
Skincare and Health 
 
What exactly does our skin do? 
It is our largest organ and has many essential functions including: 
 
1. One of our most important organs for eliminating toxins 
2. Has the capacity to absorb substances 
3. Helps regulate body temperature 
4. Bacterial colonies on the surface help form part of our immune system 
5. Sensory nerves in skin enables the sense of touch 
6. Forms a protective barrier from the environment (protecting from infection and radiation 
7. Prevents our water rich bodies from drying out 
8. Produces Vitamin D on exposure to ultra violet rays in sunlight 
9. Produces sebum – a natural moisturiser 
 
How is our skin made up? 
It is divided into 3 layers – the subcutaneous layer, dermis and the epidermis. 
The subcutaneous layer consists of fat and connective tissue. 
The dermis is the main body of the skin. It is formed from connective tissue - a tough layer 
containing a matrix of collagen and elastic fibres. In this layer there are blood vessels, lymph 
vessels, sensory nerve endings, sweat glands, ducts, hairs and their muscles and sebaceous 
glands. 
The epidermis is the upper part that we can see, the part we cover with various skin care 
preparations. It is constructed of four different layers, at the bottom layer plump new skin cells 
are made. As they come up through the layers the cells undergo a change until they reach the 
uppermost layer, by this time the cells have become flat, hard and consist almost entirely of 
keratin – a hard protein. At this point they are dead and ready to be sloughed off and replaced 
by the next layer of cells coming to the surface. The reason our outer is skin is constructed of 
these hardened cells is for our protection. The cells of our bodies are about 80% water and 
normal air is about 1% water, so if a living cell were to make contact with the air it would dry up 
and die. Our bodies cleverly cover themselves with a layer of dead skin cells to protect the 
water rich living ones. 
 
The natural approach to caring for your skin. 
The condition of your skin is influenced by a number of factors including your age, genes, 
hygiene, stress, hormone levels, circulation, digestion, thyroid function, detoxification, weather 
conditions, level of exercise, and amount of sleep you get. The skin constantly renews itself 
every 40 days and with it toxins held in those cells are eliminated. Some of these toxins are 
natural by-products from metabolic activity but a lot of them are from the increasing sea of 
synthetic chemicals in the environment. Environmental toxins enter your body in the air you 
breathe, the water you drink, via your food (hydrogenated fats, trans fats, pathogens, steroids, 



antibiotics, herbicides, pesticides, fungicides, preservatives, artificial flavourings and colours etc) 
and via the toiletries and cosmetics you apply to your skin. 
 
Over and above any skin care preparations, the most effective way to take care of your skin is 
through diet and adequate hydration. Skin cells like any other cell in your body are made up 
from the nutrients you obtain and absorb from your food. If you eat healthy foods and your 
digestive processes are healthy, you will absorb the nutrients from which your body will make 
healthy and vibrant new cells. If you eat processed junk foods it will reflect on the health and 
vitality of not only your skin cells but also on the health of your body as a whole. As we already 
know, our cells are composed of 80% water, it can be no surprise that every cell in the body 
needs to be fully hydrated with good quality water (approximately 1 ½ - 2 litres daily for adults). 
If you drink tea, coffee, soft or fizzy drinks they will act as a diuretic (as does alcohol) which 
means that rather than hydrating the body they are causing it to lose more water. So pure water 
is really what you should be drinking. 
 
What sort of diet is good for the skin? 
A good diet consisting of fresh, untreated foods (preferably organic) that are rich in soft fibre is 
essential for the health of not just your skin but also your whole body. The skin is constantly 
exposed to oxidative damage from free radicals (coming from pollution, fried and burnt foods, 
processed cooking oils, sunlight and from the body’s natural process of burning oxygen to 
produce energy) this causes the skin to age and degenerate. It is therefore essential to eat 
plenty of antioxidant-rich foods such as fresh fruits and vegetables (8-10 portions daily). Try to 
include the range of colours – red, yellow, orange, green, white, blue and purple. Also important 
are whole grains (brown rice, wholemeal breads etc), nuts, seeds, beans and lentils. Another 
essential nutrient for good skin is the omega 3 and 6 essential fats. Cell membranes (the skin 
surrounding the cells), are partly composed of essential fats, these fats are vital for keeping the 
cell membranes smooth and soft and also help the membranes control what is going in and out 
of the cell. People don’t fully realise that cell membranes are the site for much vital activity. 
Continual exchanges take place at the cell surface, where nutrients are drawn into the cell and 
metabolic toxins are passed out of the cell to be excreted by the body’s detoxification organs, 
this is a process that is essential for life. Without sufficient essential fats, cell membranes (and in 
turn your skin) will not be able to retain water and will lose their plumpness and vigour. So for 
soft skin and healthy cell function, include plenty of essential fat rich foods such as fish, 
avocados, nuts, seeds and their oils. These oils should be good quality, organic, virgin and cold 
pressed, they should not be used for cooking as this damages their chemistry making them 
toxic, instead they should be drizzled cold over your food. 
 
