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WHY A  
GOOD  

DIET  
SHOWS  

ON  
YOUR  

FACE

H
EALTHY-LOOKING 

SKIN has more of 

those youthful 

qualities: elasticity, 

an even tone and a glow 

from within. But why do 

some of us lose these 

qualities more quickly than 

others, causing us to look 

older? Genetics has a big 

part to play in the speed and 

degree of ageing in the skin, 

but research has shown that 

environment and lifestyle 

have an impact, too.

Significant skin damage is 

caused by smoking. Research 

comparing smoking and 

non-smoking twins has 

revealed skin sagging, 

wrinkles and dark under-eye 

circles as key signs, as well 

as pigmentation and scaly 

skin. Pollutants in cigarettes 

deprive cells of oxygen and 

cause premature cell death, 

and exposure to high levels 

of air pollution is also 

associated with skin ageing 

and inflammatory skin 

disorders such as acne, 

eczema and psoriasis.  

And then, of course, 

there’s the sun, whose UV 

rays can cause damage even 

on a cloudy day. According 

to the World Health 

Organization (WHO), large 

doses of UVA rays cause 

ageing. They penetrate the 

upper layers, affecting 

connecting tissue and blood 

vessels, which leads to 

wrinkles. They’re also linked 

with enhancing development 

of skin cancer. UVB rays 

trigger the production of 

melanin in the skin, causing it 

to tan, and they, too, increase 

the risk of skin cancer. 

So what diet and lifestyle 

choices can we make to 

offset some of the damage? 

Some people 
seem to be 

naturally blessed 
with the smooth, 

clear skin that 
radiates ‘good 

health’. But better 
lifestyle habits go 

some way towards 
getting that 

healthy glow

hfg 

SPECIAL 

REPORT

Eating too 

many sugary 

foods is 

linked with 

damage to 

elastin and 

collagen 

Under-eye 

circles, 

sagging  

skin and 

wrinkles... 

three more 

reasons to 

stub it out

HOW TO LIVE  
SKIN-FRIENDLY
l DON’T SMOKE If you need 

help quitting, contact your  

GP for support or visit  

nhs.uk/smokefree. 

l WATCH THE SUGAR Sugars 

and high-GI foods raise blood 

sugar and increase glycation, 

a process that damages 

elastin and collagen and 

speeds up skin ageing. It 

makes sense to cut back on 

these foods as part of your 

anti-ageing plan.  

l EAT MORE FRUIT AND VEG 
There is evidence to suggest 

the antioxidant pigments such 

as beta-carotene (in orange 

veg including carrots and 

sweet potatoes), the bright  

red lycopene (tomatoes, 

watermelons) and the yellow 

pigment lutein (kale, spinach) 

collect in our skin and act like 

an internal ‘parasol’, providing 

an SPF effect of around  

3–4 from the inside out. And 

the effect is accumulative – 

scientists in a German study 

found 10 weeks of a higher 

beta-carotene intake provide 

a ‘photo-protective’ effect for 

the skin. The study author 

concluded: ‘Systemic photo-

protection by beta-carotene 

(and other carotenoids) is 

quite different from that 

achieved with topically 

applied sunscreen, providing 

a basic, all day protection 

against sunburn, which would 

affect all parts of the skin.’

l BE SUN-SENSIBLE 
Your skin needs protection. 

The British Association of 

Dermatologists recommends 

protecting skin with clothing, 

a wide-brimmed hat and  

UV protective sunglasses, 

seeking shade between 11am 

and 3pm and using at least 

SPF 30 sunscreen (SPF 50 for 

children or if you’re pale). This 

does, of course, need to be 

balanced with the need for 

vitamin D (see p18).

l LIMIT ALCOHOL Consultant 

dermatologist Professor Nick 

Lowe of the British Skin 

Foundation explains alcohol 

can cause flushing of the skin in 

some people. ‘This can trigger 

rosacea, a chronic redness in 

the skin because the blood 

vessels enlarge and produce 

more blood flow, he says. 

