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CRISIS
POINT?

We’ve all blamed a bad skin day on  
lack of sleep or a full-on week at work, 

but what about when world events 
leave us reeling? Are some  

worry lines just too deep  
to reverse? ›
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I’m sitting hunched at  
the top of the stairs in my 
pyjamas, half-watching the 
evening news through the 
banisters. “Someone’s not 
getting any sleep tonight,” 
says my husband, eyebrows 
raised. And he’s right. As  
I lie in bed later that night, 
wide-eyed and fidgety, 
there’s some strange 
reassurance in knowing  
I’m not the only person 
currently getting better 
acquainted with their 
bedroom ceiling. When 
coronavirus began 
sweeping the globe back  
in January, it shut down 
businesses, put jobs at risk, 
turned neighbourhoods 
into ghost towns and,  
most heartbreakingly, 
ended lives. Sleep can wait.

The following morning,  
as I joined a virtual meeting 
with the rest of my team,  
I noticed how much darker 
my under-eyes were looking, 
and how inflamed the 
usually mild rosacea on  
my cheeks had become.  
I’m no stranger to looking 

like I haven’t slept for 147 
years (thanks, kids), but  
as a skin-obsessed beauty 
editor, I’m also aware of  
the cyclical relationship 
between our complexions 
and our forever fluctuating 
stress levels.

“It’s like a game of  
ping-pong,” confirms 
dermatologist Dr Ellen 
Marmur. “The brain affects 
the skin, and then the stress 
from the skin heads straight 
back to the brain. They’re 
going back and forth, 
trying to achieve balance.” 

What Dr Marmur says 
rings true because as the 
world went into lockdown 
in March, and anxiety levels 
rose, a social-media trend 
emerged (no, not mansion-
bound celebrities dancing 
on TikTok): self-care. Bright 
manicures, at-home facials, 
conversations about the 
best root cover-up and the 
nicest hand creams. People 
seemed to swallow any 
paranoia they had about 
coming across as vain 
during a world crisis by 

accepting that, during these 
troubled times, mind and 
body are intrinsically linked.

Far from zen
I saw it in the faces of the 
friends I exchanged silly 
selfies with to break up a 
long day in lockdown. The 
knackered mum pulling  
a sobbing-emoji face while 
trying to home-school three 
kids. The front-line nurse 
whose dark, bloodshot eyes 
peered at me over a medical 
mask. The colleague self- 
isolating with only two new 
cystic spots for company. 

“Stress triggers the fight- 
or-flight response that kept 
our primal ancestors alive 
for thousands of years,” 
explains dermatologist  
Dr Stefanie Williams.  
You might not be fleeing  
a prehistoric animal, but 
your brain doesn’t waste 
time weighing up the 
threat before sounding the 
alarm. Whether it’s a red 
letter from your bank, a 
scary film or an unsettling 
news report, your body’s 

Dark under-eye circles,  
freak breakouts, rosacea  
and worsening crow’s feet.  
If I wasn’t stressed before  
I looked in the mirror,  
      I bloody well am now.

short-term coping 
mechanism kicks in, telling 
your adrenal glands to 
release the stress hormones 
adrenaline and cortisol.  
“As a result, blood-sugar 
levels surge to provide 
instant energy, the heart rate 
speeds up, pain sensation 
reduces and blood-clotting 
increases.” Basically, your 
body primes itself to 
outrun a non-existent 
beast, or at least have a 
better chance of recovering 
from a wound if it doesn’t. 
Dr Williams then explains 
how, in prehistoric times, 
the intense physical activity 

of fighting or fleeing would 
have burnt off all the extra 
sugar energy, and hormone 
levels would have reverted 
back to normal, no harm 
done. But what about 
modern-day living, with  
its 24/7 news bulletins and 
endless social-media feeds? 
What if that metaphorical 
sabre-tooth tiger just won’t 
leave you the f*ck alone?

Skin deep
Ironically, our so-called 
stress hormone is the thing 
that gets us out of bed every 
morning. “Our cortisol 
levels peak at around 6am,” 

explains aesthetic doctor 
Barbara Kubicka, “gradually 
dropping off throughout 
the day until we fall asleep.” 
Nice. Except for when we’re 
stressed, and our cortisol 
can’t clock off like it  
usually does because it’s 
too busy protecting us 
from the apparent “threat” 
we’re under. It does this  
by redirecting blood  
flow away from the skin 
(towards the vital organs) 
and telling other “less 
important” bodily 
functions to stand down.