A nutrient that deserves particular mention is sulphur, it is needed for new cell formation, helps 
skin to heal, produces flexible skin and muscle tissue, helps prevent wrinkling and hydrates 
collagen. The most bio-available form of sulphur is MSM (methyl sulfonyl methane) which is 
best taken as a supplement. 
 
Skin enemies 



Diet - processed and refined junk food, trans fats, hydrogenated fats, caffeine, alcohol, excess 
salt, sugar, lack of water, lack of fresh fruits and vegetables and soft fibre. 
Chemical exposure – smoking, detergents, air fresheners, chemical laden cosmetics, toiletries, 
deodorants, anti-perspirants, soaps, wipes, anti-bacterial gels, perfumes, fire retardants. 
Constipation 
Lack of sleep 
Lack of regular exercise 
Stress 
Central heating and air conditioning 
Clothing made from synthetic fibres 
Weather – cold, wind, excess sun exposure 
 
The link between chemicals and disease 
For many years scientists have been struggling to explain the escalating rate of the so called 
modern day illnesses and diseases: cancers, hormone disorders and infertility, mental health 
problems, autism, learning and behavioural problems, Parkinson’s, Alzheimer’s, to name but a 
few. It is already recognised that the increase in breast cancer parallels the proliferation of man 
made chemicals since World War 2 and the prevalence in the environment of industrial 
chemicals is being now being scrutinised even more closely as a main causal factor. 
 
In the 1996 book ‘Our Stolen Future’ Theo Colborn PhD, a zoologist documented many 
reproductive and developmental disorders in wildlife and traced them back to synthetic 
chemicals that were interfering with the endocrine (hormone) system. Since then more and 
more evidence has been gathered to show that: 
1. Chemical exposure can impact on the hormonal system and disrupt normal development at 
doses far lower than previously expected. 
2. Genes and chemicals can work together to cause disease. 
3. Mixtures of chemicals can have enhanced and unexpected health effects. 
4. Early life exposures to synthetic chemicals can lead to health problems that don’t show up 
until later in life. 
 
A recently developed technique known as bio-monitoring is allowing scientists to measure 
actual levels of some synthetic chemicals that are getting into our bodies, this is known as our 
‘chemical body burden’. In 2004 an American study was done by the Environmental Working 
Group (a non-profit research organisation). Research at two major laboratories found an 
average of 200 industrial chemicals and pollutants in umbilical cord blood from 10 babies born 
in August and September of 2004 in U.S. hospitals. Tests revealed a total of 287 chemicals in 
the group, among them were eight perfluorochemicals used as stain and oil repellants in fast 
food packaging, clothes and textiles including the Teflon chemical PFOA, a possible human 
carcinogen, dozens of widely used brominated flame retardants and their toxic by-products; and 
numerous pesticides. Of the 287 chemicals found, 180 are known to cause cancer in humans, 
217 are toxic to the brain and nervous system, and 208 cause birth defects or abnormal 
development in animal tests. 



 
A more recent Canadian study carried out by Environmental Defence (an environmental action 
organization) tested the umbilical cord blood of newborn babies, it revealed the presence of a 
wide range of toxic chemicals including pesticides, flame retardants, dioxins, mercury and lead. 
While the study only looked at three babies, each child was born with 55 to 121 toxic 
compounds and possible cancer-causing chemicals in their bodies. In total, 137 different 
chemicals were found. Of these, 132 are reported to cause cancer in humans or animals, 133 
cause developmental and reproductive problems in mammals and 110 are considered toxic to 
the brain and nervous system. 
 
