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Preface 

‘What should I use on my skin, doctor?’ 

As a Dermatologist I have faced this innocuous question several times daily for over 30 years. The repetitiveness of 

this question reflects both the confusion of the public around skincare and highlights a basic unmet need. 

The confusion is reflected by all those useless products that live under sinks or in bathroom cabinets never to be 

tried again after their initial fruitless applications. Often it’s not only the person asking the question who is confused, 

confusion may also be reflected in the blank expression of the person being asked, be it a sales person, beauty 

therapist, or medical practitioner.  Arguably, I am somewhat advantaged having dedicated many years of studying 

into this area, but taking this advantage away and putting myself in the place of a relatively inexperienced 

professional the answer to this simple question is very likely to be suboptimal. There are just so many products out 

there, that the possible answers to this question are so numerous as to be overwhelming. So the professional will fall 

back on the very few products that they know or can remember. The outcome will likely be one of the following: 

fairly marginal help, no help whatsoever or very likely the suggestions are totally inappropriate for the client.    

So what is the answer?  

I feel that we are entering an age of personalised skin treatment. We now have mapped the entire human genome, 

our DNA. Soon we will be offered many products that are based on our true individuality. We will see personalised 

nutrition based on our genetic makeup, this has already started to a degree with diets that are devised for high 

cholesterol, diabetes, digestion intolerances, as well as many suggested diets for skin diseases. We know that human 

skin types will tolerate certain products and not others, that individuals with sensitive skin will have even more 

restrictions. However, when we combine this with requirements to look after special skin concerns of colour issues, 

texture issues,  sun damage, skin diseases, different areas, times of life like pregnancy or when a teenager, it 

becomes truly a requirement to individualise skin care. This book is designed to help with understanding your skin 

and to help you understand how skin types and skin concerns require special choices. The aim is to increase your 

ability to choose accurate skin care products that fit well for your skin, not someone else’s.  

 

  



Page | 4 
 

Chapter 1: An introduction to your skin  

WHAT MAKES UP OUR SKIN? 

We judge the attractiveness, age and health of a person significantly from their skin surface. Hence we desire the 

very best of strategies to maximise its appearance throughout life, in any culture and at any age. The cornerstone of 

this outcome is skin care, but this must be individualised as not all skin is the same or at least not all skin types and 

skin concerns are the same. When we dig down below the surface we are all essentially the same, our skin anatomy 

is made up of the same building blocks, the same structures but it is the more subtle function of these constituents 

that sets us apart. So let us begin our exploration into skincare by going back to the classroom to learn about the 

skin, its cells and its function. 

 

 

WHY IS THE SLOW DEATH OF OUR TOP SKIN LAYER IMPORTANT TO OUR SKIN HEALTH AND APPEARANCE? 

The Skin Anatomy and Function  

The skin surface is a simple no nonsense structure. The skin is made up of three main layers, an outer epidermis, a 

middle dermal layer and the fat underlying both these layers.  

In a nutshell, the epidermis is about producing a barrier to the world, the dermis is about the spring and glow of the 

skin and the fat for cushioning and supporting volume. 

The Epidermis - The Skin Barrier  

The epidermis is an amalgam of a number of sub layers whose singular most important function is to die, but to do 

so in a beautifully quiet and regulated way. There is no need for blood vessels in this layer of programmed death as 

feeding these cells is unimportant. The cells may start up as vibrant living erect cells but almost in a parody of the 

ageing process become steadily less robust losing form and function as they approach their final resting place. The 

final flat cells that comprise the outermost reaches of the skin are a sub layer of the epidermis known as the stratum 

corneum. This sub layer is devoid of any living matter with each cell hanging on with its last “breath” to the cell next 

to it. The flattened cells develop a stickiness that holds them together until separation time. At this separation, they 

are meant to shed as multiple microscopic particles unnoticed by the person shedding them or others around them.  
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This outward migration and detachment from the skin surface takes with it any bacteria, chemical impurities or 

irritating environmental substances that may be there threatening from the outside world. This is known as the skin 

barrier and this fortress that protects our internal organs represents one of the major functions of the skin. What an 

elegant system it is.  

 

 

 

The Dryness of the Epidermis 

Another function of this layer of cells is to trap and maintain the skins moisture and thus control the loss of water 

through the skin to the outside world. This control is governed by two aspects of the epidermis or more specifically 

the outermost reaches of the epidermis – the gossamer thin layer that is the stratum corneum.  