“Cortisol suppresses our 
immune response, among 

other 
things,” 
explains  
Dr Kubicka.  
“Not only does 
this make us more 
likely to catch a cold, but  
it can cause underlying skin 
conditions such as eczema, 
rosacea and even acne to 
run riot.” Cortisol also 
happens to be collagen’s 
kryptonite – collagen being 
the protein that gives our 
skin its plump, firm (read: 
youthful) appearance. But 
it doesn’t indiscriminately 
attack our collagen reserves 
– it’s breaking them down 

to release the energy-
boosting (and skin-ageing) 
glucose that we need to 
“outrun the beast”.

When it comes to 
treating the effects of stress, 
Dr Kubicka’s advice is clear: 
calm your mind (the root 
cause of the problem), then 
your skin. Avoid potential 
irritants such as retinols and 
peels (no need to stimulate 
already overstimulated skin). 
Reach for a hyaluronic-acid- 
packed serum and skin-
barrier-building ceramides, 
essential fatty acids and 
niacinamide. Antioxidants 
are as important as ever  
for neutralising the free 
radicals that will build  
up over time when 
circulation to the skin is 
compromised. LED light 
therapy works wonders  
on inflamed breakouts 

(confirmed by my 
trusty colleague  

and spot owner). 
The full face 

masks are 
pricey, 

but 
consider 

a hand-held 
device to treat 

your blemishes 
individually. She also 

swears by spot stickers, 
which come with the 

added bonus of helping 
you resist the urge to pick.
If it’s long-term premature 
ageing you’re keen to tackle 
on your fun-symptoms- 
of-stress list, Profhilo  
(from around £300) is  
an injectable hydration 
treatment that stimulates 
collagen and elastin 
production. Dark under-
eyes are trickier to fix, but 
tear-trough fillers can › 

“Cortisol  
also happens  

to be collagen’s 
kryptonite”

She couldn’t 
be l ieve she’d 
got her hand 
s tuck again
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worth having the “it’s not 
you, it’s me” talk with your 
local takeaway. According 
to Dr Kubicka, digestion  
is another bodily function 
that’s deprioritised during 
times of stress. “As a result, 
undigested food can sit  
in the gut and cause an 
increase in bacteria 
production, another 
potential trigger for skin 
irritation.” She advises 
staying hydrated with 
plenty of water and herbal 
teas, and eating vitamin-
and-mineral-packed green 
veg, plus fish oils to help 
reduce inflammation (nuts 
and seeds high in omegas  
if you’re vegetarian).

Mind over 
matter
Hands up who’s found 
themselves wide-eyed 
at 3am while 
obsessively 
Googling 
symptoms 
(my 
hand  
is up,  
by the way). 
“The ability to 
‘self-diagnose’ has 
never been easier,” 
confirms psychodynamic 
psychotherapist Katharine 
Wray. “We are taught that 
knowledge is power, but  
on the other hand, limitless 
information can lead to 
more anxiety and a feeling 
of being out of control.”

Mental health expert 
Chris O’Sullivan, from the 
Mental Health Foundation, 
has some practical advice: 
he urges us to manage our 
online content for a more 
positive experience. “Use all 
the tech tricks you can to 

filter out 
what you  

don’t want  
to see or hear, 

including hashtag 
filters and blocking 

individual accounts,” he 
tells me. “Try to get the 
good stuff from social 
media – whatever makes 
you feel happy, inspired 
and connected with those 
you care about.”

I’ve seen so much good 
come through that little 
window in my phone 
during the pandemic – the 
kind deeds of others, laugh- 
out-loud memes, rainbows 
painted by toddlers, and 

reminders to clap for our 
NHS workers. Sometimes, 
my mindless scrolling 
offered up a nugget of hope 
that I carried with me for 
days. At other times, the 
announcement of a death 
totally floored me. On one 
particularly low morning,  
I found myself registering 
to give blood after reading 
about a shortage of donors. 
Later that day, I dropped 
two bulging shopping  
bags on the doorstep of a 
housebound friend and her 
newborn. These acts weren’t 
planned for personal 
gratification, but they 
seemed to fill that nagging 

improve that sunken Fester 
Addams effect. As with all 
tweakments, they come with 
their own risks. Research 
your practitioner by typing 
their name into the General 
Medical Council website 
(Gmc-uk.org) – this will 
confirm that they are a 
dermatologist or plastic 
surgeon with plenty of 
experience in the treatment 
you’re considering.

