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f you’ve ever watched an ad for a 
moisturiser and thought you’d need a 
science degree to understand what 

they are saying, it’ll come as no surprise to 
learn that the product development 
headquarters of major beauty companies 
today have more in common with NASA than  
your average make-up counter.  

Ambitious claims on the back of expensive 
packaging and in slick advertising campaigns 
have given the beauty industry a reputation for 
being rather cavalier with the truth. This is  
a huge shame because cosmetics research 
actually sits at the forefront of science, with 
discoveries in medicine and technology  
quickly finding their way into beauty products. 
Multinational parent companies such as 
Procter & Gamble and Johnson & Johnson 
have some of the world’s best scientists at 
their fingertips, and spend fortunes each year 
researching new ingredients and testing 
formulations. L’Oreal alone invested €720.5m 
on cosmetic and dermatology research in 2011. 
Finding a product that keeps wrinkles at bay 
may not have the same kudos as finding a cure 
for cancer, but it certainly makes a lot of 
money. Globally, consumers spent US$42bn 
annually on skincare and make-up brands.

In 2007, the University of Manchester 
published a report in the British Journal of 
Dermatology offering proof that No7 Protect 
and Perfect Beauty Serum, the anti-wrinkle 
solution launched by British high-street giant 
Boots in 2005, actually worked, thanks to its 
antioxidant ingredients. The results, publicised 
in an edition of BBC documentary series 
Horizon, prompted a consumer frenzy. The 
beauty world was caught offguard; here was a 
product sold alongside toothpaste and 
nappies rather than in a department store – 
and yet shoppers couldn’t get enough of it.  
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Anti-ageing is the holy grail of beauty 
science. vitamin A, stem cells and the 
ubiquitous peptides (the building blocks of 
proteins) are just some of the buzz words in 
this new quest for intelligent beauty products 
that prolong the skin’s ability to regenerate 
and rejuvenate. vitamin A is one of the only 
ingredients recognised by the US Food and 
Drug Administration as an anti-ageing 
ingredient, according to skincare expert  
Sarah Chapman, who says the wonder vitamin 
has been tested on acne skins, proven to 
reduce inflammation and shown to counteract 
sun damage. 

In terms of stem cells, fast progress is also 
being made. “recently there has been a great 
deal of development in the benefits of 
botanical stem cells,” says Chapman, “with 
research into extraction processes, to ensure 
delicate plant cells are cultivated carefully to 
preserve their potency”. Peptides, meanwhile, 
can have a variety of effects when used in 
skincare; “from line-freezing, botox-like effects 
to collagen-stimulating plumping effects.  
Clinical data shows impressive results on 
reducing wrinkle depth and increasing collagen 
production.” Although she points out: “Of 
course, not all beauty products are alike, and 
while many may contain active ingredients, 
some do so in such tiny quantities as to make 
them virtually ineffective. Just because 
something has been proven to have anti-
ageing properties in a concentrated amount in 
a lab, doesn’t mean that a smaller, much diluted 
quantity will work in a moisturiser.”

holding back the years
For some in the industry, Botox in a jar  
really is just around the corner – a much 
preferable option, let’s face it, to being 
injected with toxins. “we can already see that 
the need for invasive surgery is diminishing 
each year,” says Dr Jean-Louis Sebagh, the man 
behind anti-ageing skincare range Dr Sebagh. 
“Patients who begin a comprehensive age-
maintenance programme at an early enough 

age have been proven to delay or even remove 
the need for surgery by looking after their skin 
properly. The technological innovations in 
skincare are ongoing. It is so exciting to be 
working with many of the technologies now 
available.” Dr Sebagh’s new Platinum Gold elixir 
is evidence of that, containing as it does 24k 
gold and platinum, anti-ageing peptides and 
another new favourite, hyaluronic acid.

regenration game
At yves Saint Laurent, experts in the ySL 
SkinScience team explore glycobiology, the 
study of glycans – the molecules responsible 
for directing communication between cells.  
As we get older the amount of glycans in  
the skin decreases, leading to a slowing in the 
skin’s regenerative process. In 2003, MIT’s 
Technology review tipped glycomics as one of 
the 10 emerging technologies that will change 
the world. For some, glycobiology is to today’s 
science what the discovery of DNA structure 
was to the 1950s, and it’s at the heart of ySL’s 
new Forever youth range, which uses its own 
patented GlycanActif complex to imitate the 
action of glycans.

 As we demand more from our beauty 
products, the science behind them becomes 
more futuristic. New formulations of old 
classics such as Crème de la Mer’s Moisturizing 
Soft Cream, La Prairie’s Skin Caviar Liquid Lift 
and L’Oréal’s revitalift Laser X3 range are 
proving that when it comes to intelligent 
skincare, we’re only just beginning. 

(from left) lancôme Génifique  
Yeux liGht-Pearl eYe-illuminatinG  
Youth activatinG ConCentrate, £44; 
l’oréal revitalift laser renew 
Precision eye Cream, £24.99; 
Ysl forever Youth liberator eye Serum, £45; 
clarins 3 Dot Liner, £20; 
Dr sebaGh Platinum GolD eLixir, £395;  
la Prairie skin caviar Liquid Lift, £304;  
crème De la mer moisturizinG soft Cream, £100;
ViSor alexanDer mcqueen

 


