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For teens everywhere—you are the future and always will be.



Note to Readers

This publication contains the opinions and ideas of its authors. It is intended to provide helpful and informative material on the subjects addressed in the publication. It is sold with the understanding that the authors and publisher are not engaged in rendering medical, health, or any other kind of personal professional services in the book. The reader should consult his or her medical, health, or other competent professional before adopting any of the suggestions in this book or drawing inferences from it.

The authors and publisher specifically disclaim all responsibility for any liability, loss, or risk, personal or otherwise, which is incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, of the use and application of any of the contents of this book.



Introduction

If we gave you three minutes to scribble down a list of the most important things in your life, we suspect you’d pop in your earbuds, dial up some of your favorite music, and scratch down a few answers that look something like this:

Your friends and family

The boy or girl you like

Having cool clothes

School

Making it through your math test tomorrow

Staying zit free

Making the soccer team

Unlimited texting plans

Excellent list. No quibbles from us whatsoever. Though the specifics may change from person to person, there’s no doubt that your priorities—relationships, performance, appearance—are the priorities of virtually everybody else your age. But if you’d allow us to make a small adjustment to whatever list you came up with, we’d like to squeeze in one more word:

You.

Chances are, you think that you—and all the things that make up you, like your health—are about as sexy a topic as the history of the pencil, but we’re here to flip that notion upside its head, beat it with a stethoscope, and show you something you may never have thought of before: Your body is the vehicle you need to fulfill every wish that you have, and keeping it healthy will make it more likely that you’ll succeed in fulfilling those wishes. What we’re talking about here is more than just the bodily functions that you may normally associate with the word health. When we talk about health, we mean your brain, your relationships, your feelings, your identity, and your mood, as well as those bodily functions—all the things that make you feel the way you feel, think the way you think, and act the way you act.

Take a few minutes each day to focus on the health of your body and mind, and you’ll be raring to go after what you want in life—whether it’s having great relationships, getting into a college you want, or following your dreams to become the next Beyoncé, the next Peyton Manning, the next Chris Rock, the next J. K. Rowling, the next Steve Jobs, the next great teacher, software engineer, doctor, parent, or whatever it is you want to be.

This book is going to answer three big questions: Am I normal? Am I liked/loved? Who am I? What may surprise you is that each one of those questions (and the many answers that come with them) has everything to do with your health.

Your health is about becoming you.

Rest assured: We’re not here to preach to you about the dangers of getting heart disease down the road or how to make sure that you don’t need a hip replacement when you’re a grandparent. We’re here to talk to you about your body, your issues, and your questions—the stuff that concerns you today. The great side effect, of course, is that taking control of your body now will give you the foundation for leading a long and healthy life.

To help us understand your most burning questions, we got intel from Health-Corps—a national organization modeled on the Peace Corps that sends recent college grads into high schools around the country to help teens realize how fascinating their bodies are. Health-Corps mentors teach adolescents not only how to improve their bodies through healthy eating habits and exercise but also how to develop the mental skills and strategies they need to navigate day-to-day challenges as well as prepare for the future. The aim of this book is to provide you with all the information you need to thrive, to grow, to splash around in the pool of life and have one heckuva great time.

So what are we going to talk about? You mean, besides guys, girls, and sex? We’ll also cover the questions that you most want answered:

[image: Image] How to get more sleep and have more energy

[image: Image] How to improve your memory

[image: Image] How to improve the appearance and health of your skin

[image: Image] How to figure out whether you’re in love—and how to maintain great relationships, romantic and otherwise

[image: Image] How to achieve your ideal weight and size

[image: Image] How to improve your memory (gotcha!)

[image: Image] How to keep from getting sick

[image: Image] How to make decisions about drugs, alcohol, and other teenage temptations

[image: Image] Plus a whole lot more

Pretty quickly, you’re going to realize that this isn’t your average school textbook. We’re not planning to preach to you, lecture you, or wag our pointer fingers at you. We’re here to talk. We’re here to answer questions. We’re here to make a few jokes. We’re here to start conversations. And we’re here to get you thinking about your health in a way that you just might not have thought about it before.

In each chapter, we’re going to spend a little time explaining the science of your body, because in order for you to take ownership of your body, you need to know how it works. The human body is a magnificent symphony of organs, chemicals, and processes that control everything from your movements to your moods. When you understand how your body functions, it’s much easier to keep it in good working order and to make any changes you might want.

After that brief biology lesson, we’re going to spend the bulk of each chapter talking about what’s important to you. We’ll answer your most pressing, essential, and even embarrassing questions (“Exactly what happens during a pelvic exam?”), so that you can arm yourself with your most powerful decision-making weapon: information. At the end of each chapter, you’ll find our “Fantastic Five”—tips and activities to improve your health and help you understand yourself a little bit better. In the back of the book, where we provide an exercise program, teen-friendly recipes, and our twenty-five top health tips for teens.

Before we get going, we do think it’s important that you know a bit about how we view teen health. So keep these themes in mind as you’re reading.

[image: Image] The teen body is unique. There’s a lot of health info out there about children, and a lot about adults, but not much about teens, who are in many ways different from both kids and grown-ups. So we’re here to explain those differences and focus on the things most important to you, since your body is in this period of limbo between the two ends of the bodily spectrum.

[image: Image] Simplicity rules. Some of you may need health overhauls, yes; you may just need tweaks and nudges in the right direction. (And even if you do need overhauls, tweaks and nudges are the way to start.) Healthy living doesn’t have to be hard; in fact, it’s pretty easy once you know the basics. We’ll steer you in the right direction. The truth is that it takes only two weeks for a behavior to become a habit, so if you do want to make changes, you can. And it’s simpler than you think.

[image: Image] Good health comes from good decisions. Almost all positive health characteristics—from white teeth to a fit physique—stem from making smart decisions. Likewise, the reverse can also be true. As you’ll learn, the teen brain isn’t completely wired to make rational decisions. That’s because at this age, the emotional centers of your brain are on full throttle, sometimes overriding logic and common sense. So we’re not blaming you for taking risks or experimenting, but we will show you that much of your health is within your own hands if you make wise choices.

[image: Image] You have rights. Now is the time when you’re beginning to take over responsibility for your own health: the foods you eat, the sports you play, the people you hang with, the risks you choose to take or avoid, and the level of comfort or discomfort about those choices you’re willing to tolerate. We’re not going to be judgmental; while we are indeed parents, we’re not your parents, and we’re not you. All of the information we provide here comes from the perspective of thinking about your rights, your privacy, and your healthy transition into adulthood. While we hope that you feel comfortable discussing with your parents the important issues raised here, we understand that for some of you that is not going to be the case. We also believe that all teens deserve to know what’s happening to their bodies and how they can promote and protect their own physical and emotional well-being.

