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Cleanse gently once,
massage lightly, sleep well
This guide is for anyone who ends the day unsure whether to wash
once or twice and what to do with hands, cloths and stones. After
reading, you will be able to build a calm ten minute night routine that
suits your skin type.

By Carrie Ellsworth · Updated Sep 22, 2026 · 11 min read

One cleanse
Most nights need a single thorough wash, not two.

Warm water
Lukewarm water protects the barrier while oil lifts sunscreen.

Light touch
Brief gentle massage eases puffiness and helps skin rest.
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Most evenings go wrong in the same small ways. Skin is scrubbed twice when
once would do, water runs too hot, and massage turns into pulling. Once
cleansing is matched to makeup, sunscreen and oil, the night feels simpler
and skin stays steadier.
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Cleansing done properly

“Double cleansing is usually not necessary,” says dermatologist Jane Wu, MD. That single fact
resets the whole ritual. For most people, washing once thoroughly with a gentle cleanser is

more than adequate, and adding steps without reason raises the risk of dryness.

“Double cleansing means cleansing your face twice, first with an oil-based product and then
followed by a water-based cleanser,” Wu explains. Oil based cleansers help remove oil based

impurities and excess sebum. Water based cleansers, generally foaming, remove water soluble
impurities like sweat and dirt. The principle is like dissolves like, meaning oil dissolves oil and

water dissolves water. Double cleansing is presented as stemming from K-beauty trends and
uses two different cleansers with specific goals, oil first then water soluble.

The question is when that second goal needs a separate step. Double cleansing can be helpful
for waterproof makeup, waterproof sunscreen, and for oily skin as a first step to remove excess

oil or sebum. On other nights, one cleanse is enough. Brand sources sometimes frame double
cleansing as useful for anyone wearing sunscreen or with oily skin. Dermatologists answer that

most people do not need it and overwashing is the bigger risk.

“Overwashing can lead to dryness, irritation and the breakdown of the skin barrier, which
subsequently causes issues like breakouts and eczema,” Wu says. Robert Finney, MD, board-

certified dermatologist, puts the same caution more sharply for bare mornings or light days.
“There is absolutely no need to double cleanse in this instance, and doing can disrupt skin’s
protective barrier, leading to dryness and irritation.”

Water temperature matters as much as product choice. Water that is too hot can dry out skin,
so lukewarm water is recommended for rinsing. Skin is best left damp before the water based
cleanser, which spreads more evenly and rinses cleaner that way.



“Using a micellar water to remove makeup before a water-based cleanser is a great alternative
to double cleansing,” Wu says. That option suits people who dislike oils, who wear light

makeup, or who want a shorter first step. Pat dry with a soft towel at the end rather than
rubbing.

What remains unknown is how often each skin type can double cleanse without barrier

disruption. Start slow and consult a dermatologist for rosacea or eczema, as there is no fixed
frequency. Watching for tightness, stinging or flaking is more useful than following a rule.
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Double cleansing step by step

Keep this method for nights with waterproof sunscreen, long wear makeup, or a visible film of

oil and city grime. On other nights, skip to the single cleanse and save skin the extra work.

The oil first cleanse

Massage the oil cleanser or balm into dry or slightly damp skin with fingertips. Work slowly over
forehead, nose, cheeks and jaw, letting the oil break down makeup and sunscreen. Roots of this
idea sit in the field logic of harvest: oil loosens what water cannot. Rinse with lukewarm water

using hands or a soft washcloth, keeping skin damp for what follows.

The water second cleanse

Massage the water based cleanser in while skin is still damp. Foaming formulas lift sweat and

dirt, while cream formulas clean with less stripping. Rinse well with lukewarm water, then pat
dry with a soft towel. Skin should feel clean and supple, never squeaky.

For dry or sensitive skin, that second cleanse is often best as a gentle unscented water based

cleanser, with cream noted as less drying than foaming. For oily acne prone skin, water based
foaming cleansers with salicylic acid, glycolic acid or benzoyl peroxide are suggested.

Cleansers that are harsh, excessively drying or contain fragrance should be avoided regardless
of skin type. Combination skin usually does well with a gel or light foam in summer and a softer
cream or gel in winter, adjusted by how skin feels rather than by season alone.

