, no matter what you do for a living or where you live.


SKIN TELLS THE TRUTH: YOU ARE WHAT YOU EAT


You might be surprised to find that food is at the core of my program. But don’t panic: I won’t ask you to do anything drastic like totally give up chocolate, alcohol, bread, or coffee if those things bring you joy. I trust you’ll find the dietary protocol outlined in chapter 6 to be refreshingly delicious, inspiring, inviting, and, above all, doable.


Contrary to long-held beliefs in my field, diet, first and foremost, determines the quality and appearance of your skin. Food provides information for every cell that makes you, well, you. Everything you eat becomes part of not only your inner cellular makeup but also the outer fabric of your body. In fact there’s no more direct way to change the health of your body’s inner and outer ecology—its microbiome—than to make specific shifts in your dietary choices. Yes, this probably goes against everything you’ve been told about the relationship between diet and skin. Have no doubt. The idea that food is arguably the most important factor in personal health, including the health of your skin, is old news gaining new life in our modern medical world.


When I was in medical school, and even during my residency training in dermatology, we were taught that diet had no impact on the skin. All the major dermatology textbooks stated that the exception was in cases of severe malnutrition, which were exceedingly rare in developed countries such as the United States. Textbooks, lectures, and reputable authorities such as the American Academy of Dermatology told us that if a patient suggested that what she was eating or drinking had any influence on her skin, we were to dismiss that notion as a myth. This was the scientific dogma of the time, and it was based on research conducted and published by physicians who were revered as giants and geniuses in our area.


But what I was experiencing with my own skin, and what I observed in my patients, didn’t seem to fit with this alleged fact. So I approached my mentor, who also happened to be the chairman of the department at the time, and I presented him with my skepticism. Looking back, I can’t believe I was bold (crazy?) enough to think that I, a young resident in training with barely any real experience under my belt, could take on such a monumental challenge. But I couldn’t ignore what my body was telling me and what my patients were sharing with me every day.


My mentor advised me that if I was going to question the word of these highly respected authorities—lionized experts, really—in my field, I had better develop an incredibly compelling argument to support my theory. With a rebellious spark in my belly, I went back to the peer-reviewed scientific literature and dug deep, reading journals from all fields of medicine and nutrition and going so far as to have several international studies translated into English. I mined the few studies published in the late 1970s that were often cited as proof that diet had no impact on the skin, and I carefully dissected them, finding major flaws in their design. In fact if judged against the rigorous criteria by which journal submissions are considered today, these articles would never even have been published!


After many long days and late nights, I wrote a controversial paper that asserted the idea that diet does indeed affect the skin.1 Armed with compelling evidence, I laid out the case that acne is exacerbated by diets loaded with sugar and refined carbohydrates. I also called out the fact that some dairy products trigger acne, and I hinted at the positive effects of omega-3 fatty acids and dietary fiber. Ultimately my paper was published in one of my field’s most respected journals, heralding a new era for understanding skin health within the context of diet. And my mission didn’t end there. I took to the lectern, speaking again and again on this topic, and over the years I published even more studies further supporting my hypothesis—a belief that was soon becoming indisputable fact. Although most of my peers were initially skeptical, as any good doctor should be when presented with new and competing data, I found increasingly that my dermatology audience was receptive to my message. Eventually other thought leaders emerged, contributing to the literature and spreading their own observations and research on how certain foods and beverages affect the skin. The data only grew bigger and more extensive and impressive. No one could turn me and my ideas down anymore.


Finally, for the first time since the late 1970s, dermatological textbooks, resources, and guidelines are being revised to reflect this concept. If a patient goes to her dermatologist with a hunch that certain foods are making her skin condition worse, not only can the dermatologist acknowledge that she is probably right, the doctor can also go so far as to offer evidence-based advice on how the patient can tweak her diet to benefit her skin (less sugar, milk, and processed foods; more fibrous, colorful vegetables, fatty fish, and antioxidant-rich fruits). I’m thrilled not only that my peers have accepted this concept as fact but also that laypersons and media are listening with open ears. This “new” fact could not have emerged at a more critical time.


WELCOME TO A NEW ERA


The field of dermatology is changing radically as a result of two immense forces: an epidemic of skin disorders in a world where powerful drugs such as antibiotics are losing their efficacy, and new findings about the power of the microbiome on skin health (and all health, really). Skin issues are the cause of more than 42 percent of all doctor visits.2 No doubt this staggering statistic is largely attributable to the fact that you can’t hide from your skin. You wear your illness for the world to see, and unless you’re going to cover yourself up indefinitely or refuse to leave the house (two impractical, depressing prospects), you’re going to seek help. Such conspicuous imperfections can have a colossal impact on one’s overall mental health and sense of self.


