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What Is Natural Skincare?

There is such an overwhelming choice of products on the market with new ingredients being 
touted as the new “must have” that consumers are confused. Women are more knowledgeable 
about ingredients than ever before and due to the vast amount of misinformation used in 
marketing copy they need help to cut through the hype. 

The term “Natural Skincare” can be somewhat misleading as ingredients such as mineral oil 
are from a natural source yet we are telling people to avoid it. There are also some non-natural 
ingredients in many of the products sold by “Natural” beauty companies so you can see why 
people are confused.

Botanical ingredients from trees, fruits and plants have been used for centuries without 
causing harm to us. Those that are poisonous or harmful to health, we already know about 
thanks to trial and error by our ancestors - the same cannot be said for most man made 
ingredients. Based on strict testing policies in the UK all ingredients used in cosmetics are 
deemed as safe for their purpose, however we do not have enough evidence of the long term 
effects of many materials – we simply haven't been using them for long enough. New studies 
are done constantly and new issues are discovered so ingredients we may consider safe today 
may not be considered so tomorrow. Some people are happy to take that risk, but many are 
not and we are exposed to such a cocktail of chemicals in our daily life that we are in danger of 
becoming overloaded and allergic.

These fears have lead to a return to simple plant based products and organic pesticide free 
ingredients which work in harmony with the skin without placing an unnecessary load on our 
bodies and environment. The best products and treatments are those that are made fresh, but 
compromises on naturalness will have to be made in some areas to create products that are 
both sophisticated and effective. For example you cannot make a moisturising lotion without 
an emulsifier or preservative and you cannot cover greying hair with a totally botanical 
colourant but you can minimise those ingredients that may have harmful long term effects. In 
this context “Natural Skincare” is about using products that are as natural and high quality as 
they can possibly be whilst maintaining a great performance.
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MAKING A CREAM OR LOTION

Products such as lip balms, body butters and treatment balms are relatively easy to make and 
ingredients can usually be sourced nowadays to make them 100% organically. They do not 
need to be preserved and their shelf life can be extended by the addition of antioxidant oils 
such as vitamin E and natural additives such as rosemary antioxidant which are available from 
many suppliers online. If however you would like to make a more sophisticated cream or 
lotion, you will need to use both an emulsifier to mix the oil and the water-based ingredients 
together and a preservative to stop them going off.

EMULSIFIERS

Making a cream may seem both daunting and confusing if you have never done it before as 
there are many emulsifiers being sold on crafting websites and it is a bit of a challenge to wade 
through them and know which one is best. In simplistic terms the role of an emulsifier is to 
make the oil soluble ingredients stick to the water soluble ingredients in the same way you 
would add egg yolk to the oil and vinegar when making mayonnaise. This works because egg 
yolk contains lecithin which has emulsifying properties. 

If you are making a lotion or a cream you would also need to add a thickener to get the 
texture right as an emulsifier alone would just create a milky liquid. Some natural emulsifiers 
that you can buy have thickening properties but in most cases you would need to add an extra 
ingredient.

EMULSIFYING WAX
Emulsifying wax is a generic term for a number of different formulas created by different 
companies which also vary from country to country. The two versions I have used contain 
cetearyl alcohol, ceteareth 20 (neals yard remedies) and cetearyl alcohol, steareth 21 (the 
soap kitchen) 

USING EMULSIFYING WAX
I have found that using it at 25% of the total fat content without any butters or thickeners it 
creates a nice thick but still pourable lotion. If you want to make a thicker cream then you can 
either add slightly more emulsifying wax or add some cetyl acohol to the recipe.
Available from www.nealsyardremedies.com and www.thesoapkitchen.co.uk