The dangers of pre- or post-natal exposure to this complex mixture of carcinogens, 
developmental toxins and neurotoxins have never been studied. Whereas scientists once 
thought that the placenta shielded developing babies from most environmental pollutants it is 
now realised that at a critical time of development, the cord blood is delivering a steady stream 
of pollutants along with essential nutrients and oxygen, babies are exposed to a toxic chemical 
load even before they are born. While it's unclear what the long-term health impact might be 
after such early exposure to multiple toxic chemicals, it seems likely that every newborn has 
some of these chemicals in their blood. We all carry this chemical ‘body burden’. At no time in 
our evolution have we been exposed to so much toxicity, we are all basically a living experiment 
for which no one really knows the true outcome. Whilst it is less easy to control our exposure to 
environmental pollution, we can still greatly reduce our exposure by eating organically, washing 
our foods, filtering our water, and using environmentally friendly cleaning products. Our choice 
of cosmetics and personal care products can have a very significant impact on the levels of 
chemicals entering our bodies. 
 
What is your daily dose? 
Think of how many personal care products you use in a day? Shampoo, conditioner, soap, 
bubble bath, talc, deodorant/anti-perspirant, hairspray, hair colours, shaving cream, aftershave, 
perfume, cleansers, toners, moisturisers, nail polish, nail polish remover, make-up, toothpaste, 
mouthwash. It all adds up. The average woman uses a dozen personal care products containing 
168 synthetic chemical ingredients every day. Men use approximately 6 products a day 
containing 85 chemicals. Women who use make-up daily absorb on average 5 lbs of chemicals 
every year which is rather a sobering thought. We know that junk foods are unhealthy for the 
body – the same is true for your skin care products. Chemical laden skin care products are not 
only unhealthy for your skin but as they are absorbed into your bloodstream you also run the 
risk of damaging your health generally – a cumulative effect that may not show until many years 
down the line or as we now know can be passed on to your developing baby. Given that your 
skin is your largest organ (and the thinnest) and the fact that it is highly absorbent, it makes 
sense to give serious consideration as to what you apply to your skin. This is where you need to 
become your own detective and wise up to what goes on in the industry so that you can make 
educated choices for you and your family. Most personal care products (including expensive 
‘top end’ spa products) are laden with synthetic chemicals, slaughter house by-products and 
toxic by-products from the petro-chemical industry. These chemicals combine into an even more 



toxic cocktail which interferes with our bodies, disrupting cell function, skin health, respiration, 
digestion, endocrine function (glands, hormones, thyroid, adrenals, fertility, sleep patterns, 
menstrual cycles etc.), brain and nervous system function. 
 
What you really need to enhance your skin health, appearance and overall health are simple 
and natural ingredients that will help to nourish and protect the skin. There is a lot of wisdom in 
the saying ‘You shouldn’t put anything on your skin that you couldn’t eat’. 
 
Why are there so many toxic ingredients in our personal care products? 
The wide variety of personal care and beauty products are put broadly into three categories: 
Cosmetics/Make-up – lipsticks, foundation, blushers, nail varnish, mascara,hair dyes etc. 
Personal care/toiletries – functional bathroom products designed for daily use such as soap, 
shower gels, toothpaste, deodorant etc. Skin care and Beauty Products – moisturisers, 
cleansers, toners, leg wax, bath oils, face masks etc. 
 
All of these products are subject to cosmetic laws. In Europe this is known as the EU Cosmetics 
Directive. The Directive states that a product must not cause harm when used for its stated 
purpose and that the responsibility for determining safety lies with the manufacturer. 
Unfortunately, the Directive does not go far enough in protecting the consumer, there are many 
flaws in the system that is meant to protect us. The large cosmetic trade associations (who 
advise the boards who form the laws) are themselves funded by memberships from large 
chemical and cosmetics companies. So despite there being a law about cosmetic safety, there 
are still lots of harmful chemicals still legally allowed in skin care products. Many of these 
chemicals have not been tested for safety and of course there has been no study as to the long 
term effects resulting from exposure to the cocktail of multiple chemicals. The skin care industry 
(as with the food and weight loss industries) is motivated by profit, it is their primary concern. 
This often means that cheap ingredients are used and to mask the product and make it look, 
feel and smell good. Additional cheap synthetic ingredients are used to preserve, stabilise, and 
add colour and fragrance. In addition, clever marketing can easily mislead consumers into 
believing they are buying some wonderful potion that will make them look and feel good. Many 
of the so called ‘natural’ or ‘pure’ products even contain a number of toxic chemicals so for the 
discerning consumer it can be a mine field when trying to make healthy choices. 
 