I can’t tell you how many times I’ve heard stories from people who breezed through their teenage and young adult lives pimple-free only to meet angry red spots and lumps covering their chins and faces in their thirties and forties. Acne has long been viewed as a rite of passage through adolescence, but it’s not something an adult should be grappling with. What’s going on? A whopping 54 percent of women age twenty-five and over have at least one type of facial acne.3 And other skin disorders are on the rise, including the scariest one of all: skin cancer. In 2017, a report by the Mayo Clinic sent shock waves through the medical community, stating that between 2000 and 2010, squamous cell carcinoma (also called cutaneous squamous cell carcinoma) diagnoses increased 263 percent, while diagnoses of basal cell carcinomas increased 145 percent.4 These numbers are mind-boggling given the level of sunscreen use today. To say we’re entering a new era of skin conditions is an understatement. We’re also embarking on new treatment territory, and I’ll be discussing all this in the pages that follow.


Dermatologists only make up 1 percent or less of all doctors, but we prescribe almost 5 percent (if not more) of all antibiotics, which have long been held as the gold standard for treating many skin conditions.5 Now, in the wake of rising antibiotic resistance, we are forced to look elsewhere for solutions. Part of my work today involves passionate formal talks to other dermatologists and doctors about this dire matter and pushing for change. I am sounding the alarm. We dermatologists are part of the problem, but we need to be part of the solution. The silver lining of the antibiotic crisis, however, is that it’s opening the door to understanding the power of balanced gut microbes and probiotics in the treatment of skin. As the term suggests, probiotics (meaning “for life”) are beneficial strains of live bacteria that you can ingest through foods, some beverages, and supplements. The science in this area is exploding with new research to show that probiotics can help recolonize the intestinal microbiome and can even help balance certain hormones. We’ll be exploring all these mechanisms, which have everything to do with skin health. The science behind topically applied probiotics is also a burgeoning area of study. We’ll see how your skin’s microbiome has a big say in your skin’s health and function.


Some of the information in this book will serve as a wake-up call you did not expect. Get ready to ditch a few of your trusty daily habits and establish new, unexpected ones. Do you drink milk and diet soda? Time to rethink. Do you go through the same physical exercise routine almost every day? Or barely bust a move at all and have no personal downtime? Time to rethink. Do you use hand sanitizers and antimicrobial soaps, or regularly wash your face with exfoliating scrubs or tools like brushes, loofahs, and abrasive washcloths? Time to reassess. But again, don’t worry about bracing for extreme overnight changes. I promise to make this practical for the real world. Hey, I still love to play outside under the sun and eat pancakes on Sundays. And yes, I have been known to get fully dressed in workout clothes only to climb back into bed with my daughter and wake up an hour later when it’s time to get her dressed for school. I’m not your typical dermatologist, one who preaches staying in the shade. I want my patients and readers to live out loud and feel their most confident every single day. To find that balance we all seek in life. To cherish their health and to make the most of it.


Most dermatologists, for example, will tell rosacea patients to avoid typical triggers. Want to know what those are? Exercise, alcohol, hot beverages, spicy foods, hot temperatures, and very cold temperatures. From my perspective, that’s like asking someone to zap all the joy out of life (and it’s no wonder patients with rosacea have a hard time being compliant with those recommendations). Unrealistic. What kind of life is there without a margarita and Mexican food once in a while? How can I expect someone to start her day without a hot cup of joe? And how could I possibly tell someone not to exercise when we know how much exercise benefits the entire body? Yes, there are certain things that can trigger certain skin problems, but my goal is to find workable, real-life solutions so no one feels deprived.


You will never hear me ask my patients to give up all the things that make life fun and contribute to overall health and well-being for the sake of their skin. Moderation is key. I am all about finding ways to get these skin conditions under control while living life to the fullest and relishing every moment. My message is equally about self-empowerment, self-improvement, and liberation from the clutches of feeling unattractive. I know of no easier or quicker way to get more of what you want out of life than to first love the skin you’re in, as the old Olay commercial advises.


In this book I present a revolutionary new way to think about and take care of your skin. Whether you’re hoping to end a chronic skin condition or enhance your skin’s appearance, you’ll find easy, simple solutions you can implement in your life right away and see results relatively quickly—in as little as three weeks. No surgery or prescriptions are required. (Of course, it’s fine if you are already following a course of treatment recommended by a dermatologist, and it’s fine if you want to visit a dermatologist today and use my program in combination with a formally prescribed regimen. This program is super compatible with prescribed treatments.) Soon you will learn to love your good bugs and let your personal transformation unfold before your eyes.


