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better options, while healing ingredients such as niacinamide, rose 
oil, aloe vera, oatmeal and allantoin are your friends.”

Noosa-based natural-skin guru Saya McDermott, founder of Saya, 
is the beauty brain behind one of the best cleansing balms around 
(made using shea butter and macadamia oil), and advocates replacing 
your normal rinse-off, micellar or bar formulation with a balm if your 
natural barrier is out of whack. “Balms remove dirt and oil without 
drying the skin, but if you feel the need to follow with a traditional 
cleanser, just ensure it doesn’t alter or strip your pH balance,” she 
warns. Experiencing eczema from childhood inspired McDermott to 
launch Saya and although she concurs steroids serve a purpose, she 
warns we’re seeing a rise in withdrawal issues. “People need to take 
an overall holistic approach with barrier dysfunction. Sensitivities are 
related to what’s going on within and we can nourish it externally, but 
if there are internal issues, these can’t be ignored. Steroids weaken 
your system, but there’s encouraging research they can work in 

tandem with the botanicals like shea 
butter. It’s a step in the right direction.”

Pharmacist Dr Marie Droga, founder of 
cult French brand Gallinée, suffered from 
Crohn’s and the ulcerative skin disease 
pyoderma gangrenosum after an 
intensive antibiotics course, eventually 
weaning herself off steroids and 
managing inflammation by following a 
prebiotic and probiotic diet. It led to her 
formulating and patenting products she 
believes optimise the skin’s microbiome. 
In simple terms, that’s the microorganisms 
that live on the skin’s surface. 

“Your skin is loaded with organisms 
like bacteria and yeast and a disruption of 
your microbiome presents itself through 
acne and eczema, which are essentially 
bacterial infections,” says Droga. 

Brands touting probiotic-laced products to rebalance the skin was  
a ‘thing’ around five years ago, many preaching that in order to reduce 
inflammation you simply added good bacteria to a formula to colonise 
on skin and muscle out the bad boys. The buzz died, beauty journalists 
slowly realised there was more to this story and everyone recognised 
this theory required a leap of logic. Wouldn’t live microorganisms 
die? Get washed away? What dosage would you need?

“Skincare right now doesn’t contain true probiotics,” agrees 
Droga. “In cosmetics they come from the lactic acid bacteria family 
and have a soothing effect on skin. What we’re seeing now is 
microbiome-friendly skincare formulated specifically not to disrupt 
your microflora.”

Claiming microbiome-friendly status is a badge Droga’s calling 
out to be regulated. “In France it is, but US brands don’t need proof 
of efficacy,” she explains. ‘Sensitive’ is another loaded blanket term 
(up there with ‘green’, ‘clean’ and ‘natural’) Droga would love to see 
certified to stop misleading consumers. So, you’re serious about 
adopting a more minimalist approach? “Cleansing gently will have 
a massive effect on a sensitive skin,” assures Droga. Gallinée Face 
Vinegar and the soap-free square Prebiotic Cleansing Bar are two 

Y es, I’m well aware of the saying “skincare isn’t a sprint, it’s  
a marathon”, but I was suffering a 3pm slump, drowning in 
deadlines, and hadn’t showered in 24 hours. Dirtcore best 
described my look that day. I needed a glow that normally 

only comes via a fabulous facialist. Fast. So I opted for a dupe in  
the form of a little glass bottle containing a DIY exfoliating peel 
solution that was 30 per cent AHA. Purchased online, it was my first 
dalliance with this social media sensation, reviews of which 
described it as ‘not for the faint of heart’. We all know where this  
is heading, don’t we?

Instructed to leave the liquid mask on for 10 minutes, I didn’t even 
make it to the halfway mark before my face went into a stinging, 
irritated frenzy. And it’s still as opinionated, three months later. 
Clearly, I’ve joined the camp of a whopping 70 per cent of people 
(according to published findings in Frontiers in Medicine) who now 
self-diagnose as ‘skin sensitive’. 

“It’s 
heartening  
to see people 
now realise 
natural can 
also mean 
active and 
can reduce 
the toxic load 
your skin 
deals with”

Let’s be crystal clear. A proportion of these are 
‘naturally sensitive’ types – those whose genes play  
a part in them being prone to inflammatory conditions 
like rosacea, eczema and psoriasis. But experts say the 
bulk is made up of those ‘temporarily sensitised’.

