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Seasonal skin without the
tightness
For readers who move between dry winters, humid summers,
mountains and new tap water. After reading, you will be able to keep a
steady core routine and adjust only texture and timing for each place.

By Carrie Ellsworth · Updated Jul 18, 2026 · 10 min read

Keep steady
Gentle cleanse, moisturize, and daily sunscreen stay in every climate.

Swap texture
Rich cream for dry cold, light gel for humid heat.

Pack light
Travel sizes under 100 ml protect skin from sudden change.
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Winter heating leaves cheeks tight and flaking, summer humidity clogs pores
by noon, and mountain light burns through cloud while cabin air and hard tap
water quietly strip moisture. The fix is not a new shelf of products. Once the
pattern is clear, a steady core with small swaps keeps skin calm in every
place.

01

Dry winter air and indoor heating

Cold air holds less moisture than warm air, and indoor heating dries it further. That dry air pulls
water through the outer layer of skin, a process dermatologists call transepidermal water loss.

As dermatologist S. Max Vale, MD at UW Medicine explains, “Colder and drier air contributes to
increased transepidermal water loss, which is the process of water evaporating through the

outer layer of the skin,”

The signs arrive slowly. Flaking along the shins, tightness after washing, cracked lips, rough
hands and heels, itch that worsens at night. For some people, eczema or rosacea flares in the

same weeks. Dryness is not only a feeling. It shows a barrier losing water faster than it can hold
it.

A humidifier helps because it returns some moisture to bedroom air. Short showers in lukewarm
water help because very hot water strips oils that keep water in. Dermatologists advise gentle

fragrance free soap used daily only where skin tends to hold odor, then patting dry rather than
rubbing. Moisturizer works best applied right after showering while skin is still damp, which

helps trap that surface water.

Texture matters more in winter. Thick cream moisturizers in jars suit many people in cold
months because they seal better than thin lotions. Hands, lips, and feet often need their own

attention, with balm and a heavier cream before bed. Reducing indoor heat a little, where
possible, also lowers the drying pull.

Strong actives deserve restraint when the barrier feels fragile. Some people need to reduce

retinoids such as tretinoin from nightly to every other night in winter. Glycolic acid and salicylic
acid may also need less frequent use. Dermatologist Tanya Greywal, MD cautions against



pushing through irritation, saying, “That’s not going to help and is actually going to irritate the
skin more.”

There is mixed advice here. One winter guide suggests AHAs or BHAs two to three times a
week to lift flakes, while dermatologists often advise cutting back on those same acids when
skin is tight or stinging. The safer path is to watch the skin. If flakes sit on calm skin, gentle

exfoliation on a limited schedule may help. If skin burns, itches, or looks red, pause the acids
and support the barrier first.
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Hot humid weather without clogged pores

Humid heat brings its own tension. Moist air can reduce water loss, yet heat raises oil

production and sweat sits on the surface. Sweat, saltwater, and chlorine can still dehydrate or
irritate skin, even when the air feels wet. Pores may clog more easily, and sunscreen can feel

heavy by midday.

Light layers work better in this season. Lightweight gel or oil free non comedogenic hydration
adds water without adding weight. A foaming or gel cleanser used gently twice daily helps lift

sweat, oil, and sunscreen. Blotting papers can manage shine without adding another layer of
product. Morning sunscreen remains essential, since UV stays strong through heat and haze.

The evening cleanse carries more weight in summer. A thorough wash after sweat and SPF

keeps pores clearer and lets moisturizer absorb into clean skin. Lukewarm water still suits best.
Scrubbing or washing a third time often backfires by prompting more oil or irritation.

Plant textures fit naturally here. A thin gel infused with green leaves or a watery essence can

steep hydration into skin and dry down clean. Save root butters and rich balms for lips and dry
patches. The goal is balance, not stripping. Skin should feel supple after cleansing, never
squeaky.

Lighter products do not remove the need for hydration and cleansing. Humid air helps with

water loss, but heat, salt, and chlorine still ask for steady rinsing and moisture. Keep the core of
gentle cleanse, light moisturizer, and daily sunscreen, and let blotting and texture do the

seasonal work.