This isn’t just about skin, either. The strategies in this book will elevate everything about your health. Happy, glowing skin is a reflection of overall general health. And you’ll gain other measurable benefits, such as




• weight loss,


• increased energy,


• better sleep and less insomnia,


• reduced stress and better coping mechanisms,


• relief from moodiness, anxiety, and depression,


• a reduction in gastrointestinal conditions, including chronic constipation and bloating,


• a lessening or reversal of metabolic disorders, including insulin resistance and diabetes,


• heightened mental clarity,


• a stronger immune system and reduced autoimmunity,


• a more youthful appearance,


• and more.




In the pages ahead, we’re going to get up close and personal with this remarkable organ called skin. In part I, you’ll learn more about why getting clear, glowing skin is an inside job—from your state of mind and how your gut functions to what you put in your mouth and on your skin. You’ll gain a skin-care education that probably goes against conventional wisdom (be prepared to throw some of your beauty products away). Then, in part II, you’ll learn practical tools that will transform you and your skin. By the time you reach my three-week action plan in part III, you’ll be primed—and excited—to put these ideas into practice. You’ll be making subtle, doable shifts in your daily habits, from what you eat for breakfast to how you exercise, reduce stress, supplement with vitamins and probiotics, ensure restful sleep, and treat your face.


Get ready to go. And get ready to glow.















PART I



A Gut Reaction to Radiant Skin


You are here because you want to know the secrets behind glowing, beautiful skin. I have dedicated my life’s work to uncovering those secrets, and you’re about to read about them. But they are not as “new” as you might think. While the science of great skin may seem like a subject that’s in rapid development today, thanks to our burgeoning knowledge of the role of the human microbiome, we actually began to understand this information more than one hundred years ago. The difference, however, is that now we finally know how to leverage it for our skin’s (and whole body’s) benefit. It is no longer a mystery how exactly the gut, brain, and skin are all connected.


In this first part, we’re going on a tour of the groundbreaking research from past to present and will even cast off to what lies ahead in the near future so you are prepared to benefit. I will share all this captivating information in an easy, accessible way that will have you making mental notes and rethinking how you’re living each day. You will learn a wealth of useful, highly practical knowledge that will inspire you to execute my program right away. By the end of this part, you will have a new appreciation for the interconnectedness of your body’s systems and parts, including its microbiome. It is now proved that your skin reflects your diet, sleep schedule, stress levels, exercise regimen, and of course the health of your microbiome. And, as you will soon experience, the power of glowing, healthy skin is so much more than skin deep. When you feel wonderful about your skin, you unlock your confidence, courage, and overall well-being. I am so excited to share this gift with you. Knowledge is not just power. It is your ticket to looking—and feeling—beautiful. Your glow starts here.















CHAPTER 1



Nature’s Hidden Secret to Great Skin


Why Getting Clear, Glowing Skin Is an Inside Job


You know it when you see it. The woman who walks into a room and attracts everyone’s notice. A gravitational force surrounds her presence—a je ne sais quoi that makes her beautiful. But her beauty transcends physicality. Something about this individual speaks compellingly to others as she radiates health, grace, strength, vitality, and confidence. Her glowing skin reflects this all-encompassing sense of wellness. And she is living life to the fullest.


You’re reading these pages for a reason. You’ve made a choice to take better care of yourself. With the plan in this book, you’ll learn how to do so in a way that helps you achieve the smoothest, clearest, most beautiful skin possible. As a result, you, too, can become the best version of yourself. More self-assured. More outgoing and adventurous. Even more successful, too. Somewhere deep down you know that there’s a hidden power to having great skin. And you’re right.


From my vantage point as someone who helps people cultivate gorgeous skin, I don’t need a scientific study to tell me how transformative satisfaction in one’s appearance can be. You know that when you love your looks, anything is possible. But what you might not know is how much of an “inside job” getting that great skin is and how much it reflects overall wellness. Let me share with you some little-known facts to prepare you for your journey to healthier skin and a healthier body, starting with some alarming statistics. This, my friends, will help you see that you’re not alone.


If you’re suffering from a skin condition, you’re among the majority. Tens of millions of people in the United States live with chronic skin conditions, which have been on a steep rise in the last two decades—right alongside autoimmune and other chronic diseases not caused by a germ or pathogen. Sixty million Americans, including adults, have acne (an estimated 85 percent of us have acne at some point).1 Thirty-five million suffer from eczema, also called atopic dermatitis, a chronic condition that causes the skin to become itchy, red, dry, and cracked. Psoriasis, another chronic but autoimmune-based skin ailment, affects 7.5 million Americans. And at least sixteen million have rosacea, which is common in adults and is characterized by redness and visible blood vessels in the face. There are more than three thousand diseases of the skin treated by dermatologists. These numbers are so large as to seem meaningless. Most of us can get through life without being diagnosed with a rare illness, but none of us reaches adulthood without at least one skin affliction, be it a pimple, rash, superficial burn, or sunburn (one in five Americans will develop skin cancer over the course of a lifetime, largely because of overexposure to the sun). And nobody escapes the march of time in the form of aging, whether it’s gradual and natural or fast and premature (as in, Where did that line come from? What’s happening to me?!).