Common misleading terms 
‘Younger looking skin’ – a vague term that can’t be backed up scientifically. 
‘Anti-ageing’, ‘Pure’, ‘Natural’, ‘Simple’ – there is no legal definition within cosmetic law so 
anyone can use these terms. 
‘Botanical’, ‘Organic’ – if 1% of the product has an organic ingredient it can legally be labelled as 
organic despite the fact that the other 99% is pure synthetic chemical. 
‘Hypo-allergenic’ – people tend to believe you can’t be allergic to it, or that it is better for you. 
What it actually means is that the manufacturers have left out the most toxic allergy causing 
substances but it is still an unnatural product which has the potential to impair health. 



‘Dermatologically tested’ – It doesn’t state how or under what circumstances the product was 
tested. The test panels are dominated by dermatologists whose main consideration is whether 
the product causes skin irritation or sensitisation. They are not set up to analyse long term 
health effects. 
‘Aromatherapy’ – when the real therapy of Aromatherapy became popular many cosmetics 
companies took advantage and started making aroma-therapeutic claims for their products. The 
word conjures images of fragrant and healthy plant extracts. Often these products do not even 
contain any aromatic extracts or oils at all but it is a good selling point. 
‘Contains extracts of ……..’ again only the smallest amount of an extract need to be added to an 
otherwise toxic product for this to be allowed on the label. Again a good selling point. 
‘Derived from ……’ – the worst offenders of this term are those makers of commercial ‘natural’ 
products, the sort you often see in Health shops because it detracts the consumer from really 
knowing what they are using. For example ‘Sodium Lauryl Sulphate or SLS derived from 
coconut’, this makes the customer think they are using a product with a lovely natural extract 
from coconut. In truth, SLS is one of the most common and potentially nasty detergents used in 
the industry; it is used in shampoo and toothpaste and is known for its toxic effects. As for the 
coconut connection, all SLS is derived from vegetable oil (usually coconut), but it undergoes lots 
of processing involving sulphuric acid before becoming a detergent and is therefore classed as 
a synthetic ingredient. 
 
A closer look at some common harmful ingredients 
Over the last century more and more synthetic ingredients have been created for use in our 
personal care products; they include detergents, preservatives, stabilisers, colours, artificial 
fragrances, and petroleum by-products, and increasingly complex processes have been 
developed to make these ingredients. The Material Safety Data Sheet or MSDS is the industry 
standard for providing information about a specific chemical or substance and its toxic effects. 
‘MSDS’ can be put into an internet search engine and is a good starting point when researching 
cosmetic chemicals. However, the MSDS only gives information based on the industry use of 
the substance, so if toxicological data states that a chemical is a known irritant or carcinogen, 
then this will be based on studies using the undiluted form of that product. It is important 
therefore not to take this data as relating exactly to a shampoo for example, that contains a 
small percentage of the substance. It can however give a useful picture of just how toxic some 
of these common ingredients can be. The number of toxic chemicals is too big to list them all 
but here are some of the more common ones you are likely to find on your product labels: 
 
Parabens (methyl, propyl, butyl, and ethyl). A heavily used preservative found in most skin care 
products. Harmful if swallowed or inhaled, causes irritation to skin, eyes, and respiratory tract, 
may cause allergic skin reaction. Studies implicate their connection with cancer because their 
hormone disrupting qualities mimic oestrogen and could disrupt the endocrine system. Recent 
studies have found parabens in over 90% of breast tumours. Looking for this ingredient on 
labels can be confusing as there are over 80 alternative names! 
 



Mineral oil, Paraffin, and Petrolatum. Products derived from the petro-chemical industry. They 
coat the skin like plastic, clogging pores and creating a build up of toxins in the skin. They can 
slow cellular development creating earlier signs of ageing. Implicated as a suspected cause of 
cancer, disrupts hormonal activity. 
 