F R O M  T H E  E D I T O R S

Think of the first cleanse as steeping. Oil needs a full minute of contact to dissolve

sunscreen and sebum. Hurried rubbing does less than slow, even massage followed by a
complete rinse.
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Picking cleansers for your skin type

Plants can scent, soothe or sensitize, so Rooting Moss readers are right to read the label.

Fragrance is the first thing to question if skin stings, flushes or feels tight after washing. Texture
comes next.

Dry and sensitive skin tends to prefer cream. A gentle unscented water based cleanser cleans

without removing too much natural oil, and cream cleansers are noted as less drying than
foaming. Lukewarm water, short contact time and a soft towel help preserve comfort. If cheeks
feel papery after rinsing, the formula is too strong or the second cleanse was not needed that

night.

Oily and acne prone skin tends to prefer foam. Water based foaming cleansers with salicylic
acid, glycolic acid or benzoyl peroxide are suggested for this group, because they clear pores

and excess sebum while rinsing clean. Even here, more washing is not better. One thorough
cleanse, or an oil first cleanse plus a foaming second cleanse on heavy sunscreen days, is

enough. Persistent breakouts, burning or peeling point to a professional rather than a stronger
shelf product.

Combination skin can borrow from both. Many people use a gentle gel or foam over the T-zone

and a lighter touch on cheeks, or they alternate by day. Makeup and sunscreen load should
guide the choice more than habit. A micellar water first step can replace an oil on light makeup
days, which keeps the routine shorter and less stripping.

Across all types, avoid cleansers that are harsh, excessively drying or contain fragrance.
Evidence suggests barrier support starts at the sink, since a nighttime routine has three core
goals: cleansing the skin, supporting cell turnover, and strengthening the skin barrier. The three

essential night steps are cleanse to remove sunscreen, pollution, oil and makeup, treat to
stimulate cell turnover, and moisturize to support barrier and reduce overnight water loss.
Active ingredients need direct contact with skin, so the order is cleanse first, treatment second,

moisturizer third.
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Facial massage and lymphatic technique

Touch is the oldest part of the evening ritual, and the claims around it are the loudest. Sorting

medical use from cosmetic use makes choices clearer.

Lymphatic drainage massage uses gentle manipulation of specific areas to move excess fluid
toward working lymph vessels and lymph nodes. Healthcare providers mainly use manual

lymphatic drainage to relieve lymphedema after breast cancer surgery. Complete decongestive



therapy for lymphedema combines manual lymphatic drainage, compression, skin care,
exercise and education. That clinical setting involves trained therapists, measured pressure and

follow up.

Facial lymphatic drainage may increase blood circulation and reduce puffiness, giving skin a
glowing boost. Research shows performing manual lymphatic drainage on the neck may

temporarily slow heart rate and reduce blood pressure in healthy individuals, described as signs
of relaxation. For an evening routine, those are honest benefits: less morning puffiness, a

calmer nervous system, a few quiet minutes with warm hands.

What the method does not offer matters too. There is no substantial scientific evidence
supporting touted benefits of manual lymphatic drainage for healthy people such as detox or

immune boosting. A systematic review of 1998 to 2008 English language publications found
nine articles on manual lymphatic drainage for orthopaedic outcomes, of which three were
randomized controlled trials, which signals limited high ranking evidence for sports and

musculoskeletal uses. Cosmetic facial massage is therefore best seen as care for puffiness and
relaxation rather than detox or lasting sculpting.

Use a feather light pressure, enough to move skin slightly but never to drag or redden it. Short

strokes toward the ears and down the sides of the neck follow the direction of fluid flow. Two to
three minutes is plenty. Clean hands and a damp or lightly oiled face reduce friction. Anyone
with active infection, open sores, recent facial surgery, severe acne, rosacea flares or eczema

flares should ask a clinician first. Safe technique details for home use, including exact pressure,
direction and duration, are not standardized, and who should avoid it beyond listed medical

contraindications remains incompletely described.

F R O M  T H E  E D I T O R S

If puffiness returns each morning, look first at sleep, salt, alcohol and allergies. Massage
smooths the look for hours. It does not change bone, fat or long term contour.
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Tools, gua sha, rollers and cloths

Tools do not replace hands, but they can make a short massage more even. Cloths help with
rinsing. Stones and rollers add cool weight and glide. Evidence is small and specific, so choose

by feel and keep expectations grounded.

