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The old adage – we are what we eat – has never 

been truer. As our knowledge of nutrition increases, 

so does our understanding of how and what we eat 

affects our health – not just in terms of weight gain 

and loss, but complexion, facial appearance and the 

skin’s ageing process.

‘Our diet has a huge effect on your complexion,’ says 

international health and wellness expert, James Duigan, 

creator of the Bodyism programme and consultant for 

One&Only Hayman Island and One&Only Reethi Rah. 

‘How you eat, what you eat, and even how you’re feeling 

when you eat, will show in your skin. It’s important to 

remember that the skin is the largest organ on your 

body. As you ingest more toxins through the food you 

eat, your organs – and in fact your entire body – needs to 

work harder in order to deal with them. As you overload 

your system, it will eventually breakdown and accelerate 

the ageing process.’

Sugar, Duigan says, is the real enemy, ‘This is possibly 

the most commonly abused and dramatically ageing 

substance in our diets today. Sugar drags the collagen 

from our faces, quite literally ageing us as we eat. Sugar 

is not your friend.’

Not only is sugar not our friend, but it is a wily, underhand 

adversary, disguising itself in the form of sucrose, corn 

syrup, dextrose, maltose, glucose and fructose. 

‘None of these have any nutritional value whatsoever,’ 

points out Rekha Maharaj, Senior Therapist and 

Skincare Specialist at COMO Shambhala Urban Escape, 

London. ‘It also enters the blood stream quickly spiking 

blood sugar levels. Just like refined carbs and dairy, this 

causes inflammation that leads to breakouts, rashes 

and dull skin. Eating a small amount of sugar creates a 

desire for more and abruptly quitting causes withdrawal 

symptoms like headaches, mood swings, cravings 

and fatigue.’

The bad news doesn’t stop here. Sugar is but one 

ingredient on a long list of foodstuffs and additives that 

will expedite the ageing of our skin. Maharaj also points 

an accusatory finger at flour and dairy, saying, ‘Flour is 

challenging to avoid, as it’s involved in almost every meal 

of the day. When a whole grain is crushed to make flour, 

all of the vitamins, nutrients, fibre and phytonutrients are 

destroyed. The word ‘refined’ indicates the food has 

been stripped of all the beneficial nutrition.’

Milk, meanwhile, contains dozens of different hormones 

and can raise insulin levels up to 300 percent. Maharaj 

says that this has implications such as acne and other 

skin conditions.

Since sugar, dairy and flour permeate modern-day 

foodstuffs, there’s real difficulty in trying to avoid them. 

It would seem that the best strategy would be to focus 

on the foods that benefit complexion and counteract 

the natural ageing process. 

‘From the age of 30, melanin, which gives the skin 

its colour, is more dispersed. Loss of radiance and 

evenness in complexion are the first symptoms of 

time,’ says Maharaj. ‘The skin’s surface appears dull 

and lacks luminosity. It doesn’t reflect light as much. 

These processes can be counteracted with a diet rich 

in phytonutrients, vitamins and minerals that assist the 

skin’s ability to cope better with the effects of ageing. 

The key element is increasing antitoxins both into the 

diet and topical skincare protection.’

One such antioxidant is carotenoid, which is responsible 

for the redness of tomatoes and peppers. A 2011 study 

conducted by Nottingham University, UK, suggested 

that by eating these fruits, along with foods such as 

plums and carrots, the redness eventually imbues the 

skin to give it a healthy-looking golden glow. Carotenoids 

are stored in fat under the skin as well as being secreted 

through the skin in serum and then reabsorbed into the 

top layer of the skin, bestowing a golden hue.

‘Natural, fresh, colourful foods are powerful complexion 

boosters,’ says Laura Holland co-founder of BeUtiful 

Body. ‘You want to radiate, so you must eat light- and 

life-filled foods. Essential fatty acids are wonderful for 

smoothing and creating suppleness in the skin – they are 

also anti-inflammatory helping to reduce any redness, 

irritation or puffiness that sometimes appears on the 

skins surface. EFA’s lubricate the body from within 

helping to alleviate dryness, dehydration and tightness in 
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the skin giving that beautiful glow. We can begin eating 

flaxseeds, chia seeds, pumpkin seeds, sunflower seeds, 

avocados and cold pressed seed oils.’

Hollands says that we can supplement this diet by using 

sesame or coconut oil on our skin as a moisturiser – 

these are natural oils that can easily be absorbed by the 

skin. ‘They are full of essential fatty acids and vitamin 

E,’ continues Holland. ‘I love to use natural oils as they 

are free from chemicals and other binding agents, which 

means they are just pure beautifying products.’

In addition to essential fatty acids, Holland says that 

antioxidants are vital for bright complexion since 

they clear all the free radicals in our system that are 

responsible for ageing and dulling the skin. ‘The more 

we can eat and use antioxidants in our skincare regime 

the brighter our complexion will be,’ she says. ‘We are 

also safeguarding ourselves from premature ageing 

and the deepening of fine lines and wrinkles. Eating 

dark chocolate – an amazing antioxidant with a mineral 

content that your skin loves – blueberries, goji berries, 

acai berries and maqui berry powders can further help 

spring-clean your complexion.’ 