As a dermatologist who juggles the competing demands of lecturing to peers, treating patients, and appearing in the media regularly to talk about matters involving skin and the outward signs of aging, I try to keep abreast of all the latest and greatest when it comes to addressing skin disorders. Never has there been a more thrilling time in dermatology: we are experiencing a rapid expansion of our understanding of skin, its properties, and its connection to the rest of the body. The fact that I can detect a wide variety of illnesses by looking at a person’s skin says a lot about the interconnectedness of the human body, from its deepest recesses to its outermost layer. I’ve identified an untold number of afflictions in patients who have come to me about a seemingly isolated topical skin issue. These afflictions include lupus, thyroid disease, certain cancers (including lung cancer), congenital heart disease and birth defects of the heart, peripheral artery disease, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD, or emphysema), cirrhosis (liver disease), anemia, alcoholism, Cushing’s syndrome, Addison’s disease, polycystic ovary syndrome, diabetes, and lymphoma. Indeed, the skin is not a solitary, secluded organ that works all on its own. It’s highly dependent upon what’s going on in remote areas of your body, where the sun doesn’t shine.


My patients have taught me so much over the years. Their conditions are just a very small piece of who they are. I pour my heart and soul into working with them and helping them to look and feel their most empowered. It is very much a team effort. As I mentioned in the introduction, during my early days of training, I routinely saw a disconnect between what I was learning from my textbooks and lectures and what I saw and experienced firsthand—both in regard to my own body and my patients’ signs and symptoms. Thank goodness I listened intently to my patients and followed my gut instincts!


Nowadays, you get to choose how fast you age, whether you prefer to use at-home protocols combined with affordable drugstore products or go the route of my celebrity patients who use cutting-edge in-office procedures in combination with a sophisticated daily skin-care regimen. How can I say this with confidence? Because every day I witness the transformation in my patients, many of whom are dealing with very stubborn skin disorders. And many of them begin to see major changes through highly practical strategies anyone can implement. They simply work from the inside out, healing those innermost, hidden corners of their bodies in order to generate radiance.


WHEN LIFESTYLE HABITS AFFECT SKIN


I always look forward to my appointments with Jennifer. She is one of those high-energy types with a magnetic presence, colorful both in her personality and in her amazing fashion picks! With a knack for being acutely aware of the next big trends in beauty, makeup, and hair, she is often into something fresh and new that she likes to talk about when I see her. I had been working with Jennifer for about six months to treat her rosacea. Through a series of laser treatments, dietary changes, and stress management strategies, we had gotten her skin condition beautifully under control, and her skin had looked fantastic at our last appointment. Happy patient, happy doctor!


I was definitely surprised and concerned when, at a follow-up appointment, I went into the exam room to find that her rosacea was not only back but had also flared up substantially. Something was going on, and we needed to get to the bottom of it.


Jennifer was quick to tell me that she had not “cheated” on the recommendations I had given her previously about her diet. She had cut back on refined carbohydrates and had a new love for salmon. She also said that things in her life were pretty good and that her stress levels were under control. But when I asked her about changes in her skin-care routine, that’s where something struck me. Always game to try a new fad, Jennifer had started using trendy “extra gentle” facial exfoliators daily to “refresh and smooth” her skin. Because her skin was doing so well from our regimen, she thought these products would only enhance her healthy-looking skin, especially because they were touted as extra gentle. Not the case. All the rubbing from these scrubs was doing more harm than good. It was breaking down her skin’s surface layer, allowing allergens and irritants to penetrate and stir up trouble. Her skin barrier was badly compromised, a situation that manifested itself as a severe rosacea flare-up.




Bowe Glow Tip


Even for my patients with supremely healthy skin, I recommend using a gentle scrub only twice per week at the most, and I advise entering these scrubbing days into your smartphone’s calendar so you can keep diligent track of them and avoid overdoing it. It’s such a common issue with my patients, and fixing it is very easy (and saves you money, too).





Jennifer’s obsession with skin “cleansing” did not surprise me. Such a fixation is promoted everywhere. Flip on the TV during the day and you’ll find plenty of commercials hawking the power of bleach and other chemicals to deep-clean and sanitize your house. You’ll also see ads for products that de-germ your hands and remove 99.9 percent of viruses and bacteria “to help protect your family.” With all this messaging about cleanliness and disinfecting, it’s no wonder our minds are tainted when it comes to skin care. The cleaner your skin, the healthier it is, right? Wrong! We use harsh antibacterial soaps, alcohol-based toners, washcloths, loofahs, buff puffs, and body brushes in an effort to get that squeaky-clean feeling. Most dermatologists agree that the number one mistake people make when it comes to their skin-care regimen is overcleansing. In the short term, overcleansing will not be too disruptive, but chronically overcleansing—especially with strong cleansers—not only strips the skin of its natural oils but also wipes away those beneficial bacteria that actually keep your skin healthy!