CETYL ALCOHOL
A fatty alcohol derived from palm or coconut oil that is used as a thickener in creams and 
lotions in combination with emulsifiers. It helps to trap moisture in the skin as it forms a 
barrier rather than being absorbed into the skin; only a small amount is needed or the cream 
will become heavy and give a whitening appearance when rubbed in. It also helps to soften the 
skin as well as stabilising the emulsion stopping the cream from separating. Available from 
www.fresholi.co.uk

CETEARYL ALCOHOL
A combination of cetyl alcohol and stearyl alcohol two vegetable drived fatty alcohols, which 
act as an emulsifier and thickener in creams and lotions. In most cases cetearyl alcohol can be 
used instead of cetyl alcohol, but produces a slightly heaver cream. From 
www.thesoapkitchen.co.uk 

 

http://www.karengilbert.co.uk

http://www.nealsyardremedies.com/
http://www.thesoapkitchen.co.uk/
http://www.fresholi.co.uk/
http://www.thesoapkitchen.co.uk/


MOISTURISING INGREDIENTS

When we think of a moisturiser most of use think of either a cream, lotion or facial oil but we 
hardly ever stop to think how they actually work.  If you break it down into the basic functions 
of the ingredients and how they work together it will make it a lot simple to create your own 
recipes from scratch or modify any recipe provided. There are three types of moisturising 
ingredients that we need to think about when making a cream or lotion as they all work in 
combination with each other for the best effect, they are emollients, occlusives and 
humectants.  

EMOLLIENTS
Emollients are ingredients used in skincare which help to improve the appearance of the skin 
by softening, smoothing and increasing its flexibility. For our recipes they will be natural plant 
oils and butters and range from the very light and easily absorbed oils such as Thistle Oil to 
the richer, heavier butters such as coconut and Shea. Some oils such as Borage and Hemp are 
rich in essential fatty acids and vitamins but are not particularly emollient and will feel quite 
dry on their own. For this reason it is good to include a couple of different oils in each recipe as 
this will improve the performance and skin feel. 

OCCLUSIVES
Occlusives reduce TEWL (trans epidermal water loss) by creating waterproof barrier over the 
skin and work best when applied to slightly dampened skin. Some emollients such as cocoa 
butter have occlusive properties along with waxes such as beeswax which make them great for 
making barrier products protecting skin from the elements. Some occlusives, however are 
quite comedogenic and should be avoided on those skin types or areas prone to spots or acne. 
Many skincare experts are against occlusive ingredients as it is felt they prevent the skin from 
breathing, however in certain areas such as lips, hands and feet they are quite important to 
create a protective barrier on dry cracked skin.

HUMECTANTS 
Humectants are also moisturisers but work in a slightly different way and in combination with 
emollients and occlusives. Humectants such as glycerine, honey and hyaluronic acid are what 
is known as hygroscopic meaning they attract water to the skin in order to keep the cells 
plump and hydrated. Although humectants attract water to the skin you will need extra 
ingredients such as emollients and occlusives to keep it there.
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PRESERVATIVES & ANTI-OXIDANTS

Along with detergents and emulsifiers, preservatives are always cosmetic ingredients that 
create a lot of worry for those of us wanting a more green and natural skincare product. To 
have the phrase “Preservative Free” on the label is probably the holy grail of natural cosmetics 
but it really isn't possible. There are products that by their nature do not need preservatives 
such as oils and balms but if you are adding water to a product then preservatives are 
essential.

Commercial products need to have a longer shelf life than those we make at home as they are 
made in huge quantities a long time in advance of sale. Many people handle the product and 
the packaging during the process and even with the tightest hygiene controls there is a risk of 
contamination before it even gets in the jar.  Also from a cosmetics companies point of view 
the risk of the customer not looking after the product in a clean environment is too great to 
take any chances of a potential lawsuit. As consumers we all have very high expectations of a 
product we have bought and will expect it to be safe even after stroking the dog, blowing our 
nose and sticking our fingers in a pot of face cream to soothe our dry skin as we have a bit of 
a cold. And of course we are going to keep that  same cream in our damp bathroom where 
various family members can also use it often forgetting to replace the lid. This is the reality of 
what most products are up against and so a preservative of some kind is essential for public 
safety.

