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The latest non-invasive  
cosmetic treatments  

promise to make you look 
younger and slimmer over  

the course of a lunch  
break – no diets or exercise 

required. But do they work? One 
writer puts his neck (and face) 

on the line, so you don’t have to
Words by Stuart Heritage – Photography by Charlie Surbey
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I’m 
starting to 
hate the 
concept  
of time.

You should see what it’s done to my face. 
Four years ago, I looked great: lean, well 
rested, unlined. I looked like a statue.  
I suppose I still look like a statue – only 
now, it’s of a wheelbarrow full of rancid 
butter that’s been pushed out of an 
aeroplane. Since I’ve had kids, my face 
has decayed like that of an Indiana Jones 
baddie. My jawline looks like a duvet 
stuffed by a toddler. I’m writing this after 
just three hours of sleep, with a cold. I’d 
show you what I look like, but I don’t want 
to be held responsible for haunting all  
of your future dreams. Four years ago,  
I looked like me. Now, I look like me 
after washing up on a beach.

We all know what the answer is.  
It’s to rejoin a gym and broaden my 
diet to include things that aren’t 
entirely covered in sugar. It’s always 
worked for me in the past, slimming 
me down and making my skin look 
like it’s at least on nodding terms with 
the concept of circulation. But that’s 
the other thing about time: few  
of us have very much of it. From before  
the sun comes up to long after it sets,  
our days are a teetering cairn of work  
and chores and childcare and errands, 
leaving scant space for exercise. So,  
is this my lot? Must I resign myself  
to the gradual potatoification of  
my face? And must you?

Perhaps not. Exercise might be the 
sensible answer, but what if there was  
a quicker fix that could restore my visage  
to a semblance of what it once was? 
In short, what if I had “work done” to 
my face? Nothing as scary as surgery, 
of course. No, I’m talking about 
“tweakments”: non-invasive procedures 
that take a matter of minutes. I want to 
pop out on my lunch break, get my face 
seen to and be back before everyone  
else has finished their sandwiches. 

Fortunately, there’s plenty of choice. 
According to one report, the global 
“medical aesthetics” industry is now 
worth £40bn, and it’s growing fast. Where 
such short cuts were once stigmatised, 
today’s “influencers” – such as the 
Kardashians – are relatively open about 
the work they’ve had done, from dermal 
fillers to borderline-experimental facials. 
So, after shopping around online, I found 
a handful of treatments that would, in 
theory, restore my face to near-pristine 
condition, and could do the same for you.

Glow Time
I decided to begin slowly. Vitamin 
Injections (VI) is a London clinic that, in 
short, pumps stuff into your arm. The stuff 
in question ranges from the fat-shredding 
amino acid L-carnitine to the energy-
boosting vitamin B12. More pertinent 
to my cause is the range listed on VI’s 
“Anti-Ageing Menu”. I’m intrigued by a 
treatment called “Baby Face”, involving 
a mixture of nutrients that supposedly 
combats lines, sagging and dehydration. 
There’s “Stemcellation”, in which you’re 
injected with sheep placenta in order 
to regenerate ageing cells. Meanwhile, 
the “Wellness Menu” offers detoxifying 
glutathione injections. I decided to have 
the lot done – £600 of treatments in total. 
After all, who can say they’ve truly lived 
until they’ve had sheep placenta injected 
into their blood at least once?

My clinician, Olivia, ran me through  
the procedure. She made it very clear  
that the treatments I’d chosen would  
have better results if they were carried  
out over 12 sessions. She’d stick a needle  
in my arm, squirt a succession of various-
coloured fluids through it, and I’d be  
up and on my way within 10 minutes. 
There might be side effects – such as 
stomach cramps, caused by the influx  
of vitamins – but nothing too scary. I 
decided to throw in 20 minutes of nasal 
oxygen therapy (£30), which involved 
breathing 93% pure oxygen through  

a tube. It didn’t have many short-term 
effects, other than improving circulation 
for a healthy flush. But it was relaxing,  
and I had a feeling that relaxation was  
key to getting my face back in order.