[image: Image] You should challenge your beliefs. ’Fraid to say it, but the truth is that there’s a good chance you’ve been exposed to—and now believe—a lot of myths when it comes to your health and your body. Our job is to bust ’em up. So: Do diets really affect acne? Is cramming for tests really bad for you? Does eating fat make you fat? Should you really judge a book by its cover? We don’t want myths governing your world; we want you governing your world. And we’re going to arm you with the info you need in order to do just that.

[image: Image] Your self-identity and emotions influence virtually every aspect of your health. Part of the whole trick of mastering your health is finding out who you are, and that’s a real tough thing to do at any age, let alone in the teenage years. This theme is sprinkled throughout the book and addressed head-on in several chapters. But keep in mind that even when we’re talking about what seems like a nitty-gritty health topic, there are emotional and psychological issues that are connected to it. Your mind and body are as linked together as Romeo and Juliet, PB and J, and Abercrombie and Fitch.

We believe that after you read this book, you’ll have a deeper understanding of your brain and body—and will truly appreciate the biological majesty that takes place within the cozy confines of your skin. But don’t let your learning stop with just this book. If you’ve got a question, ask us, via Facebook, Twitter, or youdocs@gmail.com. Or use our website, at www.doctoroz.com, to research tens of thousands of health issues.

Our hope, of course, is that you’ll take all of this information, talk about the issues we raise, and make your own decisions about the life you want to lead in this challenging, yet exciting, time in your life. After all, this isn’t about us. It’s about us helping you get to a very good place, a place where . . .

You know you.

Activity: Get to Know You

Before thinking about your health and well-being, it’s a good idea to take inventory of where you are right now.


Figure 1 Circle of Life Look at each section below and place a dot on the line marking how satisfied you are with that aspect of your life. For those areas of your life with which you are dissatisfied, please mark the dot closer to the inside of the circle. Marking a dot toward the outer part of the circle indicates happiness. After you have completed the circle, connect the dots. You will see the areas of your life that are satisfying and those where you may want to spend time finding more balance.
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PART ONE

Your Body, Your Looks, Your Health
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What You Will Learn



[image: Image] The purpose of skin

[image: Image] Skin’s three layers

[image: Image] How skin gets damaged and stays healthy

[image: Image] The best way to care for skin

[image: Image] Prevention and treatment of acne
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Show Some Skin

Keeping Your Flesh Healthy from the Inside Out

To understand the importance of skin to your body, just think about the kind of skin you may find in your backpack, purse, or pocket—namely, in the form of the skin that covers your cell phone, iPod, or laptop. Whether your skin is designed with zebra stripes, team colors, or glitter, it’s obvious that your techno-focused skin serves two purposes: One, it provides a layer of protection for your precious cargo, and two, it tells the outside world something about your personality.

In a way, your natural skin does the exact same thing (minus the glitter, perhaps). Skin has many functions, such as protecting you against the sun, but it also serves as a visual interface with the outside world—which means that skin quality affects a lot of other issues, such as self-confidence. People tend to make snap judgments based on appearance—including skin—and although that might seem unfair, it’s something we’ve been programmed to do evolutionarily. Clear skin communicates, “I’m healthy and a good choice for a mate!” It’s no wonder, then, that we’re surrounded by images in magazines, on billboards, and on TV of perfect skin. The truth is, perfect skin is unrealistic, and most of the images you see in magazines and on advertisements have been retouched to give models the appearance of supersmooth flesh. Real skin has pores, pimples, hairs, blemishes, and all kinds of, ahem, beauty marks.

Your bodily skin is your casing, so it’s in your best interest to learn how to protect your protection—and put your best skin forward.

Whether you’re dealing with No, not now! zits or just want to improve the overall quality of your skin, learning the basics about how and why your skin works will help you manage any issues that might, er, pop up.

The Biology of Skin

There’s a good chance that, as a teen, you spend more time worrying about your skin than pretty much any other part of your body. And we don’t blame you. No matter whether you’re black, brown, white, tan, or yellow, your skin communicates quite a bit about who you are and how healthy you are.

And while some folks may criticize you for spending more time in the cosmetics aisle of the drugstore than you do on your homework, there’s absolutely nothing wrong with trying to keep your skin healthy looking. Why? Not only does healthy skin make you feel better, but it also makes you healthier, too. That’s because your skin really is a proxy for how well the rest of your body is working. Translation: If something’s going haywire on the outside, chances are that something’s doing the same thing on the inside. And we’re all for improving both.

Before we get to the ins and outs of how to keep your skin healthy, smooth, soft, and blemish free, let’s take a look at the structure of skin and the many purposes it serves.

Though it is certainly used as a selling point on everything from magazine covers to beauty ads, the main purpose of skin is a simple one: Serving as sort of a sausage casing (not that we think of you as a concoction of pig innards), skin keeps all of your organs, tissues, and fluid from oozing out onto the sidewalk, and it also acts as your literal body of armor, protecting those organs and tissues against outside invaders, from the sun, to mosquitoes, to the gross stuff in locker rooms, to pigeon poop.

One of the neatest things about how skin works is that it not only keeps things out, but at the same time it also soaks things in (like lotions and tattoo ink). This can sometimes lead to a biological dilemma, as in the case of sun rays. Your body needs sunlight to produce vitamin D,I which is essential for helping your bones absorb calcium, among other things. But the downside is that too much exposure to sunlight damages skin, leading to wrinkles and possibly cancer down the line. It’s a tricky balance, no doubt.

Covering an average of eighteen square feet, your skin is your body’s largest organ and has many more purposes than just physical protection.

Skin also:

[image: Image] Protects against infections. Germs from the outside world travel to your inside world via three main systems—your lungs (through your nose and mouth), your intestines (through your mouth), and your skin (all over).II Since your skin stops the outside world from getting in far more than the other two areas, it is your protective key.

[image: Image] Sends important signals to your brain via touch. For example, if you burn yourself, and it hurts, your brain receives the message to get your fingers away from the lighter you’re holding up at the end of the rock concert. And that message comes courtesy of your skin. If your fingers are touching fire and you feel no pain, the flames may have already killed the part of the skin containing pain-sensing fibers. So what’s the big deal? If those nerve endings are dead, your brain won’t get the message, and you won’t remove your fingers from the flame, leading to more severe injury. Drugs that alter your brain function can prevent you from recognizing pain, potentially leading you to hold the lighter until your fingers are permanently damaged. Not good either.

[image: Image] Helps you heal. That’s what scabs do. They provide a layer of protection and moisture to allow skin to fuse together over a wound. (By the way, picking a scab interrupts and slows down the healing process, because the healing cells are pulled off when you peel off the scab.)

Now let’s look at the way skin is structured.

Your skin comes in three layers (see figure 1.1):

Epidermis: This is the outside layer made up of proteins called keratin. It has no sensory fibers, so it literally feels no pain. Dead cells continually slough off and are replaced every six to eight weeks. The dust you see in your house? If you keep your windows closed, the majority of it is caused by your dead epidermis, plus that of your house guests.