Products based on oils and waxes are not prone to microbial contamination and so will only 
need an antioxidant such as Vitamin E rather than a preservative. There are many publications 
on and offline that quite wrongly call ingredients such as vitamin e and rosemary seed extract 
preservatives – they are not. So what are they and what's the difference?

Oxidation occurs when the product comes into contact with the air and starts to break down or 
go rancid. A bit like an apple going brown if the skin has been cut or the end of a cucumber 
going crinkly – its a natural process of decay. No outside factors or contaminants need be 
involved, its just  something that happens naturally as the molecules react with the oxygen in 
air. Keeping products in airless packaging and using antioxidants such as vitamin e and 
rosemary seed will slow down this process.

If you want to avoid preservatives completely then your only choice is to use and make 
products that contain no water.  If a product is made using water of any kind then a 
preservative is required to stop it going off within a few days – just like a dairy product. 
Products that contain botanical extracts such as herbal infusions and flower waters have a 
much higher risk of contamination by yeast, fungus and water borne bacteria, and do need 
extra preservatives. 

For the same reasons as with detergents and emulsifiers what is today deemed safe may not 
be considered so in years to come as new research is done and new regulations come into 
force. Preservatives are placed under constant scrutiny as by their very nature (killing micro-
organisms) they can be harmful to us too. As most preservatives are not broad spectrum it is 
quite common to use two or even three in a blend to ensure all contaminants are eradicated. 
For example some are great yeast inhibitors but are not effective against water borne bacteria. 
Other things that determine the effectiveness of a preservative are the ph of the product and 
compatibility with other ingredients such as emulsifiers and detergents. Some preservatives 
only work within a specific ph range and some will cause an emulsion to break down if used 
with an incompatible emulsifier. As you can see it is not a straightforward process and causes 
much frustration for product formulators!
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I use the following preservatives in my skincare products as, although not natural, they are 
currently the best available at present. There is a constant quest for an all natural safe 
preservative and new discoveries are being made all the time. 

Sold in the UK as Ethox by www.fresholi.co.uk and Preservative 12 by www.aromantic.co.uk

PHENOXYETHANOL, ETHYLHEXLYGLYCERIN

Phenoxyethanol and Ethylhexylglycerin are synthetic preservatives derived from grains and 
plants. Phenoxyethanol is considered one of the least irritating cosmetic preservatives and is 
effective over a wide spectrum of bacteria as well as inhibiting yeast and mould. 
Ethylhexylglycerin reduces interfacial tension on the cellular walls of micro-organisms, helping 
to destroy them more quickly. This blend is suitable for creams and lotions and is effective 
across a wide ph range. It cannot, however be used in detergent based products.

For bath and shower products I use the following blend:

Sold in the UK by www.aromantic.co.uk as Preservative K 

BENZYL ALCOHOL, PHENOXYETHANOL, POTASSIUM SORBATE.

Benzyl alcohol is a common ingredient in fragrance due to its pleasant rosy odour. 
Phenoxyethanol we have seen above and potassium sorbate is a common food preservative 
that is considered safe for use in natural and organically certified skincare products. Like most 
preservatives potassium sorbate can be a skin irritant to some people.

Other available preservatives are:

Optiphen sold by www.gracefruit.com  in the UK 

PHENOXYETHANOL, CAPRYLYL GLYCOL 

Caprylyl Glycol is a humectant as well as having antimicrobial activity so it has the additional 
benefit of providing a great skin feel to your products.

