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Foreword
Jerome R. Potozkin

I have had the privilege of working with Martha Laham for over two decades. She is 
a no-nonsense, bright, and insightful author and professor of advertising and mar-
keting who has done extensive research on the beauty industry. Made Up: How the 
Beauty Industry Manipulates Consumers, Preys on Women’s Insecurities, and Promotes 
Unattainable Beauty Standards represents the culmination of her research and is es-
sential reading for anyone interested in this topic. The beauty industry generates 
billions of dollars annually, more than the gross domestic product of many nations. 
Professor Laham explores the origins of this industry and the factors leading to its 
continued growth. As a board-certified dermatologist specializing in cosmetic der-
matology, I have seen firsthand what is described in the book, from the unrealistic 
pressures to look a certain way to how technology, with the growth of social media 
and the selfie, has led people to scrutinize their appearance as never before.

This book describes the history of the beauty industry dating back to ancient 
Egypt. It gives perspective to the power and impact of the industry’s early pioneers, 
such as Josephine Esther Mentzer, born to Jewish immigrants and the founder of 
Estée Lauder. She was committed to her mission and recognized early on that “to 
sell a cream, you sold a dream.” An enterprise that started in a kitchen ended up as 
a multibillion-dollar company. You will learn how the beauty industry is regulated 
and how cosmetics differ from pharmaceuticals in their regulation.

With her background and expertise in advertising and marketing, Professor La-
ham expertly dissects how the cosmetics industry targets people of all ages. Baby 
boomers are thought to be obsessed with youth and are targeted based on the “anti-
aging” features of lotions and potions. On the other hand, the younger generations 
have been greatly affected by the selfie craze. The beauty industry has learned how 
to push the emotional buttons of each generation.
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Have you ever wondered what defines beauty? You will learn how iconic figures 
such as Audrey Hepburn and Elizabeth Taylor helped define the feminine ideal. The 
book outlines “ideal” beauty trends over time and provides an insider’s view of what 
cosmetic dermatologists and cosmetic surgeons have studied through the years. In 
addition to the ways that beauty is defined, Professor Laham provides great insight 
into how gender stereotypes are created and perpetuated in ads that use gender-
stereotypic images. The reader is presented with multiple examples that illuminate 
the conditioning we are unwittingly exposed to. We also learn the impact of the 
feminist movement on advertisers, leading to regulatory action. Hand in hand with 
the beauty and cosmetics industry, advertisers have engaged in the objectification 
of women and have used sexually charged campaigns to promote beauty products. 
They have tapped into our obsession with celebrity to sell their products.

In my practice, I have noticed that most people are their own worst critics when it 
comes to their appearance. Professor Laham explores the concept of body image and 
the effect of advertising on our psyche. We learn how repeated exposure to idealized 
images lowers our self-perceptions of attractiveness. The deck is stacked against us, 
as many images are not “real.” In the pre-digital era, images were idealized through 
airbrushing. Today’s images can be easily altered with digital technology. The images 
that we are repeatedly exposed to affect us in a way that is far more than skin deep, 
and Professor Laham discusses the ill effects of trying to improve images of ourselves 
in the section “Photoshopping May Be Bad for Your Health,” in chapter 8.

The final chapter delves into the growth of aesthetic medicine. Current trends 
have demonstrated the common acceptance of cosmetic surgery. The most dramatic 
growth that has trended nationwide, which I have seen in my practice over the past 
two decades, is in nonsurgical cosmetic procedures. Professor Laham accurately de-
scribes how increasing numbers of people, driven by unrealistic expectations, want 
to completely change their appearance or look like a celebrity as opposed to having 
a more realistic goal of looking like the best natural version of themselves. She de-
tails how the explosion of aesthetic medicine has also led to unskilled and unethical 
practitioners entering this arena.

Both entertaining and informative, Made Up is a must-read for anyone interested 
in the cosmetics, beauty, and advertising industry.

Jerome R. Potozkin, MD, is an award-winning board-certified dermatologist and 
the author of Botox and Beyond: Your Guide to Safe, Nonsurgical, Cosmetic Procedures.
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When a woman stays young and beautiful forever, the world is hers.

—Queen Ravenna, Snow White and the Huntsman (2012)

Once upon a time over two hundred years ago, Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm, a pair 
of nineteenth-century university-trained philologists and librarians, published their 
compendium of European folktales called Children’s and Household Tales (1812), 
more commonly known as Grimm’s Fairy Tales in the English-speaking world. Over 
the next four decades, the German brothers went on to publish six more editions, 
tinkering with their tales from one edition to the next until the seventh and final 
edition in 1857, the one best known to us today.

Modern audiences are mostly familiar with “Disneyfied” versions of the Grimm 
brothers’ timeless tales. These singsong, child-friendly confections with happily-ever-
after endings sugarcoat the grittier narratives of the original stories. Initially intended 
for an adult audience, the first collection of folktales was hardly suitable for children’s 
ears. Benign titles belied a tableau of perversion, torture, betrayal, jealousy, humilia-
tion, and rejection set against fantastical milieus.

Feminine beauty is a common theme that runs throughout a number of Grimm 
stories, often conflated with spectacular wickedness or unflawed purity. More specifi-
cally, characters who are beautiful and virtuous are frequently targeted by characters 
who are beautiful and diabolical.

Consider the tale of “Little Snow White.” In the modern retelling of this Grimm 
classic, Snow White’s innate purity and beauty provokes her stepmother, the Evil 
Queen. Malignant and narcissistically invested in her physical appearance, the 
Evil Queen is obsessively preoccupied with nonpareil beauty. She seeks validation 
from her magic mirror by repeatedly asking it, “Mirror, mirror, on the wall, who 

Introduction
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in this land is fairest of all?” The mirror always replies, “You, my queen, are the 
fairest of all.”

Snow White’s beauty blossoms with each passing day until one day the magic mir-
ror breaks it to the Evil Queen that she’s no longer the fairest in the land, declaring 
that little Snow White is fairer than she.

Consumed with envy, the Evil Queen flies into a murderous rage. She’s deter-
mined to rid the land of Snow White and hatches a plan to snuff her out. The plan 
backfires and ultimately leads to the Evil Queen’s undoing.

The unctuous male mirror in Snow White’s story is an echo chamber. The rever-
berated message is a simple one: Women are judged and valued on their physical 
appearance and allure. In her book The Annotated Brothers Grimm (2004), Maria 
Tatar, John L. Loeb Research Professor of Germanic Languages and Literatures and 
of Folklore and Mythology at Harvard University, notes that the male mirror may 
be viewed as “a judgmental voice, representing the absent father or patriarchy in 
general, which places a premium on beauty.” Tatar also suggests that the voice could 
be the inner monologue that induces habitual monitoring of physical appearance 
against cultural standards of beauty (“an echo of the queen’s own self-assessment, one 
that is, to be sure, informed by cultural norms about physical appearances”).

Whether in fairy tales or in real life, the importance of physical appearance and 
the fulfillment of expected gender roles are inculcated into women from an early 
age. This is especially true for my generation of women, who came of age during 
the 1960s. In those days, women were straitjacketed by socially endorsed views of 
gender and femininity that were promoted and reinforced by the mainstream media.

Take teen-zines, such as Seventeen, Mademoiselle, Teen, and YM (Young Miss). 
During the 1960s, these popular publications helped crystallize the identity forma-
tion of teenage girls. Editorial content chiefly focused on the trappings of traditional 
femininity, such as beauty, fashion, cooking, and decorating.

When I was a teenager, Seventeen was my favorite magazine. Each month, I’d 
make the pilgrimage to a grocery store to buy the latest edition. I grew up in an 
immigrant household that hadn’t integrated fully into American society. My family 
clung to strict traditions and customs from the old country (such as an adherence to 
traditional gender roles of male dominance and female submissiveness), disapproved 
of permissive Western values, and derided American pop culture. They viewed teen 
magazines as a form of cultural propaganda. So I’d hide my copy of Seventeen in 
a yellow Pee-Chee folder and read it during alone time. Seventeen was a training 
manual that schooled me in becoming an American teenager.

I was in high school during the mid-1960s. The style icon of the moment was the 
British teen supermodel Twiggy. With her sideswept pixie cut and willowy figure, 
young girls everywhere tried to copy her mod look and achieve her reed-thin phy-
sique. Twiggy reportedly lived off water, lettuce, and a single daily portion of steak. 
To emulate Twiggy’s gamine figure meant ditching junk food, controlling food crav-
ings, and turning off the hunger switch.
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The coltish thin ideal spilled over into the 1970s, when dieting was pursued with 
religious fervor. Many women sipped their way to skinniness by subsisting on diet 
drinks and sodas or tried one fad diet after the next. Others turned to quick-fix 
weight-loss drugs, such as amphetamine-laced “rainbow diet pills.” These brightly 
colored pills were as effective as they were addictive and even deadly.

Prior to the 1970s, few people talked about eating disorders until the shocking 
death of 1970s singing sensation Karen Carpenter due to complications related to 
her years-long struggle with anorexia. Yet a heightened awareness of the dangers of 
eating disorders did little to change women’s skinny obsession. What’s more, women 
and girls were barraged with thin-ideal media images that portrayed thinness as a 
dominant view of beauty and equated slimness with success and happiness. There 
was no counternarrative then.

As an undergraduate student, I cultivated an interest in feminist literature. I was 
particularly moved by the works of trailblazing feminist authors and writers like 
Betty Friedan (The Feminine Mystique, 1963), Germaine Greer (The Female Eunuch, 
1970), and Gloria Steinem (cofounder of Ms. magazine, 1972)—feminist voices that 
challenged scripted roles that women had inhabited largely because of prevailing 
cultural norms and female biology. These courageous feminists and others like them 
refused to cave in to age-old tactics of silencing women. They were loud, proud, and 
unbowed.

Some years later, I left the advertising and promotion industry to enter the edu-
cation field. There, I became fascinated with—and dedicated to—exploring female 
role portrayals in advertising. This book is the culmination of a three-decades-long 
examination of gender representation in advertising.

Made Up: How the Beauty Industry Manipulates Consumers, Preys on Women’s 
Insecurities, and Promotes Unattainable Beauty Standards takes a hard look at the 
multibillion-dollar beauty industry, which promotes unrealistic beauty standards, 
perpetuates gender stereotypes, and uses sexual objectification to sell products. The 
book is divided into four parts. Part I explores the global beauty industry, traces 
the cultural history of cosmetics, examines the regulatory climate of the cosmetics 
industry, and profiles the beauty consumer. Part II investigates the pervasiveness and 
persistence of the feminine beauty ideal, explores the globalization of Western stan-
dards of beauty, analyzes the myth-making power of beauty advertising, and decodes 
archetypal and stereotypical portrayals of women in beauty ads. Part III investigates 
the decorative and sexual depictions of women in beauty advertising and analyzes 
the power of celebrity beauty endorsements. Part IV looks at the interplay between 
images of physical perfection in advertising messages and the surge in body modifica-
tion and enhancement.

In societies that worship youth and beauty, the appearance of aging is often met 
with escalating disdain. In her 2012 New Yorker article “Snow White: Beauty Is 
Power,” which critiqued the film Snow White and the Huntsman (2012), Tatar wrote, 
“The queen’s quest for lasting youth is part of the story’s larger exploration (in the 
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tradition of many great myths) of how humans relate to the natural world—whether 
we are of it or have mastered and moved beyond it. Efforts to remain forever young 
violate the natural order of generational succession and imperil life itself.” The patho-
logical pursuit of youth and beauty can swiftly spin out of control and lead us down 
a crooked path to self-destruction.

Martha Laham
Oakland, California

December 2019
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Never underestimate any woman’s desire for beauty.

—Estée Lauder (1908–2004), cofounder, the Estée Lauder Companies Inc.

You may be familiar with the pioneers who shaped the modern beauty industry, such 
as Elizabeth Arden, Helena Rubinstein, Madam C. J. Walker, Max Factor, Charles 
Revson, Mary Kay Ash, and Estée Lauder. These grandes dames and grands seigneurs 
built billion-dollar empires on the sale of paints and potions primarily designed to 
satisfy aesthetic needs.

Consider Estée Lauder, cofounder of the Estée Lauder Companies Inc. Lauder was 
a natural-born entrepreneur and a visionary marketer. Her groundbreaking promo-
tional tools, including innovative sampling programs and a high-touch approach to 
cultivating an emotional connection with beauty consumers, have become standard 
industry practices.

The cosmetics doyenne who changed the face of the beauty industry came from 
modest roots. Estée Lauder, née Josephine Esther Mentzer, was born and grew up in 
Queens, New York. She was the ninth child of Jewish immigrants; her mother was 
Hungarian, and her father was Czech.

Working in her father’s hardware store gave Lauder her first exposure to retail 
merchandising at an early age. Her uncle, a chemist who created recipes for beauty 
creams, introduced her to the world of beauty. He took her under his wing and 
taught her how to combine ingredients to formulate skin creams straight out of the 
kitchen. During her teen years, she learned the significance of personal selling to 
create interest in a product and make a sale. Lauder sold her uncle’s products to her 
high school classmates by giving them full makeovers.

1
The Beauty Industrial Complex
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While making continuous improvements to her uncle’s formulas, Lauder created 
a market niche for the final product. Instinctively, she grasped the importance of 
focusing on the sensory attributes of cosmetic products. She often said, “To sell a 
cream, you sold a dream in the early days.”1

Lauder was tireless in her pursuit of making a name for herself and her prod-
ucts, using direct sales to accomplish both. Employing an early form of one-to-
one marketing, she gave free product demonstrations and makeovers at salons, 
in hotels, in the subway, on the street, and in private homes. Along the way, she 
cemented her reputation as a cosmetics purveyor and became a staple of New 
York’s high society.

In 1946, Lauder and her husband, Joseph, launched the Estée Lauder brand with 
just four skin care products. The Lauders were determined to build a market for pre-
mium beauty products by targeting middle-class and wealthy women who had the 
means and motivation to purchase premium brands that were imbued with an aura 
of elegance and sophistication. To accomplish this business objective, Lauder made 
a crucial distribution decision. Instead of selling the company’s products through 
mass-market retailers, such as drugstores, supermarkets, and variety stores, or making 
them available at company-owned salons, like Elizabeth Arden and Helena Rubin-
stein, Lauder set her sights on carriage-trade retailers.

Lauder approached many department store buyers to persuade them to carry 
Estée Lauder products. She finally landed her first department store account with 
Saks Fifth Avenue. The New York–based luxury department store placed an order 
for $800 worth of products, which sold out within two days. Lauder personally at-
tended to every aspect of merchandising, from designing cosmetic display counters 
to supervising sales representatives and working behind the counter to interacting 
with customers. And it was around this time that Lauder launched a novel consumer 
promotion, a gift-with-purchase premium.

By the late 1950s, the Estée Lauder brand had become one of the most recognized 
beauty brands among department store shoppers. Other luxury department stores 
picked up the Estée Lauder collection, including Neiman Marcus, I. Magnin, and 
Marshall Field’s. Then in 1953, Lauder launched her first fragrance, Youth Dew, 
which marked a turning point in the company’s history. Youth Dew was a massive hit 
within a few years, accounting for 80 percent of company sales. The fledging startup 
took off and flourished into a multimillion-dollar juggernaut.2

During the 1960s and 1970s, the company prospered by adding new lines to its 
product portfolio, including its first prestige men’s fragrance under the Aramis brand 
and the Clinique brand, the first-ever dermatologist-created prestige cosmetic brand. 
The company also experienced a period of rapid market expansion by entering into 
global markets, with Estée Lauder products sold in more than seventy countries.3

The 1980s and 1990s saw robust growth driven by new-product development, 
such as the introduction of Estée Lauder’s Origins, the first prestige natural skin 
care brand, and through successful acquisitions, including MAC Cosmetics, La Mer, 
Aveda, and Bobbi Brown Cosmetics. By now the company employed approximately 
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10,000 employees and generated over $2 billion in sales, making it the third-largest 
cosmetics company in America.4

By 2019, Estée Lauder Companies Inc. ranked No. 591 on the Forbes Global 
2000 rankings of the world’s largest public companies, reached a market value of 
$61.5 billion, and managed a brand portfolio containing more than two dozen 
prestige brands.5

Lauder summed up her formula for success in a simple statement: “I was a woman 
with a mission and single-minded in the pursuit of my dream.”6 By every measure, 
Estée Lauder had accomplished her mission and made her dream a reality.

This chapter starts off with a brief history of cosmetics. Next, it dives into the 
makeup of the beauty industry. Finally, it looks at changes in the beauty industry 
landscape.

THE HISTORY OF COSMETICS:  
FROM THE STONE AGE TO THE INDUSTRIAL AGE

The Roman writer Titus Maccius Plautus (c. 205–184 BCE) satirized the impor-
tance of personal beauty in the following statement: “A woman without paint is 
like food without salt.” Even before salt was produced, humans wore “body paint” 
50,000 years ago. A 2010 BBC News article reported that scientists unearthed con-
vincing evidence that Neanderthals used shells to mix and store pigments.7 Prior to 
this finding, researchers had believed that only modern humans wore makeup for 
ritual and decorative purposes.

Cosmetics has been a cultural staple in most civilizations throughout the ages. 
Let’s journey back in time and learn about cosmetics’ colorful history, with the focus 
of our attention on the beautifying rituals of women in the West.

The Birthplace of Cosmetics

The ancient Egyptians were the first true makeup mixologists, dating as far back 
as 10,000 BCE. Using hundreds of organic substances, they created cosmetics for 
aesthetic and therapeutic purposes. Egyptian chemists blended many of the same in-
gredients that we find in all-natural makeup and skin care today, including rosemary, 
lavender, chamomile, lily, rose, henna, and olive oil.

Ancient Egyptian royals and the upper crust anointed themselves with scented 
oils and ointments; used cleansers, moisturizers, and deodorizers; dyed their hair and 
painted their nails; and applied makeup such as eye cosmetics. For example, you’ve 
probably seen pictures of ancient Egyptian men and women wearing an eye paint 
primarily made from green malachite and galena (a lead-based substance) called kohl 
(see figure 1.1).

In addition to their aesthetic value, cosmetics were believed to have mystical and 
medicinal powers. According to a 2010 article, scientists suggest that the eye makeup 
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commonly worn by ancient Egyptian royals also doubled as “an infection-fighter” to 
ward off or cure eye disease.8 “Some Egyptians believed that this makeup also had a 
‘magical’ role in which the ancient gods Horus and Ra would protect wearers against 
several illnesses,” the article said.

The Beauty Secrets of the Orient

The ancient Chinese used nail color as a signifier of social class. The nail polish 
was created by combining beeswax, gelatin, egg whites, and gum arabic. During the 
Zhou dynasty (c. 1050–256 BCE), for example, royals wore gold or silver nail lac-
quer, while during the Ming dynasty (1368–1644 CE), they wore black or red nail 
color. Lower classes were forbidden from wearing bright nail colors.9

Women from the Tang dynasty (618–907 CE) followed a seven-step makeup 
routine, including applying powder, darkening eyebrows, painting dimples, coating 
cheeks with red rouge, and pasting the forehead with ornamental designs made from 
various materials like bird feathers, shell, fish bone, or gold leaf. Lip makeup was 
worn to please the gods, thus linking a woman’s appearance to her spiritual worth.10

In ancient Japan, light skin was considered aesthetically pleasing. During the Nara 
period (710–794 CE), aristocratic women used rice powder to paint their faces and 
necks white. Removing natural eyebrows and painting smudgelike eyebrows on the 
forehead was popular in the Heian period (794–1185 CE), as well as painting the 
teeth gold or black.

Figure 1.1.  Ancient Egyptian royals Cleopatra, Nefertiti, and Rameses II shown wear-
ing an eye paint called kohl. © DigitalVision Vectors/ewg3D
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Ancient Beauty Rituals of the Greeks and Romans

In ancient times, the Mediterranean Sea was the central superhighway for com-
merce and trade, including the exportation of Egyptian cosmetic products to the 
emerging Greek and Roman civilizations spanning the third to the first millennia BC.

The origin of the word cosmetic comes from the Greek kosmetike, which means 
“the art of dress and ornament.” The ancient Greeks were obsessed with cosmetics 
(see figure 1.2). Multiple ingredients went into the production of cosmetic products. 

Figure 1.2.  The women of ancient Greece were renowned for their beauty rituals.  
© DigitalVision Vectors/ZU_09
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Skin moisturizers were made of honey; aromatic scents and emulsifiers contained 
olive oil; eye shadow was created by grinding charcoal to dust and mixing it with 
olive oil; and rouge was made from powdered iron oxide.

To lighten skin and deal with blemishes, both men and women used white lead 
face cream, which was highly toxic.11 Ancient Greek women wore makeup sparingly 
and favored a natural look. In contrast, red lip paint, made of red dye and wine 
mixed with fetid substances like crocodile excrement, was largely worn by courte-
sans. Crimson lips served as a means of advertising (signaling) prostitution.

Ancient Romans initially used cosmetics for ritual purposes before they became 
part of Romans’ everyday beautification rituals mainly among the rich and prosti-
tutes. Milky-white skin was a stamp of Roman beauty and a sign of the leisure class. 
Prosperous women applied white lead to lighten their complexions and added a 
touch of red lead to achieve a rosy glow.12

Roman women followed certain skin care practices, such as using facial masks 
before bedtime. Recipes for these masks contained ingredients like sheep sweat 
(lanolin), excrement, honey, placenta, marrow, bile, animal urine, sulfur, and ground 
oyster shells. Women also bathed in donkey (ass) milk, which was believed to soften 
skin, preserve its whiteness, and erase wrinkles.

Killer Cosmetics of the Middle Ages

In medieval Europe, church leaders deemed the practice of wearing makeup to be 
sinful and immoral and imposed a ban on it, a prohibition that was ignored in broth-
els. For instance, in England, makeup use was considered “an incarnation of Satan.”13 
Altering the face that God gave a woman was tantamount to challenging God and 
his craftsmanship. However, the clergy made an exception for women stricken with 
maladies that marred their appearance to such an extent that they were perceived as 
physically revolting to their husbands and onlookers.

In time, Italian theologian St. Thomas Aquinas reluctantly yielded and permitted 
the use of cosmetics, believing that a woman’s physical attractiveness could discour-
age her husband from committing the sin of adultery. But he also cautioned that a 
woman who was too beautiful could attract other women’s husbands.14

By the twelfth century, cosmetics came into regular use throughout Europe. Dis-
tribution was controlled by apothecaries and doctors, as the compounds were often 
toxic. Because of the frequency of smallpox outbreaks, which could leave permanent 
and disfiguring pockmarks, unblemished skin was coveted. A comely woman pos-
sessed pale skin, an even skin tone, and buttery blond hair. To achieve flawless skin, 
women were known to smear their faces with the blood of bull or hare. In Elizabe-
than England, society women achieved a pale skin tone by slathering egg whites all 
over their faces or by placing leeches behind the ears to drain blood from the region 
of the head, which resulted in a naturally pale look.

During the Renaissance, maintaining a pale complexion was compulsory among 
the upper echelons of European society. Skin whiteners were made from a deadly 
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combination of substances, such as lead oxide, white lead, hydroxide, carbonate, and 
mercury. These whiteners could cause facial muscle paralysis, scarring, or premature 
death. Ceruse, a foundation made of white lead and vinegar, was an extremely popu-
lar cosmetic. A royal user of the prestige product Venetian Ceruse, also called Spirits 
of Saturn, was Queen Elizabeth I (see figure 1.3).15 The product produced a look 
known as “the Mask of Youth.”16

Figure 1.3.  Queen Elizabeth I was a royal user of Venetian Ceruse, also known as Spir-
its of Saturn. © PHOTOS.com/Getty Images Plus/Photos.com
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The Age of Pallor

Paleness was still popular in Europe during the eighteenth century. The right 
shade of pallor was created by using white lead makeup and facial powder. Aris-
tocratic women often wore face paint, a substance called fucus, as blush. Madder 
(an herb), cochineal (a dye made from insects), and ochre-based compounds were 
utilized to produce blush and lip color. Lips were commonly painted into a delicate 
rosebud shape to create a “bee-sting” effect.

During Queen Victoria’s reign, heavy makeup fell out of fashion, and its use was 
discouraged. Queen Victoria herself proclaimed that makeup was improper, vulgar, 
and only appropriate for use by actors and prostitutes.17

By the mid-1800s, women took a subtler approach to wearing cosmetics. An 
ancestor of cold cream, Crème Céleste, which was made of a combination of white 
wax, spermaceti wax, sweet almond oil, and rosewater, was applied as a facial paste 
to moisturize the skin, hide blemishes, and create a light, silky complexion. To hide 
imperfections and create radiant skin, women dusted their faces with rice powder, 
zinc oxide, or pearl powder, a combination of bismuth chloride and talc (magnesium 
silicate). Clear lip balms often made of beeswax were applied to the lips to give them 
a shiny, moist appearance.

Some beauty rituals posed certain dangers. For example, both men and women 
took small quantities of arsenic by ingesting arsenical products, such as complexion 
wafers, liquids, and pills, to maintain a pale complexion, which could cause nervous 
system and kidney damage. Also, women were known to apply drops of belladonna 
to their eyes to dilate their pupils to create an alluring, wide-eyed look, which could 
lead to blindness.18

During the Edwardian era, pale skin remained in vogue, while fair hair became 
passé. The Edwardian beauty was a brunette with a milky complexion set off by rosy 
cheeks.19 To attain an alabaster-white complexion, toxic substances like white lead 
makeup were still in use, as well as rice and pearl powders. To create a smoky eye, 
women used burnt matchsticks to darken eyelids, eyebrows, and eyelashes. Rouge, 
made from raw materials such as carmine (extracted from the cochineal insect), saf-
flower, red sandalwood, and brazilwood mixed with talc, was applied to the cheeks 
to produce a rosy flush. Geranium and poppy petals were employed to lightly stain 
the lips and create a “bitten lip” effect.

The Mechanization of Makeup

The modern beauty industry arose in the second half of the nineteenth century, 
thanks in large part to rapid advances in mass-production methods and the de-
velopment of mass marketing.20 By then, cosmetics had gained wider acceptance 
and achieved broader use in most societies around the world, including America. 
Interestingly, the world of theater played a principal role in conventional makeup 
practices because actors were adept at applying theatrical makeup.
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The mass availability of cosmetics gave rise to the field of cosmetology. Profes-
sional beauticians dispensed beauty advice to women on hair and makeup. Promi-
nent makeup artists from stage and screen, such as Max Factor Sr., and early beauty 
innovators, like Elizabeth Arden, recognized the potential of a mass market for 
cosmetics and started to make and sell their own namesake products.

A whole new industry emerged to meet increased market demand for beauty 
products. The earliest skin care and cosmetics mass producers included Shiseido 
(Japan), Guerlain (France), L’Oréal (France), Maybelline (United States), Beiersdorf 
(Germany), Coty (France), Lancôme (France), and Garnier (France). As more de-
partment stores and chain stores carried cosmetics, a greater number of women had 
access to inexpensive cosmetic products. And the modern beauty industry was born.

THE MAKEUP OF THE BEAUTY INDUSTRY:  
RIPE FOR CONSOLIDATION

When you go up and down the health and beauty aids (HBA) aisle of a supermar-
ket, you’ll typically find a wide range of products, such as shampoos, cosmetics, 
moisturizing lotions, deodorants, nail polishes, and toothpastes. These products are 
made and marketed by firms within the beauty and personal care (BPC) industry, also 
referred to as the personal care industry, cosmetics industry, and beauty industry. Let’s 
take a glance at the current state of the beauty industry.

The Beauty Industry Is Positively Glowing

Industry watchers often use phrases like “keenly competitive,” “strong growth,” 
“juicy returns,” and “highly consolidated” to describe the beauty and personal care 
industry. Despite the competitive market pressures and challenges facing the retail 
industry ecosystem, the beauty and personal care industry has maintained robust 
growth in recent years. A 2014 Forbes article outlined the market attractiveness of 
the industry, including strong brand loyalty, high purchase frequency, nice profit 
margins, greater channel sales opportunities, and product development opportuni-
ties through acquisition or research and development (R&D) efforts.21

The beauty and personal care industry manufactures a broad spectrum of prod-
ucts, ranging from staples like toothpaste and shampoo to discretionary goods like 
eye makeup and fragrance. Products are of varying quality and, therefore, varying 
prices. For example, the industry produces prestige products commonly intended for 
department stores (e.g., Nordstrom and Macy’s), as well as lower-priced “masstige” 
products (“premium but attainable”22) commonly sold through mass-market retail-
ers, including big-box stores (e.g., Target) and drugstores (e.g., CVS). Given the di-
versity of these markets and products, overall industry revenue is somewhat shielded 
from dramatic changes in the economy. However, consumers tend to abandon 
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pricier beauty products and substitute them with mid-tier or low-priced products 
during an economic downturn. After the economy rebounds, consumers generally 
go back to familiar products and brands.

The global beauty market is usually broken down into distinct product categories, 
including skin care, color cosmetics, hair care, fragrances, nail care, oral care, and 
personal care products. Many items in these categories have a complementary rela-
tionship, in which the items are used in conjunction with one another. For example, 
when you buy shampoo, you’re probably going to buy hair conditioner. Therefore, 
the demand for one item influences the demand for another item.

Thanks to a rapidly aging global population, an increased adoption of digital 
technologies, and growth in emerging-market economies, the global beauty care 
products market was worth $532.43 billion in 2017, according to Orbis Research.23 
The industry is expected to climb to a market value of $805.61 billion by 2023 with 
a compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of 7.14 percent over a five-year period.24

Big Beauty Keeps Getting Bigger

Did you know that the most valuable cosmetics brand in the world is Johnson’s 
(Johnson & Johnson)? This megabrand is valued at $14.1 billion, according to a re-
port titled “Cosmetics 50 2019,” prepared by Brand Finance. Chanel (Chanel S.A.), 
L’Oréal Paris (L’Oréal Group), Gillette (Procter & Gamble), Neutrogena (Johnson 
& Johnson), Nivea (Beiersdorf ), Dior (LVMH Moët Hennessy Louis Vuitton), 
Clinique (Estée Lauder), Shiseido (Shiseido Group), and Guerlain (LVMH Moët 
Hennessy Louis Vuitton) rounded out the top ten global cosmetics brands.25

Despite the existence of hundreds of cosmetics companies, brands, and prod-
ucts, just a handful of billion-dollar conglomerates dominate the global beauty and 
personal care industry. In 2018, the world’s largest beauty manufacturers included 
L’Oréal ($31.2 billion), Unilever ($24.8 billion), the Estée Lauder Cos. ($13.7 
billion), Procter & Gamble Co. ($12.4 billion), Coty ($9.4 billion), Shiseido Co. 
($8.9 billion), Beiersdorf ($6.9 billion), LVMH Moët Hennessy Louis Vuitton ($6.7 
billion), Johnson & Johnson ($6.1 billion), Amorepacific Group ($5.6 billion), and 
Kao Corp. ($5.2 billion).26

A rapid succession of merger and acquisition (M&A) activity has resulted in a 
wave of consolidation within the industry, reaching a new high of 102 transactions 
in 2015. For instance, just in the first five months of 2015, Anglo-Dutch power-
house Unilever snapped up a batch of premium skin care brands, including Murad, 
Dermalogica, Kate Somerville, and REN Skincare.27 According to an article in the 
Economist, “Since this burst of transactions, six multinationals account for 80% of 
American makeup sales, while eight brands control 70% of the skin care market. 
With its Nivea brand, Beiersdorf is one of the few large independents left, desired by 
everyone from P&G and Unilever to L’Oréal.”28

A 2017 Motley Fool article illustrated the stealth by which the largest beauty 
conglomerates have beefed up their brand portfolios. In 2016, Market Force polled 
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about 8,000 beauty consumers to find out which beauty brands were their favorites 
and why. Both MAC Cosmetics and Clinique were voted as the most-loved beauty 
brands (both received 13 percent of the total vote), followed by bareMinerals by Bare 
Escentuals (10 percent), Urban Decay (7 percent), Lancôme (5 percent), and Estée 
Lauder (5 percent).29 Of these popular brands, the Estée Lauder Companies Inc. 
owns MAC, Clinique, and Estée Lauder; L’Oréal owns Urban Decay and Lancôme; 
and Shiseido owns Bare Escentuals. With the exception of the Clinique and Estée 
Lauder brands, which were born from the Lauder group, the rest of the brands are 
acquisitions by these companies: the Estée Lauder Companies Inc. acquired MAC 
Cosmetics, L’Oréal bought Urban Decay and Lancôme, and Shiseido purchased Bare 
Escentuals.

THE ECONOMICS OF BEAUTY: “THE LIPSTICK EFFECT”

Do women spend more or less on beauty products during an economic recession? 
It turns out that women splurge on beauty products during economic downturns 
for almost entirely biological reasons. Dubbed “the lipstick effect” or the “leading 
lipstick indicator,” when the misery index climbs, retail sales of beauty products post 
gains, making the beauty industry largely recession-proof, like the chocolate, beer, 
and video game industries (see figure 1.4).

Figure 1.4.  During an economic downturn, consumers tend to spend money on small 
indulgences like expensive lipstick, a psychological phenomenon known as the “lipstick 
effect.” © E+/sturti
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A 2015 Psychology Today article presented findings from a series of psychology 
experiments that support the theory of the lipstick effect.30 During a recession or 
economic downturn, women will refrain from making big-ticket luxury purchases, 
but they’ll desire products that can enhance their attractiveness, like premium 
lipsticks. Because the lipstick effect generally operates below the level of conscious 
awareness, psychologists assert that precise experiments are necessary to pinpoint it. 
These experiments suggest that “this phenomenon is driven by women’s desire to 
attract mates with resources,” the article said.