Dermis: The next layer, the dermis, is the thickest of all, and it’s where those sensory fibers live. Those nerves make you react when someone scratches your back just right. Elastin fibers within the dermis work like rubber bands to help keep your skin tight and young looking. Sun and smoking destroy elastin and can eventually cause wrinkles. We’ll tell you later how you can help keep your skin tight by nourishing it with a key compound for growing elastin.

Subcutaneous tissue: In this layer, sebaceous glands secrete lubricants (oil) to protect your skin, while apocrine glands send chemical messages called pheromones to the world around you. (More on them in chapter 15.) Sweat glands found here release fluid that evaporates to cool you down during exertion, while hair follicles produce—you guessed it!


Figure 1.1 Skin Deep Skin is made up of three layers—including those internal layers that work like rubber bands to help keep skin elastic and glowing. Damage can come in the form of sun and smoking, which weakens those internal layers, making skin more prone to wrinkling and other problems.
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Now let’s get to what you really care about: what causes your skin to not glow the way it once did or to glow too much—in other words, to shine like an oil slick. As you now know, your skin is covered with hair follicles, and at the base of each is a sebaceous gland. This is a good thing, because that oil (called sebum) gives skin its natural moisture, which helps keep it soft. But as is the case with ice cream and music volume, you can have too much of a good thing.

Every day, hair follicles shed dead cells that line them, and those cells can get mixed in with the oil. These dead cells and sebum can plug the pores (tiny holes) in your skin, forming blackheads. (Doctors call them “open” comedones, pronounced comb-a-dones.) Now, when a pore stays blocked for too long, the body tries to protect itself from bacteria on the surface by sealing the pore off with a thin layer of skin. Unfortunately, bacteria can sometimes become trapped under this thin layer of skin. The body recognizes those bacteria as foreign invaders, and sends in the troops to fight off the little buggers. Our body’s defense system includes white blood cells, which race into battle, turning the now covered blocked pore into a whitehead. As white cells invade the site, they recruit more blood flow to deliver even more white cells to the area. (See figure 1.2.) The result: a big, juicy pimple. (See Q&As for our recommendation on how to prevent and treat them.) Doctors also call whiteheads by a technical name—specifically, “closed” comedones, because the skin has now made a layer closing off the blocked pore. In contrast, blackheads have not yet sealed off the pore from the open air.

Add to this mix androgens: hormones that include testosterone, dehydroepiandrosterone (DHEA), and their cousins. The androgens work at the skin level to create more pore-clogging oil. For both guys and girls, use of a medicine called spironolactone (brand name, Aldactone) can help block androgen formation in the skin. For girls, taking birth control pills can help to minimize outbreaks by increasing your production of the sex hormone binding globulin, which not only mops up extra androgen, but also makes it harder for skin cells to recognize androgens. And of course there are risks to this medicine.


Figure 1.2 Zit Happens Hair follicles trapped under the skin can become infected, causing bacteria to build up, leading to inflammation. The result: pimples. Excellent hygiene and diet can minimize the damage. For more severe cases, medication may be a good option to treat the infections.
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While pimples are unpleasant, the biggest threat to the health of your skin is the sun. Being exposed to sunlight gives you much needed vitamin D (important for strengthening your bones and protecting against cancer), but overdoing it will damage your skin—and leave you with wrinkles, or worse. How does this happen? Ultraviolet radiation from the sun weakens those elastic collagen fibers that give skin its tautness. And the sun’s radiation, which penetrates below the surface, causes particles called free radicals to float around in your body and damage your genes, which is what can lead to cancer. Overexposure can certainly lead to a painful burn, but the effects last much longer than your burn will. Doing it over and over and over again (that goes for tanning as well as burning) is a surefire way to make your skin look old—no matter what your age.

Understanding the basic biology of skin will provide the foundation for you to learn all the things you can do to make your skin shine. But so far, we’ve just touched the surface of what can happen to your skin and what you can do to protect it. For more info, take a look at our YOU Qs to see how you can make your skin shine.

The YOU Qs

You Ask, We Answer, You Decide

So what’s the best way to prevent blemishes from breaking out in the first place?

First, having a healthy, well-balanced diet is a good start. (See chapter 3.) Make sure that you eat mostly healthy fats, like omega-3 fatty acids from fish and walnuts and omega-9s found in olives. That’s because it appears that inadequate consumption of healthy fats or consumption of saturated fats is linked to increased acne. And above all, it helps to have a master plan when it comes to washing your face. It’s much better to eat well and practice good hygiene than to just rely on medication to fix your acne.

Explain good face hygiene. It’s not just soap and water?

Soap and water are important, yes, but there’s a little more to it than that. Following this plan, you can help keep your skin looking healthy and smooth, with minimal blemishes:

Step 1: Wash with pH-balanced soap. Every person has an acid mantle (like cellophane) that forms a protective layer over the skin to inhibit the growth of harmful bacteria and fungi. If it loses this acidity, skin becomes more prone to damage and infection. How do you lose the acidity? By washing your face with ordinary soaps, which are usually basic (the opposite of acidic), which ends up removing the mantle that seals in moisture. The benefit of using a pH-balanced soap: Your pores will look smaller if they’re kept free of oils and dirt. Ideally, you should wash your face twice daily, and you don’t need to spend more than a few seconds doing it. Excessive rubbing can aggravate acne. Skip the soaps with colors and fragrances, too. They just add residue and increase the chance of an allergic reaction.

Step 2: Moisturize. Typically, your skin soaks up moisture to keep itself looking fresh and smooth. Healthy moisturizers don’t disturb the acid mantle of the skin or clog pores. We prefer natural moisturizers, such as squalene (made from olives), avocado oil, walnut butter, aloe, and cocoa butter, and ones that are proven to be hypoallergenic—meaning that they don’t cause allergic reactions. Apply moisturizer while you’re still damp from the shower to seal in the moisture after lightly patting yourself dry.

Step 3: Use sunblock. The sun is your skin’s biggest enemy, and using sunblock will keep your skin looking healthy and young. (See page 14.)

Why can’t I just pop a pimple?

Every teen (and most adults, too) has the same urge: Pop that date breaker! The problem is that when most pimples are popped, they ooze a little bit of pus (white cells that eat up bacteria), and more of it gets pushed below the skin. Pus is pretty inflammatory, and if it gets into the oil gland that lives at the base of the hair follicle, oil gets released below the skin, causing further inflammation. If enough oil gets released, you can wind up with a tract, or highway, connecting one hair-follicle-and-oil-gland structure to the next one, causing your skin to cave in a bit, making a pizza face and eventually causing scarring.

[image: Image]

Now, there is an alternative to squeezing that won’t cause your pimples to spread. If you take a sterilized needle (stick it in boiling water or hold it over a flame), you can poke it through the very tiptop of the pimple (where it’s white) and let the pus out. Never penetrate deeply; you don’t want a gusher. If it hurts, then the skin isn’t dead, and it’s not ready to lance. No squeezing; that defeats the purpose and will slow down healing. Be careful not to jab, rip, or poke. Then wash with soap and water.