Preservative Eco Sold in the UK by www.aromantic.co.uk

BENZYL ALCOHOL, SALICYLIC ACID, GLYCERINE, SORBIC ACID

This is a new broad spectrum preservation system that can be included in natural and organic 
skin and hair care products. Its four components, Benzyl Alcohol, Salicylic Acid, Glycerine, 
Sorbic Acid, are all well accepted in a wide range of personal care products. This novel 
composition of this antimicrobial blend offers broad spectrum protection in a diverse range of 
products, against gram-positive and gram-negative bacteria, yeast and moulds. It is clear 
liquid with a mild smell. 
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BASIC LOTION
This template can be used to create simple lotion recipes using Emulsifying Wax. 

If you are a beginner make the recipe as is first, then try replacing the almond oil with other 
oils to see the effect. The template should add up to 100% which means you can scale up or 
down easily. 

Technically you should take the 2% cooling phase ingredients off of the water making it 68ml 
but in reality most people would find it impossible to measure that accurately at home & it will 
not have an effect on the final outcome at this small quantity. If you were making 1litre 
instead of 100ml then that would be a different story. 

If you are using an emulsifying wax without a built in thickener then you will need to add 2-3g 
cetearyl (or cetyl) alcohol and deduct the amount used from the almond oil.

INGREDIENTS

Oil Phase (25% of total recipe)
20ml (20%) almond oil
5g (5%) emulsifying wax (I used the one from Neal's Yard Remedies)

Water Phase
1 tsp /5ml (5%) Glycerine (Don't go over 5% but you can use less – just make it up with extra 
water)
70ml (70%)Spring Water (You could use a Flower Water/Hydrolat)

Cooling Phase
1ml (20 drops)Preservative (I used preservative 12 from Aromantic)
1ml (20 drops)essential oils

EQUIPMENT

KITCHEN SCALES
MEASURING SPOONS
BAIN MARIE OR DOUBLE BOILER
SMALL PAN
ELECTRIC (or battery operated) MILK FROTHER (99p from Ikea) or STICK BLENDER
TEASPOON
SMALL GLASS JUG
BOWL OF COLD WATER
THERMOMETER
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METHOD

1. Melt the emulsifying wax in a double boiler or bowl over a pan of water. 

2. Add the almond oil and heat until all is liquid.

3. Heat the spring water and glycerine a pyrex jug placed in a pan of hot water or 
second double boiler to heat up

4. Heat until the oil phase ingredients have melted and both the oil and water 
phase have reached the same temperature (75-80 degrees). Use a thermometer 
to check.

5. Remove your  water phase from the pan of water taking care not to burn 
yourself. Always hold with a cloth.

6. Place your milk frother or stick blender into the oil phase which should still be 
over or in the pan of hot water. Turn on to a low setting taking care to keep the 
blender in contact with the base of the  pan or bowl so as not to introduce any 
air into the cream.

7. In a steady stream pour the water phase into the oil phase whilst continually 
blending with the milk frother. Continue for approximately one minute.

8. Place the jug containing the lotion into the bowl of cold water and continue to 
blend until the mixture thickens slightly.

9. Once the mixture has cooled you can then stir in the preservative and essential 
oils.

10. Pour into a bottle with a lotion pump dispenser or a jar. Make sure you label 
clearly with the date and ingredients used.
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CHOOSING OILS AND BUTTERS
There are so many different oils and butters to choose from that it can be difficult to work out 
what is best for your products. I would recommend a great book by www.aromantic.co.uk 
Called: Unlocking the powerful health and rejuvenation benefits of vegetable oils. It is a very 
handy reference guide that covers a huge number of oils. To make things easy, here is a short 
breakdown of what I would use and why.