As soon as Jennifer stopped the daily exfoliating scrubs, her skin began to heal. I also prescribed oral probiotics, live beneficial bacteria in pill form, to give her skin support from the inside out. Crisis averted. Within a month, Jennifer’s skin was as vibrant and glowing as her personality, and we were back on track. As we’ll see in detail in a later chapter, overwashing and overtreating the skin are among the most common culprits behind a bad complexion. Jennifer’s experience reflects what countless other women go through when they mistake “cleanliness” for clear skin. Trying to get that super-pure feeling will only leave your skin angry and prone to a disorder. There is beauty in being “dirty.”


Cassie, to cite another example, is one of the most fit, athletic women I know. She runs her own company, and exercise is her outlet—a productive way to clear her mind, focus her energy, and increase her productivity. In fact we often run into each other at a favorite fitness class that combines cardio and strength training. I admire her competitive spirit and her take-charge attitude.


I hadn’t seen Cassie in a few months because she was traveling extensively for work. I did, however, notice that she was posting less frequently on social media about her exciting travels. I hoped everything was going well, because that was unusual for Cassie, who loves to share her adventures with friends and family back home.


When she returned, Cassie made an appointment and arrived in a panic. She had developed severe adult acne while she was away. She had never experienced acne as a teen, had never before dealt with it as an adult, and was not under any more stress than usual professionally or personally. She had stopped posting on social media because she was so self-conscious about her appearance. It had even started to affect her confidence at work.


We first talked about skin care: no noteworthy changes. Then we turned to her diet, which led to the culprit. As Cassie had become more devoted to her high-intensity workouts, she had also become hooked on a popular whey-based dietary supplement line that includes shakes, bars, and snacks—everything to help her build muscle and enhance her exercise regimen.


I had seen this exact combination—high-whey diets and adult acne—in several of my athletic patients. Recent scientific studies have established this link.2 Unfortunately, the type of acne that arises from such high whey intake often cannot be resolved with typical acne treatments, including prescription topical and oral therapies. Given that Cassie didn’t want to give up dietary supplements altogether, I encouraged her to try some plant-based options. No sooner did she make the change from whey to plant-based proteins than her acne began to resolve. Now I’m happy to say I see Cassie more at our exercise class than I do on my exam table, and she is looking and feeling fitter than ever before! At first glance, it may seem like Jennifer and Cassie have wildly different skin problems. But at their core, each reveals that the parts of the body are much more interconnected than we often imagine. And sometimes the solution to a skin problem is a holistic approach that has nothing to do with drugs.


Many of my patients are surprised when I ask them about what is generally going on in their lives, what they typically eat and drink, and how many times they use a facial exfoliant (if they do). They expect me to quickly prescribe medications, not knowing that this will merely mask their symptoms and leave the root of their problem untreated. Granted, sometimes prescriptions (oral and topical) are necessary and appropriate to help remedy a certain condition, as they were in Jennifer’s case. But when my prescriptions don’t work their magic as I expect them to, I know I have to dig deeper. That’s when I have to look at a patient’s diet, exercise, skin-care routine, and general lifestyle. To effectively address these issues, we must acknowledge one of the most remarkable discoveries of the modern era: the gut-brain-skin axis. Indeed, it is what all skin conditions have in common. And nurturing it provides the foundation for flawless skin, no matter what other treatments you use.



THE GUT-BRAIN-SKIN AXIS


I know what you’re asking: To achieve flawless skin that everyone notices, what do you do? What should you eat, what should you avoid, and how should you treat your skin? To begin answering these questions, we must first answer another: What causes most skin problems today?


Answer: a weak or dysfunctioning gut-brain-skin axis. Simple as that. Your gut, your brain, and your skin share a profound relationship—they are all connected in powerful, surprising ways. Think of your gut and skin as links in a chain, with your brain clasping the links together. If there’s a kink somewhere in the chain—an imbalance that disrupts this delicate interlinked axis—you will experience physical problems, from gut trouble to skin conditions. Once you bring this alliance into balance, beginning with your gut, you can see the results on the outside—and feel them on the inside. I’ll be going into great detail about this axis in the next chapter, but for now here’s a primer on the gut’s connection to great skin.


YOUR GUT AS GROUND ZERO


The idea that the state of your gut dictates a lot about your health (and how you look) is not nearly as revolutionary as you might think, given its recent acceptance by modern medicine. Physicians from ancient Rome and Greece believed that illness often began in the colon. More than two thousand years ago, the Greek physician and father of modern Western medicine, Hippocrates, suggested that death sits in the gut (this is sometimes quoted as “All disease begins in the gut”). He also said, “Bad digestion is at the root of all evil”—a wise observation made long before civilization had any sound theory or scientific proof to explain it. In my practice, the patients with the most severe skin conditions often have gastrointestinal challenges as well.