As for the vitamins, it was hard to 
notice any immediate results – other than 
making my urine go a fluorescent, almost 
glow-in-the-dark orange colour. Talk 
about anti-ageing: nothing makes you feel 
quite as young as shooting an honest-to-
God laser beam out of your pee hole. 

The next day, my wife peered at me like 
Larry David inspecting a stranger for lies. 
“Something’s different,” she said. “You 
look… more like you.” And I suppose I did. 
The difference wasn’t very noticeable. I 
just looked slightly brighter. The vitamin 
shots seemed to have worked: there was 
a glow to my face that had been missing 
before, but without the startled rictus 
look of a recent facelift victim. If you’re in 
need of a subtle pick-me-up after a heavy 
December, it may be worth a shot.

Blood and Glory
Now, I’m going to blame myself for 
what happened next, because I hadn’t 
researched it properly. I’d assumed 
that micro-needling would be a gentle 
procedure, during which five or so tiny 
needles would be brushed against the 
surface of my skin by an angel on a cloud. 
I mean, they don’t call it macro-needling. 
So, I signed up for a session at Regents 
Park Aesthetics in London – and was 
instantly proved wrong. 

This is what micro-needling actually  
entails: a medical professional rubs a pen 
across your face. The pen has 32 needles 
in its tip, each of which burrows 2mm into 
your skin at a rate of 12,000rpm. I was 
expecting five stabs, tops. If I’ve done  
my maths right, it was closer to seven 
million. Seven million face stabs. And I  
felt every single one of them.

Micro-needling works by creating tiny 
injuries to your face that your body rushes 
to fix. This encourages regeneration and 
increased collagen production, which 
helps you look brighter and younger, with 
pores that look less like meteor craters. It 
was good for general use, I was told, but 
especially great for anyone with acne scars.

However, it hurt. Jesus, God in heaven 
above, it hurt. Even with anaesthetic 
cream applied beforehand, it hurt like 
nothing else on Earth. It felt like getting 
sunburned, then having your sunburn 
stung by a million bees, then being 
waterboarded with vinegar. Halfway 
through the treatment – and I promise  
this isn’t an exaggeration – I started to  

cry. I also made the mistake of looking  
up at the pen during the procedure, 
because that’s when I noticed it was 
covered in red gore. “What is that?” I  
asked my clinician, Maryam, in alarm. 
“Just dead skin cells,” she reassured me, 
though it looked exactly like blood.

Once it was over, I looked dreadful.  
My face was so puffy, red and sore that  
I had to wear medical-grade foundation  
on the way home to cover the mess. I  
was also given cream and face wash to 
apply for the next 48 hours. 

The good news is that it stopped  
hurting the next morning. The bad news  
is that this is basically because my face  

“The clinician 
extracted red 
gore from my 

face. ‘Just dead 
skin,’ she said”

Saving Face

MEN’S HEALTH 7372 MEN’S HEALTH

WELL WORN 
STUART WAS ON A 
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TWEAK CHIC 
THE DIFFERENCE  
IS MORE SUBTLE 
THAN STARTLING. 
WHICH TREATMENTS 
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fell off. First it went a bit hard. Then it 
started to peel away in chunks. This is  
not a treatment for anyone who plans  
to go outside for a week, because you  
will not be fit for society. I was forced  
out mid-recovery because my son fell  
ill and I had to take him to see the GP.  
The doctor saw my face and assumed  
the appointment was for me.

But something amazing happened. 
Seven days after the treatment, I suddenly 
looked incredible. My skin was tighter  
and brighter, and I was radiant with the 
kind of glow that no SoulCycle class or 
wheatgrass smoothie could ever deliver. 
I was fully ready to disparage micro-
needling, but it turned out that I just 
needed some patience. Perhaps every 
treatment was going to be a miracle cure,  
I thought. And then I had Botox.