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

Non-comedogenic means a formula is made to be less likely to clog pores. It does not
promise that no one will break out. Patch testing and slow changes still matter, especially
in humid weather.
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Altitude and sun, mountains snow and city
windows

Mountains can expose skin to more UV than beaches. The reason is simple physics. Thinner air
and less atmosphere filter less UV, so UV exposure rises with elevation. Snow and pale rock

reflect light back onto the face, ears, and nose. City windows add another quiet source, since
daily light reaches skin through glass during work hours.

Protection needs to be steady and practical. Altitude guidance points to broad spectrum SPF

30 or higher, applied 15 minutes before going out. Reapply every two hours and after sweating
or swimming. About 80 percent of ultraviolet light penetrates cloud cover, so dermatologists
advise broad spectrum sunscreen year round, including winter and snow days. A cloudy ski

morning still counts as a sun morning.

Clothing helps where cream rubs away. Altitude guidance also includes UV clothing, a wide
brim hat, UV sunglasses, SPF lip balm, and sunscreen sticks for face, ears, and nose. Sticks suit

wind and pockets because they are easy to reapply on a lift or a trail. Sunscreen near windows
matters too, for desks and long drives. Shade breaks at midday give skin and eyes a rest
without ending the day outside.

As medical professional Matthew Ralston, RN puts it, “I always carry a good SPF on any trip I
take.” Every aesthetic provider in one travel survey named broad spectrum SPF as the non-
negotiable travel item across climates. That agreement is rare in skincare, and it holds across

dry cold, humid heat, and high places.

For a plant-led routine, sunscreen remains the root. Serums and oils can support comfort, but
they do not replace UV filters. Apply sunscreen last in the morning, over moisturizer, and let it

set before a scarf or mask. Reapply over makeup with a stick or a light layer rather than
skipping.
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Flights and time zone changes

Airplane cabins are described as below 20 percent humidity. That dry, recycled air can pull

moisture from skin during a flight. Some skin responds by making extra oil, which can increase
blemish risk on landing day. Pressure changes and short sleep add to the dull, tight feeling after

long travel.

Less is more in the air. For flights, dermatologists suggest minimal makeup such as light tinted
moisturizer rather than full coverage. Moisturizing lip balm protects lips that crack first. Eye

drops can comfort dry eyes, though they belong to personal care rather than skincare. Water



intake supports general comfort, with limits on alcohol, sugary soda, and coffee, which can
leave skin and body feeling drier.

Sun protection still belongs in the seat pocket. Airplane windshields do not fully block UVA, and
UV can feel stronger at altitude, so SPF 30 or higher helps during flights. A window seat on a
daytime flight brings real exposure. A thin morning layer of sunscreen under minimal makeup

covers the need without extra steps.

Advice differs on washing in flight. Skipping a wash on the plane and using micellar water for a
gentle refresh sits beside full cleansing and moisturizing routines around flights. The middle

path suits most people. Keep skin settled during the flight, then cleanse gently after landing and
follow with moisturizer. A harsh scrub after travel tends to irritate tired skin.

Time zone changes disrupt sleep, and tired skin often looks duller for a day or two. Keep the

first night simple. Cleanse, moisturize, sleep. Strong acids and retinoids can wait until skin feels
calm and the schedule steadies. Plain water, a dark room, and a familiar pillow do as much as
any serum on night one.
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Hard water and new tap water when you move

About 85 percent of US homes have hard water. Hard water is defined by high calcium or
magnesium carbonates. Those minerals leave soap residue that rinses poorly and can leave

skin dry. The signs show up around the house before they show up on the face. Scale on
faucets and tubs, chalky spots on dishes, low water pressure, rough laundry, plus dry skin and
flat hair.

On skin, hard water residue can leave dryness, flaking, and itch. It can clog pores and acne for
some people, and worsen psoriasis and eczema for others. A move to a new city, a well water
rental, or an older building can change tap water overnight. When breakouts or tightness start

soon after a move, water deserves a place on the list of causes.

Start with low cost steps. Use gentle, easy rinse cleansers that do not cling. Use less soap
overall, with fragrance free wash only where needed. Take cooler, shorter showers and apply

moisturizer right after bathing while skin is damp. Choose hypoallergenic laundry detergent,
since residue in pillowcases and towels touches skin all night.

Larger fixes depend on cost and housing. Options for hard water include whole house softeners

by ion exchange, which replace calcium and magnesium through a system, and smaller shower
filters that sit on the shower head. Evidence suggests a range rather than a single answer. Low
cost steps like less soap and shower filters suit renters and mild dryness. Whole house

softeners suit owners with very hard water, but they cost more and need upkeep. Public water
and well water differ too, so a local water report can guide the choice.