Big warning: We’d rather that you have a dermatologist pierce the zit with a needle, because you do risk scarring if you do it the wrong way. While the chance of causing major damage by lancing a garden-variety pimple is small, you do have to be careful to keep the area sterilized and to not damage neighboring tissue. You’re just taking the very tip off to ease the inflammation. Wash your hands thoroughly before and after touching pimples, to avoid spreading the infection to other pores.

I’ve tried the diet and hygiene approach and it hasn’t worked. What’s next?

You can start good skin care now. Washing with an antibacterial soap twice a day is the first line of defense, and a relatively simple one.

Those of you with simple blackheads and whiteheads will want to use a topical keratolytic medicine, which unblocks the pores (examples include adapalene, or Differin; and topical tretinoin, or Retin-A), plus something that kills bacteria on the surface of the skin (topical clindamycin, benzoyl peroxide, or erythromycin)—a double whammy in the fight against acne. (Topical means that you apply the ointment, cream, or gel directly to the skin. Erythromycin may not work as well, as the bacteria get resistant or outsmart the drug.) For those who have blackheads and whiteheads and want to keep it simple, azeleic acid (brand name Azelex) unblocks the pores and kills bacteria on the surface of the skin. It also helps even out the pigment of the skin so you don’t end up with lighter and darker areas from acne scarring.

More than a few pimples, but not quite a pizza face? You might want to use benzoyl peroxide topically in addition to a different topical antibiotic. The two work better applied together than they would if used individually. You can use over-the-counter or prescription formulations of the former, while your pediatrician or a dermatologist will need to write you a prescription for the latter. For a higher price, there are many combo meds, such as the topical antibiotic clindamycin containing benzoyl peroxide; the best of these call for only one application a day, rather than the standard twice a day. That’s a bonus for those who don’t like much fuss when it comes to face or skin care.

If your acne is bad enough—with blemishes on the face, and perhaps pimples on your back or chest as well—then you might want to use an oral antibiotic (taken by mouth) in addition to the topicals, to kill the bacteria already trapped under the skin. You can be on an antibiotic for years without a problem, although sometimes you have to change to another one if the bacteria that love your skin become smart enough to eventually resist the drug. Girls can use either birth control pill alone (see chapters 6 and 8), or in conjunction with the antibiotic.

If these strategies don’t work, then you need to talk with your dermatologist about your possibly going on Accutane, which is the pill form of isotretinoin. If you’re a girl and think you might need Accutane, it’s worth trying the birth control pill route first, since Accutane makes periods irregular and also causes birth defects if you get pregnant while taking it (or shortly thereafter). Guys, you’re not off the hook, as the medication can also cause liver damage, making annual blood tests necessary. Before trying Accutane, both girls and guys should have maxed out on whatever topicals and oral antibiotics they have used (meaning using all medications faithfully and washing your face twice a day). If that has not cleared up your face in six to eight weeks, then it may be worth pursuing Accutane.

Note: When you make a change in your skin care, especially for acne treatment, it takes about six to eight weeks to see a difference. If your acne regimen isn’t working after that, it’s time to go back to the doctor. There’s a silver lining to all this: Those of you with really oily, pimple-laden faces may actually have fewer wrinkles later in life as compared to your dry-skinned, pimple-free classmates now. Your naturally elevated production of skin oil protects you better against aging and wrinkles—assuming that you don’t smoke, keep your arteries young (see chapter 3), and avoid too much sun.

What’s your recommendation for sunscreens?

We know the last thing you want to hear is our “We remember when” stories, so we’ll keep them to a minimum. But the truth is that we know plenty of adults who didn’t protect their skin from the sun when they were young, and now they’re upset because their faces look like subway maps, with all the crisscrossing wrinkles. The fact is, not protecting your skin against the sun is absolutely one of the most damaging things you can do to your body. Skin cancer, particularly melanoma (the most lethal and invasive skin cancer) is being found more often and in younger and younger folks, partly from changes to the ozone layer and partly from increased sun exposure, with repeated sunburns adding to the risk for cancer.

So here are our recommendations: Nanoparticled zinc oxide (and titanium dioxide if you do not sweat—titanium dioxide turns gray when mixed with sweat) sunscreens protect immediately, and newer versions of these sunscreens form a thin film rather than making you look as if you’d smeared crayon or cream cheese all over your face, like the older versions (of your mom’s and dad’s teenage years) did. All the rest of the sunscreens—called chemical or organic sunscreens—take twenty minutes to absorb into your skin before protecting. You need to slather all sunscreens on thickly (1 millimeter is how they are tested for SPF effects) and apply them evenly, making sure not to miss any spots such as the back of the neck, the top of the ears, and any exposed scalp. Most of us don’t put on enough sunscreen, and if that’s the case with you, then you’re getting only a fraction of the effectiveness (if you’re putting on SPF 30, it’s could be more like SPF 15 or SPF 10). Ever wonder what the heck the SPF (sun protection factor) numbers truly mean? SPF 15 means that you’ll get the same damage in fifteen hours of sun exposure with the lotion as you would in one hour without. The problem is that you need to reapply, as you sweat it off, swim it off, and so on. When you get to the higher numbers—SPF 30, 45, 50—they start acting more like a mechanical barrier, more similar to zinc oxide than the lower SPFs.

You really need 1 to 2 ounces of sunscreen (about the size of an egg or a Ping-Pong ball) to cover your whole body. Because you’ll use a lot of it, cheaper is often better. Tip: A bottle of sunscreen ought not to last longer than a week on your next beach vacation.

Look for products that are hypoallergenic and noncomedogenic (don’t block pores); while not a guarantee against pimples and rashes, they’re less likely to cause skin problems than other formulations. “Water resistant” means that the sunscreen will stay on your body past the first droplet of sweat when you are hot. But even if it says “water resistant,” reapply it after swimming. By the way, hats and T-shirts don’t provide enough SPF protection. Hats provide an SPF of 10 at the most and T-shirts only about SPF 5, but sun-protective clothing with higher SPFs are available.

How bad can tanning beds really be? Everyone uses them.

Tanning beds use fluorescent lights to produce UV radiation, 95 percent of which is UVA, the worst kind for inducing skin cancer. UVA is linked directly to melanoma and nonmelanoma skin cancer. Melanoma is the one that can kill you and likes to invade, going far beyond “skin deep.” Your generation has a higher risk for melanoma than all prior generations, due to the changes in the ozone layer; you can magnify that risk exponentially by tanning with a tanning device and tanning outside without protection. Sunless alternatives are safer, such as products that contain dihydroxyacetone (not the healthy fat DHA)III, which reacts with the layer of your skin called the stratum corneum to produce darkening that begins within an hour of application, peaks in eight to twenty-four hours, and fades over five to seven days. These products can be self-applied or sprayed on at a tanning salon; the latter allows for more even distribution. You want to make sure to test a product somewhere inconspicuous, like the back of your wrist or your inner arm, to make sure it doesn’t make your skin look orangey. Don’t use on your lips or in your eyes. (See chapter 3.)