Words to Warm Up To


Intestinal and skin flora: the symbiotic bacteria occurring naturally in the intestine and skin. A symbiotic relationship is one in which two species (e.g., bacteria and humans) live with each other in one of three ways: (a) both species benefit (mutualistic symbiosis), (b) one benefits and the other remains unharmed (commensal symbiosis), or (c) one benefits and the other is harmed (parasitic symbiosis).


Dysbiosis: a microbial imbalance on or inside the body (e.g., gut dysbiosis, skin dysbiosis).


Microbiome: the collection of microorganisms living in a particular environment, such as a human body or body part (e.g., the intestine, skin, mouth, nose, genitalia, or urinary tract). Microbiomes exist throughout nature, from the ocean floor and forests to other animals.


Microbiota: an ecological community of commensal, symbiotic, and pathogenic (potentially harmful) microorganisms found in and on all multicellular organisms.





We are walking ecosystems. You probably like to think of yourself as an individual, but when it comes to what lives in your body, you are far from alone. As you’re beginning to appreciate (I hope!), you are home to trillions of invisible microbial organisms, mostly bacteria, that inhabit your insides and outsides. And your microbial comrades join you early in life. The current thinking is that while some microbes probably reach us in utero, the majority of the initial colonization happens when we descend through the birth canal and are exposed to organisms in the vagina. These microbes shower over us, causing our microbiomes to bloom at birth. The process continues as we begin life in the outside world. This may explain the difference between the lifetime health of babies born vaginally and the health of those born via a relatively sterile C-section. New science has revealed that C-section babies may not develop as diverse a microbiome and, as a result, can have a higher risk for certain conditions later in life—mostly inflammatory and immune problems (more on this later).3


We didn’t know about these microbes just a few generations ago, but we have been evolving with them over millions of years. The two million unique bacterial genes found in each human microbiome can make our roughly twenty-three thousand or so genes pale by comparison. We are a “meta-organism,” a living collective of microbes in and around us.4 We need them for our survival. And we most definitely need them for beauty.


While it may make you uncomfortable to picture yourself completely covered inside and out with bacteria (both living and dead), as well as with fungi, yeasts, parasites, and viruses, it helps to remember that the friendly organisms are key to survival, and they do outnumber the villains in a healthy, balanced body. Good hygiene does not entail wiping out all germs. On the contrary, it involves cultivating, supporting, and maintaining beneficial bacteria and germs. In this way, you’re optimizing your microbiome for health—both inside and out. And yes, that means getting dirty once in a while.


Your gut’s microbial inhabitants, which are often collectively referred to as your intestinal flora, are workhorses.5 They assist with digestion and the absorption of nutrients: you can’t nourish yourself effectively without them. They also make and release important enzymes and other substances that your body requires but cannot generate in sufficient quantities on its own. These include vitamins (notably B vitamins) and neurotransmitters such as dopamine and serotonin. Get this: an estimated 90 percent of the feel-good hormone serotonin in your body is not made in your brain. It’s produced in your digestive tract, thanks to your gut bugs. Your intestinal flora and their effects on your hormonal system help you handle stress and even get a good night’s sleep. And your microbes participate in your metabolism. This means your microbes can influence your ability to maintain an ideal weight. It also means that your gut’s microbes can affect your skin through the cascading effects of your metabolism (more on this shortly).


Of all the actions that these microscopic organisms perform to keep you healthy, perhaps the most vital are the ones that boost, regulate, and support your immune system—all of which is tied directly to the health of your skin.6 Not only do intestinal microbes form a physical barrier against potential invaders (e.g., harmful viruses, parasites, and bad bacteria), they also act collectively as a giant detoxifier—they neutralize many toxins that reach your intestines via eating and drinking. They also help the immune system accurately distinguish between friend and foe and avoid dangerous allergic reactions and autoimmune responses. Some researchers assert that the alarming increase in autoimmune diseases in the Western world may be caused by a disruption in the body’s long-standing relationship with its microbiome.7


Because gut bacteria can control certain immune cells and help manage the body’s inflammatory pathways (see here), it is said that the gut (including its inhabitants) is akin to your immune system’s largest “organ.” Gut bacteria may ultimately affect your risk for all manner of chronic afflictions, from neuropsychiatric illnesses and degenerative brain disorders to autoimmune ailments, metabolic conditions such as obesity and diabetes, cancer, and, yes, dermatological issues—from acne to psoriasis, eczema, accelerated aging, and hair loss (in both males and females). And the common denominator here is inflammation, an important concept that I’ll be reiterating throughout the book. Inflammation is key to survival, for it helps us recover from injury and fight infections. But when the inflammatory response is constantly “on” in the body, it can be an underlying cause of illness and disease.





