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Shedding light 
on dark skin

It is, of course, unlikely that a single 
therapist will encounter them all, however 
the variance in colour is important to 
acknowledge when considering adaptations 
to treatments and, of course, the potential 
need to treat specific problems that each 
individual skin type can suffer from. 

Generally speaking, darker skin types 
will have different geographical origins – 
such as east Asia, south-east Asia, America, 
Africa and the Middle East – with increased 
diversity occurring by country, and even 
different regions within that country. 

Skin tone will then be further influenced 
by ancestors spanning many different races, 
expanding the number of combinations 
found worldwide and generating a huge array 
of skin tones. 

Other factors, including climate and where 
a person ultimately lives, will also determine 
the unique skin characteristics, not only in 
terms of colour, but also histological and 
morphological characteristics and the likely 
physical reactions of the skin. This is what 

makes darker skin so different to Caucasian 
skin and why it is essential knowledge for the 
professional therapist.

Skin typing
When it comes to accurate skin typing and 
determining the condition of darker skin, it’s 
quite common for a therapist to arrive at an 
inaccurate conclusion, particularly if they’re 
not used to darker tones. It’s not just the 
therapists either; often the client themselves 
will identify an oily skin type where one 
doesn’t exist, risking short and long-term 
damage through incorrect product use. 
Factors such as larger sebaceous glands and 
a much higher shine from reflected light on 
dark skin tones can give the appearance of 
an oily skin, yet comprehensive assessment 
often reveals it’s dehydrated. What’s more, 
in quite a few extreme cases I have seen, the 
client has identified oiliness, associated with 
it negatively and then used harsh products 
to try and reduce it, leaving the skin almost 
completely unnourished and dry.

Potential problems
We are often taught that the correct and 
ideal pH for skin is 5.5 and, while this is 
normally true for pale complexions, with 
a darker skin the correct pH can vary from 
approximately pH 3.5 to 5.6 depending 
on the environment, climate, sunlight, 
digestion and nutrition of the individual. 
Other factors which may affect the skin  
type and condition include international 
travel, particularly moving from one  
country to another, as well as drastic or 
seasonal changes in environmental and 

Kim Ford provides an introduction to analysing 
and treating darker skin types

When therapists traditionally think about 
darker skins, the majority will revert to 

a black skin type, of African or Afro-
Caribbean descent. With an ever-growing 
number of nationalities in the UK and the 
rise of multicultural cities however, there are 
now far more skin tones to treat than ever 
before, broadening the spectrum of darker 
skins that therapists may need to deal with. 

Treating darker skin types can be done in 
the same way as Caucasian skin, using the 
same techniques and treatments, but beauty 
therapists will need to be confident in 
properly assessing and identifying common 
afflictions they may not have seen before, 
and be able to recommend treatments and 
products that are suitable for dark skin.  

What is darker skin?
When thinking about darker skin, we 
need to first consider the diverse shades of 
colour; from jet black to olive it is believed 
that there are more than 100 different 
combinations of dark skin shades globally. 
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climate conditions. Each will have an  
effect on the skin, particularly on the  
actions and activity of the sudoriferous  
and sebaceous glands, affecting the acid 
mantle secretions. Detrimental side  
effects include excessive dryness, scaling  
and itching where the glands may have 
become less active.

Sunlight and ageing
It is widely known that darker skin ages more 
slowly and therefore it can be quite difficult 
to accurately guess the age of the person by 
their skin. One of the reasons for this is the 
way the skin is protected by melanin and 
the structure and actions of the melanocytes 
within a darker skin, which aid in slowing 
down the ageing process. Despite this, we 
must not forget the acclimatisation of skin; 
as immigration happens and individuals 
move to new countries and climates, each 
subsequent generation acclimatises more 
to the environment they are living in and 
some protection can be lost. This means it 
is still necessary for people with darker skin 
to ensure that they use a facial moisturiser 
which contains an SPF and, when on 
holiday, to use no lower than SPF15 because 
darker skin can get sunburnt.

