Young girls face rising skin damage from adult skincare products marketed as tween essentials
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In recent years, there has been a troubling trend among young girls, particularly those in the ‘tween’ demographic, who are increasingly developing skin issues like severe eczema and acne due to the use of skincare products laden with harsh chemicals more suitable for adults. Dermatologists are observing a stark rise in such cases, raising concerns about the long-term impact on young users not only physical but on mental health as well.
Consultant dermatologist Dr Timothy Howel Clayton reports a worrying increase in children presenting with severe skin reactions linked to skincare products explicitly marketed to their age group. He highlights that many of these products feature bright, enticing packaging designed to attract young consumers, often incorporating enticing elements such as floral-shaped dispensers. However, these products frequently contain potent ingredients, including retinols and exfoliating acids, which can be detrimental to their still-developing skin.
The marketing behind these products is sophisticated and pervasive, amplified by social media. Many school-aged girls now aspire to elaborate skincare routines comprising up to 12 different products. This desire often stems from the unrealistic standards perpetuated by influencers on platforms like Instagram and TikTok, coupled with a fear of social exclusion from peers. Education expert Chloe Combi has expressed profound concern regarding this culture, referring to it as an unsettling echo of previous societal worries surrounding toxic masculinity. She describes the aggressive marketing tactics aimed at young girls as akin to cult behaviour, akin to strategies employed by vape paraphernalia companies that seek to develop "addictive" teen brands.
Indeed, a recent survey by Pai Skincare involving 1,500 girls aged between nine and 12 revealed that one in four had started using potentially harmful ingredients like Retinol and AHAs, which are unsuitable for young skin. The founder of Pai Skincare, Sarah Brown, attributes this trend to the naivety of parents who are often unaware of the harmful contents in these seemingly innocent products. She warns that without intervention, it is foreseeable that within just a few years, many of these children may find themselves requiring medical attention for both psychological and physical health issues stemming from their skincare habits.
In addition to the visible physical repercussions, dermatologists have raised alarms about the psychological risks. Dr Wisam Alwan, also a consultant dermatologist, notes that the adverse effects associated with these products can lead to severe allergic reactions and skin irritations, such as redness and flaking, that could pave the way for conditions like perioral dermatitis. He cautioned that such conditions not only harm skin health but also contribute to low self-esteem and anxiety in young girls striving for unattainable ideals of beauty.
The push for 'tween skincare' has even led to concerns regarding long-term health implications, including hormonal imbalances and an increased risk of skin cancer related to the use of aggressive skincare formulations. This growing awareness of the dangers posed by adult-targeted skincare products for prepubescent skin has prompted advocates, including those from the Environmental Working Group, to stress the need for age-appropriate skincare. They urge parents to direct their children toward gentler, tween-friendly alternatives to protect their delicate skin from potential harm.
As social media continues to influence the beauty standards embraced by younger generations, it is clear that the conversation surrounding skincare must evolve. Parents, educators, and dermatologists alike are called to step in, promoting education and awareness that prioritises skin health over market trends. The unfolding narrative around young skin care reveals not merely a battle against harmful products but a deeper struggle for identity and self-worth in an increasingly image-conscious society.
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