A randomized controlled trial recruited 34 female patients aged 20 to 50 and assigned 17 each
to facial roller or gua sha with 10 minute sessions five times per week for eight weeks. Both gua

sha and roller groups showed improvements in facial contour with all four facial surface



distances decreasing, with 2.23 to 2.40 mm reduction in gua sha and 2.75 to 3.26 mm in roller.
Numbers sound precise, but the trial was small and short.

Differences appeared by tool. The gua sha group showed the most significant reductions in
muscle tone, with oscillation frequency down 2.02 Hz and dynamic stiffness down 56.46 N per
m, changes not seen with roller. The facial roller group showed greater improvements in skin

elasticity, with gross elasticity up 8.6 percent and biological elasticity up 7.5 percent, changes
not noted in gua sha. Neither tool is proven best for all contour, tone and elasticity goals, and

the authors list combined use as future research.

Practical use matters more than the label on the box. Apply a thin layer of oil or moisturizer so
the edge glides. Hold gua sha nearly flat, pull gently outward and upward, and repeat each pass

three to five times without pressing into bone. Roll outward from the center of the face with
light, even strokes. Clean tools after each use and let them dry fully, since residue can irritate
skin. Stop if skin marks easily, bruises or stays red.

Whether results persist beyond eight weeks or apply in men, older adults and diverse skin types

is not shown. Treat tools as ritual objects that support consistency, not as sculpting devices.

T O O L W H AT  I T  M AY  H E L P L I M I T S  T O  K N O W

Soft
washcloth

Removes oil cleanser and sunscreen
film, gentle exfoliation by cloth

Can irritate if rough, hot or used with
pressure, wash often

Gua sha Glide for puffiness, reduced muscle
tone in one small trial

Needs slip, light pressure, no dragging,
effects beyond eight weeks unclear

Facial roller Cool glide for puffiness, improved
elasticity in one small trial

Light pressure only, clean well, not proven
for lasting contour
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The realistic ten minute night routine

A dermatologist nighttime routine is described as having three core goals: cleansing the skin,
supporting cell turnover, and strengthening the skin barrier. Ten minutes can cover all three
without rushing.

Start with the sink. Remove heavy makeup or waterproof sunscreen with oil or micellar water,
then wash once with a cleanser suited to skin type. Rinse lukewarm, keep skin slightly damp,
pat dry softly. That is minutes zero to three.



Next comes treatment, only if skin tolerates it. Active ingredients need direct contact with skin,
so the order is cleanse first, treatment second, moisturizer third. A pea sized treatment to

stimulate cell turnover is enough on most nights. Skip actives when skin feels sore, flaky or
sunburned, or after a long day of wind and heat.

Finish with moisture. Moisturize to support barrier and reduce overnight water loss. A cream or

lotion seals in the earlier layers. Slugging means applying a thick occlusive layer, typically an
ointment, over nighttime skincare to lock in moisture and reduce transepidermal water loss

while sleeping. Save that heavy seal for dry or irritated nights, or for cheeks and lips rather than
the whole face if pores clog easily.

Massage fits wherever it feels natural. Some people massage during the oil cleanse, others add

two minutes after moisturizer with clean hands or a cool roller. Keep pressure light and strokes
outward. The soil metaphor holds: tend nightly, do not till deeply every night.

When skin is reactive, simplify further. One gentle cleanse, one bland moisturizer, lukewarm
water, and rest. Evidence suggests that steadiness supports the barrier more than layering

does.
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The checklist

Rinse with lukewarm water, never hot

Wash once thoroughly on most nights

Add oil or micellar water first only for waterproof makeup or sunscreen

Keep skin damp before water based cleanser

Choose cream unscented for dry sensitive skin

Choose gentle foaming for oily acne prone skin

Avoid harsh, drying or fragranced cleansers

Massage 2 to 3 minutes with light pressure

Use tools with slip and no dragging

Apply treatment before moisturizer

Moisturize nightly to reduce water loss

Save occlusive slugging for dry nights
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For information only, not medical advice. Check with a qualified professional before using herbal

remedies.
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