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Sydney, Australia, of her Instagram account, @labmuffin 
beautyscience, where she takes a critical look at com-
monly held skincare beliefs, such as the notion that 
all synthetic chemicals should be avoided. “I’ve been  
really impressed by how detailed the questions have be-
come. I’ll do a post about something I thought only I 
would care about, given my medicinal chemistry back-
ground, but it turns out that a lot of my followers want 
to know as well.” Stephen Alain Ko (@kindofstephen), 
a Toronto-based cosmetic chemist and formulator, has 
racked up a following of almost 30,000 people who are 
interested in his evidence-based approach to common 
skincare questions. In the United States, San Francisco-
based chemical engineers Victoria Fu and Gloria Lu  
(@chemist.confessions) leverage knowledge they gained 
working with anti-aging and acne product formulations 
to decode ingredient lists 
for their 32,000 followers. 
“Part of our motivation to 
keep Chemist Confessions 
going is the belief that only 
an educated consumer base 
can change the market 
landscape,” says Fu. “We 
already see changes hap-
pening now—things like 
choosing packaging that 
better protects the formu-
la, which means it requires 
fewer preservatives. Or 
making more environmen-
tally conscious decisions 
with ingredients, like sun 
filters, and biodegradable packaging.” 

WHICH COMMON BEAUTY CLAIM/UNCLEAR PHRAS-
ING FRUSTRATES YOU THE MOST?
Stephen Alain Ko “‘Studies show’ or ‘Research shows.’ 
Often, the results have only been demonstrated in cells 
in a petri dish, which doesn’t necessarily translate to 
humans applying the product to their skin. This in-
formation is often left out and can be misleading to  
a consumer.”
Michelle Wong “Using the phrase ‘chemical-free’ to 
mean natural. Everything is made of chemicals, in-
cluding nature!”
Gloria Lu “When brands combine science fiction 
with dramatic prose—something along the lines of 
‘Harvested from a rare flower that blooms once a dec-
ade, this rare, hyper-concentrated, nutritious gem of an 

ingredient acts as a reset button for your aged skin and 
replenishes your dermal chakra....’” 

WHAT QUESTION DO YOU GET ASKED THE MOST?
SAK “Whether or not combining two skincare prod-
ucts renders them useless or ineffective. The answer is 
that there is no solid answer, unless the two products 
have been studied.”

WHAT GENERAL ADVICE CAN YOU GIVE TO CON-
SUMERS LOOKING AT AN INGREDIENT LIST?
MW “Don’t be afraid of ingredients with tricky names; 
it doesn’t mean they are dangerous or worse for  
you. Butylene glycol and ethoxydiglycol are complex-
sounding but very safe solvents used in cosmetics 
that act as humectants [helping skin retain mois-

ture]. Natural ingredi-
ents are not necessarily 
safer or more efficacious.”  

HOW MUCH CAN YOU 
REALLY LEARN ABOUT A 
PRODUCT FROM READING 
THE INGREDIENT LIST?  
MW “It doesn’t tell you 
how the ingredients are 
combined,  which can 
make a huge difference in 
terms of how the product 
works—like how well the 
active ingredients pene-
trate your skin or how 
well sunscreen ingredients  

cover your skin and protect you from the sun. 
Uncooked cake batter would have the same ingredi-
ent list as the final baked cake.”

IN YOUR OPINION, WHAT SKINCARE INGREDIENT 
SHOULD EVERYONE HAVE IN THEIR ROUTINE?
GL “Everyone’s skin is different. Even skincare super-
stars like niacinamide [a.k.a. vitamin B3, which im-
proves the appearance of pores, among other things] 
can be irritating to some. For hydration, we would 
recommend glycerine and hyaluronic acid for their re-
liable efficacy and low irritation potential.” 
MW “Sunscreen. There’s so much science behind it. 
It’s the best anti-aging product. In a large clinical trial, 
daily usage was found to reduce the chance of can-
cer. My favourite sunscreen filters are the newer ones: 
Tinosorb S and Tinosorb M.” 