What can I do about stretch marks?

Striae, or stretch marks, appear commonly during adolescence—around breasts, hips, thighs, or anywhere else the skin is growing and stretching. They can also occur when individuals inject anabolic steroids or use strong topical steroids for a prolonged period in a specific area. Many scars will fade on their own, especially if you avoid sun exposure to the scarred area, as it makes the scar worse. If you feel the need to do something more, you can try putting vitamin E lotion or cream on them to get them to fade. If this is not working after three to six months, you can ask your doc or a dermatologist about topical tretinoin (brand name, Retin-A), or about pulsed dye laser therapy. Insurance does not tend to cover that procedure in the United States.

What can I do to make scars look better?

As explained above, vitamin E lotion can help them heal. Also, keep them out of the sun, as sun worsens scars. If you are going to be out, keep them either covered with clothing and/or with total sun block. (Zinc oxide works great.)

I’m really thinking about getting a tattoo. What do I need to know?

Let us guess: An eagle? A flower? A tribute to Usher? Tattoos can have great stories behind them, for sure, but singer Jimmy Buffett perhaps described tattoos most accurately: “a permanent reminder of a temporary feeling.”

If you’re going to get one, you need to think carefully about where you have it put, and who you want to see it at what ages and stages in life. Remember, you may have bare arms, thighs, back, shoulders, whatever, at some time. Ideal sites for tattoos to be shared with only a privileged few include around your waist, hips, or upper cheeks—those on your backside, not on your face. That means you can hide them for that college interview, as opposed to tattoos emblazoned on your arms, chest, or ankle. Careful if it’s in a foreign language: Does it really say what you want it to say? Are the letters backward, the way they would be if you looked at yourself in a mirror versus reading them on a page?

If you do get a tattoo, you need to make sure that the artist uses a new needle (watch him remove it from the sterile package), and pay more for new unopened ink, so that you don’t get any blood-borne infections such as the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) and hepatitis C. Also, getting rid of a tattoo is a lot harder than getting one in the first place. It requires several expensive laser treatments, and sometimes even then you’re left with a shadow. Laser bubble tattoo paints, which can be totally busted and removed with one laser treatment, are just coming on the market, so ask for them if you’re not sure that you’ll want to live with that Glee tattoo forever.

How about piercing?

Piercings are reversible; you can always take them out. But you may be stuck with a scar, or keloid (pronounced kee-loyd); that’s when you get thick scar tissue around the site. Darker skin may be more at risk for developing keloids, which can be difficult to remove. So be careful where you pierce. A scar near your belly button may end up just looking like a smile or a frown, but keloids can be a bummer, especially if they’re on your nostril or along your eyebrow line. Make sure that the person doing the piercing uses a new needle for the safety reasons we mentioned above. Warning: The not-so-visible piercing sites may hurt, because those nerve endings are designed to be fairly sensitive, as opposed to earlobes, which have fewer sensory fibers.

I’ve always had bad BO. I can’t find a deodorant that helps. Any advice?

If you smell funkier than a Black Eyed Peas track, there’s probably a good explanation. But the actual composition of your sweat is based on your genes and the food you eat. For instance, garlic will pass quickly into your skin and share itself with others. Also, our major sweat glands, or eccrine glands, release a sterile solution that attracts smelly bacteria in some people. These secretions are stored in coiled circular glands that cover our entire skin surface. Washing frequently helps, but sometimes a quick course of topical antibiotics, from your doctor, followed by a probiotic is the best anti-odor solution.

I sweat so much that I soak my shirt, and it’s really embarrassing. What can I do?

Hyperhidrosis, or excess sweating, is a common plight among teens and adults. It can happen in the armpits, feet, palms, face, or elsewhere, and can be embarrassing if it occurs at an inopportune time. While it’s not the most embarrassing thing that will ever happen, we understand that it’s a real problem that people like to have fixed. For whatever reason, supersweaters have more active sweat glands than most people. You can get prescription antiperspirants that contain higher concentrations of aluminum hydroxide or aluminum chloride than ordinary deodorant, such as Drysol (20 percent) or Certain Dri (12 percent). These can be applied three nights a week at bedtime and washed off in the morning. After it is working well, it can be applied once or twice a week (and still washed off in the morning) for three to six months until sweat production has subsided. Most people can then back off and not use any of the medicine for another three to six months, then repeat the cycle. Some folks will get a red itchy rash with these—it’s less likely if you don’t shave immediately before applying. If no response is seen despite using three times a week, you can actually apply the antiperspirant, wrap the area in plastic wrap, then unwrap it in the morning and wash off with soap and water. Keep this up several times a week until those sweat glands calm down. If these strategies are not working, a dermatologist or plastic surgeon can inject the area with botulinum toxin type A, better known as Botox, which will paralyze the nerves that stimulate the sweat glands. Injections need to be repeated one to three times a year. You can also have the sweat glands destroyed surgically, but very rarely is that kind of drastic procedure needed.

What kind of cosmetics should I get?

Going to the beauty counter is like going to the supermarket: There are millions of products, and many times you have no idea which ones are healthy and which ones aren’t. Some offer double robbery: They both weigh down your skin and lighten your pocketbook. Look for products that list an active ingredient and a particular concentration. Vitamins and supplements in skin lotions, creams, and potions usually have to be in the 1 to 10 percent range to really be effective. The formulations also need to be pH balanced, and the active ingredient must be able to penetrate the skin; for example, vitamin A works at a much lower concentration. Your best bet is to try reputable brands, but even some of those use ingredients such as collagen that could enter the skin only in a science-fiction movie. You can find out more about this at youbeauty.com.

Remember that cosmetic products are just that: cosmetic. Products that make therapeutic claims must be scientifically proven to be safe and effective and are regulated as drugs by the FDA. Most ingredients in cosmetics have not been proven effective for skin health. The ingredients that have been shown to have scientific backing are vitamin A, vitamin B3, vitamin B5, vitamin C, vitamin E, alpha hydroxy acids, ferulic acid, and coenzyme Q10, (ubiquinone), while niacinamide appears to be best for promoting elastin production and preventing wrinkles.


[image: Image] FANTASTIC FIVE: STEPS FOR SUCCESS [image: Image]

[image: Image] Don’t treat your skin like a second-class citizen. Spend some time with it every day. It will be with you for a long time. Wash twice a day to prevent acne, moisturize with inexpensive moisturizers, use the right medicines (over-the-counter and/or prescription) if necessary, and slather on sunscreen when you’re out and about.

[image: Image] Diet plays a big role in the health of your skin. Make sure to get two or three servings of protein a day, such as nuts or fish. Aim for a minimum of 30 to 50 grams of healthy fat a day and limit your intake of the five food felons. (More in chapter 3.)

[image: Image] One of the biggest detriments to healthy skin: stress. As your immune responses get weakened by stress, that increases the likelihood of developing blemishes and bad skin. We can’t promise you a stress-free life, but for healthy skin, we recommend you take steps to manage your stress. (See chapter 10.)