The lipstick effect is “deeply rooted in women’s mating psychology,” according 
to a 2012 paper published in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology.31 The 
researchers found that when college-age women became aware of destabilization in 
the economy, they reported a heightened desire to purchase attractiveness-enhancing 
goods, along with a dampened desire to purchase goods that didn’t enhance their 
physical appearance.32

This economic aberration seems to defy logic. In a 2011 Time article, Ken Gold-
stein, economist for the Conference Board, explained it in this way: “It’s counter-
intuitive. In some cases, things are so bad and so tough that the consumer can’t go 
on vacation. She can’t buy a dress. . . . But at least she can buy some lipstick.”33 For 
proof of the lipstick effect, L’Oréal recorded sales growth of 5.3 percent during the 
first half of the Great Recession of 2008.34

Money Can Buy You Beauty

Economic factors such as income growth and income distribution can have a 
significant impact on the products that people are willing to spend on and how 
much they’re willing to pay for those products. This is especially true for discretion-
ary purchases like cosmetics. For example, state personal income, which includes 
earnings, property income, and government benefits, grew on average 3.1 percent in 
2017, according to a Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA) news release titled “State 
Personal Income Rises in 2017.”35 This means more pocket money to spend on those 
little indulgences like cosmetics and fragrances.

In the United States, the rich keep getting richer. Income inequality has been 
steadily rising since the 1970s. Who’s the richest of them all? Baby boomers—the 
wealthiest generation in the United States for at least the next decade or so. “Their 
share of net household wealth will peak at 50.2 percent by 2020 and decline to 44.5 
percent by 2030, quickly tapering off thereafter as mortality rates escalate,” accord-
ing to a November 2015 Deloitte University Press article, “The Future of Wealth in 
the United States.”36

What does the wealth effect, the idea that people tend to spend more as the value 
of their assets rise,37 have to do with the beauty industry? A great deal, it seems. Ac-
cording to a paper titled “Global Beauty Industry Trends in the 21st Century,” pub-
lished in “Active Citizenship by Knowledge Management & Innovation: Proceedings 
of the Management, Knowledge and Learning International Conference 2013,” 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 9:52 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	 The Beauty Industrial Complex	 19

well-fixed baby boomers and a rising amount of discretionary income in the West are 
driving industry growth.38 At the same time, growing middle classes in developing 
countries, such as China and Brazil, are becoming fertile markets.39

“POTS OF PROMISE”:  
FINDING THE NEXT FOUNTAIN OF YOUTH

Speed to market of potentially game-changing new products can separate the win-
ners from the losers in the cosmetics industry. Consider nanotechnology, an umbrella 
term that refers to the manipulation of tiny particles, commonly between 1 and 100 
nanometers in size. Several cosmetics giants are racing to find cosmetic applications 
for nanotechnology. For example, shelling out about $600 million of its annual $17 
billion in revenues to research, L’Oréal is the industry leader in nanotechnology pat-
ents, according to the Bloomberg Businessweek article “Nano, Nano on the Wall . . . .”40 
L’Oréal has already introduced its Revitalift anti-aging skin care brand that contains 
nanosomes of pro-retinol A, which are supposed to help reduce the appearance of 
fine lines and wrinkles. Nanosomes are tiny organic microspheres that act as carriers 
for the controlled release of active ingredients such as vitamins and nutrients. Other 
companies that produce nanocosmetics are Estée Lauder and Shiseido.

Let’s take a critical look at key market opportunities that the beauty industry is 
chasing.

Anti-aging Skin Care Is the Beauty Industry’s Shangri-La

If you’ve grown numb to skin care products that make anti-aging promises, such 
as turning back the clock and reversing the symptoms of premature aging, join the 
club. Most people over the age of forty aren’t easily swayed by anti-aging claims used 
to sell many skin care products, but they buy the products anyway. After all, there 
very well could be “hope in a jar.”

Thanks to baby boomers’ desire to outwit the aging process, anti-aging has be-
come an increasingly profitable segment of the skin care market. The global anti-
aging market clocked in sales of $250 billion in 2016 and is expected to increase at a 
compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of 5.8 percent, climbing to $331.41 billion 
by 2021, according to a 2017 MarketersMedia press release.41 The anti-aging market 
includes a whole slew of products, including anti-wrinkle products, retinol products, 
skin brighteners, anti-cellulite products, and hair color.

Some cosmetics companies claim that their anti-aging skin care products contain 
ingredients so powerful that they can perform wonders, like resetting the “skin’s aging 
clock.” The 2011 Chicago Tribune article “Do Anti-aging Skin Creams Work?” noted 
that anti-aging creams moisturize the skin, giving the appearance of healthier, sup-
pler skin.42 But inexpensive creams will do that too. Other product claims are harder 
to confirm because few studies have been produced and published in peer-reviewed 
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medical journals to prove that these products fulfill their advertised promise. Simon 
Yoo, MD, is quoted as saying, “Efficacy is very vague in terms of over-the-counter 
products. Without any oversight, it is difficult to say whether these do anything.”43

Cosmeceuticals: Real Science or Pseudoscience?

What qualifies a product to be called a cosmeceutical? Because the term refers to “a 
cosmetic product claimed to have medicinal or drug-like benefits,”44 the FDA should 
be able to furnish us with an explanation. Not quite. The FDA doesn’t recognize 
the term “cosmeceutical.” Rather, cosmeceutical is a term of art used by the cosmet-
ics industry to signify cosmetic products that are distinctive for their medicinal or 
drug-like benefits and can contain active ingredients, such as retinoids, peptides, 
depigmenting agents, alpha hydroxy acids, sunscreens, and others. Here’s how the 
FDA explains it: “A product can be a drug, a cosmetic, or a combination of both, 
but the term ‘cosmeceutical’ has no meaning under the law.”45

The global cosmeceuticals market is expected to reach $72.2 billion by 2022, ac-
cording to a report titled “Global Cosmeceuticals Market Outlook 2022,” published 
by ReportLinker. Consumers’ desire to combat visible signs of aging has sparked 
market demand for cosmeceuticals.46 Consumers are willing to pay a premium price 
for cosmeceuticals based on their perceived performance vis-à-vis other anti-aging 
skin care products. To justify higher prices, cosmeceutical companies typically use 
the term “cosmeceutical” in their sales messages. Consequently, consumers may 
mistakenly infer that a cosmeceutical is like a pharmaceutical-grade product and 
thus has met quality, safety, and effectiveness standards required for a drug, which 
it generally hasn’t.

Some experts say that cosmeceuticals are nothing more than a subtype of pseudo-
science. A 2014 WTOP article titled “The Truth about Anti-aging ‘Cosmeceuticals’” 
cautioned consumers to be wary of product claims made about cosmeceuticals, 
which often appear in glossy magazine ads, on in-store print collateral at cosmetic 
counters, and through expert or celebrity testimonials.47 Tina Alster, MD, explained 
that science has produced many excellent skin care products throughout the last 
decade, including some cosmeceuticals. “There are other ones that may claim they 
are doing something that don’t, or may have ingredients that could be harmful to us 
in the long run,” Alster said. She went on to say that some cosmeceuticals contain 
lesser-known ingredients that “haven’t been around long enough to adequately judge 
their safety with extended use.”48

As a footnote, with all the anti-aging breakthroughs in cosmetic science that 
promise to combat the effects of aging on skin, it’s surprising that traditional beauty 
companies appear to be steering clear of entering the highly lucrative cosmetic pro-
cedures market. Rather, several cosmetics companies are positioning their products 
toward the competition (cosmetic plastic surgery)—in this case, anti-aging and 
cosmeceutical products suggesting that they’re Botox alternatives, such as Dr. Brandt 
Skincare’s Needles No More line.
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Going Green Is Good for the Bottom Line

With growing awareness and rising concern over harmful chemicals in beauty and 
personal care products, many consumers are showing an interest in green beauty 
products, especially environmentally conscious millennials and health-conscious 
Gen Xers and baby boomers, as reported in the 2017 Fast Company article “What’s 
Driving the Billion-Dollar Natural Beauty Movement?”49

A 2015 New Hope Network article titled “Natural Marketplace Sees Personal 
Care Industry Shift to Organic” reported that in 2014, the global natural and or-
ganic personal care market experienced a year-over-year increase of 9.3 percent, once 
more outstripping the traditional beauty category (see figure 1.5).50 Beauty compa-
nies that have benefited from the demand for organic and natural beauty products 
include Bare Escentuals, The Body Shop, Burt’s Bees, the Hain Celestial Group 
(with brands such as Zia Natural Skincare and Avalon Organics), Yves Rocher, Am-
way, Aveda, Kiehl’s, and several small-batch beauty brands.

The Democratization of Beauty

Luxury beauty products are no longer reserved for affluent beauty consumers who 
can easily afford them. To address consumers’ yen for luxury at affordable prices, many 
beauty companies have jumped on the premiumization bandwagon. Premiumization 

Figure 1.5.  Consumers’ expanding interest in green beauty is driving growth in the 
global natural and organic personal care products market. © iStock/Getty Images Plus/
JulyProkopiv
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is a branding term used to describe “the bridge between the desirability of the luxury 
world and the function and necessity of the mass market.”51

Brands seek to premiumize their market offerings through differentiation (what 
makes a brand stand out) and relevance (how consumers see the brand fitting into 
their lives). A good example of a company that has successfully used a premiumiza-
tion strategy is German color cosmetics brand BeYu, which is owned by the ART-
DECO Cosmetic Group. As a masstige brand, BeYu has built a brand reputation for 
high-quality color cosmetics and eye-catching packaging, all at an affordable price.52

Move Over, Ladies

Once taboo, male primping has gone mainstream. Many millennial men have a 
positive attitude toward grooming, which is driving interest in “mampering,” accord-
ing to a 2014 CNBC article.53 Matthew McCarthy, then senior marketing director 
of antiperspirants and deodorants at Unilever, is quoted as saying, “Younger guys are 
willing to try lots of stuff because they are growing up in a world where it’s okay to 
care about your grooming.”54

The global male grooming market is a major source of growth in the global beauty 
industry as well as one of its fastest-growing segments. In 2018, the size of the global 
male grooming products market was worth some $60 billion, and by 2024 it’s ex-
pected to be valued at about $81 billion.55

Many cosmetics companies have heard the bugle call and are developing “just 
for men” lines. For example, department store brands, like Shiseido Men, Biotherm 
Homme, and Clinique for Men, and mass brands, like Dove Men+Care and L’Oréal 
Men Expert, are going after a slice of the male grooming market.

The Revenge of the Indie Brands

Indie beauty brands are steadily stealing market share from global beauty brands. 
The 2016 Beauty Packaging magazine article “Indie Brands Lead Beauty Industry 
Growth” noted new indie brands as highly differentiated, targeted, and directed at 
addressing a specific concern or offering a specific solution. “Packaging-wise, the 
new guard of niche brands is detail-oriented and simple, as classic silhouettes and 
monochromatic colors are favored, as are clean, technologically-driven formulas,” 
the article said.56

This new generation of niche brands are nimble and can quickly respond to 
changes in the beauty marketplace. They are finding new—and often the shortest—
marketing channels to get their products in the hands of beauty consumers. Their 
secret marketing weapon: digital marketing. In the 2016 WWD article “Social Media 
in the Beauty Landscape,” Mary Beth Laughton, former executive vice president of 
omni retail at Sephora, is quoted as saying, “There is so much more content avail-
able to help clients over that decision-making threshold. The rise of visual social 
media has powered not only the ability for a client to explore more, but also make 
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more informed decisions by seeing more images of product on faces and how to use 
products.”57

Niche brands that primarily live in cyberspace include Sigma Beauty, Dose of 
Colors, and BH Cosmetics, which have built greater Instagram followership than es-
tablished brands like CoverGirl and Revlon.58 Some digital brands, such as Birchbox 
and Violet Grey, are using omni-channels, where they have set up brick-and-mortar 
stores in addition to their e-tailing activities, as reported in the 2015 CosmeticsDe-
sign article “Retail Trend: Digital Beauty Brands Opening Storefront Shops.”59

The New Beauty Battleground for Cosmetics Brands

The internet has revolutionized the way we shop for and buy cosmetics, with 
digital beauty sales going through the roof. The year-over-year growth in digital 
beauty sales rose to 14 percent in 2016, making the online beauty industry worth 
$1.2 billion, as cited in the 2017 TheStreet article “Who’s Winning in Online 
Beauty Right Now.”60 Traditional beauty companies like Estée Lauder have taken 
the e-commerce plunge, while e-tailers like Amazon are swiftly making market-share 
gains in the beauty category. One in every five online beauty purchases was made 
through Amazon Marketplace in 2016, according to research by 1010data.61 The 
findings also showed that MAC Cosmetics, an Estée Lauder brand, hit the jackpot 
to become the brand leader, with an overall 5.1 percent market share of the online 
cosmetics market. By category, MAC’s lip products smeared the competition at 13 
percent market share. In the number two spot is Estée Lauder’s Clinique brand, 
which ranked number one for face makeup.

Market leaders in the beauty industry usually have a home court advantage at the 
store level, and some do in the social ecosystem as well. Engagement Labs produced 
data rankings of the top personal care and beauty brands in the United States based 
on social influence.62 To perform the analysis, the company used its Engagement 
Labs TotalSocial® platform, which measures online social media listening and off
line conversations. In the first half of 2018, the brands that received the highest 
TotalSocial® scores included Bath & Body Works, Ulta, Sephora, Dove, Colgate, 
Neutrogena, L’Oréal, Burt’s Bees, Clinique, and Pantene, as compared with previous 
rankings from December 2017.63

In an Engagement Labs press release, Ed Keller, the company’s CEO, commented 
on the results: “Our analysis really drives home the need for beauty brands to un-
derstand the importance of having a comprehensive view of social influence that 
embraces conversations as a powerful asset, regardless of where they take place.”64

Prestige beauty brands aren’t acclimating as quickly as other types of beauty prod-
ucts to the new digital terrain. One reason is that prestige brands must preserve an 
air and a promise of exclusivity and sophistication to appeal to their target markets. 
As more beauty consumers get their information about beauty brands and shop for 
beauty products online, prestige brands must weigh a desire to protect their upscale 
image against the business reality that they must be everywhere to compete with 
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lesser-known beauty brands that have achieved digital dominance. The 2015 Adweek 
article “3 Ways Prestige Beauty Brands Can Preserve Their Allure in the Digital Age” 
described the dilemma faced by prestige beauty players: “The balance between con-
nection and exclusion: Since the floodgates of access have opened beyond control, 
beauty brands need new ways of balancing belonging with longing.”65

An Interbrand article titled “How Can Beauty Brands Adapt to the Digital 
World?” predicted that the digital marketing landscape would largely dictate the 
winners and the losers in the battle for market share.66 To survive, mature brands 
must stretch across several marketing channels and reach multiple touchpoints to 
maintain their competitive footing. “In a crowded and highly competitive sector, 
standing out means expanding your brand’s digital presence in order to get closer 
to the consumer, moving beyond that single point of in-person interaction to trace 
the journey the customer takes to get there. We are living in an environment where 
brands are omnipresent, and need to reach the customer at as many moments as 
possible,” the article said.

In the next chapter, we’ll learn some surprising facts about how beauty products 
are made and marketed.
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Although men, women and children all use personal care products every day, the federal 
laws designed to ensure the safety of these products have remained largely unchanged 
since the late 1930s.

—From “Personal Care Products Safety Act Letter to Senate Leadership,”  
August 30, 2016, from EWG.org

Have you ever noticed that fragrances don’t generally contain a list of ingredients 
on their labels? The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) doesn’t require fragrance 
manufacturers to list individual ingredients on the label, as those ingredients are 
most likely to be trade secrets.1 FDA regulations may exempt a company from dis-
closing a certain ingredient that has been granted trade secret status under narrow 
circumstances and stringent FDA review. The legal argument is that a company that 
has spent heavily on research and development (R&D) to create a product with 
patented ingredients may legitimately protect this information.

What precisely is a trade secret? According to the Uniform Trade Secrets Act, 
which has been adopted by almost every state, a “trade secret” is defined as informa-
tion that “derives independent economic value, actual or potential, from not being 
generally known to, and not being readily ascertainable by proper means by, other 
persons who can obtain economic value from its disclosure or use, and is the subject 
of efforts that are reasonable under the circumstances to maintain its secrecy.”2 For 
a cosmetic product, a clue that the FDA may have granted trade secret status to a 
certain ingredient is if you see the words “and other ingredients” at the end of the 
ingredients list.

Trade secret protection can provide a cosmetics company with an edge over its 
competitors. But is this protection being misused? A 2014 EcoWatch article sug-
gested that nearly two dozen companies requested trade secret status to avoid letting 
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the public know about toxic chemicals contained in about 1,500 cosmetic products 
listed in the California Safe Cosmetics Program Product Database.3 The database is 
part of the California Safe Cosmetics Act of 2005, which requires cosmetics manu-
facturers to report the use of potentially hazardous ingredients to the state Depart-
ment of Health Services (DHS), which in turn will warn consumers.4 An analysis 
by Women’s Voices for the Earth found that more than twenty companies may have 
tried to get around the intent of this legislation by evading public ingredient disclo-
sure in the state’s database.5 Erin Switalski, executive director of Women’s Voices for 
the Earth, is quoted as saying, “Trade secret status should never be allowed to conceal 
harmful chemicals such as carcinogens or reproductive toxins from consumers. . . . 
It’s reasonable and prudent for consumers to want to avoid exposure to carcinogens, 
just as women of reproductive age may well want to avoid exposure to reproductive 
toxins.”6

Let’s unmask the truth about cosmetics regulation, manufacturing, testing, adver-
tising, and other surprising facts.

COSMETICS AND THE LAW, PART 1:  
UNPACKING COSMETICS

To fully understand the complexities of cosmetic manufacturing and marketing, we 
must view it through the prism of the laws applicable to cosmetic products and the 
government agencies charged with their enforcement. The US Food and Drug Ad-
ministration (FDA), a federal agency under the US Department of Health and Hu-
man Services, is responsible for safeguarding and advancing public health through 
the supervision and regulation of certain product classes, including cosmetics, the 
nation’s food supply, human and veterinary drugs, medical devices, biological prod-
ucts, and products that release radiation. The FDA has some overlapping authority 
with its sister agencies: the Federal Trade Commission (FTC), the chief regulatory 
body responsible for protecting consumers and promoting competition by enforc-
ing consumer protection and antitrust laws, as well as truth-in-advertising laws; the 
US Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC), an independent federal agency 
that promotes product safety by protecting the public from “unreasonable risks of 
injury or death” from consumer products under the agency’s jurisdiction; and the 
US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), a regulatory agency responsible for 
safeguarding public health and the environment and authorized by Congress to draft 
regulations to implement environmental laws.

Because cosmetics are applied to the largest organ in the body, the skin, you’d think 
that the FDA would approve cosmetic products and ingredients before they enter the 
market. Not so. Under the Federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act (FD&C Act)—a 
set of laws that give the FDA the authority to oversee the safety of food, cosmetics, 
medical devices, and drugs—the agency doesn’t require premarket approval for cos-
metics, with the exception of color additives, as it generally does for drugs to prove 
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their safety and efficacy prior to marketing, although cosmetics are still subject to 
findings that products have been adulterated (either contain ingredients that are inju-
rious to health or are missing a valuable constituent) under the Act (see figure 2.1).7 
However, the FDA can take enforcement actions against cosmetic products already on 
the market that don’t comply with the law or against entities that disobey the law. For 

Figure 2.1.  Major cosmetics companies produce millions of products every year. Cos-
metic products and ingredients do not need to go through an FDA premarket approval 
process, except for color additives. © iStock/Getty Images Plus/brusinski
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example, cosmetics companies can get themselves into hot water with the FDA when 
they make a drug claim about a cosmetic in their marketing, or if they market a drug 
as if it is a cosmetic, without following the legal requirements for drugs.

Some confusion lies in determining whether a product is a cosmetic or a drug 
under the law. According to the FDA: Cosmetics are “articles intended to be rubbed, 
poured, sprinkled, or sprayed on, introduced into, or otherwise applied to the hu-
man body . . . for cleansing, beautifying, promoting attractiveness, or altering the 
appearance,” whereas drugs are “articles intended for use in the diagnosis, cure, miti-
gation, treatment, or prevention of disease” and “articles (other than food) intended 
to affect the structure or any function of the body of man or other animals.”8 Based 
on these definitions, a cosmetics company may run afoul of the law when it makes 
an implicit or explicit performance claim about a product that gives it the appearance 
of doing the same job as a drug.

But here’s where it can get tricky: A product can be both a cosmetic and a drug. 
Take shampoo. Its intended use is to get your hair clean, making it a cosmetic. An 
anti-dandruff shampoo’s intended use is to get rid of dry scalp flakes as it cleans your 
hair, making it both a cosmetic and a drug. Other examples include toothpastes 
containing fluoride, deodorants serving as antiperspirants, and moisturizers and 
foundations making sun-protection claims. These hybrid products must meet the 
guidelines for both a cosmetic and a drug under the law.9 Moreover, over-the-counter 
hair growth products (e.g., Rogaine) meet the FDA definition of a drug, but few 
other cosmeceuticals for skin care and hair care do.

The FDA requires a product deemed both a drug and a cosmetic to provide sci-
entific evidence supporting product safety, effectiveness, or therapeutic claims before 
that product can be marketed. A failure to do so carries serious regulatory ramifica-
tions, as the FDA could consider the cosmetic to be a misbranded drug.

“If You Can’t Say It, Don’t Wear It”: Decoding Cosmetic Labels

Many ingredient labels on cosmetics and personal care products are difficult for 
consumers to decode. Unless you’re a cosmetic chemist or a scientist, ingredients 
listed in technical language may look like a string of gibberish (see figure 2.2). In 
a Herizons magazine article titled “The Ugly Side of the Beauty Industry,” Samuel 
Epstein, MD, coauthor of The Safe Shopper’s Bible and former head of the Cancer 
Prevention Coalition, said that labeling is useless to anyone without a pharmacol-
ogy degree: “I don’t want to go shopping for my body products, my cosmetics, with 
a chemical dictionary telling me this one’s okay, this one’s not. I want to be able 
to walk in and buy it off the shelf with the understanding that it’s safe.”10 Abby 
Lippman, a former professor in the department of Epidemiology, Biostatistics and 
Occupational Health at McGill University in Montreal, dispensed the following ad-
vice: “If you can’t say it, don’t wear it,” adding that she didn’t expect women to stop 
using cosmetics, nor did she wish to make women who wear cosmetics “sound like 
victims when they’re making a conscious decision.”11
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So why don’t cosmetics companies use plain English on cosmetic labels? Because 
the names of chemicals are the ingredients. Consider antiperspirants, which are con-
sidered both a cosmetic and a drug. On the product label, the first ingredient may 
be a drug ingredient. That ingredient may be marketed under a trade name, which 
doesn’t tell us much about what the ingredient is and what it does. The terrain can 
get even murkier when products claim to contain “natural” ingredients. For instance, 
a body lotion may claim to contain vitamin E. If the label makes no mention of 
vitamin E and instead calls it something like “tocopherol,” you may not know that 
tocopherol is a form of vitamin E.

As we’ve learned, the FDA doesn’t regulate cosmetics in the same way as food or 
drugs or subject them to the same rigorous testing requirements to validate the safety 
of specific products or ingredients. However, it does have regulatory power over 
labeling under the authority of the Federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act (FD&C 
Act) and the Fair Packaging and Labeling Act (FPLA). These laws are designed to 
protect consumers from health risks and deceptive marketing practices, as well as to 
aid consumers in making informed decisions about the cosmetics and personal care 
products that they buy. To hinder the distribution of false or misleading information, 
the FDA prohibits a manufacturer from making statements suggesting that the FDA 
has approved the product, whether in the labeling or advertising of that product.

What’s cosmetics labeling? It refers to “all labels and other written, printed or 
graphic matter on or accompanying such article. This includes labels, inserts, risers, 

Figure 2.2.  Cosmetic product labels can be confusing to consumers buying a cos-
metic product, because the ingredient list often includes unfamiliar chemical names. 
© E+/vgajic
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display packs, leaflets, promotional literature or any other written or printed infor-
mation distributed with a product,”12 according to the FD&C Act. In addition, if 
a cosmetic could be harmful to a consumer when used improperly, it must carry an 
appropriate warning label as well as sufficient directions for safe use. Such statements 
must be “prominent and conspicuous.” For certain cosmetics, such as aerosol prod-
ucts, feminine deodorant sprays, and foaming detergent bath products (also known 
as bubble bath products), specific language must be incorporated in their label warn-
ings and cautions. Know that the FDA regulates only the labeling that appears right 
on the product but not false or misleading advertising about the product displayed 
in different media, which is under the purview of the FTC.

COSMETICS AND THE LAW, PART 2:  
TRUTH IN ADVERTISING

Assume that you have sensitive skin and want to find a facial cream that won’t cause 
an adverse skin reaction. You see an ad for a cream that claims to be hypoallergenic. 
Like most consumers, you may believe that “hypoallergenic” means that the prod-
uct is unlikely to cause an allergic reaction. Several cosmetics manufacturers make 
the hypoallergenic claim for their products, including Neutrogena, Perricone MD, 
Weleda, and Clinique. But before you purchase the hypoallergenic product that you 
“reasonably” believe will not cause an unwanted skin irritation, know that the FDA 
sets no federal standards, nor does it provide definitions, that rule on the use of the 
term “hypoallergenic.” Each manufacturer decides whatever it wants the term to 
mean. In other words, a cosmetics manufacturer that labels its products hypoaller-
genic doesn’t have to submit proof of its hypoallergenic claim to the FDA.13

For many years, the cosmetics industry has been under scrutiny by not only the 
FDA but also the FTC, which has the power to investigate and prevent fraudulent 
advertising and unethical or harmful marketing practices. Let’s discuss the FTC’s role 
in monitoring, stopping, and combating false or misleading advertising for cosmetic 
products in the media.

The FTC’s Truth-in-Advertising Laws

In advertising, cosmetics companies frequently use sales messages designed to give 
you practical reasons to purchase their products, which often involve making a claim, 
a product-specific strategy based on a prediction or a promise of how the product 
will perform. In most instances, a claim demands facts, proof, or explanations to 
back it. For example, when an anti-wrinkle or anti-aging claim is made for a skin 
care product, some sort of evidence is usually required to legitimize the claim. The 
proof required to make a claim credible is called support, such as test results, research 
findings, consumer surveys, expert validation, and other outside evidence.
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The FTC’s truth-in-advertising laws assert that any advertisement that appears in 
any medium (the internet, radio, television, print, and so on) must be truthful—that 
is, it must not mislead consumers—and, when appropriate, it must be supported by 
scientific evidence. The litmus test used by the FTC to determine whether an ad is 
deemed deceptive is the “reasonable person” standard; in other words, the ad is be-
ing seen from the point of view of the typical person. Prior to running an ad, “the 
advertiser must substantiate all claims—express and implied—that the ad conveys 
to reasonable consumers.”14

The FTC’s Enforcement Authority over Cosmetics Advertising

In 2014, the FTC accused L’Oréal USA of making “false and unsubstantiated 
claims” as to the specific benefits of its Génifique and Youth Code skin care prod-
ucts to target or boost the activity of users’ genes and make their skin look younger, 
according to a 2014 Fortune article titled “L’Oréal USA Settles with FTC over 
Deceptive Skin Care Ads.”15 Jessica Rich, former director of the FTC’s Bureau of 
Consumer Protection, is quoted as saying, “It would be nice if cosmetics could alter 
our genes and turn back time. But L’Oréal couldn’t support these claims.”16 L’Oréal’s 
ads claimed that Génifique products could bring about “visibly younger skin in just 
7 days.”17 Likewise, ads for its Youth Code products claimed that they utilized “gene 
science” to “crack the code to younger acting skin.”18 Let’s review enforcement strate-
gies used by the FTC when it suspects an advertiser of publishing false or misleading 
advertising claims.

The agency has several enforcement tools at its disposal. According to Major 
Principles of Media Law, the simplest, most effective method to tamp down fraudu-
lent advertising is to use publicity.19 For example, in the L’Oréal case, several media 
outlets ran stories about the FTC’s charges of deceptive advertising in addition to the 
company’s settlement reached with the FTC.

The FTC also holds investigative and enforcement powers. For example, the 
FTC can pursue an advertiser when the agency has good reason to believe that the 
advertiser is making false and misleading claims about its products or services. As a 
first step, the FTC, often acting based on complaints from consumers, businesses, 
or other parties, will notify the advertiser that its ads are considered false or mislead-
ing and may also furnish a copy of a proposed cease and desist order with supporting 
documentation.20 A cease and desist order would outline potential and/or actual vio-
lations and provide a warning that failure to remove or modify the misleading aspects 
of the ad could lead to fines, punishment, or other legal consequences.

To avoid a lengthy, costly legal proceeding over the challenged advertising, the 
advertiser may choose to sign a consent agreement, where the advertiser agrees to 
stop running the challenged advertising, with no admission of wrongdoing. The 
agreement is placed on the public record, usually for a 60-day comment period, 
after which the FTC may issue a consent order (a court order on which all parties 
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involved have agreed), which carries the force of law with respect to future actions.21 
Rather than issuing an official consent order, the FTC may have the advertiser sign 
an affidavit called an assurance of voluntary compliance (AVC), a legal instrument 
entered into between the state attorney general and the advertiser that the attorney 
general believes has violated a consumer protection law (or may do so in the future). 
In either case, the agency ordinarily negotiates a settlement with the advertiser, as 
opposed to pursuing a formal legal proceeding. There are a couple of reasons to 
follow this legal strategy: it saves staff time; and the quicker the agency can get the 
advertiser to stop running the suspect advertising, the quicker the agency can protect 
the consumer from it.22

This is effectively what happened in the L’Oréal case. The FTC negotiated a 
settlement with L’Oréal over alleged false and unsubstantiated claims made about its 
Génifique and Youth Code products. Under the proposed consent order (“proposed 
order”), the cosmetics giant is prohibited from making certain product claims (such 
as the ability to target or boost the activity of genes to make skin appear or act 
younger) about any Lancôme brand or L’Oréal Paris brand facial skin care product 
unless the company can supply “competent and reliable scientific evidence substan-
tiating such claims.”23 The proposed order was then placed on record for a public 
comment period—in L’Oréal’s case, a 30-day period. According to an FTC press 
release, the FTC approved the final order following the public comment period, 
thus settling the charges against L’Oréal USA, Inc. for the deceptive advertisements.24

What happens if the advertiser refuses to sign a consent order? The FTC may start 
formal proceedings before an administrative law judge (ALJ). The ALJ will inquire 
fully into and consider all relevant facts, hear arguments from both the Commis-
sion and the advertiser, and issue an initial decision.25 If the ALJ finds that the law 
has been violated, he or she may issue a formal cease and desist order, compelling 
the advertiser to stop the illegal practice. If either the advertiser or the Commission 
enforcement staff is not satisfied with the initial decision, it can appeal the Commis-
sion’s decision to the federal courts.

Once a consent order or cease and desist order becomes final, the FTC staff moni-
tors compliance. If the advertiser violates the terms of the order, it could face hefty 
civil penalties.26

Finally, the FTC has several other law enforcement tools in its arsenal. For in-
stance, the agency can file a legal action against an advertiser in a federal district 
court, thus avoiding inordinate delays in the handling of cease and desist orders.27

Taking a Claim at Face Value

A 2012 Los Angeles Times article titled “Clamping Down on Beauty Product 
Claims” noted that many product claims made by beauty advertisers don’t hold wa-
ter.28 The FDA has expressed a growing concern that product claims made by beauty 
manufacturers are insufficiently supported by scientific data. Then-FDA spokes-
woman Tamara Ward was quoted in 2012 as saying, “Improper claims made in the 
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labeling of cosmetics have escalated over the years. . . . FDA wants to ensure that 
labeling for cosmetic products is appropriate and that the products do not include 
claims that are not allowed.”29

With respect to willingly accepting cosmetic claims, a FindLaw article titled 
“Cosmetics Labeling” recommended caveat emptor (“Let the buyer beware”), while 
also suggesting that advertising claims made for certain cosmetic ingredients may 
be “pure puffery.”30 John Bailey, a former director of the FDA’s Office of Cosmetics 
and Colors, is quoted as saying, “Image is what the cosmetic industry sells through 
its products, and it’s up to the consumer to believe it or not.”31 Moreover, an article 
in the Economist titled “The Beauty Business: Pots of Promise” issued a warning to 
the cosmetics industry: “Creams and cosmetics are making increasingly extravagant 
marketing claims. So far, women have been willing to buy into the illusion. Should 
that change (and there are signs it might), then manufacturers expose themselves to 
potentially ruinous litigation.”32

The reality is that most consumers don’t complain about specious claims because 
they assume that if the beauty industry makes a product claim, it must be true. This 
is largely because many consumers believe that cosmetics are tested and confirmed 
to work, which isn’t always the case. Even in instances when a product is tested, the 
cited study used as proof in the cosmetic ads may not be rigorous enough to support 
the advertising claim. Rather than undertaking a rigorous clinical study in which it 
would perform skin biopsies to prove the formation of more skin collagen, the cos-
metics company sponsoring the study may just ask women if they think their skin 
looks better, which is too subjective to produce statistically significant results. Even 
further, efficacy claims are often hazy if the cosmetics company relies on computer 
studies or animal studies to support these claims. In a 2011 MarketWatch article, 
Jessica Krant, MD, is quoted as saying, “What works in the lab doesn’t always work 
in the real world.”33

A 2015 CBS News article cited a study published in Journal of Global Fashion 
Marketing: Bridging Fashion and Marketing that analyzed the merits of product 
claims made about beauty products.34 Using 289 makeup, hair care, fragrance, and 
skin care ads appearing in the April 2013 issues of seven women’s fashion magazines, 
including Vogue, Marie Claire, and Glamour, the researchers found that fewer than 
one in five beauty claims was deemed to be truthful by a panel of readers. In ad-
dition, ads that contained scientific nomenclature to explain product benefits were 
“even less persuasive.”35

The advertising claims were grouped according to the type of claims, such as 
scientific claims (e.g., “clinically proven”) and endorsement claims (e.g., “dermatolo-
gists recommend”). A small panel of female judges, with differing degrees of knowl-
edge about the beauty industry, were asked to sort the claims into four groupings: 
“outright lie,” “omission,” “vague,” or “acceptable.”