The stratum corneum is said to resemble bricks and mortar. Let’s first focus on the mortar. The mortar (or the glue) 

comprises oils or fats that are pushed out of the ‘brick’ cells as they come up to the surface. These oils are made up 

of ceramides and cholesterol (amongst others) and are different to the oils that emanate from the oil glands. These 

oils are not those that produce oily skin and are always good oils. We do not want any skincare to damage or remove 

these oils. These oils block moisture getting out of our skin and we need them so our skin does not become dry. The 

cells of the stratum corneum are also held together tightly by desmosomes. These are solid bridge like bonds 

between the cells that are dissolved by special enzymes at exactly the right time allowing the cells to shed. The 

enzymes rely heavily on the water content being just right. The “brick” cells are responsible for the water 

environment and content of the skin.  Inside the bricks there is a weird combination of substances that make up the 

“natural moisturising factor” of the stratum corneum. This is a combination of amino acids, sugars, urea, glycerine 

and an interesting chemical called sodium pyrrolidone carboxylic acid. We will discuss all this again later when we 

discuss modern moisturisers. Aberrations of this delicate water control system will produce dryness. Any 

interference with the correct functioning of the skin barrier function will heighten sensitivity. 

The natural ageing process affects the epidermis; it becomes thinner, flatter and is slower to remove chemicals, 

irritants and bugs from its surface, as its cell division and outward migration slows down. This means that as we age 

the skin becomes more prone to infection and is slower to heal. However the effects of this natural ageing pales in 
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comparison to the effects that the sun and smoking has which severely disrupts the normal behaviour and precision 

of the skin turnover. 

The epidermis only has a certain number of ways to respond to injury or stress produced most commonly by the sun. 

Remembering that there are no blood vessels in the epidermis so the red hues produced by sunburn are actually not 

part of this top layer, its main way of showing it is unwell is by changes in how much scale is produced, with an 

increase in roughness, dryness or crusting. What the environment does to this layer is to destroy its function. The 

sun disrupts the delicate genetic material of the initially robust cells that inhabit the base sub layer of the epidermis. 

This disruption alters the way the cells divide and how these daughter cells drift up through the sub layers of the 

epidermis and eventually how cohesive is the resultant skin barrier. If the cells are not functioning properly their 

outer layers will show this and the individual cells may not die at their correct rate. These changes are pre-cancerous 

changes. In what can seem a bit of an oxymoron, cancer is actually about cells not dying – an immortality that is not 

at all helpful to the way the body’s cells normally cooperate with each other. Precancerous cells like these will 

misbehave in a number of ways and the earliest sign will often be dryness, caused by their refusal to die. These semi 

alive cells stick together rather than falling off the surface as a single cell event, when they are eventually shed it is in 

a larger more visible flake.  

Dryness is a sign of skin distress or disease – it is not a natural or healthy sign. Some people do have a dry skin type 

which should be kept supple by skincare as it requires more moisture to act normally, however dryness caused by 

damage or disease is a different animal entirely and requires both preventative and reparative measures that go 

beyond moisturisers.  

WHAT IS TANNING, SKIN COLOUR AND SKIN PROTECTION ALL ABOUT? 

Brown (or not) is the Colour of the Epidermis  

A cell that lives in the living base layer of the epidermis is the melanocyte – our pigment cell. The number of these 

cells dictates the darkness or fairness of our skin. The melanocyte is a cellular factory manufacturing little packages 

of pigment (melanosomes) that gives the skin its colour and these melanosomes are transported to 36 grateful skin 

cells that "gobble" up these packages of pigment.  

The problem with tanning is that in the first instance (before we have a tan) ultraviolet light must hit relatively 

unprotected melanocytes stimulating them into action. Then as a defence against further attack by ultraviolet light 

almost in an “Oh my God what was that – I can’t let that happen again” reaction the melanocytes spring into gear to 

protect from further insults. However, it is not only the melanocytes that need this future protection – it is the other 

delicate inhabitants of the base layer of the epidermis especially the cells that will make up our future skin barrier 

which have not yet begun their migration.  

Tanning works as a major protective device against the elements, but in order to stimulate this protection damage 

has to be done first. To understand this we need to return to how the skin normally functions.  

Remember that the only living skin cell layer is the basal layer and their progeny move steadily upwards and 

outwards after the basal skin cells divide. This outward growth is also important for our tanning process. The brown 
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coloured melanin is dispersed by the melanocytes into this wave of outward migrating normal skin cells. This cloud 

of pigment protection settles over the delicate skin and melanocyte cells in the basal layer as the skin cells carrying 

this pigment drift towards the surface.  