[image: Image] Ask yourself: What do I do to take care of my skin on a day-to-day basis? What can I do differently? Do I judge others by the surface of their skin? Can I “get past the skin” to understand the other valuable parts of that person, even if I don’t like the look of their skin? What might I be missing?

[image: Image] Test your skin. Take our YOU Test below, answering yes or no, to determine what kind of skin you have:

[image: Image] Does your skin look dull or flake like a snow globe?

[image: Image] Does your skin look like a bathroom floor, with a shiny, slippery texture?

[image: Image] Does your skin feel itchy and taut like sausage casing?

[image: Image] Do you have pores that are enlarged like craters, or clogged pores, or acne?

[image: Image] Does your skin react to cosmetics containing alcohol, synthetics, fragrances, and artificial colors?

[image: Image] Does your skin appear consistently moist, vibrant, and plumper than a squishy cantaloupe?

[image: Image] Does your forehead, nose, or chin appear oilier than a fast-food kitchen, while the skin around your cheeks, eyes, and mouth is normal or dry?

ANSWER KEY



If you answered yes to questions 1 or 3, you have dry skin.

If you answered yes to questions 2 or 4, you have oily skin.

If you answered yes to question 5, you have sensitive skin.

If you answered yes to question 6, you have normal skin.

If you answered yes to question 7, you have combination skin.





I. Don’t be confused by all the different kinds of vitamin D. Vitamin D in milk is good, but it needs to be converted to a more active form—vitamin D3—before we can use it. When we refer to vitamin D in the book, we mean the active form, D3. The best ways to get it are through the sun (just ten minutes in the sun without sunscreen) or in a supplement.

II. Four, if you count sexually transmitted infections, which travel through the vagina, anus, penis, and mouth, which we cover in chapter 8.

III. The other DHA is the healthy fat that makes you want to be known as a fat head. (See chapter 3).



What You Will Learn



[image: Image] How hair grows

[image: Image] The best way to maintain healthy hair and minimize damage

[image: Image] Why teeth are important indicators of overall health

[image: Image] How to fix problems with teeth and nails

[image: Image] The root of bad breath
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More in the Mirror

How Your Hair, Teeth, and Nails Hold Clues to Your Overall Health

If you’re a typical teen, then you’ve probably been told that your life pretty much goes like this: A quarter of your time is spent at school, and a quarter is spent in bed. The other half? Divided equally between being on your smart phone and in front of the mirror, or doing both at once.

No judgment from us; it’s how your and every other teen brain works: You work, you rest, you socialize, and you do everything in your power to make sure you’re looking your best when you work, rest, and socialize.

There’s absolutely nothing wrong with taking pride in your appearance, but keep in mind that being overly self-critical can have unhealthy effects. You already know that your skin is proxy for your entire health. The same is true for everything to do with your appearance, including your hair and teeth.

But for our era, the truth is that many of us may feel as if the eyes of the world are on us at all times, and appearance means so much. With the feeling that you’re the star of your own movie, you may also become obsessed with flaws that nobody else would notice. That vulnerability makes you even more vulnerable to clever marketers who want to sell you products that you may or may not need.

As we did in the last chapter about skin, we want to take the discussion one step further and explain how seemingly superficial concerns—about hair, teeth, and nails—can also have health implications. They not only provide clues as to what’s going on inside your body but also play a role in attracting others, developing relationships, and defining your identity. (Chimps, for example, spend a lot of time grooming each other, and that behavior is an important part of forming bonds and the mating ritual.)

How healthy we are, in many ways, defines how beautiful we are. But we all have different ideas about what beauty is, right? There are those who try to conform (wearing conventional makeup, plucking their eyebrows, waxing their chests) and those who manipulate their appearance to make a statement or stand out from the crowd (hello, purple fingernails and hot-pink highlights!). And that’s certainly what makes everyone unique. We’ll be giving you some of the nuts and bolts about what’s healthy for your appearance, but we also urge you to pause for a moment while you look in the mirror and think about the big picture and what it all means.

So if you’ll allow us to interrupt your chatting/texting/Skyping for a moment, let’s take a look at your looks.


The Biology of Hair, Teeth, and Nails

Hair

We tend to think of our hair as simply an accessory to our looks—mere ornamentation. So whether you wear it up, down, messy, clean, dirty, or in a purple-tinted Mohawk, your hair says a little something about your persona.

In addition to the image it helps project, hair also serves a biological function, no matter what part of the body we’re talking about. The hair on your scalp protects you against the sun, and your eyelashes act as your first defense against bugs, dust, and other irritating objects, like errant spitballs, while hair in your armpits and groin acts as a lubricant to help you move without chafing. Back in the days of cavemen, when every person wore about as much clothing as an up-and-coming pop star, the hair in your nether regions camouflaged your reproductive parts from generation-threatening spears and acted as wicks for chemicals of attraction called pheromones, which we’ll talk about in a few chapters.

Here’s a cool fact: The average person’s head has up to 150,000 hair follicles; the body, 5 million. That number is constant over a lifetime and is hereditary, so only thickness, condition, and whether you lose the strands that sprout from those follicles can change. Each one of those strands grows about six inches a year, slightly faster in the summer than in the winter. Women between the ages of sixteen and twenty-four pump it out the fastest.

While it may seem that your hair is as far removed from your internal organs as your clothes or jewelry, each hair follicle has its own blood supply. Because of that, hair is greatly influenced by your health choices and diet. Hair is also under the delicate control of hormones, which is why many older men have beards and hair on their chests and male-pattern baldness on their heads, and women don’t. (At least not typically and why both gray with age.)

As you can see in figure 2.1, your hair is made up of two distinct structures: the follicle and the shaft. The follicle, a tubelike segment in the epidermis, sits under the surface of the skin and extends down into the dermis. Remember? That’s the thick layer of skin that we discussed in chapter 1. The base of the follicle contains tiny blood vessels that nourish the cells. The living part is the bulb at the base, or root, while the shaft—the part of the hair that we see above the skin—is actually dead. Pretty crazy, huh? Now, that hair shaft is made up of a protein called keratin. The inner layer of the hair shaft and the middle layer make up the majority of the shaft.


Figure 2.1 The Mane Issues Hair is a living entity that’s made up of several layers and lubricated by our natural oils. Some of the things that we do to primp our hair (like drying or bleaching it) can damage it.

[image: Image]



To keep your hair shiny, it needs some oil—not the kind found in the pantry or at Jiffy Lube, but the kind that’s secreted from the sebaceous glands in your skin. Surrounding your hairs are tiny muscles that give you goose bumps, standing your hairs on end when you’re cold or watching a scary movie. These muscles also squeeze the glands that lube up your hair, which produce sebum: your own natural hair and skin conditioner, rich in vitamin E.

In terms of growth, hair goes through its own life cycle; a biological process dictated largely by your genetic disposition. There are two main phases:

Anagen (active): Cells in the root are dividing quickly and pushing the hair out. This stage typically lasts two to three years per hair follicle.