The results of the study were startling: A mere 18 percent of all claims fell into 
the “acceptable” category. A large majority (86 percent) of scientific claims were 
deemed “vague” or “false.” Brag-and-boast claims, such as product superiority (e.g., 
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“award-winning product”), and performance claims (e.g., “your skin feels softer”) 
were considered “false.” In contrast, most endorsement claims were considered “ac-
ceptable.” Jie Fowler, one of the study’s authors and an associate professor of market-
ing at Valdosta State University, is quoted as saying, “For the past 30 years a funda-
mental belief that advertisers hold is that women are more emotional, so whatever 
we write should be sensitive and emotional. But consumers today are more cynical 
so this type of plan may not work as well.”36

FILLING IN THE REGULATORY GAPS:  
SELF-REGULATORY ORGANIZATIONS (SROS)

The FDA holds the cosmetics industry responsible for authenticating the safety 
of their products and the ingredients that go into those products prior to product 
launch. Industry self-regulation is “the process whereby members of an industry, trade, 
or sector of the economy monitor their own adherence to legal, ethical, or safety 
standards, rather than have an outside, independent agency such as a third-party 
entity or governmental regulator monitor and enforce those standards.”37 In the 
cosmetics industry, self-regulation takes several forms:

•  Voluntary Cosmetic Registration Program (VCRP): This post-market reporting 
system was established by the FDA and is used by cosmetics companies that 
sell their products to consumers in the United States. Information obtained 
through the VCRP can help the FDA pinpoint products that could be harmful 
and notify the manufacturers and distributors of those affected products.

•  Personal Care Products Council (PCPC): Formerly known as the Cosmetic, 
Toiletry, and Fragrance Association (CTFA), this Washington, DC–based na-
tional trade association has represented the global cosmetics and personal care 
products industry for over 120 years. The PCPC speaks on behalf of its more 
than 600 member companies that make and market a whole host of beauty and 
personal care products. In 2007, the PCPC developed the Consumer Commit-
ment Code to exceed FDA requirements by taking a proactive approach toward 
product safety adopted by cosmetics companies.

•  Cosmetic Ingredient Review (CIR): With the support of the FDA and the Con-
sumer Federation of America (CFA), this independent, nonprofit scientific 
body was formed and funded by the PCPC. The CIR program is responsible for 
scrupulously reviewing and assessing the safety of cosmetic product ingredients 
and publishing its findings in peer-reviewed scientific publications, such as the 
International Journal of Toxicology.

•  Advertising Self-Regulatory Council (ASRC): Established in 1971, the ASRC 
(formerly known as the National Advertising Review Council) sets the policies 
and procedures for advertising self-regulatory programs, including the National 
Advertising Division (NAD), Children’s Advertising Review Unit (CARU), 
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National Advertising Review Board (NARB), Electronic Retailing Self-Regu-
lation Program (ERSP), Direct Selling Self-Regulatory Council (DSSRC), and 
Digital Advertising Accountability Program (“Accountability Program”). In 
2019, the ASRC merged into BBB National Programs, Inc., the national self-
regulatory unit of the former Council of Better Business Bureaus (CBBB), and 
assumed all ASRC responsibilities. The NAD receives and reviews complaints 
concerning advertising claims filed by competitors, consumers, and local Better 
Business Bureaus, which are reviewed through the NAD’s monitoring program.

•  Independent Third-Party Verification: Independent verification and validation, 
such as testing services, claims substantiation, and cosmetics safety assessments, 
are provided by several organizations, including the NSF Cosmetics and Per-
sonal Care Program and Intertek. While cosmetics firms are under no legal 
obligation to get third-party verification, seeking it can serve as another line of 
defense if a product claim is disputed.

In addition to SROs, state legislatures and state attorneys general have stepped in 
to fill gaping holes in cosmetics regulation.

•  State Legislatures: States have crafted and enforced cosmetic safety legislation. 
The state of Washington, for example, passed the Children’s Safe Products Act 
(CSPA) in 2008. Under the Act, manufacturers that sell children’s products, 
including personal care products, in the state are required to report the presence 
of “chemicals of high concern to children” in those products. Also, in 2013, 
Minnesota banned formaldehyde in children’s personal care products, such as 
shampoos, lotions, and bubble baths.38

•  State Attorneys General: Each state attorney general serves the public interest and 
has investigatory and enforcement powers. State attorneys general can bring 
legal action on behalf of the state against businesses and other organizations that 
violate laws intended to protect consumers.

Watchdog Organizations Keep the Cosmetics Industry on Its Toes

Nonprofit organizations are also watchdogging the cosmetics industry’s business 
and marketing practices, such as Truth in Advertising, Inc. (TINA.org), and the 
Environmental Working Group (EWG). To disseminate product information about 
potentially hazardous cosmetics and personal care products, consumer and environ-
mental organizations have harnessed the power of the internet. For example, EWG’s 
Skin Deep® database makes it easy for consumers to find out if certain cosmetics 
and personal care products contain ingredients that are known or suspected to pose 
a health risk.

The American Cancer Society (ACS) is another organization that provides public 
information on the potential health and environmental risks of ingredients used to 
manufacture cosmetics. The ACS neither takes a stand on nor maintains ingredients 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 9:52 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



36	 Chapter 2

lists on specific ingredients or cosmetics products. It does, however, supply consum-
ers with neutral, third-party evidence to draw their own conclusions. The ACS posi-
tion is that a direct association between cosmetics or their ingredients and short- or 
long-range health effects “is not entirely clear.”39 This is largely because cosmetic 
products are ordinarily only tested for short-term health effects, such as allergic or 
adverse reactions (for example, skin and eye irritation), and not longer-term health 
problems. According to the ACS,

Because human studies of the long-term effects of most cosmetics (except, perhaps, hair 
dyes) don’t exist, there is little evidence to suggest that using cosmetics, or being exposed 
to the ingredients in cosmetics during normal use of these products, increases cancer 
risk. Still, because there are no long-term studies, little is known about the health effects 
of long-term exposure to many ingredients in cosmetics. This means that we cannot 
claim that these products will not cause health problems in some people.40

Grassroots organizations are dedicated to studying and monitoring potentially 
harmful ingredients found in beauty products. For instance, the David Suzuki Foun-
dation has developed a “dirty dozen” list of cosmetic ingredients.41 The list includes 
BHA (butylated hydroxyanisole) and BHT (butylated hydroxytoluene), mainly used 
as preservatives in moisturizers, lipsticks, and other personal care products. These 
butylated compounds can cause skin reactions and pose health concerns, including 
endocrine disruption and organ-system toxicity.42 As another example, San Fran-
cisco–based Campaign for Safe Cosmetics was started by a group of women who be-
came curious about the safety of certain common cosmetics. They scoured neighbor-
hood drugstores and spent hours reading labels on beauty products, only to find out 
that the ingredients were unrecognizable and unpronounceable. According to the 
2013 Mercury News article, what started as a bootstrap effort evolved into a national 
movement that has changed the way consumers shop for personal care products, and 
has also driven the cosmetics industry to change the way it manufactures products.43

Finally, some nonprofits are committed to protecting public health and the 
environment. One such organization that you’ve probably heard of is Consumer 
Reports. This independent, nonprofit organization conducts unbiased product test-
ing in addition to publishing product reviews and comparisons in its non-advertiser-
sponsored magazine of the same name, which includes safety information and data 
on cosmetics.

Overhauling Cosmetics Laws in the US

Eighty-two years ago, the Federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act (FD&C Act of 
1938) was passed in response to the deaths of 107 people, including children, who 
were killed after ingesting a toxic elixir. Several amendments to the law have been 
instituted, but there’s not been a major overhaul of the law. In 1954, Congress at-
tempted to pass a bill to revise the law, but President Dwight D. Eisenhower vetoed 
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it. Since then, however, no attempt has been made by Congress to strengthen the 
law—that is, until recently.

In 2015, senators Dianne Feinstein (D-CA) and Susan Collins (R-ME) intro-
duced the Personal Care Products Safety Act, which amends the FD&C Act by 
ramping up federal oversight of cosmetics and personal care products. The proposed 
legislation addresses the agency’s sluggishness in modernizing the current statute.44 If 
the bill becomes law, cosmetics companies will be required to register their facilities 
and products with the FDA and to submit cosmetic ingredient statements, includ-
ing the amounts of ingredients used in cosmetics. Each year, the FDA will review 
at least five ingredients to determine their safety and appropriate use. A domestic 
and foreign manufacturer, distributor, or packer whose name appears on a cosmetic 
label will be required to report harmful health events related to their cosmetics, as 
well as give the FDA authority to recall those products deemed dangerous, among 
other conditions.

Tougher Cosmetics Laws Outside the US

Both the European Union (EU) and Canada have far more stringent cosmetics 
regulations than the United States. For example, the EU has three sets of regulations— 
EU Cosmetics Directive (2003/2013 rev.); EU Cosmetic Products Regulation (2009); 
and Registration, Evaluation, Authorisation and Restriction of Chemicals (REACH) 
Regulation (2006)—that cosmetics manufacturers, importers, and exporters must 
meet if they wish to sell cosmetics products in the EU market. Under the current EU 
Cosmetics Directive, cosmetic ingredients are reviewed for safety by the EU Scien-
tific Committee on Consumer Safety (SCCS). Currently, 1,328 chemicals have been 
banned from cosmetics because they are known to cause, or are suspected of causing, 
a variety of health problems, including cancer, organ dysfunction, genetic mutation, 
reproductive harm, or birth defects. In comparison, the FDA bans or restricts only 
about a dozen chemicals in cosmetics.

Another significant difference between the European Union and the United States 
is that the EU requires premarket safety assessments of the finished cosmetic product 
prior to placing it on the market, whereas the FDA does not. Also, EU regulation re-
quires that all cosmetics containing nanomaterials identify them right on the ingredi-
ent label, plus these nanomaterials must be authorized by the European Commission 
prior to their use in cosmetic products, whereas the FDA regulation does not require 
either. Finally, EU laws prohibit animal testing for cosmetic purposes, whereas the 
FDA does not, although the agency supports the application and development of 
alternatives to animal testing.

Canada has two major pieces of cosmetics legislation, the Food and Drugs Act 
and the Cosmetic Regulations, both of which set forth safety requirements for all 
cosmetics sold in Canada. Health Canada, the federal department responsible for 
national public health, maintains a database called the Cosmetic Ingredient Hotlist, 
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a data warehouse containing those ingredients prohibited for use in cosmetics for sale 
in Canada. More than 500 chemical ingredients are banned or restricted for use in 
cosmetics products by Health Canada.45

CHEMICAL EXPOSURE:  
WHAT’S LURKING IN YOUR COSMETICS?

About how many personal care products do you think you use daily? If you’re a 
woman and answered an average of twelve products, that’s in line with the estimate 
given by the EWG. A dozen products doesn’t sound like a lot. But the number of 
chemicals that you could be exposed to may shock you, according to the ABC News 
article “Women Put an Average of 168 Chemicals on Their Bodies Each Day, Con-
sumer Group Says.”46 It’s not just women who are at risk for exposure. Men are, too, 
but to a lesser extent because they use fewer products. Still, they’re exposed to around 
eighty-five chemicals in the personal care products they typically use.

Studies show that teens, who use roughly seventeen personal care products daily, 
may be at greatest risk for exposure to chemicals.47 Blood and urine tests conducted 
on twenty teens showed that chemicals from these products remained in the teens’ 
bodies. Sixteen hormone-altering chemicals, many of which appear on the EWG’s 
list of Dirty Dozen Endocrine Disruptors (e.g., phthalates), were identified in an 
EWG research report titled “Teen Girls’ Body Burden of Hormone-Altering Cos-
metics Chemicals: Adolescent Exposures to Cosmetic Chemicals of Concern.”48

Women and girls are more vulnerable to exposure to cosmetic chemicals that 
could cause hormone imbalances. That’s because many chemical toxins are fat-
soluble and thus are more easily absorbed. Because women have more body fat than 
men, these fat-soluble chemicals can accumulate in women’s bodies, especially in 
breast tissue, a fat depot where these chemicals can be stored.

The potential health risks posed by certain cosmetic chemicals can run deep. Let’s 
look at two specific chemicals that have been under the microscope for a while: 
parabens and phthalates.

Parabens: Why They May Be Bad for You

According to the FDA, parabens are a group of chemicals that are commonly 
used as preservatives in cosmetics and personal care products, such as deodorants, 
makeup, moisturizers, hair care products, shaving products, and many others. Meth-
ylparaben, propylparaben, butylparaben, and ethylparaben are the most common 
parabens used in cosmetics to prevent the growth of harmful bacteria and mold. 
Parabens are so commonplace that product ingredient labels typically list more than 
one paraben in a product.49

The FDA hasn’t established specific rules to cover preservatives in cosmetics. 
Rather, the law regards preservatives in cosmetics in the same manner as it does other 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 9:52 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	 The Beauty Industry Unmasked	 39

cosmetic ingredients. At the same time, the FDA pledges to intervene if reliable sci-
entific information demonstrates that a cosmetic is harmful to consumers when they 
use the product according to directions shown on the label or in a normal manner. 
With respect to health concerns swirling around parabens, such as breast cancer, the 
agency’s position is as follows: “FDA scientists continue to review published studies 
on the safety of parabens. At this time, we do not have information showing that 
parabens as they are used in cosmetics have an effect on human health.”50

So are parabens a problem? A 2004 New Scientist article reported that British 
scientists claimed to have found preservative chemicals in samples of breast tumor, 
which probably arose from use of underarm deodorants.51 The chemical culprit: 
para-hydroxybenzoic acids, or parabens. The 2004 study showed high concentra-
tions of parabens in eighteen out of twenty tumor samples. According to molecular 
biologist Philippa Darbre, a professor at the University of Reading’s School of Bio-
logical Sciences who led the research team, “One would expect tumours to occur 
evenly, with 20 per cent arising in each of the five areas of the breast. . . . But these 
results help explain why up to 60 per cent of all breast tumours are found in just 
one-fifth of the breast—the upper-outer quadrant, nearest the underarm.”52 The 
findings appear in a 2004 paper titled “Concentrations of Parabens in Human Breast 
Tumours,” published in the Journal of Applied Toxicology.

The authors assert that larger cell-based studies are needed to determine the 
presence and potency of parabens in breast tumors. In the New Scientist article, 
Philip Harvey, editor in chief of Journal of Applied Toxicology, said, “From this 
research it is not possible to say whether parabens actually caused these tumours, 
but they may certainly be associated with the overall rise in breast cancer cases.”53 
Chris Flower, then–director general of the Cosmetic, Toiletry, and Perfumery 
Association (CTPA), disputed the study’s conclusions. He is quoted in the New 
Scientist article as saying, “There are almost no deodorants and body sprays that 
contain parabens. . . . Although they are in most other creams and cosmetics, the 
safety margin is huge and they would not have any effect on enhancing growth of 
new tumours.”

Phthalates: Why They’re Named Chemical Enemy Number One

Environmental Health Perspectives published an article in 2005 titled “Chemical 
Exposures: The Ugly Side of Beauty Products” that explored the risks associated 
with low-level exposure to certain toxicants, especially phthalates, in cosmetics and 
personal care products. The article highlighted three reports produced by environ-
mental groups: Growing Up Toxic: Chemical Exposures and Increases in Developmental 
Diseases; Skin Deep: A Safety Assessment of Ingredients in Personal Care Products; and 
Shop Till You Drop? Survey of High Street Retailers on Risky Chemicals in Products 
2003–2004.54 These reports indicated that several cosmetics and personal care prod-
ucts contain chemical ingredients for which safety data is lacking. They also men-
tioned that these ingredients have been linked in animal studies with “male genital 
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birth defects, decreased sperm counts, and altered pregnancy outcomes.”55 One of 
the chemicals of concern was phthalates.

What’s wrong with phthalates, and why should we care if they’re in our cosmetic 
products? Phthalates are used to make plastics, thus earning the name of plasticiz-
ers. Phthalates are contained in hundreds of products, including vinyl flooring, 
detergents, lubricating oils, and personal care products such as soaps, shampoos, 
perfumes, lotions, hair sprays, and nail polishes.56

How do you know whether the personal care products you use contain phthalates? 
You may not know unless phthalates are listed on the cosmetic label. Some products 
include “phthalates” in an ingredient list, or they may be listed by different names, 
such as DEP, DBP, DEHP, and fragrance.57

The potential dangers of phthalates in cosmetics are well documented. An obser-
vational cohort study conducted from 2006 to 2008 found that women who had 
higher phthalate metabolite levels in their urine had a greater chance of delivering 
a baby before the full 37-week gestation period.58 “As exposure to phthalates is 
widespread and because the prevalence of preterm birth among women in our study 
cohort was similar to that in the general population, our results are generalizable to 
women in the United States and elsewhere. . . . These data provide strong support 
for taking action in the prevention or reduction of phthalate exposure during preg-
nancy,” according to the study’s authors.59

Cosmetics Industry Response to Cosmetic Chemical Concerns

Some beauty and personal care products companies are voluntarily phasing out 
or eliminating the use of certain chemical ingredients that are suspected of being or 
known to be harmful. For example, the British cosmetics and skin care company The 
Body Shop has phased out phthalates in its products.

Other industry players are caving in to increased consumer pressure and are vol-
untarily removing potentially harmful chemical ingredients from their products. For 
instance, Johnson & Johnson pledged to eliminate harmful chemicals, notably form-
aldehyde and 1,4-dioxane (both chemicals have been linked to cancer), from its line 
of children’s personal care products. The company also promised to discontinue the 
use of this unpopular chemical in its adult brands, such as Aveeno, Neutrogena, and 
Clean & Clear®, according to the 2012 New York Times article “Johnson & Johnson 
to Remove Formaldehyde from Products.”60 Two years later, the company made good 
on its promise to remove formaldehyde and 1,4-dioxane from its baby shampoo and 
100 other baby products, as reported in the 2014 New York Times article “The ‘No 
More Tears’ Shampoo, Now with No Formaldehyde.”61

Counterfeit Cosmetics: Peddling in Deadly Fakes

The 2019 MSN.com article “The World’s Most Counterfeited Brands Revealed” 
cited that trade in fakes is worth an astronomical $462 billion a year, according to 
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data from the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
and the European Union Intellectual Property Office (EUIPO). This figure could 
reportedly climb to a startling $2.3 trillion by 2022.62 Popular brands of jewelry, 
watches, apparel, leather goods, sneakers, software, smartphones, entertainment 
material, toys, sunglasses, cigarettes, and pharmaceuticals are most vulnerable to 
counterfeiting, as well as name-branded cosmetics. In the makeup category, MAC 
Cosmetics is the world’s most counterfeited makeup brand.63

There’s no federal law that prohibits you from buying fake cosmetics for personal 
use. However, there are stiff penalties for peddling in fakes, including prison time 
and a hefty fine. For consumers, the real danger is that fake cosmetics could be harm-
ful to your health because they could contain harmful substances, such as cyanide, 
lead, and mercury.

A 2013 CosmeticsDesign article titled “Reports of Counterfeit Estée Lauder Cos-
metics Grow in the Bay Area” addressed the problem of contaminated counterfeit 
makeup, which has made its way onto the streets of San Francisco and over the 
internet.64 The US Department of Homeland Security (DHS) has reported a spike 
in the number of counterfeit makeup manufacturing rings. These counterfeit rings 
are pushing fake cosmetics that often contain heavy metals, bacteria, and other po-
tentially toxic substances, the article said.

Counterfeit cosmetics are mostly manufactured in the Far East, with China 
identified as one of the primary source countries, as reported in a 2015 Guardian 
article.65 The potential harm that these copycats can cause is palpable. “Mercury, 
lead, arsenic, cyanide and even human urine and rat droppings are often found in 
counterfeit cosmetics made in China. The level of toxins in some of these products 
have led to severe allergic reactions including skin rashes and burns, disfigurement 
and long-term health problems such as high blood pressure and infertility,” accord-
ing to a 2015 Mashable article.66

SAVING CREATURES GREAT AND SMALL:  
COSMETICS ANIMAL TESTING

Layering mascara on rabbits? Adorning guinea pigs with lipstick? Putting volumizing 
mousse on mice? No, these aren’t depictions of lovable cartoon characters. Rather, 
they’re real creatures used for animal testing of cosmetics. Many Americans may not 
be aware that animal testing of cosmetic products and ingredients is still allowed in 
the United States. Even though US law doesn’t require animal testing of cosmetics 
(see figure 2.3), it doesn’t prohibit it either.

In the absence of federal legislation that halts this practice, many cosmetics labo-
ratories across the nation are exposing thousands of animals, including mice, rabbits, 
rats, and guinea pigs, to substances that could cause the animals to suffer. Let’s find 
out where other countries stand on cosmetics animal testing.
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Nations Banning Cosmetics Testing on Animals; the US May Finally Catch Up

More than thirty nations, including European Union member countries (such 
as Austria, Belgium, Greece, France, Germany, and Italy), India, Israel, Norway, 
and New Zealand, have passed legislation banning animal testing of cosmetics. The 
United Kingdom played a major role in getting the ball rolling. The 1970s and 
1980s saw a groundswell of public discontent over animal testing of cosmetics in 
Britain, which led the British government to end cosmetics testing in 1998. During 
the 1990s, the whole of Europe followed Britain’s lead, even in the face of industry 
resistance. By 2009, public and political support won the day, and Europe’s labo-
ratories suspended cosmetics animal testing (“the testing ban”). Four years later, all 
European countries banned the sale of cosmetics and ingredients tested on animals, 
regardless of whether alternative testing methods exist (“the marketing ban”).67

Many countries that have banned cosmetics testing sell products in countries 
that still allow animal testing. For example, in 2014, China lifted its requirement 
of premarket animal testing of “ordinary” cosmetics, such as hair care and skin care 
products, on domestically produced and sold cosmetic products, although it still 
requires animal testing on cosmetics for “special use,” such as hair color, sunscreen, 
and deodorants. However, the country requires post-market animal testing on for-
eign imported ordinary cosmetic products, among other test/no test requirements.68 
This means that if a cosmetic product made in Britain, which bans cosmetics testing 

Figure 2.3.  No laws or FDA regulations specifically require the use of animals in cos-
metics testing for safety. © iStock/Getty Images Plus/Artfully79

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 9:52 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	 The Beauty Industry Unmasked	 43

on animals, is exported to China, which requires animal testing, the British product 
can no longer be considered cruelty-free.

In the United States, something is finally being done to institute cruelty-free 
cosmetics policies. In 2015, a bipartisan bill called the Humane Cosmetics Act to 
phase out animal testing of cosmetics and the sale of latterly animal-tested cosmet-
ics was introduced in the US House of Representatives by Martha McSally (R-AZ), 
Don Beyer (D-VA), Joe Heck (R-NV), and Tony Cárdenas (D-CA). In a 2015 press 
release titled “Federal Bill to End Cosmetics Testing on Animals Introduced,” issued 
by the Humane Society of the United States (HSUS), McSally said, “Subjecting 
animals to painful and inhumane testing is not who we are as a country. There’s no 
reason to continue this cruel practice when we have cost-effective alternatives that 
can bring about safe products for consumers.”69

Ending animal testing is widely supported by the American public. Most Ameri-
can adults (79 percent) favor a federal law to end animal testing of cosmetics, ac-
cording to a SurveyUSA poll conducted in August 2019.70 Wayne Pacelle, former 
president and CEO of HSUS, pointed out the senselessness of animal testing and 
the need to eliminate this practice in the following statement published in the HSUS 
press release: “Given the ready availability of alternatives, there is no compelling rea-
son to continue using outdated animal testing methods that cause tremendous ani-
mal suffering. So many companies are already using non-animal tests for shampoos, 
makeups and other products sold around the world, and the United States can help 
accelerate that trend.” Several celebrities, including Kesha, Ricky Gervais, and Jenna 
Dewan, have voiced support for the bill, in addition to more than 140 cosmetics 
companies, including Lush, Coty, The Body Shop, and Paul Mitchell.71

In the next chapter, we’ll meet the beauty consumers and learn what makes them 
buy what they buy.
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In the factory, we make cosmetics. In the store, we sell hope.

—Charles Haskell Revson (1906–1975),  
cofounder, president, and chairman of Revlon, Inc.

Cosmetics magnate Charles Revson, who built an empire on the foundation of nail 
polish, captured the unvarnished truth about the beauty business in a single meta-
phor: hope in a jar. In the laboratory, cosmetic chemists create viscous lotions and 
miracle potions. In the marketplace, cosmetics companies create symbolic meanings, 
such as allure and desirability, and transfer those meanings into cosmetic products, 
like an $8 bottle of Revlon nail polish.

In 1931, Revson got his start in the cosmetics industry by selling nail polish for 
Elka Company, a small nail polish supplier to beauty salons. In the early days of nail 
polish, only dye-based polishes were available, either colorless or in a few shades of 
red. Elka had developed an opaque “cream enamel,” which offered superior coverage 
and could be made in a wider range of colors.1

The market potential of this revolutionary product was not lost on Revson. He 
and his older brother, Joseph, distributed Elka nail polish as Revson Brothers. A year 
later, Revson parted company with Elka and went into partnership with Joseph and 
Charles R. Lachman, a chemist (who contributed the “l” in the Revlon company 
name), to market a new, creamy nail lacquer. In 1932, Revlon was born.2

A shrewd businessman with keen instincts, Revson could sniff out a trend and 
quickly respond to it. For example, he saw an opportunity for business growth by 
capitalizing on the permanent wave trend, which became all the rage in the 1930s.3 
The process of permanent-waving required the use of a contraption called a “perma-
nent wave machine,” which combined chemicals and long, electrically heated clamps 
that snaked out of an intimidating-looking machine and locked onto women’s hair. 

3
The Beauty Seekers

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 9:52 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



46	 Chapter 3

Observing that women were flocking to beauty salons to get perms and getting 
manicures during this daylong process, Revson swooped in and began distributing 
his nail polishes through salons, a calculated business risk that paid off with sales 
taking off.

Revson understood the importance of color variety and created a color wheel 
of shades, including seasonal shades. He believed that women should use polish 
to make a fashion statement, such as coordinating nail color with outfits, using 
shades as a reflection of their mood, and wearing the right nail color to mark a 
special occasion. Also, product naming was elevated to a fine art, often evoking a 
landscape of imagery, such as “Cherries in the Snow,” “Fifth Avenue Red,” “Fatal 
Apple,” “Cinderella’s Pumpkin,” “Stormy Pink,” and, the most popular of all, “Fire 
and Ice.”

By 1939, Revson had extended the Revlon brand name by creating lipsticks to 
match nail color, a practice dating back to the 1920s and already used by Cutex, 
Revlon’s biggest nail rival. Revson was no stranger to taking product ideas already 
tested by his competitors, improving upon them, and then using advertising and 
promotion to help create sales.4

He possessed keen marketing instincts and knew sales like the back of his well-
groomed hand. For example, he created an innovative strategy in which he sold nail 
enamels in tandem with lipstick. He armed Revlon “salesgirls” with color charts 
to show customers how to match lip and nail color. To stimulate market demand, 
Revlon ran a print ad campaign that used rhyme in the ad copy: “matching lips and 
fingertips.” By 1945, Revlon had become one of the top five beauty brands in the 
United States.5

In addition to valuing product innovation, Revson understood the relationship 
between pricing strategy and channel distribution. He recognized that price can sig-
nal prestige, and so he used image pricing to communicate something special about 
Revlon products. To attract both price sensitive and price insensitive consumers, 
Revlon products were sold in department stores, selected drugstores, and upscale 
beauty salons.6 He avoided bargain and cut-rate stores, which could tarnish the 
Revlon brand image.

Revson was an audacious and tireless promoter. He recognized the power of print 
to establish cachet for the Revlon brand. The company frequently ran full-color 
photographic advertisements, often double-page spreads, to promote its products 
in fashion magazines like Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar. Take, for example, the “Fire 
and Ice” launch in 1952. Revson instructed the company’s then ad agency, Norman, 
Craig & Kummel, to work with Bea Castle, Revlon’s in-house marketing executive, 
to create a glittering print ad featuring Dorian Leigh, one of the earliest modeling 
icons. Leigh wore a body-hugging sparkling silver dress with a brilliant red cape in 
the ad, which was shot by top fashion photographer Richard Avedon.

The “Fire and Ice” print ad was widely used in an umbrella campaign. Vogue 
made the shade the focal point of its November issue; other magazines carried the 
ad; and counter cards, window displays, and radio endorsements hyped up the ad. 
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The result: The “Fire and Ice” promotional effort was one of the most talked-about 
product launch campaigns in the beauty industry. The real success of the campaign, 
though, rested on its use of artful dramatization in telling an aspirational story to 
the American woman: that she could be a glamorous seductress. The ad copy read: 
“For you who love to flirt with fire . . . who dare to skate on thin ice . . . Revlon’s 
‘Fire and Ice’ for lips and matching fingertips. A lush-and-passionate scarlet . . . like 
flaming diamonds dancing on the moon!”7

Revson knew he was selling more than a shiny product wrapped in stylish packag-
ing and promoted through glossy ads. He was selling the female consumer hopes, 
dreams, fantasies, status, and success in Technicolor. A 1975 Time magazine article 
described Revson’s uncanny consumer insight as follows: “Charles Revson had an 
almost eerily unerring sense of what American women wanted—or could be per-
suaded to want.”8

In this chapter, we’ll look at what makes beauty consumers tick: who they are, 
what they buy, where they buy, and why. We’ll also talk about advertising messages 
for beauty products. Finally, we’ll discuss the ways that the beauty industry is chang-
ing the conversation with a new generation of beauty consumers.

BEAUTY BEFORE AGE:  
MEETING THE BEAUTY CONSUMER

How much do you think the average woman spends on beauty products? To put it 
in perspective, American consumers’ yearly spending on beauty exceeds that spent 
on education.9 A 2017 Daily Mail article cited a 2017 survey by beauty e-tailer 
SkinStore that found the average American woman will pony up around $300,000 
on facial products alone in her lifetime.10 Let’s get to know the beauty consumer.

Who Is the Beauty Consumer?

Millennial women are the new marketing darlings of the beauty industry, yet Gen-
eration X and baby boomer women are just as important to market growth. Nielsen 
conducted an insight analysis on the consumption of beauty products among these 
generations and presented the findings in a 2015 article that revealed the spending 
power of these three groups, especially in combined households.11

Millennial-led households forked out $461 million on beauty products in the 
twelve-month period ending June 2014. The purchasing power of this cohort is even 
greater in combined households. “Millennial and Generation X families have the 
greatest potential for beauty sales: These multigenerational households spent $798 
million in the same 12-month period. Meanwhile, millennial and baby boomer 
combined households spent an additional $699 million,” according to Nielsen.12 
Together, these women make up the beauty industry’s most valuable customers (see 
figure 3.1).
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“The Pig in the Python”

With staying and spending power, boomers remain a formidable consumer pres-
ence in the marketplace. According to Forrester Research, baby boomers are the 
“biggest spenders” because they have extra cash on hand from decades of saving and 
investing, as explained in the Business Insider article “Baby Boomers Are the Sexiest 
Consumers in Retail.”13

Aging baby boomers are a growth driver in the beauty industry, especially for anti-
aging products and services. “As technological advancements extend the average life 
expectancy in the United States, baby boomers will seek products to look as youth-
ful as they feel. To this end, demand for cosmeceuticals, which are cosmetics with 
pharmaceutical capabilities, such as wrinkle-reducing moisturizers, will also rise over 
the next five years,” as noted in a 2014 IBISWorld article.”14

“The Middle Child”

Once called “the MTV generation,” Generation X is sandwiched between two 
significantly larger generations. A 2014 Pew Research Center article described Gen 
Xers as “a low-slung, straight-line bridge between two noisy behemoths,” the baby 
boomers that came before them and the millennials that came after them.15

Generation X women, with many pushing and passing fifty and hitting their 
peak earning years, are getting the beauty industry’s attention. These women are 

Figure 3.1.  The one-size-fits-all approach to beauty no longer works. Today’s beauty 
consumers expect diversity at the beauty counter. © E+/SDI Productions
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redefining what middle-age looks like, with healthier lifestyles, greater life expec-
tancies, and freer attitudes than their predecessor generation, according to a 2011 
Los Angeles Times article.16 As beauty consumers, the most important consumption-
specific values of Gen X women are superior service and convenience. Moreover, af-
fluent Gen X women are more willing to splurge on luxury products, such as prestige 
beauty brands. The article mentioned that a JWT study found that Gen Xers depend 
more on preventive anti-aging beauty routines than baby boomers do.17

“The Peter Pan Generation”

The millennial generation, also called Generation Y, has the unique distinction 
of being the most diverse adult population in the nation’s history and possibly the 
greenest. Most millennial women in this sustainability-conscious generation are also 
beauty conscious. According to a 2015 Meredith Corporation press release, in 2014, 
a study found that a majority of female millennial consumers (73 percent) said that 
looking beautiful or sexy was important to them, as compared with slightly more 
than half (57 percent) of their baby boomer counterparts.18

Millennial women are fueling the natural beauty trend. A 2016 Allure article cited 
a 2016 and 2017 Kari Gran–sponsored study that found a majority of millennial 
women (73 percent) look for “cleaner, all-natural products.”19 Moreover, the younger 
generation is taking a preemptive strike at unwanted signs of aging skin by adopting 
a “beauty-from-the-inside-out approach,” as noted in a 2016 WWD article.20

In addition to baby boomers, Generation X, and millennials, the Silent Genera-
tion and Generation Z shouldn’t be forgotten, as they are viable markets, based on 
their unique beauty needs and wants. Let’s get acquainted with them.