Sodium Laurel Sulphate (SLS) also known as Sodium Laureth Sulphate (SLES). Harsh 
detergent which causes a product to foam. Found in over 90% of personal care products 
especially shampoos and toothpastes. Moderately toxic by ingestion. Breaks down your skin’s 
moisture barrier, potentially leading to dry skin and premature aging. This chemical can easily 
penetrate skin and therefore can allow other chemicals easy access. SLS combined with other 
chemicals may become a ‘nitrosamine’ – a potent carcinogen. 
 
Acrylamide. Found in many facial creams. Linked to mammary tumours. 
 
Propylene/butylene Glycol/PEG. Petroleum derived solvent used as a humectant. Penetrates 
the outer layers of the skin. Common cosmetic moisturiser and carrier for fragrance oils. May 
cause dermatitis, conjunctivitis, skin, respiratory and throat irritation, central nervous system 
depression. May inhibit skin cell growth. Linked to blood, kidney and liver disorders. 
If ingested may cause: pulmonary oedema, brain damage, hypoglycaemia, death may occur. 
 
Phenol Carbolic Acid. Found in many lotions and skin creams. Can cause circulatory collapse, 
paralysis, convulsions, coma, and death from respiratory failure. 
 
Dioxane or 1,4-dioxane. Hidden in ingredients such as PEG, polysorbates, laureth, ethoxylated 
alcohols. As this chemical is produced during the manufacture of products it is not required to 
be listed as an ingredient on labels. Very common in personal care products and baby products. 
Easily absorbed through the skin, nasal passages are considered very vulnerable to this 
chemical. Its carcinogenicity was first reported in 1965 and later confirmed in studies including 
one from the National Cancer Institute in 1978. 
 
Toluene. Made from petroleum and coal tar – can be very poisonous. Found in most synthetic 
fragrances. Chronic exposure is linked to anemia, lowered blood cell count, liver or kidney 
damage, could affect a developing foetus. 
 
Formaldehyde. A detergent and preservative. Skin irritant, common allergen and suspected 
carcinogen, can trigger asthma attacks. The following ingredients contain formaldehyde, may 
release formaldehyde or may break down into formaldehyde: 2-bromo-2-nitropropane-1,3-diol, 
diazolidinyl urea, DMDM hydantoin, imidazolidinyl urea, quaternium 15. 
 
Fragrance. an umbrella term for over 200 synthetic chemicals. Known to be among the top five 
allergens and known to cause asthma. Ingredients used to produce fragrances have been 
identified as neurotoxins (chemicals that are toxic to the brain). 
 



Phthalates. There are over 10 different types. Added to many personal care products (especially 
nail polish, aftershave, perfumes and deodorants and lotions) to give substances a 'smooth' 
effect and to help the fragrance last longer. Endocrine disruptor's. Health issues related to toxic 
phthalates include increased risk of miscarriage, male reproductive development impairment 
such as undescended testicles, enlarged prostates and reduced sperm count, and early onset 
puberty in girls. These reproductive abnormalities increase the risk of cancer in later life such as 
breast and prostate cancer. Have been shown to cause liver and kidney damage. Not usually 
specified on labels as they often come under the umbrella term of ‘fragrance’ or ‘parfum’. 
 
Talc/Magnesium Silicate/talcum powder. A fine powder which is chemically similar to asbestos, 
used in baby powders, condom lubricants, cosmetics. Irritant to respiratory system and linked to 
increased risk of ovarian cancer. 
 
Triclosan. Synthetic chemical that is a powerful anti-bacterial and anti-microbial used in hand 
wash, toothpaste and deodorants. A close relation of dioxin, which is the most potent synthetic 
animal carcinogen ever tested. Lab studies link triclosan to cancer, developmental defects, and 
liver and inhalation toxicity. May also affect the thyroid and other hormone systems. Causes 
genetic mutations in bacteria and viruses, producing new strains for which the human immune 
system has no defence. 
 
Placental Extract. Used in hair products marketed mainly for African/American women. A strong 
hormone disruptor. 
 
BHT (Butylated Hydroxytoluene). An antioxidant linked to breathing and lung impairment. 
Diethanolamine (DEA), also Triethanolamine (TEA), and Monoethanolamine (MEA). Acidity 
regulator. Severely irritating to body tissue and possibly corrosive to eyes. Currently under 
investigation as a carcinogen. 
 
Silicones. Coats the skin and impedes its natural function. 
 