Telogen (resting): This phase lasts for about a hundred days on the scalp. Consider it hair hibernation; the follicle is completely at rest. And these are the hairs that fall out and you find in your brush or clogging your drain.

For your hair to have the shine and shape that you want, it needs protein and healthy fat—not directly, mind you, but through your diet. Therefore, eating healthy sources of protein and fat provides a better foundation for good hair health than any store-bought product you may use. And that also means that a big enemy of healthy hair is disordered eating, as you won’t have full hair or great shine if you have an inadequate or unhealthy diet.

The best nutrients for hair health are biotins—B vitamins found in nuts, egg yolk, and avocados—and healthy fats, like those found in salmon, canola and olive oils, walnuts, and flaxseed. Taking half a daily multivitamin twice a day will help, too.


Teeth

Your teeth, in addition to helping with a wide range of tasks besides chewing, are also a very clear marker of your health. Of course you’ll need a dentist and dental hygienist to thoroughly assess the health of your teeth and gums, but there are some things that you can inspect yourself. It helps to know a few basics about oral health before you begin.

Your teeth are bonelike structures made up of different minerals such as calcium. Like the bones elsewhere in your body, your teeth are constantly in a state of balancing two opposing processes: (1) remineralization, in which minerals crystallize to form the structure of the tooth, and (2) demineralization, in which bacteria from your saliva breaks down those minerals (the process in your skeleton works similarly, but not exactly the same—take the saliva out of the equation, add a few other factors). This tug-of-war between remineralization and demineralization is ongoing, and as you might guess, you can do things that tip the balance in either direction. For example, brushing with a fluoride toothpaste helps the remineralization process, while eating lots of sugar feeds the bacteria that produce tooth-eroding acids. Drinking carbonated colas, which are highly acidic, also eats away at tooth enamel. When the “de-” process outweighs the “re-” process, little pits called cavities begin to form, and your teeth decay. (If you do have cavities, insist that your dentist not use fillings made of mercury, which can be toxic.)

When we talk about the health of your teeth and gums, we’re really concerned about bacteria that can set up shop in between your teeth. Plaque—that sticky gunk made up of bacteria, saliva, and yesterday’s dinner—can build up between your teeth and under your gums. If that happens, it triggers inflammation in the gums that leads to periodontal disease, otherwise known as gingivitis (and that stimulates inflammation in your arteries and throughout your body, and inflammation in arteries causes wrinkles and impotence as well as heart attacks). So, just two minutes of dental hygiene in the morning and evening can make a huge difference in whether or not you grow up to look like a prune. It can even partly determine how much you’ll enjoy sex. That’s right: Inflammation from your gums travels through your circulatory system, leading to inflammation of blood vessels that reduce the delivery of oxygen to your skin, causing premature wrinkles, as well as to other parts of your body, including the sex organs.


Figure 2.2 Chomp Chomp While lots of stuff can go on in your mouth, like bad breath and dry mouth, clenching your jaw can create lots of tension and pain.

[image: Image]



Oral health also includes the way your jaw works. A quick jaw primer: Wiggle your jaw around. Go ahead; nobody’s looking! Your top teeth are fixed to your skull, while your lower jaw has the flexibility to move front to back and side to side. If the top and bottom are misaligned, your upper teeth can’t adjust, so you end up wearing down your teeth. That inhibits the ability of the jaw to work efficiently, causing the back teeth to wear down as well. (See figure 2.2.) Grinding and clenching, which is common among teens, can injure your jawbone joint, called the TMJ (temporomandibular joint). If you’re a grinder (which can be caused by misalignment) or a clencher (which can be caused by stress), you’ll want to have your bite analyzed so that you can be fitted for a night-guard mouthpiece that prevents you from grinding or clenching while you sleep. It’s one of the reasons why orthodontics (braces) can be so important; they help straighten out a misalignment in your teeth and jaw. (More on braces below.)

Nails

There’s not a heck of a lot you need to know about your nails, but lots of teens do spend a heck of a lot of time either manicuring them, decorating them, or gnawing them. So it’s good to learn a little about them. Your nails are composed of laminated layers of keratin, the same protein found in your hair and skin. Each nail has several parts, including:

[image: Image] Nail plate: the visible hard part of the nail.

[image: Image] Nail folds: the skin that frames the nail plate on three sides.

[image: Image] Nail bed: the skin beneath the nail plate. The cells at the base of your nail bed are the ones that actually produce the fingernail or toenail plate.

[image: Image] Cuticle: the tissue that overlaps your nail plate at the base of your nail. It protects the new keratin cells that slowly emerge from the nail bed.

[image: Image] Lunula: the whitish, half-moon shape at the base of your nail underneath the plate.

Your nails grow from the area under your cuticle (called the matrix) the same way that hairs grow from follicles. As new cells grow, older cells die, become hard and compacted, and are eventually pushed out toward your fingertips.

[image: Image]

Fingernails—which, incidentally, grow faster than toenails and grow faster over the summer than over the winter—lengthen about one-tenth of a millimeter a day, which means that it takes a fingernail about four to six months to fully grow out. But what we’re really concerned about isn’t the growth rate but the health of our nails; to make sure they’re smooth, without ridges or grooves, although these are often normal variants. Ideally, they’re uniform in color and consistency and free of spots or discoloration.

We hope you can see how appearance isn’t just a vanity issue, but it’s one that does have many different health implications as well. That said, we know you’ve certainly got a lot of questions about your appearance—and what you can do to make your hair, teeth, and nails shine and sparkle. So fire away.

The YOU Qs

You Ask, We Answer, You Decide

All my friends have different opinions about shampoo, conditioner, and all that. What’s your take?

Here’s our three-step process for maintaining healthy hair:

Step 1: Shampoo. Before getting into the shower, gently brush or finger-comb your hair to loosen up tangles and residue. When washing your hair, treat it delicately. Leave hair hanging down and gently massage in shampoo starting at the roots and working down. You don’t need a lot to clean your hair. Most shampoo just washes away the protective oils.

Step 2: Condition. Conditioner creates shine and preserves hair’s health by giving it smoothness and protecting it against damage. For volume, condition only the middle and ends of your hair, where it’s most susceptible to damage. For shine, condition the entire strand. Do it every time you use shampoo. If your hair is dry, try skipping the shampoo part some days and just apply conditioner and rinse thoroughly. Or just use water.

Step 3: Dry. Don’t rub your hair with a towel or twist it tightly into a turban. Wet hair is delicate and breaks easily. Pat it gently and squeeze it with your towel or use a superabsorbent towel sold at salons. A wide-toothed comb is the best way to detangle and distribute styling products when hair is wet. And keep any dryers at low-heat settings. High hair-dryer heat (and that from curling irons) causes the water under the cuticles (the outermost layer of the hair) to form bubbles that stress and break the hair, leaving those dreaded split ends.

Any shampoo recommendations?