Stiff Competition
Everyone knows Botox. It’s a treatment 
derived from the bacterium that causes 
botulism, and it paralyses the muscles 

and old. As a quick Google search of 
before-and-after photos will attest,  
tear-trough treatments can take years  
off people. If I needed anything done, it 
had to be this – because, if the eyes are  
the windows to the soul, my frames had  
rotted through years ago.

Better yet, the treatment looked 
comparatively easy. A few needles go 
into your face, a vial of who-knows-what 
gets squidged underneath your eyes, and 
that’s it. By this point, I was reacting to the 
sight of needles with the sort of grit-jawed, 
seen-it-all resignation you’d expect from 
a veteran Russian circus bear, so I barely 
flinched as the doctor jabbed me. The 
effects were immediate: all of a sudden,  
I looked far less tired. I texted a selfie  
to my wife on the way out of the clinic. 
“Stu, you look five,” she replied. Perhaps 
my journey was at an end.

Well, it wasn’t quite over. The next  
day, the injection points began to swell  
up. This made me panic. What if this  
was how I’d spend the next year, looking 
like a walking When Plastic Surgery Goes 
Wrong documentary? Upon seeing me,  
my wife amended her initial assessment 
to: “You look like a waxwork.” Thankfully, 
the swelling only lasted a couple of days, 
and I look normal again. But I have to 
admit that it spooked me a little.

So, this is where I draw the line. I can 
understand why others wouldn’t: as 
soon as you sign up for tweakments, you 
become hyper-conscious of your flaws. 
Your skin might look smoother and your 
eyes brighter, but then you notice your 
teeth are a bit wonky. Your ears aren’t 
perfectly symmetrical. You could quite 
easily get all of these things seen to, but 
the danger is that, little by little, you’ll 
start to erode everything that makes  
you, well, you. And, one day, you’ll wake 
up to find yourself looking like Mickey 
Rourke after a scalding shower.

If you have a specific problem to  
fix, many non-invasive procedures 
appear to work pretty well. They’re no 
replacement for a healthy lifestyle, but 
you knew that already. As for me, if I’ve 
learned anything from all this, it’s that  
I quite like my face. It isn’t a special face  
– it has no standout features to speak  
of – but it’s mine. And if we want our faces 
to look better, we can do that ourselves. 
We can cleanse and moisturise properly. 
And, sure, rejoin a gym. In fact, I should 
probably do that first. 

Before After
CoolSculpting, which kills fat cells by 
chilling them to around 10°C. My belly  
is a little bigger than I’d like, so this 
seemed like an ideal – if lazy – solution.  
I made an appointment with the PHI 
Clinic in London to see what it could do.

I quickly ran into a problem. My 
fat was too visceral to be frozen, the 
consultant told me – it was just too deep 
to reach. The only way I’d be rid of it 
was by eating well and exercising. This 
kind of admonishment is, of course, a 
sign of a trustworthy clinic, but I was a 
little disappointed. So, instead, I asked if 
anything could be done about my double 
chin. Thankfully, the clinic said it could.

To have my chin CoolSculpted, three 
things needed to happen. First, I had to 
shave my beard. Second, I had to enter  
a dark room, insert my head into a sort of 
foam contraption and remain perfectly 
still as what can only be described as a 
vacuum cleaner was strapped to my face. 

“My face began 
to swell up.  

‘You look like a 
waxwork,’ my 
wife told me” 

01 
STEM CELL  
IV INJECTION
What is it? Sheep 
placenta is delivered  
via an intravenous or 
intramuscular injection, 
often alongside amino 
acids and collagen,  
which supposedly curbs 
pigmentation issues, 
wrinkles and eye bags.
Does it work? There’s 
little hard evidence. A 
Northwestern University 
review suggests eating 
placenta has no proven 
health benefits. Still, 
anecdotal evidence 
seems positive, and 
injecting it is better than 
eating the stuff, right?
What’s the damage? 
From £150 vitamin 
injections.co.uk
Pain scale: 1/5

