
Apparently, we’ve been

applying deodorant

wrong this whole time

BY FIONA EMBLETON 4 DAYS AGO

Nighttime is the ideal time of day to apply antiperspirant. Who knew?

I’ve started to avoid reaching for the overhead grab rail on the Tube. Puddles of

sweat may mysteriously bloom under my armpits, but the idea that I’m

applying my antiperspirant wrong didn’t even cross my mind. In fact, of all our

daily beauty habits, applying deodorant feels the most straightforward. There’s

no special technique or carefully choreographed 10-step routine; you just spray

in the morning and go, right? Yet, my dry-cleaning bill says otherwise. 

There’s seemingly a lot more to keeping our armpits dry, and it could explain

why our deodorants have been letting us down in the heatwave. It all comes

down to the time of day you apply deodorant, and whether you use one that

contains antiperspirants to block sweat (some deodorants are only designed to

mask the smell but don’t stop you sweating, FYI). 

Applying an antiperspirant at night is apparently most effective. The science

says that this is when your body temperature drops and you sweat less – which

gives the aluminium salts in the formula a chance to form a plug inside your

sweat glands.
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“Antiperspirants work best on cool, dry skin,” says Dr Lucy Hooper, a GP and

co-founder of Coyne Medical. “Overnight usually provides the perfect

conditions for this. Your night’s sleep also allows enough time for the whole

process to take place, so by the time you wake up the next morning and start to

feel hot, your sweat glands are already blocked.” Studies back this up, having

found that nighttime application raises the efficacy of an antiperspirant from

56% to 73%.

On the other hand, if you apply antiperspirant in the morning, “there’s a good

chance that too much sweat will wash it away before it can form those plugs in

the sweat glands”, Dr Hooper says. This is because your body temperature

starts rising about two hours before you wake up, making your skin naturally

warm and damp, she adds.

As for how you should apply antiperspirant, Dr Mayoni Gooneratne, a

functional medicine doctor at PHC Clinics, has this advice: “Roughly 30-60

minutes before bed, spray deodorant onto cool, completely dry, unshaved skin,

using a thin, even layer. Let your skin air-dry for a few minutes before putting

on loose pyjamas.” 

If you’re worried you’ll be sweaty the next day, don’t be. Antiperspirants

typically stay active for 24 hours, even if you shower in the morning, so you’re

basically covered for the next day’s steamy commute or workout. Bear in mind

that an antiperspirant works best on cool, dry skin, so you may want to shower

at night when you’re not in as much of a rush, says Dr Hooper. If you do so, she

recommends patting down your skin thoroughly with a towel and even using a

hairdryer on a cool setting to get the skin really dry if you’re prone to excessive

sweating.

Another big downside to applying antiperspirant to damp skin is that more of

the formula is absorbed into the skin’s layers, but not into the sweat glands,

says Dr Hooper. “This extra absorption into the skin can cause itching and

irritation without making you sweat any less.

“There’s a theory that less irritated skin could lead to less aluminium

absorption,” says Dr Hooper. “In one study, five times more aluminium was

absorbed through irritated skin than through intact skin.” So if you’re worried

about sensitising the delicate skin under your arms, Dr Hooper recommends

rinsing your armpits in the morning to wash away any excess product. This

advice also applies to stronger prescription antiperspirants. And even though

Dr Hooper stresses that “there is no proof that aluminium from antiperspirants

causes breast cancer, and it’s not currently classed as a cancer-causing

substance by international bodies”, this small step may also put your mind at

rest if you prefer to be cautious. 
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