The Ills of Inflammation



One of the most important discoveries in modern medicine has been the dangers of chronic inflammation. Inflammation is the process underlying every chronic illness and skin disorder. Even your mood is affected by bodily inflammation. Incidentally, there’s also a stunning link between mood disorders and skin challenges.


Inflammation is two-faced: it has a good and a bad side. The good: inflammation helps you recover from illness or injury. As the body’s natural healing mechanism, it temporarily amps up the immune system to take care of, say, a skinned knee or cold virus. But there’s a downside to inflammation. When the process is always “on” and the immune system is permanently keyed up, the biological substances produced during the inflammatory process don’t recede, and they begin to harm even healthy cells throughout the body. This type of inflammation is systemic—it’s a slow-boil, full-body disturbance that is usually not confined to one particular area. The bloodstream allows it to spread to every part of the body. Fortunately we have the ability to detect this kind of widespread inflammation through blood tests.





Our bodies have a symbiotic relationship with our bacteria. A symbiont is an organism that lives together with another in a process called symbiosis. Symbiosis can be mutualistic, a relationship in which both organisms benefit; commensal, in which one organism benefits but the other is not harmed; or parasitic, in which one organism benefits and the other is harmed. The vast majority of human-microbiome interactions are mutualistic. Around the world, many microbiome research projects are under way, employing state-of-the-art technology to better understand how these bacterial symbionts influence our physiology. Not only are scientists documenting the microbial profiles of various microbiomes, they are also charged with figuring out which profiles relate to which conditions—for good or ill. No doubt this undertaking is monumental but momentous at the same time. And by some measures, these collective projects may become more significant and game-changing for medicine than the Human Genome Project.


Human microbiome research projects have already documented myriad functions of the microorganisms living in and on our bodies. As I stated, the gut can be considered the immune system’s largest “organ,” thanks to the presence and workings of its bugs. Well, it turns out that another reason for this is gut-associated lymphoid tissue (GALT), which surrounds the gut and is considered part of it. At least 80 percent of our body’s total immune system is made up of GALT. Our immune system is headquartered in the gut because the intestinal wall is a biological gateway of sorts to the outside world, so aside from skin, it’s where we have the greatest chance of encountering foreign material and organisms. The GALT communicates with other immune-system cells throughout the body, notifying them if cells in the gut encounter a potentially harmful substance. This is also why our food choices are so fundamental to immune health and, by implication, skin health: consuming the wrong things for you and your bugs could spell trouble from the perspective of the gut-based immune system. Conversely, eating the things that support, maintain, and enhance you and your bugs could be compared to having a platinum health insurance policy.


The skin, which is among the body’s most important immune-related organs, has a parallel system called SALT: skin-associated lymphoid tissue. Your skin harbors trillions of lymphocytes that interact with the rest of the immune system via your lymph nodes. They also work in collaboration with the skin’s microbial community. Unfortunately, we often think of skin as a surface that is relatively stable and needs to be clean. We fail to appreciate it as a complex organ that needs to be nurtured and protected. As I’ve witnessed in patients who don’t properly take care of their skin and its microbiome, this can have a negative effect on skin health and even on the immune system over the long term.



THE SURPRISING RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN GUT HEALTH, METABOLISM, AND SKIN HEALTH


Among the most revealing studies of the microbiome’s influence on our health are those that show its impact on metabolism. Indeed, much of what we know about the intestinal microbiome has stemmed from studying its role in obesity and, conversely, its effect on our ability to stay lean. Bear with me, because when you understand the link between microbes and metabolism, you’ll grasp the link between gut health and skin health. In fact the established science now shows that the microbial gut profiles of lean people resemble a dense, rich forest filled with many different species of bacteria. Those of obese people, on the other hand, are much less diverse. And, no, I’ve never met a patient who complained when my advice ended up clearing her skin and resulted in unexpected weight loss.


Evidence of gut bacteria affecting obesity and, by extension, metabolism has come from animal and human studies comparing intestinal bacteria in obese and lean subjects. The pioneering work of Drs. Jeffrey Gordon and Rob Knight have convincingly showed that the microbiome is closely linked with obesity. In their now famous 2013 sibling study, their team engineered baby mice to harbor microbes from either a lean or an obese woman.8 These “humanized” mice were then put on the same diet in equal amounts. Then the researchers watched in awe as the mice that had the “fattening” microbial colonies grew heavier than the mice who were equipped with microbes from the lean woman. And the fat mice’s gut microbes were much less diverse. The experiments continued in large enough numbers to prove that the condition of one’s microbiome may be just as influential as, if not more influential than, both diet and genetics in controlling fat content! More research in humans is needed, but what the mouse models show thus far is enough to raise the flag.