03 
CRYOLIPOLYSIS 
What is it? 
CoolSculpting – or 
cryolipolysis, to give it 
its scientific name – is 
the process of applying 
low temperatures to 
specific body parts. Fat 
cells are more sensitive 
to low mercury than 
skin cells are, so the 
cold kills them.
Does it work? In one 
study published in the 
journal Clinical, Cosmetic 
and Investigational 
Dermatology, 86%  
of subjects reported 
improvements, while  
the scientists described 
cryolipolysis as the  
“best researched”  
of the current fat- 
zapping treatments.
What’s the damage? 
£600 phiclinic.com 
Pain scale: 4/5

02 
TEAR TROUGH 
FILLERS
What is it? Hyaluronic 
acid is injected in the 
hollows under your eyes 
to pad out the loss of 
volume that can make 
some of us look haunted 
as we grow older, or 
habitually miss out on 
our eight hours.
Does it work? It seems 
to. A study in the journal 
Orbit reported that, of 
151 patients surveyed, 
97% were satisfied. 
However, more than one 
in 10 reported short-term 
bruising and swelling. 
Don’t do it the week 
before your wedding day.
What’s the damage? 
£1,250 phiclinic.com
Pain scale: 3/5

04 
MICRO- 
NEEDLING
What is it? Tiny needles 
are used to traumatise 
your skin, which is then 
treated with revitalising 
topical creams. Your 
face heals looking 
brighter and more 
balanced than before.
Does it work? A recent 
review by researchers 
at George Washington 
University suggests it 
does, particularly for 
scars and pigmentation 
disorders. But then, the 
report also describes 
micro-needling as “well 
tolerated”, suggesting 
its test subjects were 
unusually hardy. Be 
warned: this is agony.
What’s the damage? 
£200 regentspark 
aesthetics.co.uk
Pain scale: 5/5

in your face. People 
swear by it, but it also 
has a habit of making 
them look a bit weird, 
like a mannequin, or 
any of the Britain’s Got 
Talent judges. And 
this is what happened 
to me. A week after 
I had the treatment 
(seven injections in 
my forehead, which took about five minutes), 
I spent a few days abroad. When the Botox 
kicked in, I was jet-lagged. I glanced at 
the mirror expecting to see the crumpled 
mattress I usually see whenever I’m tired, 
red-eyed and furious at the world. Instead, 
I looked strangely smooth. Too smooth. I 
looked like a possessed Victorian doll.

It has settled down since, but I still can’t 
frown properly. The Botox makes the corners 
of my eyebrows ping up, like a poster for an 
end-of-the-pier stage magician whose career 
has just been halted by #MeToo allegations.  
I prefer treatments that simply aim to restore 
what was previously there. Botox added 
something new. It wasn’t for me.

Still, just because a frozen forehead wasn’t 
quite the effect I was after, that didn’t mean 
I was ready to rule out the cold treatment 
altogether. I’d heard of a procedure called 

Third, I had to watch an 
episode of Maniac on 
Netflix for 45 minutes 
while the vacuum 
cleaner froze the 
underside of my chin.

And I do mean 
“froze”. Once the 45 
minutes were up, my 
wattle felt hard to the 
touch like a chicken 

thigh that hadn’t quite defrosted. It also 
hurt, but at this point I was so used to 
deliberately inflicting pain on myself that 
I was a jab or two away from becoming  
a full-blown BDSM enthusiast. The pain 
subsided eventually, but that was only 
because my chin went numb for a few 
days. Once your fat cells have been killed 
off (your New Year health regimen, by 
comparison, merely shrinks them),  
the body expels them over a number of 
weeks. It might take three months to 
see the final results, I was told, but I can 
already see a slight difference.

Eyes on the Prize
I didn’t want to let this experiment end 
without trying something a bit more 
dramatic. That’s how I came to have my 
tear troughs filled. Tear troughs are the 
big, dark hollows under the eyes that  
make people like me look knackered  

Saving Face

MANY OF THE PROCEDURES 
WORK – WHERE YOU DRAW 

THE LINE IS UP TO YOU
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