Eat, sleep,  
worry, repeat
Think about how else your 
lifestyle changes during a 
low mood: less sleep, Uber 
Eats on speed dial, no 
enthusiasm for exercise. 
These are all indirect ways 
stress can make you age 
faster than a potato at  
the back of the cupboard. 
Taking at least 30 minutes’ 
exercise a day not only 
releases endorphins (a 
natural antidepressant),  
but the extra energy burn 
will make sleep come more 
naturally. And what’s sleep 
important for? Skin repair.
Over the last five years, 44% 
of adults say their sleep has 
worsened, and with people 
who suffer from insomnia 
a staggering 17 times more 
likely to experience anxiety, 

we’re faced with yet another 
vicious circle.* Ban screen 
time before bed and cut 
down on caffeine and 
alcohol. A glass or two of 
the good stuff might knock 
you out, but it’s been proven 
to reduce the amount of 
time spent in REM sleep 
(the stage responsible for 
mood regulation and 
skin-cell repair).

If you consider yourself  
a comfort eater, it might be 

void I’d been carrying 
around with me for a while.

“Research suggests that 
doing something good for 
someone else can positively 
impact our own happiness,” 
confirms O’Sullivan. 
“Helping others can make 
us feel less isolated and 
more connected, giving  
us a completely different 
perspective on a situation.”

It was these words that 
got me thinking – about 
how the way we live (and 
the physical symptoms of 
it) could be altered forever. 
Will we rise like a phoenix 
from the ashes, more in tune 
with ourselves and others 
around us? Has the peace, 
love and self-care “hippy” 
way of life, mocked by many 
in the past, now become 
the ultimate survival (and 
skin-saving) tool?

Even if I do still insist  
on half-watching the  
news in my pyjamas, I’ve 
adopted other habits, too. 
Long Epsom-salt baths, 
lunchtime reading (print, 
not screen), a few drops of 
CBD oil under my tongue 
before bed. Will I look  
10 years younger? The 
jury’s out. But small steps 
can still go a long way. ◆

“The ability  
to ‘self-diagnose’ 
has never been 

easier”

Kloris CBD Oil Drops, 
500mg, £45.99 (10ml)

Calming and sleep-
inducing, CBD oil (the 

non-hallucinogenic 
compound found in  
the cannabis plant)  

has been a real game-
changer for me at  

nighttime.

Skandinavisk Koto 
Scented Candle, £35
That cosy-home smell 
captured in a candle,  
with notes of vanilla  
bean, dried orange  

peel, Baltic amber and 
vintage leather furniture.  

See you later, stress. 

Sanctuary Spa  
Sleep Mist, £12

This hydrating skin mist  
is laced with relaxing 
botanical oils, such as 
patchouli and lavender, 
which are scientifically 
proven to send you off  

to the land of nod.

“I wrote this feature while on 
lockdown with two young and  

very demanding children. How?  
By completely ignoring my own 
advice – staying up late, eating 
chocolate and drinking beer in 

order to get it done. Shhh!”

111Skin Rose  
Gold Illuminating  

Eye Mask, £12
A quick, 20-minute 
under-eye treat that  
infuses the skin with  

amino acids, peptides  
and proteins, plus 
anti-inflammatory  

colloidal gold. Fancy.

L’Oréal Paris Revitalift 
Filler Hyaluronic  
Acid Anti-Wrinkle  

Serum, £24.99
Delivers a hit of hydration  
for plump, smoother skin. 

Slightly sticky when you first 
apply it, but trust me, it’s like 
a glass of water for thirsty skin.

This Works Morning 
Expert CBD booster + 
Co-Enzyme Q10, £38
A cocktail of free-radical-
fighting antioxidants and 
balancing CBD. Use it as  

a serum on its own, or add a 
few drops to your moisturiser 

for a gentler effect.

Dr Dennis Gross 
Skincare Spotlite  

Blemish Reducer, £58
A hand-held device that 
emits blue light to blitz 
acne-causing bacteria,  
and red light to calm 
inflammation. Three  

minutes on each spot will 
make all the difference.

Simple Calming 
Moisturiser, £7.99

Keeping your skin barrier 
healthy is the first step to 
treating any skin issue.  

This calming moisturiser 
boasts vitamin B3, omegas 

3, 6 and 9 and organic 
hemp-seed oil.

ZitSticka Killa Kit, £27
Aggressive name; absolute 

zen for fresh blemishes. 
These clever little stickers  
use microdart technology  

to flood new eruptions with 
pore-clearing salicylic acid, 

alongside other skin-
supporting ingredients.

The strung-out

S K I N K I T
Ready for some inside-outside self-love? (Sounds rude, 

it’s not.) Here are some things that will help
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