“The Lucky Few”

The Silent Generation, also known as Traditionalists, is caught between two more 
familiar generations: “the get-it-done G.I. and the self-absorbed Boom.”21 A 2013 
Mintel article titled “The Mature Beauty Market—Time for Brands to Grow Up?” 
identified Mintel’s Old Gold trend, explaining that manufacturers are presented with 
two conflicting developments. On the one hand, older consumers are living longer, 
working longer, and representing a greater proportion of the population in both 
developed and some developing countries, whereas the share of younger consumers 
is declining. On the other hand, beauty product usage drops after people reach their 
mid-fifties. Given these twin effects, manufacturers will need to figure out how to 
keep older consumers engaged and interested in beauty products. Mintel offers some 
advice on how beauty companies can do this: remain relevant. “Beauty companies 
must take the physiological and emotional needs of this demographic into account 
and formulate and market accordingly,” the article pointed out.22

In 2016, Marketing Week said that beauty brands would miss the boat if they fix-
ated on millennials and forsook older consumers. Marie Cesbron, L’Oréal’s former 
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director of customer insights and global innovation and now insight and strategy 
adviser at The Age of No Retirement, pointed out that the sacred cows of marketing 
were to chase the youth market. Cesbron said: “To be fair, targeting the young has 
worked in the past but age-agnostic marketing nowadays is crucial.”23

“The Homeland Generation”

Generation Z (also known as post-millennials) is a rapidly rising group. The old-
est Gen Zers only recently graduated from college, while the youngest are at an age 
when they’re watching television shows on Disney Junior and Nickelodeon. An ABC 
News article noted that the tween makeup market rakes in sales north of $24 million 
annually (see figure 3.2).24 Big-box retailer Walmart, for example, has introduced a 
line of cosmetics for young girls age twelve and under.25

Generation Z consumers are becoming fascinated with beauty products starting 
from an increasingly early age, thanks to social media and the selfie craze, as sug-
gested in a 2016 Beauty Packaging article.26 “The ability to share images on social 
media is a key part of this as communication is made through platforms such as 
Instagram, YouTube and Snapchat. Uploading a video, selfie or a product image is 
a way to start a conversation, show others a perfected look and gain peer social ac-
ceptance through likes and followers,” the article said.

Figure 3.2 Young girls are being exposed to makeup routines earlier than ever. Many 
tween girls are experimenting with cosmetics and even wearing some form of makeup. 
© E+/PeopleImages
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EMOTIONAL PERSUASION:  
PUSHING THE RIGHT BUTTONS

In the 1950s, a black-and-white print ad showed a woman with a noose circling 
her neck, a gun to her temple, and a bottle of pills labeled “Poison” in one hand.27 
No, this wasn’t a suicide-prevention ad. It was an ad for a lanolin-based hair care 
product called Charles Antell Formula 9. The ad copy read, “We overheard that 
plaint . . . ‘If my hair looks such a mess one more night, I’ll kill myself!’” Most 
beauty companies have ditched the use of this kind of outlandish shame-mongering 
to promote their products, although some aren’t above tapping into consumers’ fear 
of appearance-based rejection and playing on consumers’ insecurities about their 
physical appearance.

To create deeper, more enduring, and stronger emotional brand attachments with 
consumers, beauty companies will often use emotional branding. From the 2014 
Adweek article “Emotional Branding and the Emotionally Intelligent Consumer”: 
“Emotional branding refers to the practice of building brands that appeal directly to 
a consumer’s ego, emotional state, needs and aspirations. The purpose of emotional 
branding is to create a bond between the consumer and the product by provoking 
the consumer’s emotion.”28 Let’s look at a few ways that beauty companies build 
brand relationships.

Speaking to the Heart

You may have seen an ad or a product description for Ralph Lauren Tender Ro-
mance fragrance. In one ad, a young couple, sitting in a field of grass, is wrapped 
in a tender embrace.29 A product description for the fragrance uses the following 
descriptive copy: “‘Tender Romance evokes both the sweetness and innocence of 
falling in love for the first time.’—Ralph Lauren.”30 If this messaging resonates with 
you on a personal level, you may identify with the brand and wish to make it your 
signature fragrance.

Beauty companies often link their products to an affective state, such as happi-
ness, love, fear, confidence, passion, disgust, and so on. A 2011 study found that 
consumers buy cosmetic products primarily for emotional reasons, which explains 
why emotional appeals used in cosmetics advertising tend to work.31 Researchers 
asked women about their perceptions of the functional and emotional attributes of 
the cosmetic products they used, as well as the degree to which they were satisfied 
with these products. In a Psych Central article, the lead author of a report originally 
published in the African Journal of Business Management, Vanessa Apaolaza-Ibañez, 
is quoted as saying, “The study shows that both the emotional and utility aspect of 
cosmetic brands have a significant impact on consumer satisfaction, but that the 
emotional component has a greater effect.” She added that the results demonstrated 
that “consumer satisfaction is greatest when the cosmetics brand helps to strengthen 
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positive emotions through the perception of ‘caring for oneself ’ and removing feel-
ings of worry and guilt about not taking care of one’s appearance.”32

The irony is that for the brand to elicit a positive response from consumers, it 
must first provoke an unpleasant emotional state, such as dissatisfaction with or 
concern over their appearance. Beauty companies are quite clever in how they tap 
into consumers’ anxiety about appearance. “One way of achieving this is by subtly 
telling them they are ugly—something that many cosmetics adverts achieve implic-
itly and very effectively by showing images of unusually beautiful women,”33 the 
study explained.

The Power of Storytelling

Dermatologists say that beauty companies employ persuasion by convincing 
consumers that they should spend lavishly on expensive creams and lotions. These 
companies use persuasive strategies to speak to consumers at cognitive and psycho-
logical levels. In a 2011 MarketWatch article, Julie Moore, MD, pointed out that 
some of her patients buy expensive creams because they believe that those creams are 
better than drugstore brands and because the pricier brands are exclusively available 
at department stores.34

As a beauty consumer, you’re probably familiar with some persuasive techniques 
employed in advertising messages for beauty products. For example, many beauty 
ads use evocative language to build a picture in your mind, utilize demonstration 
or dramatization to hold your attention, or create a visual narrative to get you 
engaged.

Consider the Clé de Peau Beauté brand. Calling itself “the premier luxury skincare 
and makeup brand from Shiseido Cosmetics—the ultimate expression of elegance 
and science,”35 the brand often uses figurative language to promote its products. For 
example, a Clé de Peau Beauté eye shadow ad features this copy: “Dancing in the 
shadows, eyes shimmer in irresistible shades of radiance. Lustrously dewy, yet impos-
sibly light. Even up close, the mystery remains.”36 Clé de Peau Beauté eye shadows 
can cost as much as $80, which is on the high side for eye shadow. This product 
would probably appeal to status-seeking beauty consumers with more discretionary 
income rather than value-conscious consumers with less discretionary income to 
spend on pricey beauty products.

Telling the Brand Story at a Glance: Names, Logos, and Slogans

Youth Code, Wrinkle Expert, Revitalift, Visible Lift, Excellence Age Perfect, and 
Root Rescue—these brand names belong to L’Oréal Paris products. Each brand 
name suggests something about the product’s benefits. The same is true for these 
Estée Lauder brand names: Advanced Night Repair, Resilience Lift, Perfectionist, 
and Sumptuous, as well as the Re-Nutriv sub-brand, instantly let the consumer know 
what to expect from the brand.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 9:52 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	 The Beauty Seekers	 53

Next, an attention-grabbing logo can quickly communicate a distinctive image 
that identifies the brand. In a 2015 Entrepreneur article, Alina Wheeler, a branding 
expert and author of Designing Brand Identity based in Philadelphia, pointed out 
the significance of a great logo design: “We have less time and less space to tell our 
stories in than ever before. To rise above the clutter, a symbol or a logo is the fastest 
communication known to man. It unlocks associations with your brand on sight, so 
it’s important to get it right the first time around.”37 The logo for L’Oréal’s Garnier 
brand is an example of a design that does double duty. The logo contains the name 
of the brand; it has an image of a green leaf that communicates the brand’s green 
commitment; and it even combines a tagline in some communication messages, 
“Take care,” which is personal and also fits the brand’s promise to protect people 
and the planet.

Finally, a catchy and functional slogan can become the heart and soul of the 
brand. A slogan is a key element to a brand’s identity and contributes to the brand’s 
image and awareness. For example, you may recognize the following slogan for a 
hair-coloring product: “Does she . . . or doesn’t she?” It belongs to Miss Clairol “hair 
color bath” and was used to successfully introduce the product in 1956. This slogan 
is as memorable now as it was then. In fact, it has been named one of the top ten 
slogans of the twentieth century by Advertising Age.38 In another example, in 1997, 
CoverGirl launched an advertising campaign that debuted a catchy company slogan, 
“Easy, breezy, beautiful CoverGirl.” In a few words, CoverGirl lets the consumer 
know that the brand will deliver a natural, fresh, clean look. And it worked: Sales 
increased during the campaign’s run, and a new crop of teenage girls enthusiastically 
embraced the brand.

UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL: GETTING THE  
RIGHT MESSAGE TO THE RIGHT AUDIENCE

A 2015 Nielsen article titled “Age Before Beauty: Treating Generations with a Per-
sonal Touch in Beauty Advertising” noted that beauty ads can sometimes look alike 
across brands, thus falling short of telling a distinctive product story to connect with 
consumers. Therefore, beauty companies should tailor their advertising to address 
different target audiences.39 The insights presented in the article were gained through 
Nielsen’s TV Brand Effect and Online Brand Effect, which are tools for measuring 
ad resonance, over the twelve-month period ending in June 2014.

Beauty companies that got the message right used some form of market segmenta-
tion and targeting. To illustrate, women aged 18 to 39 and 40 to 54 had a mental 
picture of themselves as being young and doing what they could to stay young. Based 
on this self-portrait, ad copy that features youthful images and mentions “youth” 
would probably reel in these beauty consumers. In contrast, women older than 
fifty-five looked for skin care products that did battle with wrinkles, addressed skin 
dullness, and tackled the sagging skin that comes with age.40 These beauty consumers 
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would probably be swayed by ad copy that mentions “anti-aging,” “reverse,” “re-
store,” or “regenerate.”

Microsegments emerged within each generation, in which beauty consumers 
responded to different elements of ads. Millennial women, for example, sought 
functionality and needed to see it to believe it. Also, millennials loved product dem-
onstrations; however, this varied by the age of the millennial. Younger millennial 
women aged 18 to 25 were more attracted to product demonstration visuals than 
their older counterparts aged 26 to 34. These demonstrations were usually woven 
into the visual composition of the ad, with voiceovers stressing product benefits and 
efficacy. In addition to product demonstrations, younger millennial women appreci-
ated a compelling story, with or without comic elements, taking place in a familiar 
setting, like a home. Older millennial women, on the other hand, were commonly 
drawn to ads that featured a mash-up of storylines or glamour shots, limited product 
information, and voiceovers that emphasized product benefits and how those ben-
efits could result in a positive lifestyle change.41

Let’s not forget men here. Men tended to be highly visual. They preferred visual 
content in ads for personal care products. As with women, age was a factor in how 
men responded to ads. For example, millennial men responded more favorably to 
flashy, animated ads for personal care products than did men in older generations. 
Story-based ads that stressed product benefits and ensured lifestyle changes appealed 
more to older millennial men aged 26 to 34 than to younger millennial men aged 
18 to 25.42

Interestingly, older millennial men had more in common with baby boomer men 
than you’d expect, according to Nielsen. In terms of ad recall, older millennial males 
and baby boomer males both had stronger recall and enjoyed “a mix of the storyline 
commercials and the animation commercials.” As the article reported, both older 
millennial males and baby boomer males “don’t care for the female product com-
mercials as much as younger millennial and Gen-X males.”43

Finally, younger millennial men were partial to animations and active visuals, as 
compared with other male groups. In addition, younger millennial men reacted to “a 
single highlight within an ad, while Gen-X men respond to a story.”44

From Hope in a Jar to Hope in a Better Tomorrow

Several beauty brands are creating female-empowering ads to reach young women 
who have grown weary or skeptical of glitzy beauty ads. Femvertising ad campaigns 
include Dove’s #SpeakBeautiful, CoverGirl’s #GirlsCan, and P&G’s Always brand’s 
#LikeAGirl.

How successful are female-empowering messages? Consider Estée Lauder’s Cli-
nique’s #StartBetter. In 2014, Estée Lauder scrapped its time-honored sales message 
of “hope in a bottle” to communicate “the sort of hope embodied in a fresh start, be 
it a new job, new relationship or simply a new day,” as noted in a 2014 Advertising 
Age article.45 The centerpiece of the social-media-centric campaign is a video dubbed 
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the “Clinique Start Better Manifesto,” an inspirational message packaged as a dare 
to start something new.46 The overall results of the campaign are nothing short of 
astonishing. Shortly after the campaign launched on YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, 
and Twitter, it raked up almost 10 million impressions, 284,000 total engagements, 
and more than 1.4 million total video views.47

A year later, Clinique followed up the #StartBetter campaign with another global 
digital campaign, #FaceForward. For the new digital campaign, Clinique swapped 
models for influencers and bloggers to deliver the brand message, according to a 
2015 Adweek article.48 This time, the motivating message was more of a question: “If 
you could give your future self any advice, what would it be?” The bloggers shared 
stories, imparted advice, stressed self-acceptance and confidence, and inspired others 
to participate. “In a general sense, the campaign follows on recent work supporting 
Always and Dove in offering audiences a more realistic portrait of the young, enter-
prising, thoroughly modern woman,”49 the article said.

THE RISE OF THE DIGITAL BEAUTY CONSUMER

Think about the last time you went shopping for beauty products. Did you buy 
products online through an e-tailer, like Dermstore.com or SkinStore.com; a click-
and-mortar, such as Sephora or Ulta Beauty; or a traditional retailer, like a drugstore 
or a department store? If you’re like many beauty consumers, you’re doing some, or 
all, of your shopping for beauty products through e-tailers. As a result, many retailers 
and brand owners are using multichannel marketing by making their products avail-
able at and promoting them through multiple touchpoints (see figure 3.3).

Let’s find out how beauty brands are reaching consumers by tapping into their 
digital lives.

Beauty’s Secret Weapon: Digital Marketing

Are you familiar with the term digital competence? It refers to “the confident, 
critical and creative use of information and communications technology (ICT) 
to achieve goals related to work, employability, learning, leisure, inclusion and/
or participation in society.”50 Like people, brands have digital competence, which 
involves quantifying a brand owner’s investment in search, display, and e-mail mar-
keting, among other things. For example, Gartner L2 Digital IQ index for beauty 
benchmarks the digital performance of beauty brands doing business in the United 
States. In 2018, out of 124 beauty brands, Tarte earned the highest digital IQ score, 
followed by Maybelline and NYX.51

Beauty companies are staring down the rabbit hole and coming to the realization 
that traditional media aren’t enough to draw out millennials; they must add digital 
media to their advertising armory. Several beauty brands are already capitalizing on 
digital media, such as MAC Cosmetics, Bath & Body Works, and L’Oréal Paris. For 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 9:52 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



56	 Chapter 3

example, as of October 2019, Bath & Body Works topped the list of leading beauty 
brands with the most followers on Facebook (9.56 million followers), followed by 
Risqué (7.29 million followers), Mary Kay Brasil (6.31 million followers), Eudora 
(5.56 million followers), and Pantene Brasil (4.96 million followers).52

Increasingly, beauty companies are using social media marketing to widen and 
leverage their brands’ media coverage and to influence consumers’ buying decision 
process. A 2016 WWD article described social media’s ability to drive consumer 
behavior.53 A 2015 study by TABS Analytics found that 31 percent of millennials, 
the heaviest buyers of beauty products, said that Instagram was significant in how 
they made their buying choices for cosmetics, representing an 11 percent increase 
from 2014. Consider Kylie Jenner’s Lip Kit. Priced at $29, the kit sold out in mere 
minutes when it was launched online. Then there’s Becca’s Champagne Pop high-
lighter, cocreated with YouTube personality Jaclyn Hill. The highlighter generated an 
estimated $20 million in sales during the second half of 2015, making it the biggest 
single-day seller in Sephora.com’s history.54

The real star maker may be Instagram. From a Digiday article: “Image-oriented by 
their very nature, fashion and beauty companies are investing heavily in the platform 
as it gains in popularity: 98 percent of L2’s top fashion brands are on Instagram as of 
this month (August 2015), and 95 percent of beauty brands are on the platform—up 
from 75 percent and 78 percent in October 2013.”55 Take Tarte Cosmetics, an indie 
brand offering a line of natural, cruelty-free cosmetics. To launch its 2016 spring 

Figure 3.3.  Beauty consumers who want to save time and value convenience are shop-
ping online for beauty products. © iStock/Getty Images Plus/Amax Photo
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collection, the company elected to use social media influencers to create buzz for 
its products before the scheduled launch, the WWD article said. This pre-launch 
strategy paid off. Prior to the collection’s launch, Tarte netted 20 million Instagram 
impressions, saw a growth rate of 80 percent on Instagram, and experienced a 38 
percent boost in engagement on the brand’s Instagram account.56

Finally, with over three billion smartphone users worldwide,57 many beauty com-
panies are using mobile advertising to reach consumers on their mobile devices. For 
instance, using TV Guide’s iPhone application, Unilever’s Dove ran mobile ads as 
part of Dove’s “Show Us Your Skin” campaign, which promoted healthy skin along 
with Dove products. The campaign encouraged “real women” to submit photos of 
themselves “looking their best with clean, healthy skin,” according to a Mobile Mar-
keter article.58 Uploaded photos that met requirements appeared in campaign ads and 
on a Times Square billboard.

Beauty Ambassadors Take Over the Beauty Conversation

Brand ambassadors are the largest megaphones on social media. A 2015 Entrepre-
neur magazine article defined this social media maven as follows: “A brand ambas-
sador, unlike a celebrity spokesperson, is someone who eats, lives and breathes your 
brand. This is someone your customers can connect and engage with, someone who 
has a solid, well-established online presence with a decent-size network.”59 Many 
beauty companies have enlisted these influencers to pitch their products. For exam-
ple, several popular beauty bloggers have been recruited by beauty brands to generate 
buzz and sales. Consider fashion blogger Arielle Charnas of Something Navy. A 2016 
Los Angeles Times article noted that Charnas posted about Peter Thomas Roth Rose 
Stem Cell Bio-Repair Gel Mask on her Snapchat story. Twenty-four hours after the 
story broke, the post led to the sale of 502 masks, the equivalent of $17,565 worth 
of product. “Do the math: that’s equal to $123,000 in sales in a week, $527,000 in 
a month or almost $6.4 million in a year,”60 the article said.

In a 2014 survey of women aged 18 to 64, Dove explored the question of what—
and who—influences conceptions of beauty. “The results showed that women are 
more than twice as likely to say that their conception of beauty is shaped by ‘women 
in the public domain’ and social media (29 percent and 25 percent, respectively) than 
they were before they entered high school (11 percent and 10 percent, respectively),” 
as cited in a 2015 Women in the World article.61 A more egalitarian view of beauty 
that came of widening and dismantling strict beauty standards was acknowledged 
by the survey participants. The authors of the Dove study said, “Whether women 
are rating beauty products, giving each other advice or sharing personal beauty/body 
image stories, or posting their own images or ‘selfies,’ beauty has become more per-
sonalized and more inclusive on the Internet.”62

Generally, women tend to accept beauty influencers’ endorsements because they’re 
seen as trustworthy and genuine and not just out for endorsement dollars, although 
many beauty influencers are paid to develop content for beauty companies. Still, the 
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most trusted source of beauty information is real people. A 2015 survey by SHE 
Media (formerly SheKnows Media) found that an overwhelming majority of women 
(86 percent) said that they largely trusted product and service recommendations 
from everyday people. With respect to social media platforms, over half (58 percent) 
of women looked to YouTube to learn about products from “everyday experts,” fol-
lowed by Facebook (52 percent), Pinterest (50 percent), and Instagram (46 percent), 
as cited in a 2015 Fast Company article.63

RECLAIMING BRAND LOVE:  
A CRISIS OF BEAUTY BRAND LOYALTY

Historically, beauty consumers have exhibited high brand loyalty or at least brand 
preference for certain beauty brands and products. Over time, however, brand loyalty 
has declined, especially among millennials. A 2014 Beauty Packaging magazine article 
presented the results from a consumer insights study by TABS Group that found 
many beauty consumers aren’t hard-core loyalists but instead price buyers or brand 
switchers.64 According to Kurt Jetta, TABS founder and executive chairman, “The 
heaviest cosmetics shoppers demonstrate no brand loyalty, purchasing more than 8 
brands, on average, and shopping at many more outlets than lighter buyers. . . . The 
bottom line is that more deals lead to more sales, particularly among the heaviest 
buyers who have no loyalty to specific brands.”65

Baby boomers are also less brand loyal but not for the same reasons as millenni-
als. Boomer women have outgrown brands that they used when they were younger 
because they have different skin care needs than they had ten or twenty years ago, 
as suggested in a 2012 MediaPost article.66 Based on a survey by MediaPost, in 
2012, boomer women said their top skin care concerns were “protecting skin from 
damage” (24 percent); “looking healthy” (20 percent); and “addressing specific skin 
conditions” (18 percent). Other findings suggest that boomer women make product 
purchases based on product performance and not self-image. Just 19 percent look 
for products that could make them look younger, and only 14 percent seek products 
that could make them look pretty.67

If beauty companies want to win back boomer women, a lucrative market seg-
ment, they must address boomer women’s needs as those needs stand now and not 
as they stood twenty years ago, the MediaPost article concluded. From a communi-
cations standpoint, the beauty industry’s emphasis on image, youth, and beauty in 
advertising may be less persuasive than advertising that stresses product benefits and 
performance.

In the next chapter, we’ll examine the nature of beauty, discuss the feminine 
beauty ideal, and explore Western standards of feminine beauty.
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The beauty of a woman is not in the clothes she wears, the figure that she carries, or the 
way she combs her hair. The beauty of a woman is seen in her eyes, because that is the 
doorway to her heart, the place where love resides. True beauty in a woman is reflected 
in her soul. It’s the caring that she lovingly gives, the passion that she shows and the 
beauty of a woman only grows with passing years.

—Audrey Hepburn (1929–1993), actor, fashion icon, and philanthropist

If you were asked to name some of history’s most beautiful women, there’s an odds-
on chance that you’d mention Audrey Hepburn, who topped the list of all-time 
beauty icons in a 2016 survey commissioned by Superdrug, a British health and 
beauty retailer. The survey found that women tend to revert to the past to find 
beauty inspiration, with sex symbol Marilyn Monroe and steely beauty Grace Kelly 
rounding out the top three all-time beauties. In an article in the Sun, Sarah Gardner, 
the head of beauty at Superdrug, is quoted as saying, “The vintage style of Hepburn 
and Monroe now defines classic, and it is telling that the list is compiled mostly of 
beauties of yesteryear or more mature women.”1

Belgian-born Audrey Hepburn, née Edda van Heemstra Hepburn-Ruston, spent 
part of her youth in England, where she attended boarding school. She studied ballet 
in the Netherlands during much of World War II.2 There, she made her film debut 
in Nederland in 7 Lessen (Dutch at the Double) at the age of 19.3

After the war ended, Hepburn continued studying ballet in Amsterdam and later 
in London.4 It was then that her life took a dramatic pivot when she was spotted by 
Colette, an acclaimed French author. Colette had written the popular novelette Gigi 
(1944), which was made into a French film and adapted into a play.5 At Colette’s 
urging, Hepburn went on to star in the Broadway production of Gigi (1951), which 

4
The Perfect Woman
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led to her first starring film role, in Roman Holiday (1953), for which she won an 
Academy Award for Best Actress. And a star was born.

Audrey Hepburn, with her doe-eyed gaze and famously lithe figure, redefined 
beauty standards at a time when voluptuous, toothsome actors of the 1950s and 
1960s prevailed, like Marilyn Monroe, Brigitte Bardot, and Sophia Loren. David 
Wills, author of Audrey: The 50s, wrote the following passage in his article “The 
Importance of Being Audrey” for Biography: “In an era dominated by the atomic 
prurience of the bombshells and on the heels of the Forties glamazons, Audrey 
revolutionized movie glamour with an understated allure that had never been seen 
on-screen before. . . . Audrey’s unique appearance—the short hair, the slender frame 
and petite bosom, the long neck, the prominent brow, the strong jawline, and the 
irregular smile—set her apart.”6

Fan magazines took note of the rising star’s cultural and cinematic significance. 
“Silver Screen proposed that Audrey was ‘changing Hollywood’s taste in girls,’ while 
Photoplay described her as ‘altogether un-Marilyn Monroe-ish. And yet . . . Audrey 
Hepburn is the most phenomenal thing that’s happened to the film capital since 
Marilyn Monroe,’” Wills noted. The fashion world also jumped on the Hepburn 
bandwagon. In 1954, Vogue called Hepburn “today’s wonder-girl. . . . She has so 
captured the public imagination and the mood of the time that she has established 
a new standard of beauty, and every other face now approximates the ‘Hepburn 
look,’”7 Wills said.

Never forgetting the aid that she had received from UNICEF as a young girl in 
post–World War II Holland, Hepburn became a goodwill ambassador for UNICEF, 
traveling the world to raise awareness of the plight of starving children. In recogni-
tion of her humanitarian work, she was posthumously given the Jean Hersholt Hu-
manitarian Award at the 1993 Academy Awards. Since her death that year, Hepburn 
has continued to capture the public imagination and is proof that “what is beautiful 
is good.”

Yet, how do we define beauty? What is the feminine beauty ideal? How have West-
ern beauty ideals been exported to non-Western cultures? Let’s explore.

THE MATHEMATICS OF BEAUTY: IS IT JUST 1:1.618?

The meaning and nature of beauty is one of the most litigated debates. People know 
it when they see it, even if they can’t put their finger on exactly what makes a person 
beautiful. Psychologists and scientists have extensively studied—and cracked—the 
centuries-old mystery of beauty, and who has it.

Consider iconic actor Elizabeth Taylor. Taylor’s mesmerizing violet eyes, milky 
white skin, and raven hair made her alluring. But her beauty was more than that—it 
was her “hyper-femininity” that made her beauty exceptional. Nancy Etcoff, a psy-
chologist and faculty member of Harvard Medical School and Harvard University’s 
Mind Brain Behavior Interfaculty Initiative, and author of Survival of the Prettiest: 
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The Science of Beauty, noted that it was the combination of these physical attributes 
that probably boosted her magnetism, according to the 2011 ABC News article “Sci-
ence of Beauty: What Made Elizabeth Taylor So Attractive?” “A higher contrast tends 
to make the face look more feminine,” Etcoff said.8

Taylor played up her best features with makeup, which amplified the effect. She 
favored a bold lip color to accentuate her rosebud lips and wore heavily lined eye 
makeup to accent her violet-hued eyes. “She also had a feature that most people 
wouldn’t think of as contributing to attractiveness, but really does, which is a small, 
gracile jaw. Which means a jaw that is kind of small and very hyper-feminine,” Etcoff 
explained.9

It’s not enough that Taylor had a beautiful face. She also possessed an “exagger-
ated” hourglass figure, which is considered the perfect female body shape, according 
to science. Etcoff noted, “She combines that beautiful face with a very beautiful 
body, which is beautiful in a particular way. She’s almost what we would call a super-
normal stimulus, which means that her hourglass figure is exaggerated.”10

Beauty Is in the Mind of the Beholder

You’ve probably heard various sayings on beauty, such as “Beauty is only skin 
deep,” “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder,” “Beauty is as beauty does,” and “A 
thing of beauty is a joy forever.” These maxims seize on whatever aspect of beauty is 
affecting to the observer, which makes beauty difficult to define with any precision.

Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary defines beauty as “the quality or aggregate 
of qualities in a person or thing that gives pleasure to the senses or pleasurably exalts 
the mind or spirit.” The classical conception of beauty regards it as “an arrangement 
of integral parts into a coherent whole, according to proportion, harmony, symme-
try, and similar notions.” From Aristotle’s Metaphysics: “The chief forms of beauty are 
order and symmetry and definiteness, which the mathematical sciences demonstrate 
in a special degree.”11

In his book Beauty: The Fortunes of an Ancient Greek Idea, David Konstan intro-
duces the reader to a classical Greek term that comes closest to the modern idea of 
beauty, kállos. Konstan wrote, “The primary meaning of kállos refers to physical 
beauty, above all the beauty associated with erotic attraction.” He also stated that, 
as a Greek adjective, kalós (“beautiful”) can mean different things depending on the 
specific context. It can describe tangible things, such as clothes; intangible quali-
ties, such as laws, knowledge, and other abstract ideas; and moral concepts, such as 
“noble,” “honorable,” and “good.”12

The beauty-is-good stereotype is originally derived from Greek lyric poetry. Sap-
pho, an ancient Greek poet, was the first to observe and write, “What is beautiful is 
good, and who is good will soon be beautiful.” This notion of beauty is captured in 
the Greek word kalokagatia (“beauty-good”). Generally, the Greeks were concerned 
with investigating the ethical and aesthetic proportions of beauty, and how it con-
tributed to “the highest goodness.”13
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The Golden Ratio

Most of us associate the Italian Renaissance polymath Leonardo da Vinci with 
one of his most famous paintings, the Mona Lisa. This masterpiece was painted 
sometime between 1503 and 1519 and possibly created according to the golden 
ratio, also known as the divine proportion, golden mean, or golden section (see figure 
4.1).14 A special number approximately equal to 1:1.618, this mathematical pattern 
is the ideal proportion for the sides of a rectangle and is considered one of the most 

Figure 4.1.  Many experts claim that Leonardo da Vinci utilized 
the golden ratio to paint the Mona Lisa. The golden ratio is a 
mathematical formula presumed to define facial beauty. © Digi-
talVision Vectors/ilbusca
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aesthetically pleasing of all geometric forms. You can find the divine proportion in 
art, architecture, and human anatomy.

If you’ve visited the Louvre and seen the Mona Lisa, you may have puzzled over 
her mysterious smile and noticed that she seems to have an uncanny ability to fol-
low you with her eyes. With respect to the ideal female face, it turns out that the 
eyes—and the mouth—have it, as eye–mouth distances are believed to determine 
how attractive a woman’s face is.

In a set of experiments, participants were given a paired comparison task, where 
they assessed the attractiveness between faces with the same features but different 
eye–mouth distances and different distances between the eyes. The researchers dis-
covered two new “golden ratios” that closely correspond with the dimensions of the 
average face. While different feminine faces varied in attractiveness, those faces where 
the vertical distance between the eyes and mouth was roughly 36 percent of the face’s 
length and the horizontal distance between the eyes was approximately 46 percent of 
the face’s width were deemed more attractive.15 The study’s findings appear in a 2010 
Vision Research article titled “New ‘Golden’ Ratios for Facial Beauty.”16

Pamela Pallett, one of the study’s authors, then a postdoctoral fellow in psychology 
at UC San Diego and an alumna of the department, is quoted as saying, “People 
have tried and failed to find these ratios since antiquity. . . . But there was never any 
proof that the golden ratio was special. As it turns out, it isn’t. Instead of phi, we 
showed that average distances between the eyes, mouth and face contour form the 
true golden ratios.”17

General conclusions about female facial attractiveness and facial averageness 
were drawn from the study. Kang Lee, one of the lead authors of the study and a 
distinguished professor at the University of Toronto’s Dr. Eric Jackman Institute of 
Child Study, said, “Our study conclusively proves that the structure of faces—the 
relation between our face contour and the eyes, mouth and nose—also contributes 
to our perception of facial attractiveness. Our finding also explains why sometimes 
an attractive person looks unattractive or vice versa after a haircut, because hairdos 
change the ratios.”18

The Attractiveness of Symmetry

Biologists suggest that symmetry between other physical features, even hands, is 
preferred. Furthermore, symmetry is believed to be a proxy for good health. “Sym-
metry suggests orderly development in the womb and during childhood, and thus, 
the theory has it, captures a range of desirable things from good genes to infection-
resistance,” as noted in a 2014 article in the Economist.19 As this signals a favorable 
genetic endowment, then, we tend to prefer people with facial symmetry, or evenly 
balanced features, such as the symmetry found in famous faces like David Beckham, 
Brad Pitt, Natalie Portman, and Michelle Pfeiffer.