Pinpointing an exact reason why this is happening is 
complex considering the laundry list of issues we’re all 
dealing with right now. But key pointers are emerging. 
Stats are telling us we’re over-cleansing and overloading 
the skin with actives like never before (according to US 
market research group NPD, the average woman owns  
a minimum of five products and Gen Z prefers brands 
endorsed by doctors and use as many products as Gen X). 
We’re gleaning guidance from the wrong places (hello 
21-year-old TikTok stars #tiktokmademedoit). And stress 
is also playing a major part: a recent paper published in 
the British Journal of Dermatology states women are weirdly 
hitting the magic marker of age 35 and experiencing 
adult acne in numbers never seen before. 

“Women are presenting with reactive skin and 
irritation in droves,” sighs aesthetic physician Dr Joseph 
Hkeik, whose patient list includes the likes of Elle 
Macpherson and Rita Ora. “They’re wearing masks for 
hours at a time, sanitising hands then touching their 
faces, transferring harsh alcohol; and they’ve been 
locked up at home the past few years buying skincare 
online they don’t need. You tell them to use one, two, 
three, but there’s a mentality now where they’re adding 
in four, five, six thinking, ’Surely it won’t hurt?’”

Hkeik says the focus needs to switch to repairing 
a compromised barrier function. “That could be 
physical (preventing water escaping and foreign bodies 
getting inside); chemical related (a pH problem); or an 
immune issue (your microbiome). Upset any one and it 
presents through redness, itchiness and dryness.”

The Sydney-based doctor adds that women’s obsession 
with actives is particularly worrisome, specifically 
prescription retinoids (aka ‘tret’) sourced via their GPs 
with zero guidance. “They see their skin as lovely and 

shiny; that’s actually just redness coming through.” (Note: retinoid 
purging where skin turns red and peels is normal for about two cell 
cycles, but if you’re burning after three months, a deeper evaluation 
is definitely recommended.) Dalliances with dermaplaning and 
microneedling are also adding to the drama. “These are only 
effective on uncompromised skin,” stresses Hkeik. “You’re meant to 
tease the skin. Not traumatise it.” 

So, timeout people. “Make skin healthy before you stimulate it,” 
says Hkeik. “Inflammation causes ageing, so if you fail to avoid that 
you’ll never win the ageing battle. Fix the barrier first. AM: think 
antioxidants, a moisturiser with sunscreen, an eye serum with 
sunscreen; PM: cleanse with an oil or a balm like Rationale 
PreCleanse Balm, followed by a treatment serum and an anti-ageing 
cream like Augustinus Bader The Rich Cream and eye cream.” Steer 
away from moisture-stripping toners, benzoyl peroxide, salicylic 
acid and glycolics. “Peptides, ceramides and hyaluronic acid are 

great basics to start with, formulated with a pH level of 5.8, which 
closely matches skin’s natural pH.

With much research and development still to take place around 
probiotics and skin – much more is known around its effects on the 
gut. Carla Oates, founder of The Beauty Chef and a former eczema 
sufferer, is a big believer that to truly improve your biome, you need 
to invest time in getting the internal right. Especially if you’ve hit 40 
and are experiencing sensitivity for the first time. “Hormonal changes 
during perimenopause and menopause see women becoming more 
sensitive to histamines, perpetuating a cycle of sensitivity,” she says. 
“Biotics help improve epithelial barrier function and modulate our 
immune response in the gut, which subsequently supports skin 
barrier function by helping to ameliorate inflammation.” To support 
the process from an ingestible perspective, Oates has formulated  
a version of her best-selling Glow Inner Beauty Essential powder – 
Glow Ageless – for those over 50, “containing vitamin C, provitamin 
A, B vitamins, zinc, antioxidants, prebiotics, postbiotics, which all 
work to promote more radiant, resilient skin from within”. 

Oates’s new Glow F.A.C.E Intensive Rejuvenating Oil favours the 
gentle extract bakuchiol, over retinol, to treat wrinkles and 
hyperpigmentation. “It’s heartening to see people now realise 
natural can also mean active and at the same time can reduce the 
toxic load your skin deals with daily.” Peace out. Literally.

SENSITIVE ISSUES
Eight ways to ease irritation without a prescription.
1. Universkin NexUltra B Balm, $72. 2. SkinCeuticals Triple Lipid 
Restore 2:4:2 Treatment, $198. 3. Rationale #4 The Precleanse  

Balm, $124. 4. Gallinée Face Vinegar, $45. 5. Augustinus Bader The 
Rich Cream, $390. 6. The Beauty Chef Glow Ageless powder, $75.  

7. Gallinée Prebiotic Cleansing Bar, $22. 8. Saya Cleansing Balm, $56.
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Our complexions are crankier than ever before.  
So what’s driving the sensitive skin surge? Eugenie 
Kelly investigates and uncovers the trending tweaks 
that could prove to make a world of difference.
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