People of darker skin colour have more efficient packages of melanin but also more of this pigment present all the 

time. They tan, but they don’t rely as much on the tan for their day-to-day protection. Their colour at any time 

protects the delicate cells of their base skin layer and deeper skin structures.  

People who freckle have only certain groups of melanocytes that respond to UV and these cells work hard after sun 

exposure. The skin cells fed by these few hard working melanocytes are the ones that show as a focal tan (freckle). 

Other groups of melanocytes within their skin are just not able to be stimulated enough so that the tan produced is 

barely visible or not visible at all, adding barely any protection for the pale skin.   

 

 

 

WHY IS SKIN SOFT AND SPRINGY AND WHY DOESN’T IT STAY THAT WAY? 

The Dermis 

The Fibres and the sea of the dermis 

The dermis is the inner layer of skin, which sits beneath the epidermis. Unlike the bricks and mortar of the epidermis 

the dermis is freer flowing and can be thought of as a sea. This sea of sugars called glycosaminoglycans (the most 

famous of which is hyaluronic acid, the most popular substance/filler used as a facial volumiser worldwide) has 

floating in it the springy fibres of collagen and elastin which provide our skin with its supple, elastic nature.     

 

The dermis is a site of deeper skin ageing caused by more deeply penetrating ultraviolet rays from the sun. The 

longer wavelengths of UVA that skirt through window glass and cloud cover, present themselves at all times of the 

year and day are especially sinister and injurious to the dermis. The amount of elastin we have is something that we 

are bequeathed at birth, from that day on it begins to dwindle as our very finite reserve is used up. The elastin is 

particularly affected by sun, becoming more gnarled and dysfunctional with exposure until it is truly destroyed. 

Collagen is depleted especially the type exhibited by young skin. The sun induces a sort of piranha set of chemicals 

that destroy a lot of the dermal fabric and create chronic inflammation which also wreaks havoc here. The very 
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oxygen we breathe and the food we eat also impacts the health of this layer. We have reserves of antidote 

substances (antioxidants) that keep this layer protected from our environment but these are rapidly exhausted by 

excess smoking, sun, fast and fatty foods and sugars.  

WHAT IS THE COLOUR OF HEALTH AND BEAUTY? 

The colour of the dermis 

Although humans don't have as keen a visual sense as some other animals, it is our most developed one. We “see” 

each other – we appreciate our total world through our eyes, much more so than our senses of smell, taste, hearing 

or touch. We see everything about us including colour as a series of reflected and scattered beams of light. Colour is 

a sort of negative – it starts out as white light and is absorbed and scattered by the object it is impacting, only the 

leftover reflected light reaches our eyes. So the sky is blue, but not really, it’s just the wavelength of light that 

scatters mostly in front of our eyes. From outer space it has no obvious colour.  

 

 

The brain transforms what we see in terms of light and colour information into so much more than the raw input. It 

computes what the colours are, their intensity, their beauty and their harmony with one another. Presumably the 

brain does this as a survival benefit for us, it must be important for us to understand colours in nature but also in 

other human beings. The reason we don’t seek out fruits and vegetables that are under or over ripe is because the 

more highly coloured fruits and vegetables the “ripe” ones, are full of antioxidants which plants use to protect and 

nurture their seeds and we instinctively know we also benefit from these. Many of these chemicals and vitamins we 

either cannot make ourselves or we don’t make enough of, and so the vibrant colour tells us we should eat these 

now.  

We know the health and age of others by the evenness of their skin tone. Light will bounce off the surface giving us 

information about the skin type – whether there is excess oiliness or dryness, as well as any surface irregularities 

such as wrinkles or disease. Light will also penetrate beyond the skin’s surface and reflect from the deeper layers of 

the skin giving us, if we are lucky, the milky white glow of healthy skin. 
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Skin colour tells the world a story about our health and age. Colours are limited in number and hue but they are 

enough. These colours are a result of the reflection of light from the brown pigment in the epidermis as well as red 

from the blood vessels and the bounce or reflection from the collagen bundles in the dermis. 

Uniformity or evenness of colour increases our perception of attractiveness and health.  A study has shown that we 

can tell from one square centimetre of a person's cheek approximately how old the owner of that cheek is and how 

healthy we perceive he or she to be.   