The evidence has limits. It is not clear whether a shower filter alone is enough for severe hard
water related dryness or eczema flares. Anyone with cracking, bleeding, or spreading rash

should see a dermatologist or primary care clinician. A softener or filter supports care, but it
does not replace medical advice for eczema or psoriasis.

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

Hard water is common and manageable. Start with gentler cleansing and fast
moisturizing on damp skin. Consider filters or softeners only if dryness persists and

housing allows.
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Packing list and what to change or leave alone

Place changes skin, but routine does not need to change much. Keep a steady core of gentle
cleansing, moisturizer, and daily sunscreen. Swap only texture and richness for dry cold,

humidity, altitude, flights, hard water, and moves between climates. Stable formulas you already
trust travel better than new launches.

Travel liquids guidance is 3.4 oz or smaller per container for carry on. Travel sizes of daily

essentials help avoid breakouts from sudden product changes. Every aesthetic provider in one
travel survey named broad spectrum SPF as the non-negotiable travel item across climates, so
sunscreen earns space first.

For humid trips, pack light. Gel or oil free moisturizer, gentle foaming or gel cleanser, blotting

papers, broad spectrum SPF 30 or higher, lip balm with SPF. For dry cold trips, pack rich. Cream
moisturizer, gentle cream or milky cleanser, lip balm, hand cream, a small humidifier if staying

long. For altitude and snow, add the extras. Sunscreen stick for face, ears, and nose, wide brim
hat, UV sunglasses, SPF lip balm, UV clothing for long days out. For flights, keep a small pouch.
Tinted moisturizer or sunscreen, lip balm, eye drops, micellar water for a refresh, moisturizer for

after landing.

Give skin a calm first week after a climate move. How quickly an individual barrier recovers after
moving between very dry and very humid climates is not well studied, and no guide can name

the exact moisturizer texture or SPF number for every skin type without patch testing. Introduce
only one new product at a time. Keep water lukewarm, keep cleansing gentle, keep sunscreen

daily. If stinging, spreading redness, or flares last more than a few days, seek care from a
dermatologist.

What to leave alone matters as much as what to pack. Leave the core cleanser unless water or

climate clearly disagrees with it. Leave daily sunscreen in place through cloud, snow, windows,
and cabins. Leave strong exfoliation and nightly retinoids on their gentler winter schedule until



skin feels steady. Roots hold best when the soil is left to settle.
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The checklist

Keep gentle cleanser, moisturizer, and broad spectrum SPF as the daily core

Apply cream to damp skin after lukewarm showers in winter

Turn down hot water and use fragrance free soap only where needed

Reduce tretinoin to every other night if winter brings sting

Swap to gel or oil free moisturizer for humid heat

Cleanse gently twice daily and blot oil instead of over washing

Apply SPF 30 or higher 15 minutes before altitude sun

Reapply sunscreen every two hours and after sweating or swimming

Pack hat, UV sunglasses, SPF lip balm, and face stick for mountains

Carry SPF, lip balm, and light tinted moisturizer for flights

Choose easy rinse cleansers and fast moisturizing for hard water

Use 3.4 oz travel sizes to avoid sudden product changes
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Sources and further reading

Conquer Winter Skin Woes: A Guide to Revitalizing Dry Winter Skin · socalderm.org

Sun Protection at Higher Altitudes – Kelowna Skin Cancer Clinic · kelownaskincancer.com

Tips For Keeping Skin Fresh On An Airplane · shorthillsderm.com

Is Hard Water Harming Your Skin? - Westlake Dermatology · westlakedermatology.com

How to Pack Skincare for Travel · elase.com

Your Skin Needs More Moisture in Winter · rightasrain.uwmedicine.org

https://socalderm.org/2023/12/13/conquer-winter-skin-woes-a-guide-to-revitalizing-dry-winter-skin/
https://kelownaskincancer.com/sun-protection-higher-altitudes/
https://www.shorthillsderm.com/blog/what-is-microneedling-2/
https://www.westlakedermatology.com/blog/how-hard-water-can-damage-the-skin/
https://elase.com/blog/how-to-pack-skincare-for-travel/
https://rightasrain.uwmedicine.org/well/health/winter-skincare-guide


For information only, not medical advice. Check with a qualified professional before using herbal

remedies.
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