What all this really means is that being overweight or obese is probably not necessarily a straightforward math problem of too many calories coming in and not enough calories getting burned. The latest research reveals that the microbiome likely plays a fundamental role in how much energy we use, which affects that calories in–calories out equation. If your gut contains too many microbial species that are adept at helping your body absorb calories from food, guess what: you’ll extract more calories than you probably need from the foods you eat, leading to fat accumulation. The relationship between all this and your skin comes down to a common denominator: the gut’s ecological health has a downstream impact on everything from your metabolism to your skin health.


I may be a dermatologist, but I love the fact that I can remedy so much more than skin problems for my patients. If you suffer from metabolic issues such as insulin resistance and diabetes, listen up: your gut microbiome’s influence on your metabolism means it factors into blood-sugar balance and risk for metabolic dysfunction. An increasing amount of research being published in today’s most prestigious medical journals is tracing the relationship between types of bugs in the gut and risk for insulin resistance and type 1 diabetes. I have my own anecdotal evidence, too, because many of my patients who follow my recommendations for their skin also find that their metabolic challenges lessen or—better yet—disappear! That’s what is so exciting about this mission of mine now. It’s incredibly rewarding.


As I’ll be reiterating throughout the book, when you heal your gut, you heal so much more—and you’ll see it when you look in the mirror. Later on, we’ll explore how the health of your intestinal microbiome is affected not only by diet but also by hygiene (yes, dirty can be better than sanitized), levels of stress, exercise or lack thereof, and certain drugs, particularly antibiotics. There is now astonishing research showing the links between antibiotic use and obesity, as illustrated by the gut’s microbial changes (as we’ll see in chapter 5). The Gordon Lab, at Washington University, and the Knight Lab, at the University of California at San Diego, are among the leaders in the charge of helping us decode our microbiomes so we can understand how they make us who we are—and influence what we look like. Suffice it to say that your gut is among your body’s most important keys to health and glowing skin.


YOUR SKIN HAS A MIND OF ITS OWN


Over the course of your lifetime, your body’s largest organ serves as your interface with the world, around the clock, 365 days a year, and it works hard continuously. It doesn’t take a vacation when you’re on the beach soaking up the sun or outsource its job to any other organ. Given this, you can appreciate that it must be self-sufficient and well designed. It seems safe to say that no other organ of the body is exposed to such an expansive and diverse array of potential stressors as is the skin. It’s bombarded by UV rays from the sun and by pollution, both of which create a steady stream of free radicals that act as missiles, targeting DNA, collagen, and even skin-cell membranes. The skin is exposed to allergens, irritants, and harmful pathogens that are constantly trying to get inside the body. Air pollution, in fact, is much more damaging to skin than previously thought. It may be invisible to the naked eye, but it can penetrate the skin and cause wrinkles and brown spots. Now more than ever we need to repair the skin barrier and keep skin’s villains out.


In many ways, skin has a mind of its own. In fact the skin, brain, and central nervous system are much more closely tied together than you might think: they share the same tissue during development in utero. When you were nothing but a small embryonic bundle of cells, you were made up of two distinct layers: an ectoderm (outer layer) and an endoderm (inner layer). The outside layer, the ectodermal cells, was what became your nervous system as well as certain sensory organs, such as your eyes and ears, hair, nails, and teeth, the linings of your mouth, nose, and anal canal, and your skin and its glands. The inner layer, the endodermal cells, gave rise to the linings of your digestive tract, respiratory tract, bladder, and urethra. After these first two layers started to develop, a third layer, called the mesoderm (middle layer), began to grow, forming other interior elements such as blood, lymphoid tissue, bone, muscle, connective tissue, and the linings of other cavities.


Picturing your entire nervous system, including your brain, as being on the outside of your body is a little strange and counterintuitive, but that’s where it is during a super-early stage of life, when an embryo has indistinguishable body parts. The brain, which isn’t really a brain yet at that point, starts as an outer layer of cells and then eventually folds inward. Essentially this folding leaves your developing skin layer on the outside—a twin with a different job (and different types of cells in its makeup). I’d say that is quite an intimate relationship to share from the beginning.


One of the most fascinating scientific discoveries documented during my early days of training was that skin does not necessarily have to rely on the body’s central stress-response system. It has its own built-in ability to respond to stress without getting “approval” or direction from the brain.9 In fact it has established its own independent, parallel version of the famous hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis, which we’ll explore in chapter 3. This “sister” system of the skin can even produce some of the same “fight or flight” chemicals, such as cortisol and endorphins, that are made and used by the body when it responds to stress. This means that when the skin is under attack—by environmental agents, harsh cleansers and soaps, the wrong diet, and even certain medications and cosmetics—cells in your skin spring into action and trigger a response that can result in a skin abnormality.
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