People give symmetrical faces significantly higher ratings on the dimension of 
attractiveness, as compared with faces perceived as less symmetrical. Interestingly, 
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an attractive face may also be a rather average-looking face. “When presented with 
individual faces and a composite of those individual faces, participants will judge 
the composite as more attractive than the individual, more distinctive faces. And 
the more faces that contribute to the composite, the more attractive it becomes,” 
according to a 2011 article titled “Beauty Is in the Mind of the Beholder,” published 
in the Association for Psychological Science’s Observer magazine. Prototypical faces, 
those faces that come closest to the average traits of the population, are viewed as 
the most attractive.20

We may wish to take such findings with a grain of salt because of the relatively 
small sample sizes in many of the earlier experiments, thus making it possible for 
fluke results to show up. Stefan Van Dongen at the University of Antwerp’s Evolu-
tionary Ecology Group (EVECO) discovered that the averageness effect vanishes 
when enough people are evaluated, and therefore, facial symmetry may say little 
about a person’s health, as reported in a 2015 BBC article.21 Furthermore, our 
notions of beauty may have something to do with the effect of conformity, or the 
bandwagon effect. “Study after study has found that if you hear or see that someone 
else is attracted to someone, you are more likely to fancy them yourself. In this way, 
tastes for certain types of people could spread throughout a population, shaping our 
norms for what we consider beautiful,” the article said.

IS BEAUTY UNIVERSAL?

Did you know that babies as young as five hours old spend more time staring at 
pictures of faces that adults rate as attractive than at adult faces that are not so at-
tractive?22 The 1996 Newsweek article “The Biology of Beauty” cited a series of pio-
neering experiments carried out in the 1980s by Judith Langlois, now the Charles 
and Sarah Seay Regents’ Professor Emerita at the University of Texas, Austin.23 In 
the experiments, three- and six-month-old babies were placed in front of a screen 
and shown pairs of facial photo shots. Each pair included a photo that adult judges 
found to be attractive and one considered unattractive. The first study showed that 
the babies stared significantly longer at the faces of “attractive” white females than 
“unattractive” ones. Langlois repeated the experiment using white male faces, black 
female faces, and the faces of other babies. The same results were produced. Langlois 
is quoted as saying, “These kids don’t read Vogue or watch TV. They haven’t been 
touched by the media. Yet they make the same judgments as adults.”24

From infancy into adulthood, we tend to prefer certain physical characteristics 
over others. Research has shown that these preferences are hardwired, and they 
tend to span borders, cross cultures, and pass down through generations. Addition-
ally, these preferences aren’t confined to Western cultures but are also observed in 
hunter-gatherer cultures with no exposure to mainstream media. For example, the 
Hadza people of Tanzania, a remote population of hunters and gatherers, displayed 
a greater preference for symmetry in the human form than people from Britain, as 
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reported in a 2012 CNN article.25 These findings and others like them suggest that 
there’s a cross-cultural consensus on what constitutes attractiveness, and that what 
is perceived as physically attractive and unattractive is recognized across individuals 
and cultures.26

What physical features commonly communicate attractiveness? Research indicates 
that men tend to prefer women with large wide-set eyes, full lips, high cheekbones, 
a small nose, a narrow jaw, and full breasts; who are shorter than they are; and who 
have a low waist-to-hip ratio. Women tend to favor men with a heavy lower face; 
who are taller than they are; who display a high degree of facial symmetry and have 
masculine facial dimorphism (subtle or exaggerated sex-specific traits); and who have 
broad shoulders, a relatively narrow waist, and a V-shaped torso.27 These preferences 
become cultural ideals of femininity and masculinity, which are reinforced by the 
media and other institutions.

The Globalization of the Western Ideal of Beauty

One of America’s biggest exports is its pop culture. The US media and entertain-
ment (M&E) industry is made up of all the businesses that produce and distribute 
movies, television programs, commercials, streaming content, music and audio re-
cordings, radio shows, news, newspapers, magazines, books, and video games. These 
industries make, create, and distribute products and content unique to the American 
culture. Strikingly, as of 2019, the US M&E market was dominated by just four 
media conglomerates, which controlled roughly 90 percent of media: Comcast (via 
NBCUniversal), Disney, AT&T (via WarnerMedia), and ViacomCBS (controlled 
by National Amusements).28 Given this corporate concentration, corporate media 
increasingly dominate the mass media, propagating “the image culture” and spread-
ing Western ideals of beauty.

A classic example of the diffusion of Western ideals of beauty through the mass 
media is the NBC television series Baywatch. The series was canceled after only 
one season. It was then resuscitated when it switched over to first-run syndication 
and became an international hit. The 2013 Huffington Post article “How Baywatch 
Unknowingly Changed the World: The Untapped Power of TV Shows” noted the 
global reach and influence that the show had from its original release in 1989 leading 
up to its 2017 film adaptation. The show was translated into forty-four different lan-
guages; 1.1 billion people in 148 counties tuned in weekly to watch the heroics and 
interpersonal relationships of a team of Los Angeles, California–based lifeguards.29 
With its bikini-clad stunners, including Pamela Anderson, and handsome hunks, in-
cluding David Hasselhoff, Baywatch introduced overseas audiences to the standards 
of physical attractiveness in the United States. “Within 24 months, Baywatch went 
from that show NBC canned to ‘[one of ] the highest-rated of American imports.’ 
From Belgium and Guatemala to Malaysia, Kenya, and the Philippines, the lion-
hearted Alpha Males and their beach-trophy pinups were awaited every night by all 
parts of the world—including the Middle East,”30 the article said.
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Print media is also a powerful agent of Western beauty ideals (see figure 4.2). 
Major American mass media companies, such as Hearst Communications Inc. (Cos-
mopolitan, Seventeen, Marie Claire, Elle, and Harper’s Bazaar), Condé Nast (Allure, 
Glamour, and Vogue), and Time Inc. (InStyle), publish international editions of their 
women’s fashion magazine brands. Consider Cosmopolitan, also called Cosmo. “A 
bible for fun, fearless females,”31 the publication includes sixty-four international edi-
tions distributed in more than one hundred countries and in thirty-five languages.32 
Cosmopolitan has a wide reach, connecting with 81 million readers daily, according 
to Cosmopolitan’s website. Based on these statistics, Cosmo, as a communication me-
dium, has the capability to disseminate Western beauty ideals all around the world, 
as suggested in a 2012 New York Times article.33

THE PERFECT WOMAN: THE FEMININE BEAUTY IDEAL

Big is considered the epitome of beauty in some parts of western Africa. From an 
early age, girls are sent to feeding camps, where they’re forced to consume 16,000 
calories a day to reach a weight that will make them marriageable. In some parts 
of northern Thailand, Kayan women wear brass coils to give the appearance of an 
elongated neck, which is considered a sign of refinement and beauty (see figure 4.3). 
In China, the centuries-old practice of foot binding, which was first banned in 1911, 

Figure 4.2.  Glossy beauty and fashion magazines are the perfect medium for present-
ing and promoting Western beauty ideals. © E+/pixelfit
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involved breaking the feet of young girls and bending them until they were perma-
nently positioned under the sole of the foot. Foot binding was a display of status 
and beauty in the Chinese culture.34 In the United States and other Western nations, 
many women are preoccupied with their weight and practically starve themselves 
to get thin, taking their cues from the beauty and fashion industry responsible for 
shaping and reinforcing “the cult-like worship of what physical attributes the public 
sees as beautiful,” as noted in a 2011 CNN article.35

Figure 4.3.  Kayan women in northern Thailand are famous for 
wearing brass coils around their necks. © E+/hadynyah
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These stories illustrate the painful steps that many women go through to meet the 
feminine beauty ideal, “the socially constructed notion that physical attractiveness is 
one of women’s most important assets, and something all women should strive to 
achieve and maintain.”36 Let’s see how Western ideals of female beauty have evolved, 
against a backdrop of sociopolitical changes.

A Historical Look at Western Beauty Ideals

The New York Times published a review, titled “Curves In, Curves Out,” of the 
book American Beauty, by Lois W. Banner, professor emerita of history at the Uni-
versity of Southern California’s Dornsife College of Letters, Arts and Sciences.37 In 
her book, Banner presented four prototypes of feminine beauty, all exemplars of 
the American white upper class. The first feminine prototype is the “steel-engraving 
lady” from the early nineteenth century. She is described as “frail, pale, willowy,” 
bordering on anorexic. These upper-crust women restricted food intake to maintain 
their svelteness and consumed small quantities of arsenic to achieve pale skin.38

Around the mid-1850s until the 1890s, a new ideal of beauty came to the fore: 
the “Voluptuous Woman.” Banner portrayed her as “buxom, hearty, and heavy.” Lil-
lian Russell, an American actor and singer, and Lydia Thompson, a burlesque dancer 
and actor on the London stage, typified this female. Thompson, with her popular 
troupe the “British Blondes,” introduced American audiences to Victorian burlesque, 
and for the first time, blond hair became associated with feminine beauty, whether 
natural or bottled.39

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, the Voluptuous Woman was pushed 
aside to make room for the “Gibson Girl.” Tall, fit, and aristocratic, she was leaner 
than her predecessor yet “large of bosom and hips.” The focus on exaggerated female 
curves was exemplified in the “Grecian bend,” so named after the graceful, slightly 
rounded shoulders found in ancient Greek art. For the modern interpretation of this 
stooping style, “the breasts and buttocks were so protruded by stays, corsets and high 
heels that women who affected the style ‘could not sit upright in carriages, but rather 
had to lean forward and rest their hands on cushions on the floor.’”40

The fourth and final ideal of beauty arrived during the early twentieth century. 
The “small, boyish model” was epitomized by silent screen stars like Mary Pickford 
and Clara Bow. By 1921, Banner wrote, “the basic institutions of the American 
beauty culture had taken shape.”41

Each era has defined the perfect woman. Let’s meet them.

“The Voluptuous Woman” (1600s to 1800s)

Eurocentric beauty standards were widely adopted by American women during 
the seventeenth century. The public figure that had the most influence in establish-
ing those standards was Peter Paul Rubens. This Flemish artist was famous for his 
depictions of fleshy, voluptuous, full-bodied women.42 The term Rubenesque was 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 9:52 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	 The Perfect Woman	 71

coined to describe this vision of female beauty. She was a woman in the peak of good 
health and wealth.

During the Victorian era, the ideal woman was delicate, graceful, and helpless 
in nature. An hourglass figure was prized. To achieve this silhouette, women wore 
tightly laced corsets, ruffled blouses with billowy sleeves, and crinoline or hoop skirts 
(see figure 4.4).

“The Gibson Girl” (1890s to 1910s)

Starting in the 1890s, the progressive movement was a period marked by wide-
spread social and political activism, with many American women taking up a moral-
reform agenda. Meanwhile, many women began to chafe over a fundamental value 
system known as the “cult of domesticity,” or what historians call the “cult of true 
womanhood,” a concept of femininity firmly holding that the natural place for a 
woman was in the home.43 Somewhere between these dual identities of woman-
hood—the activist and the conformist—emerged a portrait of a new American 
woman who grew out of the sketches of Charles Dana Gibson, an American graphic 
artist. Her name: the Gibson Girl.

Figure 4.4.  The Victorian hourglass emphasized an ample bust, small waist, and full hips. 
Women wore tightly laced corsets made of rigid materials, such as whalebone, ivory, 
steel, or wood, to create a V-shaped silhouette. © DigitalVision Vectors/duncan1890
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The Gibson Girl was depicted as an effervescent, new feminine ideal who was 
the visual embodiment of the independently minded woman regarded as the “New 
Woman.”44 She increasingly sought and fought for her place in society. She was 
“honester, braver, stronger, more healthful and skillful and able and free, more 
human in all ways,” as quoted in Martha H. Patterson’s book The American New 
Woman Revisited: A Reader, 1894–1930.45

“The Flapper” (1920s)

If you’ve read F. Scott Fitzgerald’s 1925 novel The Great Gatsby or seen film versions 
based on the novel, you probably remember literature’s ultimate flapper: Daisy Fay 
Buchanan. In her 2013 Daily Beast piece titled “The Problem with The Great Gatsby’s 
Daisy Buchanan,” Katie Baker, managing editor of The Daily Beast, described Daisy 
to a T: “She’s the most desirable debutante, the ever-evading maid. She’s warm, fever-
ish, thrilling, intoxicating—a siren, an enchantress, a blossoming flower.”46

The flapper was the very opposite of her predecessor, the Gibson Girl. Curves 
were out, thin was in. A boyish frame thin enough to slip into a slim sheath was the 
signature look of the 1920s. Influenced by cubist artists such as Picasso, Braque, and 
Léger, who favored geometric shapes, the flapper look was basically a drop-waisted, 
rectangular-shaped, straight dress, like the ones worn by the female cast members of 
PBS’s period drama Downton Abbey.47 If a woman was naturally endowed, she’d wear 
certain types of undergarments, called “flatteners,” to press the breasts tightly against 
the body to give her a flat-chested appearance.48

“The Soft Siren; the Star-Spangled Girl” (1930s and 1940s)

The Time magazine article “This Is What the Ideal Woman Looked Like in the 
1930s” quoted the following passage from a 1938 Life magazine piece to describe the 
ideal female form in the 1930s: “The ideal figure must have a round, high bosom, a 
slim but not wasp-like waist, and gently rounded hips.” Romance-inspired clothing 
placed the emphasis on the “soft feminine figure.”49

By the early 1940s, an unprecedented number of women had joined the labor 
force, including the government munitions industry (see figure 4.5). And here’s 
where we meet Rosie the Riveter, the poster girl for the government’s recruitment 
efforts and the most iconic image of the working woman during wartime. According 
to a 2014 Today article, “Rosie the Riveter was a cultural icon during World War II. 
The bodacious Betty Grable pinup with the long legs was one ideal, but during the 
1940s, a beautiful female body was curvaceous, although not exaggerated.”50

“The Hourglass” (1950s)

America entered a postwar boom in the 1950s in more ways than one, from 
an economic boom to booming suburbs to the baby boom to blond bombshells. 
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Hollywood produced a string of glamour girls with hourglass figures, such as Jayne 
Mansfield, Kim Novak, and Marilyn Monroe, who became icons of femininity. “The 
leggy, curvy blonde was the pinnacle of attractiveness during these years, and still 
remains one of the most beautiful women in American history,” according to a 2015 
Medical Daily article.51

But the 1950s were unkind to skinnier women. Ads depicted women who were 
thin as wanting and hopeless and in need of gaining weight to be popular or attrac-
tive. For example, a 1950s ad for Numal, an appetite stimulant and food supple-
ment, shows a fetching woman cradled in the arms of a well-formed man, both 
dressed in bathing suits. The caption proclaims, “Skinny Girls Don’t Have Oomph!” 
The ad copy reads, “If you’re otherwise healthy but skinny, scrawny, rundown and 
lbs. underweight, try correcting this common mistake in eating.”52

“The Twig” (1960s)

Iconic singer-songwriter Bob Dylan gave a lyrical account of the tectonic social, 
cultural, and political shifts rumbling through America during the 1960s in his song 

Figure 4.5.  The munitions industry recruited women workers during World War II. 
Rosie the Riveter was a pop-culture icon representing women defense workers. © Ret-
rofile RF/George Marks
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and album titled The Times They Are A-Changin’ (1964). The 1960s was a decade of 
extremes: “flower children and assassins, idealism and alienation, rebellion and back-
lash.”53 Something else was changing too: a radical shift in the feminine beauty ideal.

In a complete about-face from the curvaceous figures of the 1950s, the new 
feminine ideal was willowy, almost to the point of emaciation, and androgynous, a 
throwback to the 1920s flapper look. The beauty icon of the moment was English 
model Twiggy, with her small bust, elfin crop, and boyish frame.

“The California Girl” (1970s)

Like a bad trip, the 1970s were a hallucinatory extension of the 1960s. “The so-
ber, gloomy seventies seemed like little more than just a prolonged anticlimax to the 
manic excitements of the sixties,” as cited in the book The Seventies: The Great Shift 
in American Culture, Society, and Politics, by Bruce Schulman.54 Another carryover 
from the 1960s was the coltish thin ideal.

To achieve this body type, many women restricted their food intake, followed 
fad diets like the low-calorie craze, or took colorful diet pills such as amphetamine 
derivatives (commonly referred to as “speed”). A Shape magazine article “Dieting 
Through the Decades: What We’ve Learned from Fads” explained, “Tab cola and 
calorie counting books were all the rage during the disco era and according to every 
weight loss study ever published.”55 There was a potentially deadly side to the pre-
occupation with thinness. Eating disorders like anorexia nervosa were making the 
headlines, beginning with the death of 1970s singing sensation Karen Carpenter in 
1983 due to complications related to her struggle with anorexia.

At the same time, a new beauty standard arrived on the sandy shores of SoCal: the 
classic California girl. She was bronzed, slender, and athletic, with flowing hair and 
a natural glow. Toothsome, tanned, and toned Farrah Fawcett, who holds the record 
for the best-selling pinup poster of all time, represented the prototypical healthy, 
athletic beauty.56

“The Supermodel” (1980s)

The National Review article “Decade of Greed?” captured the feeding frenzy of 
the 1980s in the following passage: “A Time magazine reporter declared, ‘The past 
decade brought growth, avarice, and an anything-goes attitude,’ and then glibly sum-
marized the 1980s with five words: ‘Get rich, borrow, spend, enjoy.’”57 The “go-go 
years of big hair, big shoulders, and big curves” were exemplified by the female stars 
of ABC’s prime-time television soap opera Dynasty, including Linda Evans and Joan 
Collins.58

The 1980s saw the emergence of “the supermodel phenomenon.” Top models be-
came household names, such as Linda Evangelista, Cindy Crawford, Iman, Paulina 
Porizkova, and Elle Macpherson.59 Hitting the genetic lottery, supermodels, with 
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their uncommon proportions, represented the new normal, setting next to impos-
sible beauty norms that young women felt pressured to emulate.

In the meantime, the fitness craze swept the country, which had a marked influ-
ence on beauty standards (see figure 4.6). Millions of women hit the gym and aero-
bicized their way to a better body, with many following the lead of Oscar-winning 
actor and fitness guru Jane Fonda, whose exercise studios, books, and videos were 
massively successful.60

“The Waif ” (1990s)

From the 2015 New York Times article “The Best Decade Ever? The 1990s, Obvi-
ously”: “Peace, prosperity, order—and the American culture was vibrant and healthy 
as well. There were both shockingly excellent versions of what had come before and 
distinctly new, original forms.”61 One of those new forms was the heroin chic waif.

A 2012 Business Insider article noted that “‘heroin chic’ is a fashion movement 
from the 1990s led by waif-like model Kate Moss.”62 It was marked by extreme thin-
ness, pale skin, dark undereye circles, and a general state of untidiness, similar to a 
heroin-addict look. Members of the medical and therapeutic communities sounded 
the alarm over this potentially dangerous body type. From the 1993 People magazine 
article “How Thin Is Too Thin?”: “Even without the deadly specter of anorexia, 

Figure 4.6.  The fitness and aerobic craze swept the country in the 1980s. Millions of 
women flocked to aerobics classes to tone up or slim down. © E+/RyanJLane
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the skin-and-bones look, critics say, underlines the idea that thinness is a principal 
yardstick of a woman’s worth.”63

“Redefining Beauty; More Diverse, More Inclusive” (2000s and 2010s)

If you group together the opposing forces of the early twenty-first century, what 
emerges is a snapshot of the good, the bad, and the ugly, from the technological 
wonders of the digital age to the tragic events of September 11 to the global finan-
cial meltdown. So far, the 2000s have felt like an unprecedented series of highs and 
lows. According to the 2009 ABC News article “The 2000s: A Decade of Doom or 
Diversions?”: “We gaped at reality TV, Paris Hilton, celebrity meltdowns, sex tapes 
and balloon boy—but also endured bursting economic bubbles at the start and end 
of the decade, and millions of Americans out of work.”64 A silver lining has been the 
body-positive movement, which has capsized rigid ideals of physical attractiveness 
for women.

According to a 2015 Medical Daily article, “The past several decades have largely 
revolved around an ‘ideal’ body image that involves skinny women (stick-thin actors; 
the heroin-chic waif; or tall, lean, and tanned Victoria’s Secret models), but lately 
there’s been pushback from women all over the world who are tired of glorifying 
impossible female figures.”65 That said, today’s ideal body shape may be described as 
slender, fit, and healthy, like the figures of Jennifer Aniston and Jennifer Lawrence.

America has become a more multicultural, mixed nation. Narrow ideals of female 
beauty are peeling away. Increasingly, Americans are embracing beauty in diversity. 
To find out how the average American perceives beauty, Allure conducted a large 
beauty survey twenty years ago. At that time, people picked a blue-eyed blonde 
as their beauty ideal. Allure repeated the survey in 2010. Nearly two-thirds of the 
respondents (64 percent) believed that women of mixed race represented the height 
of beauty.66

In the next chapter, we’ll describe prevailing gender stereotypes, scrutinize gender 
advertisements, and discuss governmental and industry efforts to shatter harmful 
stereotypes.
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That’s what she was, Joanna felt suddenly. That’s what they all were, all the Stepford 
wives: actresses in commercials, pleased with detergents and floor wax, with cleansers, 
shampoos, and deodorants. Pretty actresses, big in the bosom but small in the talent, 
playing suburban housewives unconvincingly, too nicey-nice to be real.

—From the satirical thriller The Stepford Wives (1972)

If you’ve read Ira Levin’s novel The Stepford Wives, or seen the 1975 film version 
based on the novel or its 2004 remake, then you’ve been introduced to the cozy 
community of Stepford, Connecticut. In this eerily antiseptic setting, the husbands, 
who belong to something of a fraternal order, rule the roost, while the wives, who 
are cheery homemakers, live to please their husbands. The wives appear strangely 
shapelier than the average woman and oddly obsessed with housecleaning.

Even a casual observer can see that something isn’t quite right with the women of 
Stepford. They appear to be well-dressed, robotic mannequins. That’s because they 
are. The men of Stepford have plotted to refashion their spouses, replacing them 
with more fetching, pliable, and sexually obedient facsimiles.1

The Stepford wife is a creepy throwback to the 1950s family sitcoms, like Leave 
It to Beaver and The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet, featuring the all-purpose mom 
wearing a ruffled hostess apron, a perma-press smile, and a rope of pearls.

The timing of the release of the novel and the original film was around the second 
wave of feminism. During this phase, issues like gender equality in the workplace, 
women’s reproductive rights, sexual objectification of women, and patriarchal op-
pression were tenaciously addressed. As Margaret Talbot wrote in her 2003 article 
for the Atlantic titled “A Stepford for Our Times”: “In 1975, when the movie The 
Stepford Wives first came out, it was widely regarded as a chilling parable about men’s 
fears of feminism, a tale of horror that also worked as a social satire on sexism.”2

5
The Myth Makers
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Today, the term “Stepford wife” has come to mean different things. For example, 
it is used to lampoon the antediluvian stereotype of the subservient wife. Also, it 
refers to an accomplished woman who gives up her life and/or career to support her 
husband’s aims, while wholly being bound to him, no matter how badly he behaves 
publicly. Finally, America’s preoccupation with physical perfection may have given 
rise to a “Stepford syndrome,” according to a WebMD article.3 Lawrence Reed, 
MD, suggests that if a Stepford syndrome does exist, it’s media-driven: “The media 
is creating the impression that everyone has to be beautiful and have a perfect face. 
There is a perception generated today that if you are not perfect, you don’t exist.”4

In advertising, the dutiful wife is a stock character in ads used to hawk everything 
from soap to detergent to personal care products. For example, in a 1940s ad for 
Lysol disinfectant for feminine hygiene, an image of a 24-hour-clock pie chart traces 
the different roles that a wife dutifully and happily carries out throughout the day: 
“good mother,” “good housekeeper,” “good hostess,” and “good cook.” When the 
clock strikes six o’clock, she’s reduced to tears of despair. The headline and caption 
of the ad carry a message of foreboding: “A perfect wife . . . until 6 P.M. But her 
marriage was marred by ‘One Neglect’ few husbands can forgive.” If the headline 
wasn’t enough to strike fear in the female reader, certainly the ad copy could: “Even 
the most loving husband may find it difficult to forget—or forgive—a wife’s careless-
ness, or ignorance, about intimate personal cleanliness. That’s why so many women 
use ‘Lysol’ regularly.”5

In this chapter, we’ll learn about gender stereotypes and female archetypes used 
in promoting beauty and personal care products. We’ll also look at the role that 
feminism has played in combating sex-role stereotypes featured across the media. Fi-
nally, we’ll find out what industries and institutions are doing to address potentially 
damaging gender stereotypes in advertising.

GENDER STEREOTYPES ARE MADE AND NOT BORN

The Donna Reed Show (1958–1966) was a popular American sitcom that portrayed 
the iconic image of the white, upper-middle-class, nuclear family living in the sub-
urbs in the postwar era. Donna Stone is a gracious and wholesome housewife to 
her handsome husband, Alex, a pediatrician, and a loving mother to their teenage 
children, Mary and Jeff. These gender roles, a man as the breadwinner and a woman 
as a homemaker and caretaker, aren’t merely reminiscent of a bygone era (see figure 
5.1). Rather, they persist as recurring themes portrayed in the media and reinforced 
by advertising.

Studies have revealed that women are more likely to be portrayed as product us-
ers in ads than they are as authority figures, and they are three times more likely to 
be shown at home rather than at work, as reported in a 2014 New Republic article.6 
The author, Mya Frazier, wrote, “A 2010 study found that in the U.S., women were 
portrayed as professionals in only 5.4 percent of ads, while men were depicted in 
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professional settings nearly three times more often. When ads included images of 
housekeeping, men were virtually non-existent, showing up in only 1.4 percent of ads 
studied, while women were shown in housekeeping roles in 32.4 percent of the ads.”7

Gender-stereotypic images pervade the media, which can amplify and strengthen 
fixed ideas of how women and men should behave. The rationale for using gender 
stereotypes in ads is that consumers commonly define themselves by gender, which 

Figure 5.1.  Traditional gender portrayals, such as the happy homemaker, were a staple 
of mid-twentieth-century advertising and still persist today. © Retrofile RF/George Marks
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can be “communicated at a glance.”8 This is especially useful when the brand story 
must be told in a matter of seconds.

Let’s take a deeper look at gender representation in advertising.

The Shape-versus-Mirror Debate

A running debate about advertising’s power to sway consumers raises the shape-
versus-mirror question. For example, a common complaint is that advertisers por-
tray women as sex objects. The question arises as to whether advertising is guilty of 
creating this stereotypical portrayal of women or is simply reinforcing an existing 
stereotype. The answer isn’t straightforward. “Stereotyping women as sex objects is 
a practice that is deeply embedded in our culture. Using such strategies also makes 
advertising a participant in shaping and reinforcing that cultural value.”9

A 2015 Psychology Today article cited a 2014 study that explored gender-role 
portrayals in advertising by poring over a month’s worth of ads in Dutch and Italian 
newspapers.10 Psychologists Stefano Tartaglia and Chiara Rollero chose Italy and the 
Netherlands as test cases because the two European countries exhibit very different 
gender-related values. Using Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, a model of national 
culture, Italy is one of the countries that score highest on the masculinity dimension, 
whereas the Netherlands is considered a feminine society.

Earlier content analysis of newspaper ads found that men typically appeared in oc-
cupational roles, while women were mostly displayed in decorative roles. Therefore, 
the researchers fully expected to make the same discovery, which they did. “Italian 
men were more likely to be depicted in a working or professional role, and Italian 
women were more likely to be depicted in a non-functional, decorative role or a 
leisure activity like jogging,”11 the article noted. With the Netherlands’ commitment 
to gender equality, the research team fully expected the country to display gender-
egalitarianism in the Dutch ads, which they didn’t. “Surprisingly, the pattern in the 
Dutch ads was almost identical to the pattern in the Italian ads. More men than 
women were shown at work, while more women than men were shown at play or in 
a passive decorative role,”12 the article said.

Hoping to contribute to the ongoing shaping-versus-mirroring debate on whether 
advertising reflects social and cultural values or creates them, the research team posed 
two hypothetical questions. The first was the mirroring hypothesis: Does advertis-
ing content reproduce and reflect cultural beliefs, norms, and values? According 
to the data, the answer was “yes” in Italy and “no” in the Netherlands. While the 
Dutch support gender equality, newspaper ads didn’t emphasize it, as women were 
frequently depicted in decorative and sexualized roles.13

The second hypothetical question was the molding hypothesis: Does advertising 
content deliberately shape cultural beliefs, norms, and values? For Italy, the answer 
was possibly, as it was unclear whether Italian women chose to stay home because 
of the images they’d seen in newspaper ads or for other reasons. The results for the 
Netherlands disputed the viability of this hypothesis. “Dutch men and women work 
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outside the home in nearly equal numbers, despite what is depicted in their newspa-
per ads,”14 the article explained.

Through the Looking Glass

You’re probably familiar with Lewis Carroll’s classic 1871 novel Through the 
Looking-Glass, and What Alice Found There, the sequel to his extremely popular 1865 
fantasy novel Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. In the later novel, the reader follows 
young Alice back into a whimsical world filled with a dizzying array of anthropo-
morphic creatures and characters. This time, however, instead of being transported 
into a fantasyland of the delightfully absurd by tumbling through a rabbit hole, Alice 
climbs through a mirror into an alternate reality. There, she must understand physi-
cal antipathies, or opposites, which at once amuse and confound.

As with Alice’s altered perception of people and objects, when we peer into a mir-
ror at ourselves, what bounces back at us may not be a reflection of our true selves 
but instead a version of ourselves based on how we imagine that we must appear 
to others; in effect, we take on the role of the other. In a phenomenon called the 
looking-glass self, we perceive and respond to what we feel or think others’ judgments 
of our appearance are and then create our self on the basis of those judgments.15 
The significance of this concept isn’t lost to marketers. They can use advertising as 
a powerful looking glass through which cultural narratives and images in the media 
are used to shape our view of the world—and ourselves.

The mass media functions as a looking glass to reflect and influence beliefs and at-
titudes about gender. Consider the depiction of females in advertising. Using women 
as cultural receptacles, some advertisers have been slow to abandon narrow and unre-
alistic portrayals of women, such as the happy homemaker, the sexpot, the sacrificial 
mother, the femme fatale, the girl next door, and others that pigeonhole women.

Take, for example, the advertising campaigns for Breck shampoo. Ads for the 
shampoo usually featured the iconic girl next door. In 1937, the first Breck Girl 
was a seventeen-year-old haloed golden girl. She appeared in Breck’s first national 
advertising campaign in 1946.16 Later ads featured models and actors as Breck Girls, 
such as Cheryl Tiegs, Cybill Shepherd, Kim Basinger, and Jaclyn Smith. The Breck 
Girl blossomed into a beauty icon in the 1940s and 1950s and remained relevant 
into the 1970s.

A 2000 Smithsonian Magazine article described the birth of the Breck Girls image: 
“The Breck Girls portraits were born during the Depression and came of age in the 
1940s and ’50s, times that shook cherished values, including long-held beliefs about 
the roles of men and women. Advertising executives responded by crafting and pre-
senting idealized images of an American woman they thought everyone could love, 
a woman both desirable and chaste.”17

When the feminist movement was in full swing in the 1970s, the company moved 
away from using younger models to stave off criticism claiming that the company 
was only using young women to sell hair products; however, the company did use a 
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young, baby-faced Brooke Shields, holding a doll, in a 1974 ad.18 Donna Alexander, 
the first African American Breck Girl—a Junior Miss Scholarship recipient and a 
college student of veterinary science—appeared in a 1975 ad.19

In 1978, the Breck Girl campaign was dropped to steer clear of feminist ire, only 
to be reprised with an updated name in 1987 “in response to hundreds of requests  
. . . and the public’s desire for nostalgia,” as quoted in a 1988 Chicago Tribune ar-
ticle.20 Although the Breck Girl’s narrative changed over the years, she still singularly 
projected an idealized and purified image of the American woman.

GENDER STEREOTYPES IN ADVERTISING:  
PERPETUATING THE MYTH OF NORMALITY

Actors Chris Evans and Evan Rachel Wood starred in a steamy ad campaign for 
Gucci Guilty fragrance for men in 2011. In one of the ads, Evans and Wood appear 
partially nude in the photograph and locked in an embrace. He is rising above her, 
his body pressed against her face and torso. Her face reaches for his, with her lips 
slightly parted.21

Using a well-choreographed stereotypical pose, this ad artfully presents an ideal 
portrayal of femininity and masculinity. Let’s dive into a discussion of gender-role 
portrayals in advertising.