“Don’t be afraid of 
ingredients with 
tricky names; it 
doesn’t mean they 
are dangerous.” 

T RA I L B L A Z E RS
The way CBD is being discussed in beauty circles lately, you’d 
think it was the greatest skincare breakthrough since retinol. 

We investigate the science behind its skin-healing claims. 
SO WHAT IS CBD, EXACTLY? Cannabidiol (CBD) is a cannabinoid, one of many chemical 
compounds found in cannabis plants, which include marijuana (high THC) and industrial 
hemp (less than 0.3 percent THC). CBD itself is non-psychoactive; it contains negligible 
amounts of THC, the cannabinoid that gets you high. WHY AM I SEEING IT IN BEAUTY 

PRODUCTS? In skincare, CBD’s anti-inflammatory properties may help repair the skin bar-
rier and reduce skin inflammation by regulating the body’s immune response and alleviat-
ing itching and dryness. Milk Makeup uses hemp-derived, CBD-infused cannabis oil as a 
vegan alternative to beeswax to thicken eyelashes and eyebrows. WHAT DOES SCIENCE 

SAY? It’s murky. “The reality is that we do not know if CBD actually does work in skincare 
products,” says Dr. Gurbir Dhadwal, MD, an instructor in the department of dermatol-
ogy and skin science at the University of British Columbia. “Currently, there are no well-
controlled peer-reviewed published studies on CBD specifically for skin conditions.” Most 
of the available data is from cells in petri dishes or uncontrolled human studies, he says. 
We do know that CBD binds to receptors in the skin that alter gene expression, which in 
turn helps lessen inflammation, says Dr. Robert Dellavalle, MD, who is working on a ran-
domized controlled trial of oral CBD for seborrheic dermatitis on patients with Parkinson’s 
disease. But, he says, “these effects are sometimes dependent on the concentrations of 
CBD, so further testing is needed.” I WANT TO GIVE IT A TRY. WHERE DO I GET IT? When the 
Cannabis Act comes into effect on October 17, you’ll be able to find cannabis oil contain-
ing CBD intended for topical use at provincially or territorially authorized cannabis retail-
ers or at federally licensed sellers of medical cannabis. LAURA SCHOBER  

TOP SHELF
THE MOST INGENIOUS 
PRODUCTS THAT HAVE 

COME ACROSS OUR DESKS 
THUS FAR THIS YEAR. 

Jules Zecchino, co-
founder of BioMimetic 
Laboratories, which created 

ERASA SKINCARE, spent 
decades developing some 
of Estée Lauder’s greatest 
skincare innovations. With 
XEP-30 Extreme Line Lifting 
and Rejuvenation Concentrate 
($250), he wanted to tackle 
various issues (like pigmenta-

tion and wrinkles) that are usually rel-
egated to separate product lines. Linda 
Evangelista, who liked the product so 
much that she joined the company, told us 
she uses it in lieu of Botox and credits it 
with getting rid of her melasma. 

Scientific studies on BIOEFFECT’s 
barley-based replica of human 
epidermal growth factor (EGF) 
show near-mythical results. In 
a double-blind, placebo-con-
trolled study done by a third 
party, users saw a whop-
ping 60-percent increase in 
skin thickness and a 30-percent in-
crease in skin density. The Iceland 
company’s latest launch, EGF 
+ 2A Daily Treatment ($320), 
pairs its EGF with ferulic and azelaic 
acids to counter free radicals caused by 
pollution and sunlight.  

PHYTOSOLBA LABORATORIES is the first 
to release a product with RE30, a break-
through peptide that re-pigments grey hair 
by stimulating melanin-producing enzymes 
and blocking naturally produced hydrogen 
peroxide from stripping colour. There are 
limitations: It works best on those who are 

just beginning to notice greys, 
with less than 30 percent of hair 
affected. Phyto RE30 ($59) 
must be misted on hair daily 
for three months to see results. 
(Note: One bottle is a one-
month supply.) For details, 
see Shopping Guide. h
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