Oil Absorbtion Fatty/Dry

Rosehip* Very Quick Dry to Very Dry
Borage* Medium Very Dry
Thistle Medium Dry to Very Dry

Hazelnut Slow Half Dry
Argan Slow Half Fat/Half Dry

Rice Bran Slow Half Fat/Half Dry
Jojoba Slow Half Fat

Avocado Slow Half Fat
Apricot Slow Fatty
Almond Slow Fatty

Coconut (solid)** Very Slow Very Fatty
Macadamia Very Slow Very Fatty

Castor Very Slow Very Fatty
Cocoa Butter** Very Slow Very Fatty
Shea Butter** Very Slow Very Fatty

*Add to the cooling phase as these oils are heat sensitive

**These are solid fats and will thicken the cream or lotion

Looking at the table above I would decide on the product I am making and work the oils out 
accordingly. If I am making a cleansing cream, I want oils and butters that will be slow to 
absorb so that I can massage to lift dirt and make up. I may add butters for extra body. 
However if I am making a lotion for oily skin I may choose Thistle as my main oil. Because it 
feels dry on its own and absorbs fairly quickly I may also blend it with Jojoba which is slightly 
slower and half fat, this will give a much nicer spread and skin feel. 

If you want to incorporate oils such as Rosehip or Borage for their skin healing properties you 
must use with another oil as they feel quite rough on the skin. They are easily damaged by 
heat and must be added after your lotion or cream has cooled.
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CHOOSING ADDITIVES
There are many different types of additives you can add to your skincare products in addition 
to vegetable oils.

Herbal Extracts – Hydrolates, Infusions, Glycerol Extracts – Add at water phase

Herbal Extracts - Tinctures, C02 Extracts – Add at cooling phase

Aloe Vera – Soothing for sensitive skin - add liquid at cooling phase

Aromantic do a good selection of additives:

• Lupine Peptides- Help to renew the skin’s outer layer and stimulate the production of 
collagen and elastin, which gives the skin a younger look and diminishes fine wrinkles. 
Stimulate wound healing & Reduce dark spots. 0.1-1%

• Pseudo Collagen – A natural collagen replacement and moisturiser for anti-ageing 
products. 2-3%

• D Panthenol – Humectant and emollient. Speeds up healing of skin and has anti 
inflammatory effects. 3-5%

• Remodelling Intense – Plant derived ingredient to lift and firm the skin. 2%

• Natural Silicone – Helps impart a good skin feel without silicones such as Dimethicone. 
2%

• Honey Moisturiser – A stabilised honey extract. Has excellent moisture binding 
properties. Up to 5%

• NFF – A powerful humectant blend. 2-5% (2% NFF & 2% Glycerine)

• Siberian Ginseng – Gives a lifting and tightening effect to anti ageing products. 5-7%

• Lecithin – An emollient and soothing ingredient for dry and sensitive skin. Eczema and 
psoriasis. Up to 10%
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SOME SIMPLE RECIPES

Cleansing Balm (100ml)
15g Cocoa Butter
15g Shea Butter
20g Coconut Oil
10g Beeswax
30ml Almond Oil
10g Honey
10 drops essential oil (optional)

Melt all ingredients in a double boiler. Remove from heat and whisk in honey until cool and 
emulsified. Add essential oils and pour into a clean jar. To use, massage a small amount of 
cleanser into skin and remove with a warm damp cloth.

Honey & Clay Face Scrub (100ml)
14g (Pink/White/Green) Clay (depending on skin type
20ml Honey (Regular or Manuka)
43g Ground rice (or other exfoliating grains of choice – adjust quantity depending on skin type 
and grains used)
10ml Glycerine (or botanical glycerol extract)
15ml Almond oil (or base oil of choice)
15ml Flower water (of choice)
20 drops Preservative 12 (essential if not making scrub fresh)
10 drops essential oil (optional)

Blend all ingredients together. Preferably reduce quantities and make fresh for each use – this 
means you can omit the preservative but must discard any unused scrub after treatment or 
store in the fridge for a couple of days maximum. This recipe can also be used as a base for a 
mask, simply omit the exfoliating ingredient.

Dead Sea Salt Body Scrub – 100ml
15ml Almond Oil
5ml Glycerine
75g Dead Sea Salt
5g Bentonite Clay

Combine all ingredients
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