GM ingredients.  Genetically modified plants are designed to kill pests by damaging their 
digestive tracts, we don’t fully know what effect it will have on our bodies as insufficient long 
term studies have been carried out. 
 
Nanoparticles/Penetration enhancers. Nanotechnology has been touted as the next revolution in 
cosmetics, skin care and sunscreens. It uses particles that are 80,000 times smaller than the 
width of a human hair and has been designed to take chemicals deeper and faster into the skin. 
Nanoemulsions in shampoo encapsulate active ingredients and carry them deeper into hair 
shafts, nanosomes of Pro-Retinol A penetrate the skin’s surface to soften wrinkles and reduce 
the appearance of creases, and nanovectors transport and concentrate active ingredients in the 
skin. Animal studies show that some nanoparticles can penetrate cells and tissues, move 
through the body and brain and cause bio-chemical damage. Nanoparticles known as 
‘buckyballs’ are being used in some moisturisers and have been found to cause brain damage 



in fish and have been found to be toxic to human liver cells. The health impacts of 
nanomaterials in cosmetics and sunscreens etc remain largely unknown. Manufacturers are 
using this technology even though long term studies have only just begun. 
 
Cleaning up your act – how to choose safer and kinder products 
The task of scrutinising every ingredient in the products you regularly use would be very difficult 
and the process of swapping over to products that are free of synthetic chemicals can be 
expensive so it is best to start with the products that have the most negative impact. Think about 
the level of exposure you get from your products. For example, if you use a lotion all over your 
body and it soaks into your skin all day you are getting a lot more exposure to those chemicals 
than if you were to use the same ingredients in a face cleanser that is quickly washed off. Be 
strategic and try to get the best ingredients in products to which you have the most exposure (ie 
shampoo, lotions, sunscreens, bubble bath etc) and you can relax your standards for lower 
exposure products like hair spray and nail polish remover. It is also wise to keep in mind the key 
times, when it is of up most importance to avoid toxic chemicals. These would be when you are 
preparing to conceive, during pregnancy, with babies and children, and with teenagers who 
have developing reproductive systems. 
 
The main products you should be avoiding/scrutinising are: 
1. Any product you put on your child (including baby wipes) – pound for pound, children absorb 
more chemicals into their bodies and their immature systems often don’t detoxify and eliminate 
chemicals as efficiently as adults. 
2. Anything you soak in (eg bubble bath). 
3. Talc based body powder 
4. Shampoo and conditioner (these have a high exposure due to the fact it washes all over the 
body if using in the shower). 
5. Hair dyes 
6. Nail Polish 
7. ‘Fragrances’ and products that list ‘fragrance’ or ‘parfum’ on the label. 
8. Deodorants/antiperspirants 
 
These are the main products that need to be substituted in favour of natural or chemical free 
products from a reputable company. Hair dyes/treatments and nail polishes are the most toxic 
products and there is little in the way of natural alternatives. 
 
The best advice is to keep it simple. Use simpler products, fewer ingredients, fewer 
unnecessary products and ingredients. Generally those ingredients that have long names which 
cannot be pronounced should be treated as highly suspect. Avoid synthetic ‘fragrances’, 
oestrogenic and carcinogenic ingredients. Use a brand that you can trust with products that will 
nourish (ie feed with essential oils) and be gentle on the body. Know who you are buying from 
and what they stand for. In my opinion Neal’s Yard Organic products tick all the boxes for being 
organic, cruelty free, ethical, sustainable, carbon neutral, and Fair Trade. Admittedly their 
products are more expensive than some other brands but that is because they source and use 



only the best quality ingredients and pay fair prices to their suppliers. When using Neal’s Yard 
products you know that you won’t be compromising your health or that of your family.  You can 
click on the link to the top right of this page to view their range of products. 
 
Useful websites and books 
www.safecosmetics.org – The campaign for safe cosmetics 
www.ewg.org – The Environmental Working Group has a searchable database to find out more 
about the chemicals in your cosmetics 
www.hallgold.com/toxic-chemical-ingredients-directory.htm 
www.wen.org.uk – The Women’s Environmental Network. 
www.hazard.com/msds - searchable database for chemicals and ingredients 
‘Not Just a Pretty Face – The Ugly Side of the Beauty Industry’ Stacy Malkan 
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