Gender Roles That People Play

You may remember a 2011 commercial titled “Even Angels Will Fall,” for Axe/
Lynx Excite men’s deodorant.22 In the ad, set in a picturesque European village 
against a swelling orchestral backdrop, scantily clad, lithe female angels drop from 
the sky and land on the street. Awestruck villagers watch the possessed angels glide 
in a single direction. They arrive at their destination: a young guy standing next to 
a scooter. They fix their gaze upon the young guy and then defiantly peel off their 
haloes and smash them to the ground. The ad cuts to a bedroom scene of the young 
guy holding a can of Axe Excite and liberally spraying it over his chest. His eyes 
move up to an angel’s feather falling from above. He glances down at the can. The 
voiceover: “New Axe Excite. Even angels will fall.”23

This Axe ad is clearly aimed at a young male audience that probably won’t find it 
to be offensive or sexist in terms of gender, although South Africa banned the com-
mercial from the airwaves after a self-professed Christian complained.24 Still, the ad, 
and generally all early Axe advertising campaigns, used portrayals of gender to get 
its message across.

People have historically defined themselves by their gender. Gender role, defined 
as “the pattern of behavior, personality traits, and attitudes defining masculinity or 
femininity in a certain culture,”25 often determines how we behave, speak, or dress. 
These roles are picked up at an early age—in some cases, as early as age one. Personal 
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and commercial sources of information provide instruction in gender socialization 
for both girls and boys. The most persuasive commercial source is advertising used to 
support cultural expectations concerning the proper way for girls and boys, women 
and men, to appear and act.

One article reported the findings of a 1996 study on gender-role stereotyping.26 
The experimental study involved two groups of high school students. One group 
viewed magazine ads with stereotypical images of women, while the other group 
viewed non-stereotyped images. Both groups were asked to respond to statements 
relating to a woman in a role-neutral photograph. Six out of the twelve questionnaire 
statements contained differences in gender-role expectations, although these differ-
ences weren’t consistently associated with either experimental treatment or gender.

The results of the study provided further evidence that even transitory exposure 
to gender advertisements contributes to reinforcing gender roles. According to the 
study’s authors, “The results of this study suggest that the process of learning about 
gender-appropriate behavior and observing the gendered nature of social life may 
lead to the development of gender-specific heuristics—or seeing the world through 
gendered lenses.”27 For example, both females and males who viewed the role-neutral 
image were more likely to state that the woman in the image did most of the house-
hold chores.

“Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus”

A 1955 ad for Max Factor’s Color-Fast lipstick in “Crushed Rose” features an 
alluring photograph of an attractive woman and a handsome man. Her lips ap-
pear ready to greet his. The headline reads, “Nothing draws a man to a woman like 
Crushed Rose.” The first line of ad copy makes this promise: “You smooth it on, and 
suddenly love is just a kiss away!”28 This image depicts stereotypes of femininity and 
masculinity that fit or match a certain set of cultural expectations.

Advertising commonly displays gender roles and relationships through a variety 
of social cues. Some are subtle, while others are overt. But they nearly always leave 
a residual impact, especially when one is exposed repeatedly to the same advertising 
message. For example, men have been historically portrayed as powerful and domi-
nant figures, while women have been depicted as fragile and vulnerable characters.

In his seminal work Gender Advertisements, first published in 1976, famed soci-
ologist Erving Goffman framed the notion of gender display in this way: “lf gender 
be defined as the culturally established correlates of sex (whether in consequence 
of biology or learning), then gender display refers to conventionalized portrayals of 
these correlates.”29 Using gender-coded language and portrayals, advertisers reinvent 
social reality and play it back to us as a believable approximation of reality. Goffman 
called this “commercial realism,”

the standard transformation employed in contemporary ads, in which the scene is con-
ceivable in all detail as one that could in theory have occurred as pictured, providing us 
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with a simulated slice of life; but although the advertiser does not seem intent on passing 
the picture off as a caught one, the understanding seems to be that we will not press him 
too far to account for just what sort of reality the scene has.30

WOMAN AND HER SYMBOLS:  
ARCHETYPES IN ADVERTISING

If you’ve studied psychology, you may remember the theories of personality proposed 
by noted psychologists like Sigmund Freud, Karen Horney, and Carl Jung. The last 
proposed the existence of archetypes, or “universally recognized ideas and behavior 
patterns.”31 Advertising heavily borrows from Jung’s archetypes. For example, the 
“wise old woman” archetype often appears in advertising messages that feature 
professionals like doctors, lawyers, teachers, nurses, and caregivers, and, as the cor-
responding shadow or the dark side, witches.

In the context of advertising, an archetype is defined as “an artificial statistical 
construction in human form, an individual personification or representation drawn 
from research and observation of a group.”32 For example, when we divide a popula-
tion according to demographic characteristics, such as age, education, gender, eth-
nicity, and so on, a snapshot of that segment of the population emerges, which can 
be viewed as an archetype.

An archetype shouldn’t be confused with a stereotype, “a representation of a cultural 
group that emphasizes a trait or group of traits that may or may not communicate 
an accurate representation of the group.”33 A stereotype can carry a negative meaning 
when a group is inappropriately caricatured. For example, a common complaint is 
that women are too often depicted in ads as housewives, decorative or sex objects, 
submissive, incompetent, and incapable of making the big decisions.34

Jung’s archetypes have inspired the creation of archetype models used by advertis-
ers. For example, authors Margaret Mark and Carol S. Pearson propose a twelve-
archetype model that aligns each archetype with a particular set of values, desires, 
characteristics, and motivational drivers.35 These archetypes include categories such 
as “Hero,” “Magician,” “Jester,” and “Lover.”

Archetypes and stereotypes are helpful shorthand devices used by advertisers. In 
the case of stereotypes, advertisers must weigh the advertising efficiency of using 
them in advertising messages against the risks of offending the very audiences they’re 
trying to reach. For example, the homemaker stereotype was a dominant portrayal 
of women through the 1930s. Early advertising messages relying on this stereotype 
often portrayed women as childlike, helpless, foolish, or deferential. For example, a 
1939 print ad for Kellogg’s Pep cereal uses an image of a husband and wife. The hus-
band wears the conventional gray flannel suit, while the wife wears the “housewives’ 
uniform” and holds a duster. His arm is wrapped around her waist. He gazes down at 
her approvingly. She girlishly smiles up at him. The text in the speech bubble reads: 
“So the harder a wife works, the cuter she looks!”36
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Borrowing from Mark and Pearson’s archetype model, let’s look at a few examples 
of cosmetic and personal care brands and the archetypes that they embody.

•  “The Caregiver”: Motivated by a desire to take care of and protect others, the 
Caregiver is inherently compassionate, nurturing, and selfless. Committed to 
the betterment of others, the Caregiver likes to help others for the sake of pure 
altruism.37 An example of a Caregiver brand is Johnson & Johnson. For its baby 
products, the company makes a pledge “to create the gentlest baby products in 
the world.”38 Advertising messages typically capture touching moments between 
a mother and her baby, where the product is positioned as a helper.

•  “The Innocent”: Guided by deeply held beliefs, the Innocent archetype may be 
described as an idealistic optimist who puts a positive spin on a difficult situ-
ation and encourages others to keep calm and carry on. The Innocent is eager 
to take up causes and opportunities where they can “put their personal values 
into action.”39 An example of an Innocent brand is Unilever’s Dove. The brand 
exudes positivity, believing that “beauty should be for everyone.” Dove products 
promise to help women reach their personal beauty potential. A good example 
of an advertising campaign that demonstrates Dove’s firmly held values is its 
“Campaign for Real Beauty” (2004), which has been instrumental in changing 
the way that women are portrayed in beauty ads. The campaign was followed 
by the formation of the Dove Self-Esteem Project. The project’s goal is to be 
“an agent of change to educate and inspire girls on a wider definition of beauty 
and to make them feel more confident about themselves.”40

•  “The Lover”: Building close relationships is the chief goal of the Lover. Pas-
sionate and romantic by nature, Lovers view themselves as being especially 
appreciative of others.41 The Lover seeks opportunities to cultivate emotional 
connectedness and to become physically attractive in every way. Many cosmetic 
and fragrance brands fit the Lover archetype. Consider the Chanel brand and its 
Chanel No5 fragrance, one of the world’s most iconic perfumes. The fragrance 
embodies passion, intimacy, and sensual pleasure. Coco Chanel described the 
fragrance as “a woman’s perfume, with the scent of a woman.” A 2013 ad cam-
paign for Chanel No5 resurrects Marilyn Monroe to be reborn as the face of 
No5. The print campaign uses a seductive black-and-white shot of Marilyn from 
1955. She is coquettishly posing with a bottle of the perfume.42

•  The Magician”: The primary desire of the Magician is to seek the fundamental 
laws of how things work and to apply these lessons to getting things accom-
plished. Charismatic, creative, and quixotic, the Magician strives to make 
dreams come true and urges others to believe that anything is possible.43 An 
example of a Magician brand is Unilever’s Axe/Lynx. For some time, the Axe 
brand was all about products that made guys “look, feel, and smell their most 
attractive.” Employing “the Axe Effect,” ads often showed a regular guy using the 
product and suddenly being transformed into a veritable babe magnet. Over the 
years, the brand has grown up and shed its one-dimensionality, acknowledging 
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that “the rules of attraction are changing and that it is about connection, not 
conquest.” A 2016 ad campaign titled “Find Your Magic” recognizes that tradi-
tional masculinity is peeling away, and it’s all about “embracing one’s individual 
sense of how to be a man,” according to the 2016 Adweek article.44

THE MYTH BUSTERS:  
FROM FEMINISM TO FEMPOWERMENT

As the feminist movement of the 1960s and early 1970s shifted into high gear, the 
old advertising tricks of the trade employed by real-life Don Drapers of the Mad 
Men era weren’t working as well. Many advertisers faced resistance from feminist 
groups, such as the National Organization for Women (NOW), which challenged 
sex-role stereotypes featured across the mass media. These groups argued that media 
portrayals of women operated “as a primary means for introducing and promoting 
female role stereotypes and sexism” and called for academic research endeavors to 
explore the problem. According to one piece, feminist theorists mainly studied and 
focused on the following images: “portrayals that were unrealistic and limited; pic-
tures of women as sex objects, ‘happy housewives’ themes of females as incompetent, 
portrayals of women’s dependency upon men; and underrepresentation of working 
women.”45

Feminist Groups Take Resolute Action Against Sexism in Advertising

During the 1970s, feminist groups put their fighting words into action by holding 
advertisers to account. They held protests, boycotted products, filed lawsuits, and 
waged letter-writing campaigns.46 Starting in 1970, NOW created the “Barefoot and 
Pregnant Award of the Week for Advertising Degrading to Women.”47 The certificate 
indicated the name of the offender, the ad, where the ad was seen or heard, and why 
the ad was deemed objectionable.

When the federal government failed to address sexism in the media, feminist 
groups sought the help of self-regulatory organizations, such as the National Adver-
tising Review Board (NARB). In 1975, the NARB released a report titled “Advertis-
ing & Women” that confirmed what feminist groups were saying all along about the 
prevalence of sexism in advertising and the perpetuation of gender stereotypes. The 
NARB went one step further by providing advertisers with guidelines for updating 
their representations of women to reflect the new realities of a society that had ap-
parently passed many advertisers by.48

By now, scores of academicians and scholars were conducting studies and publish-
ing papers on gender depictions of women in the media, which put further pressure 
on advertisers to address potentially harmful gender stereotypes in ads. Feminist 
scholars and writers at the forefront of critiquing the role of women in society and 
the oppression of women that pervaded in the American mass media and culture 
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included Betty Friedan (The Feminine Mystique, 1963), Gloria Steinem (cofounder 
of Ms. magazine), Germaine Greer (The Female Eunuch, 1970), Susan Brownmiller 
(Against Our Will: Men, Women, and Rape, 1975), and Kate Millett (Sexual Politics, 
1970), to name a few.

In her seminal work The Beauty Myth: How Images of Beauty Are Used Against 
Women, first published in 1990, feminist writer Naomi Wolf argued that the persis-
tence of unrealistic and unattainable standards of physical attractiveness, which were 
promoted through the commercial interests of the mass media, can trigger women 
to engage in unhealthy behaviors, such as disordered eating, and instigate an obses-
sion with appearance. Wolf wrote, “A cultural fixation on female thinness is not an 
obsession about female beauty but an obsession about female obedience.”49

The Rise of Fempowerment

By 2010, a new genre of advertising was emerging: “femvertising.” More advertis-
ers were challenging gender norms, empowering women and girls, and shattering 
stereotypes (see figure 5.2). From a 2016 Adweek article: “From Always’ #LikeAGirl 
to Nike’s #BetterForIt, women are being encouraged, celebrated, held up not for how 
they look but for what they can accomplish.”50

Figure 5.2.  Several beauty and personal care brands are communicating more positive 
and empowering messages to girls and shattering gender stereotypes. © E+/GlobalStock
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In 2014, ad agency Leo Burnett created a groundbreaking digital and social media 
campaign for P&G’s Always, titled “#LikeAGirl,” which demonstrated the negative 
connotations of gendered language on young girls’ self-esteem and confidence. In the 
video, young people are asked what it means to run, fight, and throw “like a girl.” 
They respond by caricaturing what it means to perform these activities “like a girl.” 
Then a series of young girls are asked the same set of questions. They respond by 
springing into action, with focus and determination. The others quickly recognize 
their blunder. The tagline reads, “Rewrite the Rules.” The campaign resulted in “a 
social media movement that aims to redefine what it means to do something ‘like a 
girl,’”51 as reported in a 2014 ABC News article.

As refreshing as “fempowerment” advertising is, how do we know it works? Rely 
on research, which has found that fempowerment ads not only generate impres-
sions but also leave impressions. According to the Adweek article, “Women ages 
18 to 34 are twice as likely to think highly of a brand that made an empowering 
ad and nearly 80 percent more likely to like, share, comment and subscribe after 
watching one.”52

Other beauty and personal care brands are using fempowerment ads to send a 
positive message to women and girls, as well as to depict them more accurately and 
realistically. One of the first campaigns to use this advertising approach was Dove’s 
“Campaign for Real Beauty.” Dove’s real-beauty message has struck a chord across 
a broad swath of women across the globe. Examples of the campaign include a 
groundbreaking billboard ad in 2004 that featured women of all different shapes 
and sizes to promote Dove’s firming collection (“New Dove Firming. As tested 
on real curves”); a striking time-lapse web video, titled “Evolution” (2006), show-
ing a pretty, wholesome girl transformed into a billboard model through artificial 
means of makeup and digital manipulation (“No wonder our perception of beauty 
is distorted”); and Dove’s “Real Beauty Sketches” viral ad in 2013, which used an 
FBI-trained forensic artist to demonstrate that women view themselves as far less 
attractive than strangers do (“You are more beautiful than you think”).

All in all, progress has been made in addressing gender stereotypes in ads. The real-
ity is, however, that stereotypes aren’t easily extinguished. When faced with compet-
ing ideas or imagery, people are often slow to accept norms that may not conform to 
existing stereotypes about their social group. A 2016 Daily Mail article cited a study 
that found that gender stereotypes are as strong today as they were thirty years ago, 
and that “more people think men are more likely to avoid ‘traditional’ female roles 
such as taking care of children and looking after the house than they did in 1983.”53 
The study concluded,

Changes in the activities and representation of women and men in society have unques-
tionably occurred since the early 1980s. Nonetheless, those changes apparently have not 
been sufficient to alter strongly held and seemingly functional beliefs about the basic 
social category of gender, where a variety of psychological processes may be at work that 
lead to the continued maintenance of gender stereotypes. 54
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REGULATORS AND INDUSTRY PLAYERS LEAN ON 
ADVERTISERS TO DO THE RIGHT THING

The Advertising Standards Authority (ASA), Britain’s advertising watchdog, has 
taken a tougher stance on ads that use potentially harmful and blatant gender ste-
reotypes. The ASA has pledged to scrap ads that show women as solely responsible 
for cleaning up a family mess. A 2017 Marketing Week article noted that the ASA 
may yank ads suggesting that certain activities identified with girls are unsuitable for 
boys and vice versa.55 Also, the ASA may get rid of ads that depict men as foolishly 
bungling simple parental duties or household chores. This initiative is outlined in a 
2017 ASA report, titled “Depictions, Perceptions and Harm: A Report on Gender 
Stereotypes in Advertising,” which found that gender stereotypes have the potential 
to “cause harm by inviting assumptions about adults and children that might nega-
tively restrict how they see themselves and how others see them.”56

By 2019, the ASA made good on its pledge and instituted a ban on ads in Britain 
that depict “‘harmful gender stereotypes’ or those which are likely to cause ‘serious 
or widespread offence,’” as reported in a 2019 BBC News article.57 ASA’s chief ex-
ecutive, Guy Parker, is quoted as saying, “Our evidence shows how harmful gender 
stereotypes in ads can contribute to inequality in society, with costs for all of us. Put 
simply, we found that some portrayals in ads can, over time, play a part in limiting 
people’s potential.”58

The European Association of Communications Agencies (EACA), which repre-
sents more than 2,500 communications agencies and agency associations from thirty 
European countries and is a part of the European Advertising Standards Alliance 
(EASA), has pledged to redouble its commitment to deal with “irresponsible gender 
mainstreaming in media and advertising” across EU member states.59 In a position 
statement, the EACA underscored its commitment to combating stereotypes and 
bringing about a balanced portrayal of women and men in ads.60

Where does the United States stand on ads that reinforce harmful gender stereo-
types? The FTC’s Division of Advertising Practices enforces federal laws pertaining 
to truth in advertising. The agency monitors the accuracy of claims for food, over-
the-counter drugs, dietary supplements, alcohol, and tobacco; advertising to chil-
dren; performance claims for high-tech products and conduct related to the internet; 
and other related matters. The FTC is not mandated to protect consumers against 
negative and potentially harmful gender stereotypes in advertising.

“You’ve Come a Long Way, Baby”—Maybe

In 1968, Philip Morris launched Virginia Slims, the first cigarette brand marketed 
specifically to women (and the last cigarette commercial to air on the national net-
works), with an ad campaign using the slogan “You’ve come a long way, baby.” The 
question is, have we come far enough in vaporizing gender stereotyping in advertising?
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Joint research done by the Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media at Mount 
Saint Mary’s University and J. Walter Thompson (JWT) New York, in collaboration 
with the University of Southern California’s Viterbi School of Engineering, analyzed 
more than 2,000 films, in English only, from the Cannes Lions archive spanning 
a ten-year period. Among the reported findings, men received about four times as 
much screen time as women and spoke about seven times more often than women 
in advertising, as cited in a 2017 Marketing Week article.61 “The research found there 
are twice as many male characters in ads as female characters and 25% of ads feature 
men only, in comparison to just 5% featuring women only. Similarly, 18% of ads 
feature male voices, while less than 3% of ads feature female voices only,”62 the article 
said. The study, called “Unpacking Gender Bias in Advertising,” was presented at the 
2017 Cannes Lions International Festival of Creativity.63

Industry-wide efforts to do something about gender stereotyping in the media are 
finally getting somewhere. For example, the Unstereotype Alliance, spearheaded by 
Unilever in partnership with UN Women and other industry leaders and organiza-
tions, has pledged to eradicate stereotypical portrayals of gender in advertising and 
all brand content. Alliance members include Unilever, Procter & Gamble, Google, 
Microsoft, Mars, Johnson & Johnson, Twitter, Mattel, World Federation of Advertis-
ers, and the Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media.64

The initiative comes on the heels of Unilever’s own global research revealing that 
sexist stereotypes exist in advertising. “Just 3% of ads featured women in a leader-
ship or managerial role. And 40% of women did not identify with their portrayal in 
advertising spots,” as cited in a 2017 Fortune article.65 Unilever’s research showed that 
gender stereotypes can be subtle yet pervasive across all types of ads, and the problem 
of stereotyping “is most acute in the portrayal of women,” as reported in a 2016 
article in the Guardian.66 Keith Weed, former chief marketing and communications 
officer at Unilever, was quoted as saying, “The time is right for us as an industry to 
challenge and change how we portray gender in our advertising. Our industry spends 
billions of dollars annually shaping perceptions and we have a responsibility to use 
this power in a positive manner.”67

A 2017 Adweek article pointed out that the American ad industry has wrestled 
with and debated the problem of gender stereotyping in advertising for some time.68 
Jess Greenwood, global chief marketing officer at New York–based ad agency R/GA, 
suggested that any meaningful regulation of sexist ads won’t occur in the United 
States. She noted that advertisers on both sides of the pond are leaning toward “much 
more inclusive representations” driven by consumer demand. Gina Grillo, president 
and CEO of the nonprofit organization the Advertising Club of New York, echoed: 
“U.S. consumers vote [yea] or nay at the cash register. It’s a new world, and compa-
nies that are delivering outdated stereotypes are no longer resonating.”69

In the next chapter, we’ll explore the decorative role of women in advertising. 
We’ll also examine the objectification of women in advertising. Finally, we’ll look at 
the use of sexual imagery in ads and put the theory that “sex sells” to the test.
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The stereotype is the Eternal Feminine. She is the Sexual Object sought by all men, and 
by all women. She is of neither sex, for she has herself no sex at all. Her value is solely 
attested by the demand she excites in others. All she must contribute is her existence. She 
need achieve nothing, for she is the reward of achievement.

—From The Female Eunuch, by Germaine Greer (1970)

If you were asked to pick a single word to describe the Calvin Klein brand, you might 
choose chic, minimalist, seductive, bold, sophisticated, supermodels, or androgynous. 
You may also associate the brand with its provocative advertising campaigns, such as 
the 1980 eyebrow-raising campaign for Calvin Klein jeans featuring a then-15-year-
old Brooke Shields cooing, “Do you know what comes between me and my Calvins? 
Nothing.”1 Calvin Klein has turned his name into a global brand powerhouse while 
repeatedly stress-testing the adage, “There’s no such thing as bad publicity.”

In 1985, Calvin Klein’s Obsession fragrance sparked embers with its oriental spicy 
scent for women. The fragrance was launched using a sultry advertising campaign 
with the arousing tagline, “Between love and madness lies obsession.” From a 2003 
AdAge article: “The campaign shook up the world of scent advertising with shots of 
nude men and women. The shock effect worked for Calvin Klein: Obsession hit sales 
of $30 million in its first year.”2

In 1988, polymath David Lynch, perhaps best known for the popular television 
crime drama Twin Peaks, was hired to direct a series of moody black-and-white TV 
spots for the fragrance.3 In this campaign, Lynch cast two lead actors from Twin 
Peaks to appear in four vignette ads, which were inspired by the works of Gustave 
Flaubert’s Madame Bovary (1856), D. H. Lawrence’s Women in Love (1920), F. Scott 
Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby (1925), and Ernest Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises 

6
The Decorative Sex
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(1926). In each ad, a narrator delivered a passage about doomed love from the novel 
while the actors performed a dramatic reenactment.4

In just six years following its debut, Obsession generated more than $100 million 
in annual worldwide wholesale sales, making it one of the top-selling fragrances in 
the world.5

Calvin Klein’s shock-and-awe approach to advertising continued to work for 
the brand, while also periodically igniting a firestorm of criticism. For example, in 
1992, the designer’s underwear ads featured a shirtless Mark Wahlberg cast with a 
topless Kate Moss. This time the controversy was over Moss’s alarmingly thin frame. 
“She was too skinny, the arguments went, an unrealistic, unattainable role model 
for young women the commercials were targeting,” as quoted in a 2015 Vogue ar-
ticle titled “Sex Sells: Calvin Klein’s 1990s Ads Stirred Libidos and Controversies 
in Equal Measure.”6 The Moss campaign, juxtaposed with other campaigns from 
the early 1990s, stirred public sentiment. President Bill Clinton even personally 
weighed in on the ads. “The images were so shocking at the time for their depic-
tions of waifish, adolescent beauty they were accused of promoting ‘heroin chic’ 
aesthetics and condemned by President Bill Clinton in 1995 and again in 1997,” 
as noted in a 2017 Vogue article.7 The brand didn’t suffer a blowback from the 
controversy. The campaign struck gold, helping the company to gross $85 million 
within twelve months.8

Calvin Klein still courts controversy over its use of risqué ads. For example, in 
2016, Calvin Klein’s underwear campaign triggered a new round of debate. The 
2016 ABC News article “Calvin Klein’s New, Racy Ad Campaign Sparks Contro-
versy” noted that social media ads asked users to complete this fill-in-the-blank 
sentence: “I _____ in my Calvins.”9 The campaign featured top models Abbey Lee 
Kershaw and Kendall Jenner and actor Klara Kristin. One of the photos that made 
headlines featured Kristin posing in a skirt above a camera. The caption read, “I 
flash in #mycalvins” together with #takeapeek. Once again, the fashion maestro of 
shockvertising managed not only to grab eyeballs but also to grab free headlines and 
sound bites.

In this chapter, we’ll examine how women are portrayed in decorative roles in 
advertising, with a focus on cosmetics advertising. We’ll also introduce the concepts 
of hypersexualization and objectification in preparation for our discussion of sexual 
objectification in advertising. Finally, we’ll look at recent government and industry 
policies and measures that have been taken to combat female objectification in the 
media.

THE DECORATIVE ROLE: A CENTURY OF WOMEN  
IN COSMETICS ADVERTISING

For nearly 2,000 years, women all over the world have used some variation of cold 
cream to smooth skin and remove makeup. Cold creams are nothing more than 
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water-in-oil emulsions, which are also used as the base for other cosmetic products, 
such as foundation cream, cleansing cream, vanishing cream, and moisturizing cream. 
Despite the sameness or near sameness of the products, early cosmetics advertising 
boasted their unique product benefits, with slogans emphasizing reliability (“Never 
hardens” and “The delicate fragrance lasts”), safety and health (“Never irritates” and 
“Good for your skin”), and youthfulness (“Keeps the schoolgirl complexion”).10

Decades later, a substantial body of market research found that a consumer’s 
response to cosmetics advertising was determined more by “the expectations and 
preferences of other women—what was called ‘other-directed’ pitches—than by her 
own ‘inner-directed’ goals such as age reduction or the promotion of health.”11 In 
1967, a study analyzed ads from three American women’s magazines between 1913 
and 1964. Among the thirteen product categories surveyed, the study laid bare the 
fact that only cosmetics still stressed “an emotional, other-directed appeal,” such as 
other-directed femininity in ads.12

Let’s take a revealing look at the history of cosmetics advertising and its depiction 
of women.

It All Began with Powder

The first rough ads for cosmetics ran in European newspapers during the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries. Early ads were for lead-based powder used to whiten 
the skin and hair. Also, early American newspapers advertised products such as the 
beauty patch, which was used to hide facial blemishes and scars (such as smallpox 
scars), rouge, and lipstick.13

The first commercial American cosmetic products were Chesebrough’s Vaseline 
Petroleum Jelly, created in 1859, and Pond’s Cleansing Cream and Pond’s Extract, 
first produced in 1846.14 These products were promoted through testimonials, prod-
uct brochures, and advertising trade cards (small brightly colored cards), which were 
distributed through apothecary shops. Pond’s, for example, hired J. Walter Thomp-
son Company, one of the earliest ad agencies in the United States, to develop its 
first national advertising campaign in 1886.15 For Pond’s, one of its first clients, the 
agency created the award-winning Pond’s Girl ad campaign that carried the slogan 
“Avoid sunburn, freckles and chaps.”16

The 1880s and 1890s ushered in advances in printing technology and an in-
creased use of high-quality illustrations in print media, which contributed to the 
popularization of “pretty girl” pictures in advertising.17 For example, in the 1880s, 
one of the earliest images of realistic ads featured the smiling “Sozodont Girl” for 
Sozodont toothpaste. The Sozodont Girl, an ultrafeminine image of ideal Victorian 
beauty, was first captured as a woodcut portrait and carried the headline “Pearls in 
the Mouth.”18 At the same time, advertising that emphasized public prudishness of 
the Victorian period was yielding to advertising that showed readers just a little skin. 
According to Soap, Sex, and Cigarettes: A Cultural History of American Advertising: 
“Advertisers then found that a peek at the forbidden could bring readers to a halt. 
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Since the Victorians covered their bodies from chin to toes, it took only a hemline 
lifted to the ankle to arrest the viewer.”19

Advertising of cosmetic preparations was spotty during the 1800s, as the use of 
cosmetics was still frowned upon. “The discreet use of certain cosmetics—including 
hair tint, cheek rouge and body powder on the arms and neckline—to cover the signs 
of aging was permissible.”20

The soap trade, which had grown into a budding industry, was one of the first to 
employ large-scale advertising. In the 1890s, N. K. Fairbank Co., a Chicago-based 
soap manufacturer, used the arts and crafts style in its ad for Fairy soap.21 Around 
the same time, British-made Pears soap ran a string of full-page ads that used original 
paintings by well-known artists and illustrators and carried the tagline: “Good morn-
ing! Have you used Pears’ soap?”22 Also, Pears soap was one of the first commodities 
to use product endorsements, which featured stage celebrity Lillie Langtry and opera 
star Adelina Patti.23

The Soap Wars

The emergence of a modern consumer culture in the 1920s led to the develop-
ment of urban retail forms, such as chain stores (Woolworth’s) and department stores 
(Federated Department Stores), as well as the continued popularity of mail-order 
businesses, like Sears, Roebuck and Co., which published its first catalogue (“the 
Consumers’ Bible”) in 1888. With robust growth within the domestic market and 
the rise of mass markets, cosmetics use gained greater acceptance, which opened 
the door to a wave of cosmetics advertising. “With heightened national production 
capabilities and the development of a professional advertising industry, 20th-century 
producers were able to send positive messages about cosmetic consumption to a wide 
array of Americans,” according to The American Beauty Industry Encyclopedia.24 As a 
result, cosmetic ads flooded the pages of popular women’s magazines, such as Good 
Housekeeping, McCall’s, and Ladies’ Home Journal.

As competition heated up, especially in the fiercely competitive beauty soap cat-
egory, cosmetics manufacturers more aggressively promoted their products to stand 
out in a crowded marketplace. In advertising messages, emotional and psychological 
appeals, such as sex, status, esteem, well-being, pleasure, and so on, were employed to 
make products more aesthetically pleasing or interesting to consumers. For example, 
in 1911, J. Walter Thompson created a print ad for Woodbury’s facial soap that used 
a painting of a good-looking couple in evening attire and had an enticing headline: 
“A skin you love to touch.”25 The ad broke new ground by using sex appeal to sell a 
product. Other soap makers tried to connect with consumers at an emotional level. 
Created by New York–based ad agency Benton and Bowles Inc. in 1928, a Palmolive 
soap ad features a picture of a young mother dotingly adjusting her young son’s bow 
tie as he gazes at her adoringly. The caption reads, “His first love.”26

The 1920s introduced an entirely new advertising medium: radio. At first, people 
weren’t enthralled with the “talking box” and considered it to be in bad taste and 
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intrusive. Still, the cosmetics industry embraced the new medium and spent heavily 
to promote their products by sponsoring radio programs and buying commercial 
spots. In 1931, Lady Esther became the first cosmetics firm to devote almost its en-
tire advertising budget to radio.27 The company sponsored national radio programs, 
such as The Lady Esther Serenade, featuring Wayne King and his orchestra, and Lady 
Esther Presents Orson Welles.