Holland also suggests antioxidant-rich facemasks with 

honey and turmeric spice – a powerful anti-inflammatory 

helping to reduce redness and heal breakouts, while 

leaving your complexion suitably radiant. She says to 

combine one tablespoon of honey with one teaspoon 

of turmeric, make a paste, and then cover the skin for 

15 to 20 minutes.

Eating green is also key. Many skin issues are due to 

an excess of heat or acid within the body, which as this 

shows up through the to the skins surface in the form or 

spots, rashes and breakouts. This will also make your 

skin look dry as all the heat inside dehydrates your body.  

‘To counteract this , we need to include cool alkali foods 

like leafy greens, green vegetables, avocados, coconut 

water, nettle tea and sea greens into our diet as they 

are amazing for clearing the skin and encouraging a 

glowing complexion,’ says Holland. ‘Spirulina powder 

is an excellent way to help increase your greens, just 

take one teaspoon in a large glass of water and drink 

daily, or you can add to your smoothies or juices. Aloe 

vera is another excellent cooling and calming plant 

that we can either drink in liquid form to alkalize our 

body from within or use directly onto our skin to help 

reduce redness almost immediately. Aloe Vera feeds 

the skin as its also very nutrient dense, whether we 

eat it or apply topically.’

Holland also recommends sea buckthorn, which she 

says has received a lot of exciting attention for being a 

powerful tonic for the skin – the berries are loaded with 

nutrients and the rare omega-7, which is said to have 

healing effects as well as nourishing and revitalising its 

appearance when taken as a capsule or used topically.  

‘There are many different supplements that you can get 

for sea buckthorn and you can also find creams so you 

can use directly onto the skin too.’

Duigan, meanwhile, points to fish and plant-based 

nutrients such as spinach, kale, and broccoli. Fish 

contains plenty of omega-3 fatty acids that help keep 

skin-cell membranes strong and elastic. Meanwhile, 

olive oil contains antioxidants that can prevent chemical 

reactions that lead to external assaults on, such as sun 

damage. ‘Try and always get your nutrients from organic, 

local, seasonal foods,’ Duigan adds.

All the experts unanimously agree that hydration is one 

of the simplest, yet most important aspects of good skin. 

‘It’s often under appreciated,’ agrees Holland. ‘I always 

like to remind my clients that for life itself first we must 

breathe, second we drink and then finally we eat, this is 

the order of importance for our wellbeing and therefore 

hydration is more important than our nutrition, without 

water there would be no life. Our skin needs to be fed 

this life giving force so it too can look radiant. Always 

drink room temperature water, never chilled, this causes 

stress within your body and so is not as hydrating. Make 

sure you sip water evenly throughout the day providing 

a steady supply of hydration to your body and your 

skin. This will also help your energy levels. Your body is 

mostly water, if we don’t drink enough then our system 

becomes sluggish and heavy, toxins are slower moving 

through the body and elimination is reduced.  All of this 

will eventually take its toll on your skin, your complexion 

will become dull and you may even get breakouts, so 

water is essential to keep your body in flow, on all levels, 

helping you to feel light and clean, inside and out.’

The Middle East’s climate, in particular is a contrast of 

heat and air conditioning, which can be very dehydrating. 

Holland says that one of the most hydrating fluids – even 

more hydrating than water – is coconut water. ‘It has an 

amazing amount of electrolytes and it’s bursting with 

minerals that will feed your skin. The coconut is an ancient 

beauty food and drinking the water not only is one of the 

most effective ways of hydrating your body its boosts 

your nutrition too, glowing skin is not far away when you 

drink Mother Nature’s original sports drink!’

Of course, the battle against the skin’s ageing process 

cannot be won by diet alone. There are plenty of 

external factors that should also be taken into account. 

Studies at the University of Edinburgh, UK, suggest 

that ‘early childhood experiences, including nutrition, 

illness, exposure to cigarette smoke and pollution, and 

other aspects of a difficult upbringing leave their mark in 

people’s facial features.’

‘Smoking, without a doubt, effects the skin around the 

mouth, as well as a horrific list of other health issues,’ 

points out Duigan. ‘As for exercise, it depends on the 

type of exercises that you do: the only one that has 

been shown to possibly accelerate the ageing process 

is long, steady-state cardio, such as jogging for an hour 

or more each day, or even cycling, since it increases 

oxidation within the system. This isn’t to say running is 

bad – but keen runners should consider upping their 

intake of antioxidants.’

‘It also needs to be considered that stress is 

perhaps the most negative influencer on our 

health and wellbeing, including our complexion,’ 

concludes Holland. ‘Taking steps to reduce stress 

and create calm within your system is essential for 

your body to remain youthful, vibrant and healthy.’
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