Your physical activities, your use of styling products, and your hair type will usually determine how often you need to shampoo. If washing every day makes your hair too dry, try every other day or every third day. Or you may have very oily hair that needs washing more than once a day. If you condition when you shampoo, it could be that you need to shampoo daily but need to adjust the level of conditioning. Ideally, use a pH-balanced shampoo that’s gentle. We love shampoos from these makers: Aubrey Organics, Quinessence, So Organic, Avalon Organics, and Organic Excellence. But you know your hair best. If it looks shiniest and healthiest using 99-cent generic shampoo and conditioner, with no split ends and a nice fragrance, then by all means, have at it! More expensive does not necessarily mean a better product. If you swim frequently in a pool, use shampoo that removes chlorine because the chemical dries out hair, leading to split ends, and can turn blond hair slightly green.

What about coloring hair? Is that bad for me?

Artificial coloring on your hair is the equivalent of artificial coloring in food: It may make it look as pretty as can be, but it’s not always the healthiest thing you can do to your head. There is some suspicion that permanent black hair dye can cause leukemia and lymphomas. Temporary hair dyes are safer than permanent ones and won’t cause lasting damage to your hair.

[image: Image]

Bleaching, on the other hand, will really run up your hair bill as you try to stop permanent damage. Here’s why: The pigment of your hair comes from the inner two layers. When you bleach your hair before you color it, you damage the shingles that create the covering of the hair shaft (see the illustration on the previous page). The dye then slips through the gaps in the outer layers, and the hair cells swell to give your hair a different color. But the damage the bleach caused allows the dye to slowly slip out of the hair, so you end up losing the full body and color of the hair faster than if you just left it alone.

If you decide to color your hair yourself, follow these steps:

[image: Image] Don’t leave the dye on your head any longer than necessary. Rinse your scalp thoroughly with water after use.

[image: Image] Wear gloves when applying hair dye (nitrile gloves are the best when dealing with chemicals), and carefully follow the directions.

[image: Image] Never be a home chemist and mix different hair dye products: You never know what you might create.

[image: Image] Make sure to have adequate ventilation in whatever room you’re using. (Windows open, folks!)

What about dandruff? How do I get rid of the flakes?

Dandruff results from inflammation of the scalp as well as from a fungus that loves the dark, warm jungle you call your hair. The way to treat it: frequent washing with a medicated shampoo that helps control the scaling. The medicine calms your immune system so that your scalp doesn’t itch and you don’t scratch off the epidermis. Look for antimicrobial and antifungal shampoos that contain ingredients such as tar, selenium sulfide, zinc pyrithione, ketoconazole, or ciclopirox. One other solution: green tea applied to your scalp. Green tea contains a chemical that’s been shown to help. Unfortunately, green tea doesn’t work when it’s mixed with other chemicals. Just make a strong cup of green tea and apply it directly to your scalp. But cool it first! You do not want to burn the fungus if your scalp is attached.

My hair is thinning. Why?

There’s an old myth that guys inherit baldness from their mother’s father—if he’s bald, you’re doomed (domed?). But the truth is that baldness comes from both parents. While it’s typically something that happens as you get older, sometimes hair can start thinning as early as high school. Male-pattern baldness occurs when testosterone is converted to another chemical, dihydrotestosterone (DHT), that causes hair to fall out. But hair can also start thinning because of poor nutrition or eating disorders, so you’ll want to try straightening out your diet first. If your thinning hair does appear to be hereditary, we recommend thinking about topical treatments that inhibit conversion to DHT—Rogaine (minoxidil) and Propecia (finasteride). Minoxidil works by increasing the anagen growth phase and enlarging the hair follicle, while finasteride inhibits the conversion of testosterone to DHT (by blocking that enzyme we mentioned earlier), which causes hair loss. Research shows that two-thirds of men who use finasteride slow down hair loss. And the earlier this drug is used after noticing hair loss, the more effective it will be. But this drug has that pesky little side effect of occasionally (rarely, actually) leading to decreased sexual desire and difficulty achieving an erection. Interestingly, minoxidil was originally used to treat high blood pressure, but researchers noted that it had a strange side effect: It grew hair on the backs of hands, cheeks, and fingers, and that’s how it developed as a hair-loss treatment. When it comes to other products or procedures that claim to grow hair—everything from the Hair-Max LaserComb to Scalp Med—you should be wary of a wallet transplant. Yours to theirs. No potions or lotions other than minoxidil and finasteride have been shown to predictably increase hair growth or prevent its destruction.

Alopecia areata, an autoimmune disorder, can also cause hair loss. In autoimmune disease, the body’s immune system, which normally protects us against germs, goes haywire and starts attacking the body itself—in this case, the hair follicles—as if it were an infectious intruder. The hair can fall out in small areas, which is the most common form, or you can lose the hair on your entire head and body, including eyelashes, underarm hair, and pubic hair. There are many treatments for it, so if you are losing patches of hair, it is definitely worth asking your doctor what you can do. Ignoring it does not tend to make it go away.

I have a friend who’s pulling her hair out; I just know it. What’s the story?

Some kids compulsively wrap, twist, twirl, or pull their hair out: scalp hair, eyelashes, eyebrows, or hair elsewhere. It is called trichotillomania, and it can be an unhealthy form of coping with stress or an unconscious habit. These folks have irregularly shaped patches of hair loss, with hairs at different lengths, as they do not break evenly when tugged. The scalp sometimes can bleed if someone is chronically pulling his or her hair out. This is a habit that deserves some help and support to break.

It helps to keep your hands occupied. Try wearing a hair scrunchie or bracelet around your wrist to play with when you feel the urge to pull your hair. Or take up origami, doodling, or other activities that keep your hands busy. You can also try specific relaxation techniques such as deep breathing or yoga, but it’s most important to try to manage the stress that’s usually the source of the problem.

If your friend has patchy hair loss and you are trying to figure out if she is pulling it out or having some other problem, the following chart can help you.



	Process

	Appearance




	Trichotillomania

	Hairs with uneven lengths in a patch, with some hair broken off just at the base.




	Alopecia areata

	Smooth scalp with no hair at all in affected area(s).




	Ringworm (tinea capitis)

	Broken-off hairs that look like little exclamation points at the scalp, in a patchy area. This one calls for a special antifungal, griseofulvin, which you take for a month or more, and often an antifungal shampoo such as Selsun Blue or selenium sulfide shampoo used two or three times a week





What’s the best way to get rid of unwanted body hair?

There are lots of options for dealing with significant amounts of unwanted body hair. Some teens prefer shaving or using an at-home depilatory cream that will remove the hair as a first-line treatment. Some prefer waxing. If you choose the latter route, ask for a cooler-temperature wax, which doesn’t hurt as much when the follicle is ripped from the skin (after being stuck to the wax). Other people are turning to laser therapy, which works on dark-pigmented hair; the laser travels down the hair follicle and zaps it so that it never grows again. Some prefer electrolysis, where the hair is fried off with an electrical current. If you’re going this route, make sure a trained pro does it.
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