During the late 1920s and early 1930s, the Art Deco style, which used symmetri-
cal, geometric, and streamlined images and forms, surfaced in cosmetics and toiletry 
ads. For example, Odorono, a toilet water (the equivalent of an antiperspirant) mar-
keted to women, used colorful ads featuring “angular drawings of women with long 
necks and limbs that connote elegance.”28 In those days, most people didn’t think 
they needed deodorant, especially men, who were expected to have a musky smell 
of body odor, or they believed that the product was harmful. Furthermore, it was 
taboo for women to broach such matters in public. Early ads created by J. Walter 
Thompson used a fear appeal, or “whisper copy,” to convince women that “excessive 
perspiration” was an unseemly medical condition and that if they suffered from it, 
tongues would wag.29

Major cosmetics manufacturers thrived by producing and promoting new cos-
metic products and makeup colors to meet consumer demand. For example, as many 
as 1,500 face creams greased up the marketplace. By the late 1920s, every woman 
purchased a pound of face powder annually.30 Max Factor, famed makeup artist and 
founder of the cosmetics giant Max Factor & Company, pioneered the “color har-
mony” principles of makeup. In 1927, he introduced the Society Make-up line, the 
company’s first cosmetic line to gain national distribution. For women who weren’t 
accustomed to wearing makeup, the cosmetic line helped them choose makeup shades 
that “harmonized” with their complexion, hair, and eyes. Several ads for the collection 
featured glamorous actors of the day, such as Carole Lombard and Anita Page. In the 
ads, the stars tell women that they can look like a screen star if they use the makeup 
line (“Like the Screen Stars . . . Have Your Make-Up in Color Harmony”).31

Connecting with the African American Consumer

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, cosmetics advertising 
attempted to reach African American consumers, which in turn helped to bolster 
support for African American newspapers and magazines. Products like commercial 
hair straighteners and skin-lightening preparations were frequently advertised in the 
press. For instance, banker and manufacturer Anthony Overton was the first African 
American to establish a multi-business industry. In 1898, he formed the Overton 
Hygienic Manufacturing Company.32 Its nationally recognized High Brown Face 
Powder was “the first market success in the sale of cosmetics for Black women.”33 
Overton promoted this powder and other toiletry products in Black newspapers.34

In 1905, Madam C. J. Walker, née Sarah Breedlove, made her fortune by creat-
ing and marketing a successful line of beauty and hair products for Black women 
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through Madam C. J. Walker Manufacturing Company. Walker, who had picked up 
advertising techniques from her newspaperman husband, transformed the hair and 
beauty industry by inventing a treatment for hair loss, a common condition among 
Black and white women caused by an inadequate diet and harsh hair treatments. 
Like Overton’s company, Walker’s company became a leading advertiser in Black 
newspapers.35

In the Nude, in the Limelight

During the 1930s, cosmetics companies continued to use emotional and psycho-
logical appeals in their advertising, with an emphasis on beauty in a bar. For example, 
in 1930, ad agency Pedlar & Ryan created an ad for Procter & Gamble Co.’s Camay 
soap that issued this warning to women: “Someone’s eyes are forever searching your 
face, comparing you with other women.”36 In another series of Camay ads, illustra-
tions of beaming young women dressed in bridal gowns were featured alongside 
testimonials that spoke to Camay’s ability to improve their skin complexion.37

In 1936, Woodbury facial soap was the first product to show a nude woman 
in its national advertising.38 Its ad agency, J. Walter Thompson, hired renowned 
photographer Edward Steichen to create a nude series designed to give the product 
an artistic flair. The ad copy emphasized health and beauty, such as “Bathe all your 
skin for Beauty in the ‘Filtered Sunshine’ of Woodbury’s Gentle Lather!”39 Other 
cosmetics companies pushed the envelope of propriety. For example, a 1931 ad for 
Listerine deodorant displayed a photograph of a nude woman’s back and the side of 
her breast.40

The arrival of color photographic film was a major turning point in the cosmetics 
industry, requiring manufacturers to create formulations that produced natural-
looking skin tones.41 In 1937, Max Factor, with his roots in the motion picture in-
dustry, quickly seized on this technological breakthrough by launching Max Factor’s 
Pan-Cake Make-Up. Furnishing a matte finish and providing a natural complexion, 
the foundation was first used on actors’ faces and then on consumers’ faces when 
Factor introduced the product to general merchandisers in 1938. Factor recruited 
some of Hollywood’s screen goddesses to appear in the print ads for the product, 
including Rosalind Russell, Loretta Young, Lana Turner, and Judy Garland. Each ad 
featured the celebrity and mentioned a current film in which she had a starring role. 
The ad copy made a direct link between the glamorous star and the product. In an 
ad featuring Judy Garland, the headline read: “A Glamorous NOW . . . a lovelier 
TOMORROW.”42

By the 1940s, the cosmetics industry was booming. Market leaders like Max Fac-
tor, Maybelline, and Helena Rubinstein influenced the direction that the market 
took. Media use expanded to include television. Maybelline was the first cosmetic 
brand to use both radio and television. Maybelline also made extensive use of ce-
lebrity tie-ins and endorsements, including Hollywood film stars like Hedy Lamarr 
and Joan Crawford.43
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Fire and Ice, Sugar and Spice

The cosmetics industry entered a golden age in the 1950s. Women were expected 
to take full advantage of beauty products, and many were afraid to leave home 
without wearing a full face of makeup (see figure 6.1). In 1952, Revlon developed 
one of the most talked-about beauty campaigns for the launch of its “Fire and Ice” 
lipstick and nail enamel. Businessweek called the campaign “the most effective ads 

Figure 6.1.  The 1950s makeup looks emphasized refinement, glamour, and sophistica-
tion. © Retrofile RF/George Marks
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in cosmetics history,” and Advertising Age named it the best ad of the year.44 The 
magazine spreads featured raven-haired American model Dorian Leigh, who was one 
of the first Revlon Girls. Leigh was photographed wearing a sparkling silver gown 
framed by a billowy scarlet cape. Incidentally, the identical composition—same 
dress, same cape, same image—was used in a 2010 campaign featuring actor Jessica 
Biel to mark Revlon’s rerelease of three “lip-and-tip” pairings in a “vintage inspired 
collection.”45

Sexually suggestive ads, often disguised as visual metaphor, kept cropping up in 
cosmetics ads, even for deodorant. For example, in 1959, Bristol-Myers Squibb Co. 
hired ad agency Ogilvy, Benson & Mather to handle advertising for its Ban deodor-
ant brand. At the time, broadcast networks didn’t allow advertisers to show actual 
people putting on deodorant. So then, the decision was made to depict the human 
anatomy with a tableau of classical nude statues in the commercial and to use a Brit-
ish voiceover: “In the mature male and the mature female. . .”46 Other advertisers 
turned up the heat. In the 1960s, Noxzema ran a commercial for its men’s shaving 
cream that featured a man shaving to bump-and grind stripper music, with a sultry 
blonde, former Miss Sweden Gunilla Knutson, egging men on, “Take it off. Take it 
all off.”47

The 1960s counterculture movement celebrated ideals of natural beauty, and the 
cosmetics industry responded in kind. Several brands stressed the ability to achieve a 
natural look. For instance, in 1961, New York ad agency Sullivan, Stauffer, Colwell 
& Bayles (SSC&B) created a print ad campaign for the launch of CoverGirl’s cos-
metics line. The ads used photographs of young, fresh-faced models appearing on 
fake covers of magazines such as Woman’s Day, Redbook, Vogue, and McCall’s.48 The 
ads used this headline, “At last! A Cover Girl complexion . . . so natural you can’t 
believe it’s make-up!”49

Cosmetics companies also continued to capitalize on movie tie-ins and celeb-
rity endorsements. For instance, in 1968, Yardley of London featured actor Olivia 
Hussey, who played Juliet in the 1968 film adaptation of Romeo and Juliet, in print 
ads for its Next to Nothing makeup line. The actor was photographed in a high-
necked lacy top. The ad copy read: “Now You See It. Now You Don’t.”50

I Am Woman

By the 1970s, cosmetics companies provided a broader range of makeup looks 
geared toward the diverse needs of different women. Several major cosmetics com-
panies started to tailor-make product lines geared toward people of color or acquired 
existing brands that had already built a reputation in this market segment. “Beginning 
in the 1970s, the major cosmetics marketers began adding product lines that catered 
to customers of color, buying African-American-owned competitors such as Johnson 
Products and Soft Sheen Products and using Black models in their advertising.”51

Consider Somali-born model Iman, who, according to Time magazine, “chal-
lenged the notions of beauty in the pages of fashion magazines.”52 Iman became one 
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of the first models of color to enter into an exclusive cosmetics contract with Revlon. 
In the 1980s, she appeared in an ad campaign that introduced the tagline, “The most 
unforgettable women in the world wear Revlon,” which celebrated a broad spectrum 
of beauty.53

Several cosmetics brands conveyed the liberated woman in their advertising mes-
sages. For example, in 1973, Revlon Inc. released a new fragrance labeled Charlie. 
The company created an original advertising campaign for the launch, which revo-
lutionized fragrance advertising. “The Charlie ad campaign shook up the fragrance 
market. Revlon’s in-house Creative Workshop in 1973 created the best-known cam-
paign, featuring model Shelley Hack as the ‘Charlie girl,’ an independent—perhaps 
even employed—female who selected her own scent.”54

The Bold and the Beautiful

An October 1981 issue of Life magazine called Shelley Hack, Lauren Hutton, 
and Iman for Revlon; Margaux Hemingway for Fabergé; Karen Graham for Es-
tée Lauder; Cristina Ferrare for Max Factor; and Cheryl Tiegs for CoverGirl the  
“million-dollar faces” of the beauty industry.55 Consider Cheryl Tiegs, who was 
called “the all-time Cover Girl champ” in a 1992 New York Times article “All About/ 
Cover Girls; The Look That Sells Is Both Girl-Next-Door and Celebrity” for ap-
pearing in more than a dozen separate campaigns.56 In the ad campaigns, Tiegs 
epitomized the very portrait of the shining all-American girl.

Many actors and models-turned-actors were used as spokespersons for cosmetics 
brands. Take raven-haired, blue-eyed actor Lynda Carter, best known as the first 
crime-fighting Wonder Woman. Carter became the face of Maybelline in 1980 and 
remained so until 1991. In 1980, Carter appeared in ads for Maybelline’s Moisture 
Whip skin care and cosmetic line.57 In another example, Sharon Stone appeared in 
a 1982 Finesse shampoo and conditioner commercial, where she played the woman 
about town. The ad used a jingle: “Sometimes you need a little Finesse—sometimes 
you need a lot.”58 Finally, in the early 1990s, naturally curly-haired, fresh-faced Re-
becca Gayheart gained notice and recognition in a series of television and print ads 
for Noxzema. One slogan read: “For Healthy Looking Skin . . . Your Face Belongs 
to Noxzema.”59

Sexual ads continued to dot the advertising landscape. In Ogilvy on Advertising 
(1985), advertising tycoon David Ogilvy addressed the use of sex in advertising.60 
He provided an example of the appropriate use of this type of message strategy in 
an Ogilvy & Mather commercial for Paco Rabanne men’s cologne. The scene: A 
man, depicted as a bohemian artist occupying a loft, is shown lounging in bed in 
the morning and chatting on the phone with the woman with whom he just spent 
the night.61 According to Ogilvy, “The most risqué copy I have seen was for Paco 
Rabanne men’s cologne. Sales went up 25 percent, and the advertisement was voted 
the best to appear in magazines in 1981.”62 Ogilvy believed that the decision to use 
sex rested on “relevance.”63 He said, “To show bosoms in a detergent advertisement 
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would not sell the detergent. Nor is there any excuse for the sexy girls you sometimes 
see draped across the hoods in automobile advertisements. On the other hand, there 
is a functional reason to show nudes in advertisements for beauty products.”64

Blurred Gender Lines

As American society becomes more diverse, some cosmetics companies are using 
more inclusive messaging. For instance, a 2016 Brandchannel.com article high-
lighted CoverGirl’s borderless, genderless, and boundaryless advertising efforts.65 In 
2016, the company named James Charles, then a seventeen-year-old makeup artist 
and social media star, as its very first male spokesmodel. Also, the company chose 
makeup artist Nura Afia, a Muslim beauty vlogger, as a beauty brand ambassador.66

The nonbinary phenomenon has begun to grow exponentially. “According to a re-
port by the Innovation Group at J. Walter Thompson, 56 percent of consumers aged 
13 to 20 years say someone they know uses gender-neutral pronouns—‘they,’ ‘them’ 
or ‘ze’ versus ‘he’ or ‘she’—significantly more than the 43 percent of millennials who 
do. Plus, more than one-third of Gen Z respondents in the study strongly agree that 
gender does not define a person as much as it used to,”67 as cited in a 2016 Adweek 
article. In response, some cosmetics brands have come out with gender-creative 
products, like Giorgio Armani’s gender-neutral lip balm called Him/Her Lipcare. 
MAC Cosmetics entered into a partnership with TV personality Caitlyn Jenner to 
create a limited-edition lipstick called “Finally Free.”68

BODY PARTS: SEXUAL OBJECTIFICATION  
OF WOMEN IN ADVERTISING

In a 2011 photo spread for the French edition of Vogue magazine, Vogue Paris, sin-
ewy models are stretched out on an assortment of exotic furs, their bodies coated 
in jewels and their faces tinted with rouge.69 The models are staring alluringly into 
the camera. Not a terribly shocking scene if you’re a reader of women’s fashion 
magazines. In this instance, however, the models would be considered underage, 
some as young as ten.

This provocative spread drew fierce criticism from media observers and fashion 
bloggers, especially those in the United States, as reported in the 2013 PBS News
Hour article “Researchers Measure Increasing Sexualization of Images in Maga-
zines.”70 In France, the Vogue controversy reached the French Senate, which opened 
an investigation to determine “whether there was a problem with hypersexualization 
affecting French children and if so what to do about it,” the article said.

The American Psychological Association (APA) defines hypersexualization as “oc-
curring when a person’s value comes only from his or her sexual appeal or behavior 
to the exclusion of other characteristics.”71 Researchers have long examined the 
presence of hypersexualization of women in the media. For over twenty-five years, 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 9:52 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	 The Decorative Sex	 103

Sarah Murnen, a social psychologist at Kenyon College, has explored the problem of 
hypersexualized images of females in the media. Over the past several years, Murnen 
and her colleagues found a dramatic increase in the volume of images in magazines 
that portrayed young women in “highly sexual ways.”72

In an analysis of ads and articles appearing in Seventeen magazine, the research 
team discovered that “the average number of sexualizing characteristics almost tripled 
over three decades,” with an increase in depictions of low-cut tops and tight-fitting 
clothing in particular. From the PBS NewsHour article, Murnen is quoted as saying, 
“We’ve seen three trends associated with these images. It’s now common to see more 
parts of the body exposed. There is more emphasis on the size of women’s breasts. 
And easy access to all these images has made it all more acceptable to us.”73

Let’s discuss the issue of objectification that continues to seep into advertising.

Objectification Theory

Objectification can be generally defined “as the seeing and/or treating a person, 
usually a woman, as an object.”74 Several feminist thinkers and scholars have studied 
and written about objectification. In a 1995 article titled “Objectification,” in Phi-
losophy and Public Affairs, Martha C. Nussbaum, the Ernst Freund Distinguished 
Service Professor of Law and Ethics at the University of Chicago, posited seven 
features indicative of treating a person as an object:

•  Instrumentality: The person is treated as a tool for another’s purposes.
•  Denial of autonomy: The person is treated as lacking autonomy and 

self-determination.
•  Inertness: The person is treated as lacking in agency (a person who’s not allowed 

to act for herself ) or the capacity to act.
•  Fungibility: The person is treated as interchangeable with other objects.
•  Violability: The person is treated as lacking in boundary-integrity, “as something 

that it is permissible to break up, smash, or break into.”
•  Ownership: The person is treated as something to be owned by another, can be 

bought or sold, and so on.
•  Denial of subjectivity: The person is treated as if her experiences and feelings 

needn’t be taken into account.75

Rae Langton, the Knightbridge Professor of Philosophy at the University of Cam-
bridge, added to Nussbaum’s list. Langton proposed the following three properties:

•  Reduction to body: The person is treated as identified with their body or body 
parts.

•  Reduction to appearance: The person is treated mainly in terms of how they look, 
or how they appear to the senses.

•  Silencing: The person is treated as silent or incapable of speaking.76
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Finally, proposed by Barbara L. Fredrickson, Kenan Distinguished Professor at the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and Tomi-Ann Roberts, professor of 
psychology at Colorado College,77 the objectification theory provides a framework 
for exploring the experiential ramifications “of being female in a culture that sexu-
ally objectifies the female body.”78 The theory asserts that “girls and women, more 
so than boys and men, are socialized to internalize an observer’s perspective as their 
primary view of their physical selves.”79

GENDER ADVERTISEMENTS: “SIZING UP THE SEXES”

One of the foremost researchers and authorities on the representation of women in 
advertising is speaker, author, and award-winning documentary filmmaker Jean Kil-
bourne. Her documentaries, including Killing Us Softly: Advertising’s Image of Women 
(1979) and Still Killing Us Softly: Advertising’s Image of Women (1987), are sobering 
commentaries on a systematic use of destructive gender stereotyping in advertising, 
the impact of advertising on women’s self-image, and the sexual objectification of 
women in ads.

In Killing Us Softly 4, Kilbourne conducted a fresh examination of American 
advertising that promotes unrealistic and harmful ideals of femininity. Kilbourne 
anatomized more than 160 print and television ads and discovered that “the more 
things have changed, the more they’ve stayed the same.”80 The steady flow of sexist 
and misogynistic images and messages “lay bare a stunning pattern of damaging 
gender stereotypes—images and messages that too often reinforce unrealistic, and 
unhealthy, perceptions of beauty, perfection, and sexuality” (see figure 6.2).81

Let’s explore representations of masculinity and femininity in advertising.

Goffman and Gender Displays

In chapter 5, we introduced Goffman’s Gender Advertisements, which explored 
gender displays commonly used in advertising to reinforce gender-role stereotypes. 
Goffman asserted that these displays are essentially what advertising draws upon and 
are why ads seem familiar to us. He analyzed rituals of gender behavior appearing in 
a representational sample of print ads from selected magazines and newspapers. The 
pictures were sorted and grouped into common themes, or “genderisms.”82 Let’s look 
at some of these themes.

•  Relative Size: Men are frequently given greater social status (the position or rank 
of a person) than women by picturing men as taller than women. Goffman said 
that this tendency to show men with higher social status than women is, in part, 
explained by anatomical differences between the two sexes.83

•  The Feminine Touch: Women are shown using their hands and fingers to 
showcase an object, such as tracing the outlines of it, fondling it, cradling its 
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surface, or giving it a soft touch, whereas men are seen grasping or gripping 
objects.84

•  Function Ranking: When performing a joint task, men typically play the execu-
tive role, specifically issuing instructions, within an occupational specialty. In 
contrast, women are usually seen acquiescing to the instructions and deferential 
to the instructors.85

Figure 6.2.  A preponderance of idealized female images dis-
seminated through advertising and various media often rein-
force unrealistic expectations about beauty and body image. © 
E+/Juergen Sack
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•  The Ritualization of Subordination: A quintessential stereotype is deference, in 
which women are positioned spatially on a lower plane than men, such as lying 
on beds and floors.86

•  Licensed Withdrawal: Women, more often than men, are seen involved in activi-
ties that displace them psychologically from the given social situation, “leaving 
them unoriented in it and to it, and presumably, therefore, dependent on the 
protectiveness and goodwill of others who are (or might come to be) pres-
ent.”87 Women are often pictured “mentally drifting” from the physical scene 
even while in close physical proximity with a male, and they appear lost and 
dreamy-eyed.88

Goffman contended that ritualized behaviors aren’t machinations or inventions of 
advertisers but instead stylized portrayals of real life. He concluded,

By and large, advertisers do not create the ritualized expressions they employ; they seem 
to draw upon the same corpus of displays, the same ritual idiom, that is the resource 
of all of us who participate in social situations, and to the same end: the rendering of 
glimpsed action readable. If anything, advertisers conventionalize our conventions, styl-
ize what is already a stylization, make frivolous use of what is already something consid-
erably cut off from contextual controls. Their hype is hyper-ritualization.89

Toxicity 101: Thingifying and Commodifying of Women in the Media

Women are often depicted as disconnected body parts in makeup ads and not 
as a whole being. Dana Heller, dean of the College of Arts and Sciences at Eastern 
Michigan University, described the nexus between commodity consumption and 
feminine appearance. She wrote, “Feminine identity or subjectivity can be likened to 
the commodity, not only in structural terms, but also in terms of appearance.”90 In 
cosmetics advertising, for example, the female body is often fragmented into divisible 
parts to make the sale and increase product consumption.

In her article “Beauty . . . and the Beast of Advertising,” in the Winter 1990 Media 
& Values,91 Jean Kilbourne observed the tyranny of advertising that promotes unat-
tainable and idealized female images, as well as the threat of self-objectification, “when 
people view themselves as objects for use instead of as human beings.”92 Kilbourne 
said, “A woman is conditioned to view her face as a mask and her body as an object, 
as things separate from and more important than her real self, constantly in need 
of alteration, improvement, and disguise. . . . Objectified constantly by others, she 
learns to objectify herself.”93 Kilbourne explained that women are often sexualized 
and dismembered in ads; their bodies are disembodied parts requiring improvement 
or alteration. These images can directly or indirectly prompt women to see their bod-
ies as separate parts and not as a whole person. Kilbourne said, “The mannequin has 
no depth, no totality; she is an aggregate of parts that have been made acceptable.”94
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SEX SELLS—OR DOES IT?

Sex in advertising is used to sell everything from burgers to perfume and beer to cars. 
Sexual imagery in advertising is designed to arouse the senses, shock the sensibilities, 
and create emotional overload. Factors driving an ever-rising proportion of “attrac-
tive flesh on display” include an increased acceptance of sexual messages in the mass 
media and a softening in media censorship of sexualized ads. Let’s explore sex appeals 
in advertising.

Why Sex Sells

At no other time in our history have we been bombarded with so much advertis-
ing. The noisy profusion of messages has created clutter, “the multitude of messages 
all competing to get consumers’ attention.”95 In a 2006 CBS News article, J. Walker 
Smith, former president of the market research firm Yankelovich and chief knowl-
edge officer for brand and marketing at Kantar Consulting, emphasized the sheer 
volume of ads that people are exposed to daily: “Well, it’s a nonstop blitz of adver-
tising messages. . . . Everywhere we turn we’re saturated with advertising messages 
trying to get our attention.”96 According to Smith, in the 1970s we were exposed 
to about five hundred ads a day. Today, that number has risen to as many as five 
thousand a day.97And here’s where sex appeals in ads seem to work: They can break 
through clutter and grab eyeballs.

There’s a whole body of academic research on the presence and prevalence of 
sexual content in advertising. For example, a study out of the University of Georgia 
looked at the use of visual sexual imagery in advertising for different product cat-
egories. Using six mainstream magazines, Cosmopolitan, Redbook, Esquire, Playboy, 
Newsweek, and Time, the researchers analyzed 3,232 full-page ads published in the 
years of 1983, 1993, and 2003, and found that sexual imagery was employed in 20 
percent of the ads. The use of sexual themes to promote everything from alcohol to 
banking services climbed over the years. Only 15 percent of the ads sampled used 
sex as a selling point in 1983. That figure rose to 27 percent in 2003.98 In a 2012 
Business News Daily article, Tom Reichert, one of the study’s authors and a former 
professor and head of the advertising and public relations department in the Univer-
sity of Georgia Grady College of Journalism and Mass Communication, is quoted 
as saying, “Our findings show that the increase in visual sexual imagery over the 
three decades of analysis is attributable to products already featuring sexual content 
in ads, not necessarily widespread adoption by other product categories. Specifically, 
alcohol, entertainment and beauty ads are responsible for much of the increase.”99

Out of the 18 product categories used in the study, the ads containing the highest 
percentage of visual sexual imagery were health and hygiene products (38 percent), 
followed by beauty products (36 percent); drugs and medications (29 percent); ap-
parel (27 percent); travel (23 percent); and entertainment (21 percent). Only two 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 9:52 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



108	 Chapter 6

product categories did not use sex in their ads: charitable organizations and com-
puter companies.100

Women were used to hawk products most often “when pitching sex.” In the ads 
studied from 2003, an overwhelming majority (92 percent) of beauty ads displayed 
female models, while just under half of the ads did not include models.101 In addi-
tion, females staggeringly populated the pages of sex-selling ads, with entertainment 
advertising being the exception. Of the 38 percent of provocative health and hygiene 
ads that contained models, nearly a third (31 percent) were females and a scant 7 
percent were males.102

Reichert explained why we’re witnessing an increase in sexual content in adver-
tising. From the Business News Daily article, he is quoted as saying, “It takes more 
explicitness to grab our attention and arouse us than before. In the early 1900s, 
exposed arms and ankles of female models generated the same level of arousal as 
partially nude models do today. We can see during our lifetimes the changes in sexu-
ally explicit content on television, movies, books and other forms of media beyond 
just advertising.”103

Sexy ads have stopping power, but their ability to produce sales lift can depend 
on the nature of the product. “Sexual appeals appear to be ineffective when market-
ers use them merely as a ‘trick’ to grab attention. They do, however, appear to work 
when the product is itself related to sex (e.g., lingerie or Viagra).”104 For example, a 
2013 Clorox Liquid-Plumr Urgent Clear commercial titled “Quickie,” showing a 
woman grabbing a bottle of the drain cleaner from a store shelf and suddenly slip-
ping into a fantasy of a brawny handyman showing up at her home, may get the 
viewer’s attention but distract from the selling message.105

The Slippery Slope of Sexual Appeals

Whether we view sexual appeals in ads favorably or unfavorably can depend on 
our age. In general, younger audiences tend to be less affected by sexual content in 
ads, as compared with older audiences. Today’s young generation of women appear 
to have a more tolerant attitude toward sexually themed ads. A 2008 Journal of Ad-
vertising Research article presented the results of a study that examined attitudes of 
college females toward sexual objectification in ads and whether those attitudes af-
fected purchase intention.106 The study concluded, “Young, educated women today 
appear far less offended by the portrayal of women as sex objects in advertisements 
than women in past generations, and it seems largely due to our culture.”107 Given 
that today’s young college women are exposed to sexualized messages in ads at a 
much younger age than prior generations, the results of the study ring true.

Gender is also a determining factor. For example, research has shown that under 
controlled conditions women tend to exhibit more negative reactions toward the gra-
tuitous use of sex in advertising, whereas men’s reactions tend to be more positive.108 
There’s a way that advertisers can use sex appeals in advertising without losing half of 
their audience. Portraying sex in a manner consistent with women’s intrinsic values 
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(for instance, associating sexual behavior with commitment and devotion) could 
improve women’s attitudes toward sexual content in ads, according to a study in the 
Journal of Consumer Research.109 The study’s authors suggested that advertisers should 
“exercise caution” in using sex in advertising, especially if women are members of the 
target audience. The authors concluded, “The present experiments also revealed that 
the appropriate use of positioning and relationship context can improve women’s 
attitudes toward the ad and brand.”110

It’s All in Your Head

Why sex sells is a question that has fascinated researchers for decades. Research-
ers at the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA), and George Washington 
University discovered that two different types of ads create different levels of brain 
activity depending on whether they speak to the head (“logical persuasion,” or LP, 
such as an ad that emphasizes a car’s fuel efficiency) or to the heart (“nonrational 
influence,” or NI, such as an ad that shows a pretty woman draped over the hood of 
a car).111 The study findings were reported in the 2011 article “Regional Brain Acti-
vation with Advertising Images,” published in the Journal of Neuroscience, Psychology, 
and Economics (JNPE).112

The researchers found that viewing images of an attractive woman or man in an ad 
can stimulate regions of the brain that motivate impulse buying, thus bypassing the 
part of the brain responsible for rational thought, as reported in a 2011 Daily Mail 
article.113 The reason is that NI images dodge the regions of the brain that process 
information logically and rationally.

Using experimental research involving electroencephalography (EEG), twenty-
four healthy adults (eleven women and thirteen men) were monitored and their 
brain activity recorded as they viewed LP and NI ads. “The rate of activity in the 
emotional processing and decision-making parts of the brain was much lower during 
the NI than the LP adverts,” the Daily Mail article said. Ian A. Cook, MD, is quoted 
as saying, “Watch your brain and watch your wallet. The lower levels of brain activ-
ity from ads employing NI images could lead to less behavioral inhibition, which 
could translate to less restraint when it comes to buying products depicted.”114 He 
added, “The finding reinforces the hypothesis that preferences for purchasing goods 
and services may be shaped by many factors, including advertisements presenting 
logical, persuasive information and those employing images or text that may modify 
behavior without requiring conscious recognition of a message.”115

TAKING AIM AT SEXISM IN ADVERTISING:  
A GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE

In India, the government’s Ministry of Information and Broadcasting issued a 
warning letter to television channels that instructed them not to run ads showing 
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“voracious women and ‘libidinous’ men.” Such images are increasingly appearing 
in deodorant ads targeted at young men, which flies in the face of India’s ideals of 
chastity, as reported in a 2011 article in the Telegraph.116

Cultural differences can explain why advertising that sexually objectifies women is 
a red-line issue in some countries but not in others. Let’s find out what some coun-
tries are doing to curb or stamp out sexism in advertising.

Regulatory Crackdown on Sexist Ads

Few countries have imposed an all-out ban on sexism in advertising. Rather, most 
countries regard it to be a bigger ethical issue. That said, some nations have addressed 
sexism in advertising as part of a more comprehensive set of laws governing the 
media’s portrayals of race, gender, sexuality, and so on. For example, both Norway 
and Denmark have strict guidelines on the use of sexist images for commercial gain. 
In Norway, bans on sexist advertising went into effect back in 2003, according to a 
2008 BBC News article.117 The ban is part of a larger package of legislative guardrails 
on advertising, “protecting the depiction of religion, sexuality, race, and gender.”118

In the United Kingdom, the advertising regulatory climate is harsher than in 
the United States. There, consumer protection laws are some of the toughest to be 
found.119 The goal of Britain’s Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) is “to make 
every UK ad a responsible ad.”120 Its sister organization, the Committee of Advertis-
ing Practice (CAP), is primarily responsible for revising, updating, monitoring, and 
enforcing the UK Code of Non-broadcast Advertising and Direct and Promotional 
Marketing (CAP Code). In response to public pressure, the ASA has recently pledged 
to toughen rules on ads that perpetuate sexist stereotypes, particularly those relating 
to objectification and body image, as reported in a 2017 Guardian article.121

Canada imposes comprehensive oversight on its advertising industry. At the 
national level, self-regulation is provided by Ad Standards (formerly Advertising 
Standards Canada), a nonprofit self-regulatory body committed to safeguarding 
the integrity and viability for advertising in Canada. Like the ASA, Ad Standards 
codified advertising standards under codes of conduct called the Canadian Code 
of Advertising Standards (Code). The Code provides guidelines for gender portrayals 
regarding the representation of women and men in ads.

The European Advertising Standards Alliance (EASA) is the organizing body 
for the advertising self-regulatory organizations across Europe. It strives to foster 
responsible advertising by providing guidance to its participating members on how 
best to implement advertising self-regulation to benefit consumers and businesses 
alike. This is done through advertising codes that follow a set of guidance principles 
to ensure that advertising is “legal, decent, honest and truthful,”122 while taking into 
account cultural, business, legal, and economic contexts. Included in the guidance 
principles is a proviso regarding depictions of sex roles.

Some nations have instituted an all-out ban on nudity in advertising, as well as 
prohibited overt sexual references. For example, Israel bans billboard advertising that 
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“depicts sexual humiliation or abasement, or presents a human being as an object 
available for sexual use,” as stipulated by Israeli penal law governing obscene publica-
tion and display.123

The United States maintains a hands-off stance on sexism in advertising. Neither 
the FTC nor the FCC has established prohibitions against sexist ads.

THE HEAT IS ON: STAMPING OUT SEXUAL 
OBJECTIFICATION IN ADVERTISING

Sexualized ads may raise the temperature of regulators. Less overt forms of this 
type of advertising often slip under the radar—that is, unless complaints are lodged 
against the offending advertisement, and sometimes it only takes one. Take an ad for 
Rihanna’s perfume Rogue. A 2014 Guardian article reported that a poster for Rihan-
na’s perfume Rogue was given a placement restriction, with the goal of reducing the 
chances of children seeing it, because of the pop star’s “sexually suggestive” image.124

“One person complained that the ad was offensive because it was overly sexual and 
demeaning to women and featured a ‘sexualized and provocative’ image which was 
inappropriate for children to see,”125 the article said. The ASA looked into the com-
plaint and didn’t find the image to be “overtly sexual,” but the regulator conceded 
that Rihanna’s pose, with her legs thrust up in the air, was “provocative.” As a result, 
the placement restriction wasn’t lifted.

As public resistance grows against hypersexualized and objectified images of 
women to sell products, advertisers and their agencies will be forced to listen, respond, 
and change—and some are. Meet Madonna Badger, founder and chief creative officer 
of Badger & Winters, an ad agency that specializes in the creation of brand messages 
with a female perspective. Badger & Winters has pledged to never objectify women 
in their work. To raise awareness of the use of objectifying ads to sell everything 
from food to fashion to alcohol, in 2016, the agency made a two-minute video titled 
#WomenNotObjects.126 The video affirms the agency’s commitment to nonobjectify-
ing creative work and urges other advertising agencies to do the same.

Badger asserts that the standard practice of “using ‘shame and anxiety’ to sell 
products is a ‘dead paradigm.’”127 In the 2016 CNN article “How to Create Ads 
That Don’t Objectify Women,” she is quoted as saying: “Agencies create advertising 
that promotes not only the product, but also the people who make it. Ads should 
never ‘use people’ or take advantage of women and men in any way, shape or form. 
It should never show people as objects that have NO power NO possibility and 
certainly are NOT equals.”128

Spurred by efforts of the #WomenNotObjects initiative, the Cannes Lions Inter-
national Festival of Creativity, the advertising and communication industry’s equiva-
lent of the Oscars, has taken a rare step by cautioning jurors not to recognize work 
that reflects gender bias and objectification, according to a 2017 AdAge article.129 
Philip Thomas, chairman of Cannes Lions and president of the marketing division 
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at Ascential (which is the parent company of Cannes Lions Festival of Creativity), 
said that Badger worked with the organization to develop new judging criteria in 
jury briefings around gender bias and objectification, which would serve as more of 
a “guideline.” Thomas noted that the move was part of an ongoing effort by Cannes 
Lions to address gender issues. He mentioned the addition of the Glass: The Lion for 
Change award, which acknowledges work that addresses gender inequality or preju-
dice, and See It Be It, a mentorship initiative for young women aimed at responding 
to the industry’s gender imbalance problem.

In the next chapter, we’ll find out why celebrity sells and discuss the use of celeb-
rity endorsements to promote beauty products.
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Don’t hate me because I’m beautiful.

—Advertising campaign and tagline for Pantene shampoo (1986)

Do you remember Kelly LeBrock and Iman in ads for Pantene shampoo from the 
1980s? The fashion models attracted public notice as the first spokesmodels to de-
liver what has become one of the most famous and memorable taglines, “Don’t hate 
me because I’m beautiful.”

In 1985, Procter & Gamble (P&G) picked up the Pantene brand as part of the 
consumer-goods giant’s acquisition of Richardson-Vicks, an over-the-counter drug 
company best known for its cold remedies. One year later, Pantene launched a cam-
paign that would go down in advertising history as one of the most iconic campaigns 
of all time.