In another study, people were shown and asked to rate a series of photographs of a woman’s face for apparent 

health and age. The photos were artificially manipulated by a series of manoeuvres. The first photo or baseline was 

left untouched so observers could see all the wrinkles and colour blotchiness that the woman had developed over 

the years. In the second the wrinkles were removed, in the third the colour was evened out and in the fourth both 

the wrinkles were removed and the colour evened out. Interestingly the third photo where only the colour was 

evened out was perceived to be the healthiest, even more so than number four. Yet when the same photos were 

assessed for perceived age a different outcome was seen.  When asked to assess the apparent age of the photos 

using the untouched photo as a baseline, evening out the colour produced a one-year difference in the apparent age 

whilst removing the wrinkles produced a ten-year difference in the apparent age. Doing both manoeuvres (evening 

out the colour and removing the wrinkles) produced a decrease in the apparent age of 15 years.  From these results 

it would appear that an evenness of colour is most important for health perception whilst both colour and 

topography (wrinkles and expression lines) act together to give us twin visual clues of the age of the person we are 

examining.   

An even complexion is also deemed by males to make a female face more attractive.  

An even skin colour is only produced when there is an even distribution of pigment cells  and red blood vessels in the 

skin and an even, milky reflectance coming from the collagen bundles in our skin.  
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Red suggests blood that is carrying oxygen, healthy blood probably indicates a healthy person, think of a rosy 

cheeked child. However, red is also a significant danger signal and we want the blood flow to be even and pretty 

much unnoticeable. Normal is a state of a mild pink hue in the pale skin person or not much to see at all in darker 

skin people. If a person has dilated blood vessels or if one is prone to flushing or fixed redness, most would want this 

normalised to match their population. We are all striving to meet the ideal evenness of colour that we see as 

youthful and healthy. 

 

 

 

WHERE DO ALL OUR SKIN GLANDS LIVE AND WHY IS THAT IMPORTANT TO OUR SKIN TYPE? 

The Appendageal Box 

Another function of the dermis is to house the “appendageal structures”. These are the glands and hair follicles that 

are used to grow hair and supply the skin surface with sweat to cool and oils to maximise temperature regulation.  

Facial sweat mainly comes from eccrine sweat glands that arise from deep in the dermis and come up to the surface 

via their own individual delicate tube or duct. 

Sebaceous glands are also found in the dermis, they are particularly abundant in the central parts of the face (the T-

zone) and also on the chest, back, shoulders and elsewhere in lesser concentrations. These glands produce sebum 

(oils from sebaceous glands) and attach themselves to the hair follicle using it to transport the sebum to the skin’s 

surface. Allowing sebum to journey to the skin surface is probably not nearly as important to modern humans as it 

was when we were somewhat earlier in development. As hunter-gatherers we were open to the elements without 

that many clothes. So sebum was critical for us to survive. In cold or rain sebum coated the hair to make it water 

repellent, nowadays oily hair seems to just repel other people. In warmer climates it helped to reflect sunlight and 

allowed cooling breezes to flow against the skin. It also acts with sweat to spread the sweat into layers rather than 

beads for additional cooling effects and repels water landing on the skin. Thus it has functions of temperature 

control and waterproofing of the skin in both hot and cold climates. This would seem most important only if you 

were both naked and outdoors, so if you belong to a nudist colony – you’re all set. It also has other minor functions 
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such as transportation of pheromones and is antibacterial, anti-inflammatory and pro-inflammatory so it boosts our 

skin’s protective functions.  

However, all these are functions we can do without and are pretty minor. We really don’t know why we are blessed 

with these glands whose main function seems to make the lives of many people a bit of a misery. Unlike the ‘good 

oils’ discussed earlier sebum not only produces an oily complexion and dilated hair follicles (pores) to allow for high 

sebum flow but it also produces disease states such as acne which is so common. It also probably sets up the 

conditions to allow dandruff and seborrhoeic dermatitis to flourish. It seems the minor benefits of sebum are greatly 

outweighed by their nuisance value.  

 

 

Diet may influence how much sebum we secrete with high fats, especially Omega 6 and carbohydrates increasing 

this flow and the implementation of dietary restriction dramatically decreasing it. There are fats and there are fats – 

good fats and bad fats. Simplistically Omega 3 fats in things like fish and seafood are goodies whereas those in 

cooked fatty meat or fried foods are more the Omega 6 variety. The western diet is one heavily doused in Omega 6 

and acne seems to love it. 

However, all this begs the question as to why we seem to loathe it when our skin is oily? Which we will answer in the 

Skin Types chapter.  

 

Conclusion 

Now that we understand the basics of skin function we can step out of the classroom and begin to explore the gritty, 

pretty world of skin types, concerns and most importantly skincare.  