‘Although the redness can go 

down, over time it can lead to a 

permanent enlargement of the 

blood vessels and visible 

thread veins on skin.’ He adds 

that if alcohol makes you 

stressed and anxious, it can 

increase the production of 

androgen hormones that 

trigger acne. And, finally, 

alcohol causes the skin to 

become dehydrated, with fluid 

loss leading to flakiness and 

puffiness around the eyes.

l GET YOUR BEAUTY SLEEP Yes, 

this is a real thing! Not getting 

enough sleep has been found 

to increase the likelihood of 

wrinkles and fine lines, and 

inhibit the skin’s ability to 

recover after sun exposure. It 

allows your skin to regenerate 

and, without it, you’re more 

likely to become stressed, 

thereby restricting blood  

flow of nutrients to the skin.
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❛I’m on a 
medicine-
free path  
to good  
skin health❜
Betsan Evans, 36 

B
efore my diagnosis with 

dermatitis and rosacea in 

2011, I’d never suffered with 

skin problems. I went to the doctor 

because I noticed a small rash on 

my cheek. I was having occasional 

hot flushes after red wine or curries, 

which I put down to the alcohol and 

spices. My GP told me that while 

my skin conditions were incurable, 

I should come back if they got 

worse – and in 2014, they did. 

‘I was prescribed all sorts of 

antibiotics, creams and steroids, 

which made my skin very, very  

thin, to the point where I lost my 

eyebrows. My skin was red raw 

from my forehead to my neck. 

Being a wedding photographer, I 

was convinced people would think 

I was a monster compared with the 

people I was photographing, who 

were all looking their best. I didn’t 

want to leave the house.

In desperation, I tried fad diets

‘I refused to accept nothing could 

be done for my skin, so I began 

researching natural medicines. 

What I learned took me to another 

world where conditions are tackled 

by dietary and lifestyle changes. I 

tried everything. I saw a naturopathic 

doctor, who completely adjusted 

my diet, cutting out all sorts of 

foods, which was very stressful. 

Going from one extreme to another 

was hard to fit into my lifestyle, 

especially as I saw no improvements 

and my face was still red raw. 

‘One of my doctors asked me if 

I’d looked into leaky gut syndrome. 

I hadn’t. Kefir came up as one of 

the top ways to manage it, as well 

as other fermented foods, such as 

sauerkraut. I began drinking 170ml 

The gut-skin 
connection
Latest research indicates 

conditions of the skin may 

be down to imbalances in 

the gut. A recent Japanese 

study suggested that 

addressing microbial 

imbalances in the gut 

could help to treat or 

prevent atopic dermatitis 

(see eczema, left). A 

Russian study also found 

acne patients had an 

imbalance of gut 

microbes, while an 

animal study noted visible 

improvements in the skin 

and fur condition of mice 

when treated with the 

probiotic Lactobacillus 

reuteri, as well as reduced 

inflammation and signs 

of repair in the skin and 

gut barriers. Research is 

ongoing but British Gut, 

an initiative by King’s 

College London, is 

optimistic, saying: ‘Initial 

indications show that 

microbial diversity is key.’

❛I’d never have considered

performing on TV with my 

skin the way it was❜

CASE STUDY 

Chuckling Goat goat’s milk kefir 

(chucklinggoat.co.uk) every morning 

in March last year. By August, I was 

seeing massive changes, as were 

other people – and it keeps getting 

better. After all the antibiotics I’ve 

been prescribed, I knew I was doing 

good things for my microbiome. I’ve 

accepted the problem was probably 

to do with my gut health, especially 

as I’d always suffered with digestive 

issues such as bloating, which have 

stopped. It’s amazing to know I’m 

on a medicine-free path to treating 

my conditions.

The confidence factor

After the improvement to my skin  

I was shortlisted for TV’s A Song  

for Wales (the Welsh Eurovision,  

as it were!). I’d never have 

considered entering the contest 

and performing on TV with my skin 

the way it used to be. 

WHEN SKIN NEEDS  
EXTRA HELP 
Acne
TYPICALLY ASSOCIATED with 

oily or greasy skin, acne 

usually starts in adolescence, 

when hormones stimulate the 

skin’s oily sebaceous glands 

to become more active. 

Severe acne is usually treated 

topically with antibiotics or 

retinoid products prescribed 

by a doctor.

The link with diet While 

there’s no concrete evidence 

that certain foods cause acne, 

research suggests high-GI 

foods, such as white bread and 

white rice, may intensify acne 

if eaten in large quantities, 

while other studies have found 

a low-GI diet can help to 

improve symptoms. A richly 

plant-based diet is your best 

defence, along with drinking 

plenty of water. 