Skin disorders 
Darker skin is prone to pigmentation 
problems such as post-inflammatory 
hyperpigmentation (pigmented scarring), 
which can be more visible on a darker skin 
colour, and show up as spots or patches. 
Despite common assumption, dark skins 
are not necessarily ‘tougher’ than a 
Caucasian skin type and need to be treated 
with care when performing treatments or 

advising on products. The skin can often 
be irritated by ingredients in products or 
from treatments, exacerbating underlying 
conditions or predispositions. Common 
disorders associated with darker skins 
include keloid, albinism, vitiligo, hyper- and 
hypo pigmentation, eczema, sarcoidosis 
and pseudofolliculitis, which is often found 
around the shaving areas of darker skinned 
males and sometimes in areas of waxing  
on women.

Skin analysis
Careful visual assessment analysis of a 
darker skin is essential, as many common 
skin irregularities and imperfections can 
have a different appearance due to skin 
colour. These may be present as a result of 
some abnormal functioning of the skin, 
damage by an external agent such as the 
sun, chemical or physical trauma, or a skin 
disorder which is hereditary.

For therapists, one of the best tools to 
help achieve an accurate analysis of darker 
skin is a Wood’s lamp (UV-A light). These 
are highly beneficial as they work on the 
principle that certain skin conditions 
are difficult to see in natural light, even 
through a magnifying lens, yet show up 
better under black ultraviolet light. Under a 
Wood’s lamp, areas of follicular congestion, 
white fat on or around the nose and chin 
area, and comedones are often visible. 
Dehydration can appear as a greyish colour, 
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while erythema appears on dark skin as a 
dark violet shade, darker than the skin itself. 
It is worth noting that it is normal to have 
irregular pigmentation on the outer area of 
the face and lighter on the inner face or vice 
versa, and sometimes it will be darker on the 
forehead and around the eyes and mouth. 

Treating darker facial skin
Due to the nature of the skin, darker 
skin types will benefit from steaming or 
treatment to soften clogged pores, with 
skin brushing to aid desquamation and 
the removal of cellular matter. Extraction 
is often required, however great care 
must be taken in the area of extraction to 
avoid pigmentation damage, and manual 
extraction is a good option to ensure the 
treatment is less damaging to the skin. 
Alternatively, the use of an enzyme peel is 
gentle but effective if the skin is particularly 
sensitive. Darker skin tones will also benefit 
greatly from treatments which aid hydration 
and nourishment of the skin.

Treating the body
When treating the body of someone with 
a darker skin type, it is usual for beauty 
therapists to observe that the client’s skin is 
a different type or condition to that of the 
face; however the same rules apply in caution 
of skin damage. The skin on the body tends 
to be dry or dehydrated and can have an 
uneven texture if a good home care routine 
is not followed.

All of the product types and routines 
that beauty therapists would recommend 
for a Caucasian skin will also be beneficial 
to a darker skin type, providing that due 
consideration has been given to accurate 
analysis and the cautions referred to earlier 
in this article. When treating the body, 
recommend exfoliation at least once a week 
with the use of a product, mitt or skin 
brushing, and moisturising of the whole 
body immediately after a bath or shower. 
Moisturising every day will work to combat 
dryness and improve the softness, suppleness 
and texture of the skin. 

One thing to note: when considering use 
of products in treatments or home care, it is 
important to consider irritants of darker skin, 
which can be highly sensitive. Common 
ones that clients have informed me of when 
treating darker skins include lanolin, mineral 
oil and artificial colours or fragrances; more 
often than not the client has a good idea of 
personal irritants that they have identified, 
so be sure to cover this in the consultation.

Darker skin | Beauty

Kim Ford will be running a 
seminar on the effective 
analysis and treatment of 
darker skin shades at this 
year’s FHT Training Congress. 
For more details, go to page 33 
or visit fht.org.uk/2015
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