Eczema  

THIS COMMON CONDITION 

has various causes and can 

make skin appear inflamed, 

red, itchy or dry and 

sometimes weepy. Triggers 

vary, and may involve diet 

(see below). Atopic dermatitis, 

the most common form, often 

runs in families and may 

develop alongside other 

conditions, such as asthma 

and hay fever. Eczema impairs 

the skin’s barrier function, 

which is how skin stays 

hydrated, pliable and resistant 

to infections and allergies. 

The link with diet Some 

people with eczema also have 

food allergies, which may act 

as ‘triggers’ for eczema. A 

health professional can test 

for allergies and, if present, an 

elimination diet can help 

decrease the severity of the 

eczema. It’s important for 

people with food allergies  

to be regularly reassessed 

because allergies can 

spontaneously resolve. 

Probiotics as prevention 

Our skin is covered in helpful 

micro-organisms that protect 

against disease, but overuse of 

antibiotics can tip this off 

balance, leading to skin 

problems. There’s some 

evidence to suggest probiotics 

may help prevent this 

happening, although there’s 

no significant scientific 

evidence that supplements 

reduce eczema already 

present. Taking probiotics 

during pregnancy and post-

natally may decrease the risk of 

atopic dermatitis in offspring. 

Psoriasis 

PSORIASIS is an autoimmune 

skin disease that results in 

uneven, red, scaly skin. It 

affects around 3% of people in 

the UK and can start at any age. 

There’s no cure, but if it isn’t 

too widespread, symptoms 

are treated topically. Severe 

psoriasis needs treatment by 

a dermatologist.

The link with diet and 
exercise Research suggests 

that a calorie-controlled diet 

with the addition of omega-3 

fatty acids may help to reduce 

inflammation and symptoms 

of psoriasis, while in a 

separate study, overweight 

psoriasis sufferers  

reduced their symptoms  

by exercising more often.

Eating too 
much of any 

high-GI 
foods, such 

as white 
bread, may 
make acne 

worse

Probiotics, 
found in 

foods such as 
yogurt, have 
been linked 

to better skin 
health in 
studies
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over the age of one should 

consider taking a daily supplement 

containing 10mcg vitamin D, 

particularly in autumn and winter.

Research also shows the Med diet 

(high in omega-3 fatty acids and 

colourful fruit and veg) may have  

a protective effect against the sun. 

But don’t give up on the SPF!
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It may seem as if the odds are against you when it comes to skin damage, but there are a 
number of things you can do and foods you can eat to help protect it from premature ageing

Vitamin D maintains the calcium 

and phosphorus levels in our body, 

which promotes the health of our 

bones, teeth and muscles. Vitamin 

D is produced in the skin through 

sun exposure, but because of the 

risk of skin cancer (see p15), we 

need to limit the time we spend in 

the sun. And during the UK winter, 

HOW TO PROTECT FROM WITHIN

the sun isn’t strong enough to 

produce vitamin D, so we have to 

rely on getting it from food (oily fish 

such as herrings, mackerel and 

sardines, fortified breakfast cereals 

and eggs are among the sources).

Because it’s difficult to get enough, 

new advice from Public Health 

England is that adults and children 

Best foods for boosting sun protection
Aiming for 15mg each of the pigments beta-carotene, lutein and lycopene throughout 

the year may help to protect skin from UV sun damage. Here are some common sources:

250ml glass  
no added salt 
tomato juice

25mg 

Large portion 
kale

21.9mg

Medium slice 
watermelon

14.7mg

2 heaped 
dessertspoons 
tomato purée

13.8mg 

Large watercress 
salad  

(or 300g soup)

12.4mg 

250ml bowl 
tomato soup

9.7mg

½ medium  
sweet  
potato 

9.5mg 

1½ medium 
carrots 

8.8mg 

Large slice 
pumpkin 

6.9mg 

 red  
pepper 

6.8mg

100g romaine 
lettuce 

5.7mg

Large spinach 
salad  

16.3mg

Large spinach 
salad  

5.6mg

Small pink 
grapefruit  

4.9mg

Large slice 
butternut  

squash 

4.6mg 

Large serving 
collard greens

 4.4mg 

1 large tomato  
or 6 cherry 
tomatoes

 3.7mg

3 broccoli  
florets 

1.9mg

BETA-CAROTENE LUTEIN LYCOPENE
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