In the ads, the messaging emphasized the benefits of the product and its ability to 
transform the model’s hair from limp and lifeless to healthy and shiny. In a 1986 TV 
spot, LeBrock tells a tale of troubled tresses until she discovers Pantene. She delivers 
the daring line “Don’t hate me because I’m beautiful” at the start of the commercial 
and then backs into her hair-raising story. At the end of the commercial, she makes 
a promise: “No, it didn’t happen overnight. But it did happen. You’ll see.” A male 
voice-over chimes in: “Pantene shampoos and conditioners. Serious care for beauti-
ful hair.” The same before-and-after approach was used in print ads featuring Iman 
and LeBrock.

Both LeBrock and Iman were recognizable faces at the time the ads broke. Le
Brock had had starring roles in The Woman in Red (1984) and Weird Science (1985), 
and Iman was a firmly established supermodel. As a result, they were believable and 
persuasive spokespersons to carry the aspirational message. Not everyone bought 
into it, however. Feminists criticized the message for its narcissistic undertones.

7
The Persuaders
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Pantene still uses diverse and recognizable spokesmodels in its ads. In 2016, Pan-
tene launched a new campaign slogan, “Don’t hate me because I’m strong,” a play 
on the words used in the brand’s 1980s campaign. Spokesmodels for the “Strong 
Is Beautiful” campaign included actor and women’s bantamweight UFC champion 
Ronda Rousey and Indian actor and singer Priyanka Chopra.

The new campaign is part of a larger brand story for Pantene. In a 2016 Los Ange-
les Times article, Jodi Allen, former vice president and general manager for hair care 
for North America at Procter & Gamble, is quoted as saying, “‘Strong Is Beautiful’ 
is more than a campaign, it’s the ethos and point of view of our brand, and all of our 
recent Ambassador choices are women who represent this idea.”1

We begin the chapter by defining what celebrity is, and the reason why celebrity 
sells. Next, we’ll describe how celebrities are used to promote products and influence 
consumer behavior, with special attention paid to celebrity beauty endorsements. 
Finally, we’ll introduce the fresh faces of beauty endorsements.

WHAT IS CELEBRITY?

Scholars have variously defined celebrity as “a human pseudo-event, ‘neither good 
nor bad, great nor pretty,’ in lack of any human qualities”; “celetoid” to describe the 
fleeting and expendable nature of celebrity; and “status on speed.”2

Because of the conceptual diversity of the term, a definitional consensus of ce-
lebrity is difficult to pin down. First, “celebrity” generally describes stars who are 
members of sports and show business (such as film stars and pop stars), or the wider 
cultural realm, where the person demonstrates a particular talent or attains some-
thing of note that attracts public attention, according to a 2013 article.”3

Second, the late Daniel J. Boorstin, a prize-winning author and social historian, 
introduced one of the most widely cited definitions of celebrity in the following: 
“The celebrity is a person who is known for his well-knownness.”4 Therefore, ce-
lebrity can be ascribed through family ties, as with royals and blue bloods; gained 
through talent and achievements, as with actors, musicians, star athletes, or even 
notorious criminals; and primarily attributed by means of the media.5

Finally, in a contemporary context, a celebrity can be described as “a person who 
has a high public profile, usually promoted by appearances in the mass media and 
they are consequently readily recognized by others,” according to Celebrity Capital: 
Assessing the Value of Fame.6 Nowadays, a person can achieve celebrity by grabbing 
the media spotlight, regardless of whether she or he has cultivated a special skill or 
talent (see figure 7.1).7

Because of the proliferation of mass media and interactive media platforms, where 
an ordinary person can become famous by being seen on the right platform at the 
right time, celebrity may have lost some of its cachet, thus running the risk of be-
ing seen as a disposable commodity. In a 1995 Psychology Today article, Leo Braudy, 
university professor and the Leo S. Bing Chair in English and American Literature 
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at the University of Southern California, is quoted as saying, “We’re in the Kleenex 
phase of fame. We see so much of people, and in all branches of the media. We blow 
our nose on every new star that happens to come along and then dispose of them.”8

Celebrity Power

If you see a makeup ad for Lancôme Paris featuring Spanish actor Penélope Cruz 
looking flawlessly beautiful, you may be persuaded by the message because of the be-
lievability of Cruz as the endorser. For a celebrity endorser to add value to a brand, he 
or she must be persuasive. An important aspect of persuasion is believability, which 
is attributed to the trustworthiness of the message sender or source.

Two important models of persuasion are source credibility and source attractiveness. 
A helpful explanation of these models is provided by anthropologist and author 
Grant McCracken.9 First, under the source credibility model, message effectiveness 
depends on the communicator’s “expertness” and “trustworthiness.” Here, expertness 
is “the perceived ability of the source to make valid assertions,” while trustworthiness 
is “the perceived willingness of the source to make valid assertions.”10 Consider Katy 
Perry and her collaboration with CoverGirl. In 2017, Perry announced her Katy Kat 

Figure 7.1.  The rise of celebrity culture has been fueled by the growth of new media, 
such as social media platforms, websites, blogs, live-streaming video, and online com-
munities. © E+/StudioThreeDots
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Pearl Collection to her Twitter followers right before she walked the red carpet at 
the 2017 Grammy Awards.11 Perry’s fans and followers are most likely young females 
who will perceive Perry as a credible and trusted source. By extension, then, what 
she says about the CoverGirl brand, and more specifically the sub-brand inspired by 
her, will probably carry weight and be persuasive.

Second, under the source attractiveness model, message effectiveness principally 
hinges on the communicator’s “familiarity,” “likability,” and/or “similarity.”12 Ac-
cording to McCracken, “Familiarity is defined as knowledge of the source through 
exposure, likability as affection for the source as a result of the source’s physical ap-
pearance and behavior, and similarity as a supposed resemblance between the source 
and receiver of the message.”13 Katy Perry’s breezy and frothy pop persona, superstar 
status, and physical attractiveness make her an effective endorser for CoverGirl, as 
the target audience will probably identify with her and view her as authentic.

Celebrity Influence

English actor Kate Winslet has been nominated for and won more prestigious 
awards than you can count on two hands, including six Academy Award nomina-
tions (with seven nominations in total) and an Oscar statuette in 2009 for Best 
Actress for The Reader (2008). One of the most lucrative roles that the actor has 
played is brand ambassador for Lancôme. Other global beauty brands have recruited 
Oscar nominees and winners to serve in the role of brand ambassador, such as Cate 
Blanchett for Giorgio Armani and Jennifer Lawrence for Dior.

Choosing the right celebrity to represent a corporate brand takes careful consider-
ation. To take the guesswork out of determining a celebrity’s effectiveness, advertis-
ers usually rely on celebrity metrics, such as appeal, influence, familiarity, likability, 
and relevance. Like Nielsen’s audience measurement system, celebrity indexes and 
scoring services furnish “a standard celebrity ‘currency,’” according to A Companion 
to Celebrity.14 These measurements help advertisers match the right celebrity to the 
right product. There are several ways to measure celebrity effectiveness. Here are the 
most common celebrity indexes.

•  Q Score, or Q-Rating: A popular measurement that rates the familiarity and appeal 
of a celebrity, as well as a brand, a company, or an entertainment product, like a 
television show. Generally, the higher the Q-rating, the more likable the celebrity.

•  E-Score: A consumer rating metric that assesses the appeal, equity, and endorse-
ment potential of a celebrity, athlete, musician, brand, or television program, or 
even a character. E-Score publishes celebrity reports that aggregate data by cat-
egories or groupings, such as “celebrities with highest appeal by age group,” “ce-
lebrities with biggest gains and declines in appeal,” and “celebrity up & comers.”

•  Davie-Brown Index (DBI): This index quantifies the influence that a celebrity 
exerts on buying behavior. The DBI measures a celebrity’s appeal, trust, aware-
ness, and aspiration, as well as his or her relevance as a brand image.
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Other measurements include Variety magazine’s Vscore, a familiarity metric that 
tracks social listening, “the process of monitoring digital conversations to understand 
what customers are saying about a brand and industry online,”15 and Nielsen’s N-
Score, a measure of the endorsement potential of actors, athletes, musicians, and 
well-known personalities.

Conventional celebrities aren’t the only celebrity currency in town. Having 
achieved a sort of microcelebrity, several social media influencers (SMIs) have built 
up their following, gained visibility, and scored a certain level of influence and ap-
peal, making them attractive endorsers. To measure an influencer’s digital clout, 
social media analytics tools include Kred, PeerIndex, and Radian6.

CELEBRITY WORSHIP

We tend to like people who are like us, and in the case of celebrities, we tend to like 
those who personify characteristics that represent our ideal selves or self-concepts. 
If you see an ad featuring Brad Pitt for Chanel No5, the first male ever to officially 
endorse the brand, you may be riveted by the ad because you like Pitt, and he may 
be someone you admire or who rocks your world. Whether it’s Pitt for No5, Kate 
Winslet for Lancôme, or Katy Perry for CoverGirl, one thing these celebrities all 
have in common is reference group appeal.

Let’s learn about the marketing power of celebrities.

Celebrity Appeal

Do you belong to a group of people who have shared interests and aims, or just 
like to hang out together? If so, you belong to a reference group, “an actual or imagi-
nary individual or group that significantly influences an individual’s evaluations, 
aspirations, or behavior.”16 Reference groups appear in different forms. For our dis-
cussion on celebrity appeal, we’re most interested in an aspirational reference group, 
people we don’t know but admire and against whom we might compare ourselves.

Many people look up to celebrities and wish to emulate them. Celebrities exert this 
influence through their referent power, “the result of a person’s perceived attractiveness, 
worthiness, and right to others’ respect.”17 In effect, celebrities set the bar for those be-
ing influenced. So, if a person idolizes the qualities of a particular celebrity, he or she 
attempts to copy the celebrity’s behavior to be more like, or appear like, him or her.

Marketers align a celebrity with their brand in such a way that the endorsed 
brand adopts an aspirational quality. Consider Burberry, an aspirational brand. You 
may have seen an ad for My Burberry Black fragrance featuring English actor Lily 
James of Downton Abbey fame. If you like James and relate to her, you may try the 
scent, like it, and buy it. The scent costs around $125. If the purchase isn’t in this 
month’s budget, it may be in next month’s, which is an important characteristic of 
an aspirational brand.
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Sprinkling Celebrity Stardust

Emma Watson for Lancôme. Jennifer Lopez for Gillette Venus razors. Natalie 
Portman for Miss Dior Chérie. Zoe Saldana for L’Oréal Paris. Clive Owen for Bul-
gari Man fragrance. These celebrity–product pairings work because of star power. 
Star power depends on the symbolic properties embodied in the celebrity and the 
transference of those properties to the brand, thus matching the celebrity image with 
the brand image.

Celebrities carry symbolic meaning based on identifiable traits, such as demo-
graphic and psychographic characteristics like age (offbeat millennial Jess in Fox’s 
New Girl, played by Zooey Deschanel); gender (transgender hairstylist Sophia Burset 
in Netflix’s Orange Is the New Black, played by Laverne Cox); social class, such as 
wealth (billionaire corporate raider Gordon Gekko of Wall Street, played by Michael 
Douglas); and personality types (the willing hero, such as secret agent 007 in the 
James Bond film franchise, played lately by Daniel Craig). Ideally, the marketer de-
cides what meanings the product should convey (that is, how it should position the 
item in the marketplace) and then chooses a celebrity who embodies a similar mean-
ing. Grant McCracken said, “Using a ‘meaning transfer’ perspective, these properties 
are shown to reside in the celebrity and to move from celebrity to consumer good 
and from good to consumer.”18

Starstruck by Celebrity Endorsers

A 2014 Daily Mail article reported that women are more likely than men to be 
swayed by celebrity product endorsements, according to a 2014 British study.19 
Women were twice as likely to be starstruck than men. “Scientists discovered that 
women’s brains respond differently to images of unknown people versus images 
of celebrities wearing the same pair of shoes. Females felt actual affection for the 
footwear when a celebrity was shown wearing it, report brain scanners, and create 
a memorable link which could more easily be recalled at a later date,”20 the article 
said.

Using a sample of 854 Britons, researchers asked them if they ever purchased a 
product because it was endorsed by a celebrity. The data showed that more than 
twice as many women answered “yes” as men. In addition to gender, age was a factor 
in the results. Younger people were more likely to be wowed by celebrity associa-
tion with a product or brand. “More than two fifths (41.2 per cent) of those who 
answered ‘Yes’ were in the youngest age bracket of 18–24.”21

The study findings didn’t come as a surprise to marketing experts such as Joanna 
Davies. She explained that women’s celebrity fascination is an extension of the “Prin-
cess Phenomenon.” Davies was quoted as saying, “Since Snow White with her porce-
lain complexion, itsy waist and perfectly pinned hair, women have been looking for 
guidance on how to look and chasing impossible perfection. Celebrity endorsement 
is just that Princess Phenomenon evolving.”22
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The popularity of celebrity endorsement is spreading across several global markets. 
A 2015 study found that consumers have an ardent desire to connect with celebri-
ties and do this by buying personal care products endorsed by them, especially in 
Asian and Middle Eastern markets, as reported in a 2015 Beauty Packaging magazine 
article.23 “According to a global survey conducted by Canadean, three out of 10 con-
sumers in Asia-Pacific (27%) and the Middle East and Africa (30%) find it either 
important or very important that a personal care product is endorsed by a celebrity. 
This comes from a strong interest in celebrity culture and the latest fashions and 
styles in these two regions,” the article cited. For example, Olay signed popular In-
dian actor Kajol to be its brand ambassador for its Olay Total Effects anti-aging skin 
care collection. Safwan Kotwal, an analyst at Canadean, is quoted as saying, “This 
was a shrewd move by Olay, choosing a household name to promote the product to 
middle-aged women. The slogan ‘Join me in the battle against ageing’ gives consum-
ers the connection and makes Kajol someone they can relate to.”24

“CELEBRITY SELLS”—MOSTLY

You may be familiar with Wedgwood luxury fine bone china. What you might not 
know is that eighteenth-century potter and entrepreneur Josiah Wedgwood, founder 
of the Wedgwood company and considered the “Father of English Potters,” was re-
sponsible for one of the earliest uses of celebrity endorsements. In 1765, Wedgwood 
created a cream-colored tea set for Queen Charlotte, the wife of King George III. She 
permitted Wedgwood to fashion himself as “Potter to her Majesty” and to name the 
new set of vessels Queensware, “signaling its elegance and aspirational qualities.”25

Celebrity endorsement has a long history in the United States. In the early 1900s, 
the cigarette industry recruited entertainment and sports personalities to become 
celebrity endorsers.26 In 1905, Murad cigarettes used comedians Fatty Arbuckle and 
Harry Bulger in ads. From the 1930s on, many celebrities lined up to appear in ciga-
rette ads, including Fred Astaire and Rita Hayworth (Chesterfield cigarettes), Henry 
Fonda (Camel cigarettes), Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz (Philip Morris cigarettes), and 
John Wayne (Camel cigarettes).

In 1934, New York Yankees first baseman Lou Gehrig was the first athlete to 
appear on a box of Wheaties.27 Over the years, scores of other star athletes have 
lent their images to “The Breakfast of Champions,” including Babe Ruth, Michael 
Jordan, Lindsey Vonn, and Stephen Curry.

Today, celebrities pitch products for everything from bottled water (Jennifer 
Aniston for Smartwater) to cars (Matthew McConaughey for Lincoln Motors) and 
cosmetics (Taylor Swift for CoverGirl). In 2004, celebrities appeared in about 20 
percent of all American ads, although that figure is believed to have dropped to 9 
percent by 2012, according to a 2016 Adweek article.28

Let’s find out how much celebrity endorsements are worth to companies and their 
brands.
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Monetizing Celebrity

In Celebrity Sells, Hamish Pringle described celebrity as “anyone who is familiar 
enough to the people a brand wishes to communicate with to add values to that com-
munication by association with their image and reputation.”29 As a powerful form 
of advertising, celebrity endorsement can enhance message recall; build believability; 
create brand liking and trust; increase name awareness and recognition; influence 
consumers’ attitude toward the brand; and create a distinct personality for the en-
dorsed brand. Celebrity endorsement can also intensify conviction for the brand and 
give the consumer a compelling reason to believe a product claim or selling premise.

The halo effect of celebrity endorsement can rub off on the company and its 
brand before the ink is even dry on an endorsement deal. From a 2016 Forbes article 
titled “How Brands Should Use Celebrities for Endorsements”: “The brand value 
added by celebrities is immediate and palpable. When a celebrity signs an endorse-
ment deal with a product, an element of legitimacy is suddenly present in the com-
pany, simply because of the power of the name backing it up.”30

The million-dollar question is, do celebrity endorsements work? Yes, according to 
a 2012 article titled “The Economic Value of Celebrity Endorsements” in Journal of 
Advertising Research.31 The study examined the impact of celebrity endorsements on 
sales and stock returns, with a focus on athlete endorsements. The findings proved 
that celebrity endorsements can have a positive impact on brand-level sales and the 
firm’s stock returns. “Signing the kinds of endorsers that featured in this study on 
average generates a 4% increase in sales—which corresponds with around $10 mil-
lion in additional sales annually—and nearly a 0.25% increase in stock returns.”32 
Moreover, if the athlete enjoys a winning streak or earns a prestigious award, like an 
Olympic Gold medal, sales can edge up further.

Using celebrity endorsements can also affect how much firms can charge for their 
products, as well as consumers’ purchase intention and brand consideration. A 2009 
Knowledge@Wharton article cited the findings from a study showing that consum-
ers were willing to pay up to 20 percent more for the same product, depending on 
who was representing it.33 In addition, ads using celebrity endorsers can lead to 
greater purchase intent and brand evaluation, as compared with ads that don’t have 
them, according to a 2013 article titled “The Role of Culture in Creative Execu-
tion in Celebrity Endorsement: The Cross-Cultural Study” in the Journal of Global 
Marketing.34

But not everyone is starry-eyed over celebrity endorsement, because the strategy 
doesn’t always produce the results that marketers hoped for, according to a University 
of Colorado Boulder study cited in a 2014 Forbes article.35 Research leader Margaret 
C. Campbell, provost professor of marketing at the University of Colorado Boulder’s 
Leeds School of Business, is quoted as saying, “The overall message to marketers is 
be careful, because all of us, celebrities or not, have positives and negatives to our 
personalities, and those negatives can easily transfer to a brand.”36 Additionally, the 
tactic may be no more effective than noncelebrity ads, according to a 2011 AdAge 
article.37 The article cited an AdAge study, titled “2010 Celebrity Advertisements: 
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Exposing a Myth of Advertising Effectiveness, 2010,” that found “fewer than 12% of 
ads using celebrities exceeded a 10% lift, and one-fifth of celebrity ads had a negative 
impact on advertising effectiveness.”38

THE TROUBLE WITH CELEBRITY ENDORSEMENTS

Using a high-flying celebrity spokesperson can be either a bang or a bust, according 
to the 2013 Fast Company article “Is Celebrity Branding Worth the Price Tag?”39 
For instance, celebrities have been known to go off the rails, such as golf great Tiger 
Woods (infidelity scandal), legendary Tour de France cyclist Lance Armstrong (dop-
ing allegations), and tennis megastar Maria Sharapova (testing positive for a banned 
performance-enhancing drug). “Celebrities can go terribly off script and take the 
brand with them. Plus there are other potential downsides, such as the additional 
cost of hiring a celebrity, which will impact your budget. And when watching ads, 
consumers may focus more on the celebrity and less on your brand,”40 the article 
said.

Let’s consider the potential pitfalls of celebrity endorsements.

Risky Business of Celebrity Endorsement

Celebrity endorsement is a powerful testimonial technique, but it can be risky. 
When not wearing their stage persona, celebrities are ordinary people, and people 
make mistakes. Advertisers may be able to control the message, but they can’t always 
control the messenger. A damaging crisis in a celebrity’s personal life can collide with 
his or her stage or public persona and deal a death blow to an endorsement.

There are potential drawbacks to celebrity endorsement. First, the “vampire ef-
fect,” also known as the “overshadowing effect” in marketing circles, can suck the 
life out of a celebrity endorsement. From a 2015 Psychology Today article: “Rather 
than helping to sell the brand and enhancing its stature, the celebrity’s presence 
reduces the ad’s effectiveness and hurts the brand.”41 Second, celebrity fatigue can 
be a problem. When celebrities appear in too many brand endorsements, they can 
lose credibility. Third, overexposure can occur. When a celebrity takes on too many 
brand endorsements at any one time, the brand-boosting power of any one endorse-
ment can be reduced.

Corporate brands aren’t the only parties shouldering the risks. Issues like image 
control and power are concerning to many stars. Collaborations and co-branded ce-
lebrity products, a strategic alliance between the star and the brand, are ways for stars 
to protect their image and retain power. These arrangements are common in licensed 
fragrances. For example, in 2002, Jennifer Lopez first entered into a partnership with 
Coty Inc. to launch her debut fragrance, Glow by JLo. With one of the most suc-
cessful fragrance launches in history, the brand alliance was beneficial to both parties. 
Glow brings in more than $100 million a year for Coty. Although details of Lopez’s 
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license agreement aren’t publicly available, on average, most celebrities get between 
5 percent and 10 percent of sales for lending their name to perfume marketers, as 
noted in a 2005 Fortune article.42

CELEBRITY BEAUTY ENDORSEMENTS:  
“MAGICAL CONTAGION”

The beauty industry has a long and storied history of using celebrities and star mod-
els as product endorsers in beauty ads, such as Max Factor’s early use of top actors 
like Rosalind Russell, Lana Turner, and Judy Garland. As cultural symbols of beauty 
and glamour, Hollywood celebrities have stayed at the top of the endorsement heap, 
although a blip occurred during the late 1980s and 1990s, when advertisers traded 
in superstars for supermodels. Celebrities in beauty endorsements didn’t entirely 
disappear; they sped off to foreign markets to chase handsome endorsement deals 
under the radar.43 By 2006, celebrity endorsement made a comeback, and there was 
“no more shame in the celebrity-endorsement game,”44 according to a 2006 Time 
article.

Let’s delve further into celebrity endorsement used to promote beauty brands.

The Evolving World of Celebrity Endorsement in Beauty

Global market research firm Mintel charted the well-traveled road that celebrity 
endorsement has taken from traditional advertising to digital advertising in a 2017 
article titled “The Evolution of Celebrity Endorsement in Beauty.”45 By the 1980s, 
as celebrity power rose, companies recognized the potential of riding the coattails of 
celebrity influence and creating brand/celebrity partnerships to not only build brand 
equity but also forge a believable link between the brand and the celebrity.

Following the Great Recession of 2008–2009, many consumers found themselves 
in a financial straitjacket and began to look for cheaper substitutes for their favorite 
brands. At the same time, social media and other digital media changed the way that 
people interfaced with celebrities, which increased organic brand engagement with 
celebrities the likes of which we’ve never seen before.

In 2016, the proportion of people who said that they were influenced by celebrity 
beauty endorsements slipped, even for celebrity-branded fragrances, which had or-
dinarily posted robust sales prior to hitting this dry spell. According to Mintel data, 
“Only 6% of fragrance buyers were influenced by celebrity endorsements in the 12 
months to June 2016, with British men in particular less influenced by celebrity 
endorsements in the BPC [beauty and personal care] sector.”46

Tepid news for celebrity beauty endorsements but not the nail in the coffin, 
by any means. In recent years, many celebrities have gone from merely being the 
face of or name on the brand to having a hand in designing new products through 
cocreation arrangements. For example, in 2011, actor Salma Hayek entered into a 
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partnership with CVS Pharmacy to launch its beauty brand Nuance Salma Hayek, 
which is exclusively sold at CVS stores and on the company’s website.

Beauty endorsements aren’t the sole dominion of mainstream celebrities. Popular 
influencers, such as beauty bloggers, are snatching up beauty endorsement deals (see 
figure 7.2). This trend is fueled by more women wanting to see recognizable role 
models as beauty brand endorsers. “Only 7% of women are interested in seeing a 
celebrity as a make-up brand ambassador, with 28% wanting to see someone who is 
known for being a strong female role model and 19% wanting to see someone who 
is popular/relevant in today’s culture,” according to Mintel’s “Face Colour Cosmet-
ics—UK—2015” report.47

The New Faces of Celebrity Beauty Endorsements

Thumb through any glossy magazine and you’ll see beauty in all its diversity: 
Halle Berry for Revlon; Penélope Cruz and Lupita Nyong’o for Lancôme; Kerry 
Washington for L’Oréal Paris; Queen Latifah for CoverGirl; Ellen DeGeneres for 
CoverGirl and Olay; Eva Longoria for L’Oréal Paris; and Sui He for Shiseido.

Many beauty brands recognize that different celebrities appeal to different con-
sumer segments. Consider the mature market. According to a 2015 Telegraph article, 
some beauty brands are tapping an older generation of ambassadors to appeal to this 
market, such as Charlotte Rampling for NARS, Helen Mirren for L’Oréal, and Jes-
sica Lange for Marc Jacobs, all of whom are pleasantly over 50.48

Figure 7.2.  Many beauty brands are teaming up with beauty bloggers and vloggers to 
boost their sales and increase brand exposure. © iStock/Getty Images Plus/Weedezign
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Several beauty brands are using endorsers who are more closely associated with 
professional sports. For example, in 2015, Bobbi Brown Cosmetics partnered with 
GoPro-sponsored athletes as brand ambassadors—American World Cup alpine ski 
racer and Olympic Gold Medalist Julia Mancuso, X Games Medalist and Olympian 
snowboarder Hannah Teter, professional surfer Kelia Moniz, and world record base 
jumper Roberta Mancino—to launch its Long-Wear Life-Proof campaign.49

Popular male celebrities are also picking up beauty endorsement deals. Consider 
British actor Clive Owen. Lancôme selected Owen to be the brand’s male spokesper-
son for Lancôme’s men’s skin care range and its fragrance Hypnôse Homme. Because 
men in the 35-plus age group are taking better care of their skin and waging their 
own battle against aging, the men’s grooming market is rapidly picking up steam. 
As a result, global beauty brands have enlisted some of Hollywood’s most popular 
leading men as endorsers, especially those with global appeal.50

In the next chapter, we’ll examine the connection between body image and thin-
ideal media images. We’ll also consider the controversial use of digital photo manipu-
lation in beauty and fashion advertising.
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Andy Sachs: So none of the girls here eat anything?
Nigel: Not since two became the new four and zero became the new two.
Andy Sachs: Well, I’m a six . . .
Nigel: Which is the new fourteen.

—From The Devil Wears Prada (2006)

Have you seen the film The Devil Wears Prada, or read the 2003 novel by Lauren 
Weisberger that the film is based on? If so, you probably remember that the story 
is about Andrea “Andy” Sachs (played by Anne Hathaway), a freshly minted college 
graduate and an aspiring journalist who lands a dream job as a junior personal assis-
tant to the imperious editor in chief, Miranda Priestly (Meryl Streep), of the presti-
gious Runway magazine. Between Andy’s toxic boss and her backstabbing coworkers, 
she struggles to find her sea legs. Her underdeveloped sense of style and lack of inter-
est in and knowledge of the fashion industry make her feel like a fish out of water.

Andy is told that “a million girls would kill for” her job, and that if she survives a 
year in her current position, she can get a job at any magazine that she wants. Andy 
decides to soldier on.

The magazine’s art director, Nigel (Stanley Tucci), takes Andy under his wing and 
gives her a head-to-toe makeover. She starts to dress more fashionably and perform 
her job more capably.

After a series of fast-moving events, the final straw comes when Miranda throws 
Nigel under the bus by tossing him out on his couture to save her own skin.

Miranda tells Andy that if she wants to get anywhere in her career, she must be 
willing to make the hard choices. Andy is repelled. She realizes that she has lost what 
really matters to her: her sense of self.

8
The Shapeshifters
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Andy liberates herself from Runway and the world of fashion, where a woman’s 
worth is measured by her dress size and how many pairs of Jimmy Choo shoes she 
has in her closet.

Restored to her former self with a dash more style, Andy lands on her feet. She gets 
offered a job as a newspaper reporter, largely helped by a glowing recommendation 
from Miranda to Andy’s prospective employer.

The New York Times’ review of the movie describes how it illustrated the concept 
of conspicuous consumption—where consumers are driven by the urge to buy gra-
tuitously expensive items to display their wealth and social status.

In this version the vicarious thrill is not payback but rather conspicuous consumption: 
all those lovingly photographed outfits and accessories, those warehouses’ worth of 
Chanel and Jimmy Choo, those skinny women decked out (by the tirelessly inventive 
Patricia Field) in expensive finery. “The Devil Wears Prada” does exactly what the real-
life counterparts of Runway magazine do every month, which is to deliver the most 
sumptuous goods imaginable—or fantasy images of them, in any case—to the eager 
eyes of the masses.1

In this chapter, we’ll define what body image is. Next, we’ll explore the thin ideal 
and the impact of exposure to thin-ideal media images on women and girls. We’ll 
also consider how the use of digital image manipulation in fashion magazines has 
bent our perception of beauty. Finally, we’ll look at the relatively new trend of pre-
senting more realistic body images in beauty and fashion advertising.

WHAT IS BODY IMAGE?

Do you ever have a negative or punishing thought about your body? If so, you’re not 
alone. A 2011 survey by Glamour asked more than 300 women of all shapes to count 
the number of negative thoughts that they had about their bodies in a typical day. 
The results were startling: On average, women have thirteen negative thoughts about 
their bodies each day, as cited in the 2011 Glamour article about the survey, “Shocking 
Body-Image News: 97% of Women Will Be Cruel to Their Bodies Today.”2 This figure 
is even higher for many women who admit to having as many as thirty-five, fifty, or 
even one hundred punishing thoughts daily. Some women say that this inner speech is 
fleeting, while others say it’s more like a running conversation (see figure 8.1).

Let’s describe what body image is and how it affects our lives.

Our Bodies, Our Selves

How we think about, evaluate, and perceive ourselves is an important part of 
our overall self-concept. The internal representation of our outer appearance, which 
reflects physical and perceptual dimensions, is known as body image.3 Body image 
influences not only how we feel about ourselves but also what we do with our lives, 
whom we meet and marry, and what purchases we make.
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Body image is closely tied to self-esteem. Marketers use marketing communica-
tions, especially advertising, to impact our self-esteem. For example, beauty ads that 
use thin-ideal media images serve as a constant reminder that beauty equates to thin-
ness. These images can activate a process of advertising-induced social comparison 
in which viewers are driven to evaluate themselves in comparison with the people 
depicted in the images, which could have a negative effect on self-esteem.4

Finally, body image can fluctuate widely and be subject to perceptual distortions. 
For example, a study found that brief exposures to thin-ideal images and program-
ming led young females to overstate their body size after watching just thirty min-
utes’ worth of television.5 From a 1992 article titled “The Elastic Body Image: The 
Effect of Television Advertising and Programming on Body Image Distortions in 
Young Women,” published in Journal of Communication: “This suggests that televi-
sion messages that are fixated on the representation of the ideal female body imme-
diately led female subjects to thoughts about their own bodies. This in turn led to 
the measurable fluctuations and disturbances in their body image. In their mind’s 
eye, their body shape had changed.”6

Measuring Up: Social Comparison Theory

The drive to assess and compare our opinions and abilities with those of others, 
particularly if we don’t have objective criteria to go by, is a natural human tendency, 
according to social psychologist Leon Festinger in his 1954 paper “A Theory of 

Figure 8.1.  Most women harbor negative feelings and thoughts about their bodies. © 
iStock/Getty Images Plus/KatarzynaBialasiewicz
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Social Comparison Processes” in the journal Human Relations.7 This theory can be 
applied to physical attractiveness, whereby we may appraise our own appearance in 
relation to someone else’s and then draw a comparison. Two comparison outcomes 
can occur in this situation: We can find the other person not up to par (downward 
comparison), or we can come up short (upward comparison).8 If the comparison is 
being made against someone whom we perceive to be quite different from ourselves, 
like an ultrathin fashion model in a magazine ad, we may experience body dissat-
isfaction and do something about it, such as get on a weight-loss program or seek 
cosmetic surgery, to measure up to the standard.

Studies have explored the effect of exposure to idealized images in advertising with 
respect to comparison standards and/or lowering self-perceptions of attractiveness. 
One study found that exposure to idealized images in advertising can reduce body 
satisfaction among young female adults.9 Another study revealed that exposure to 
images of good-looking people raised standards of comparison among preadolescent 
and adolescent females; however, these images didn’t lower their self-perception of 
physical attractiveness.10 “These two studies, taken together, suggest that perhaps the 
negative impact of advertising (in terms of lowering body-image satisfaction) occurs 
in later teen years and early adulthood,”11 the article said.

Finally, a 2006 article suggested that viewing advertisements containing thin 
female models can make young women feel poorly about themselves, particularly if 
they have body-image concerns.12 Generally, women almost automatically evaluate 
themselves in part by contrasting their physical attractiveness to idealized images in 
fashion ads.

MIRROR, MIRROR: THE THIN IDEAL

One of the most widely cited country-specific studies on the relationship between 
media and body image involved Fiji, an island nation that has traditionally held a 
full-figured beauty ideal for women. Since the arrival of television in 1995, Harvard 
researchers said, an increase in eating disorders followed Fijians’ exposure to Western-
based values and media images communicated via the medium.13

At the time when the study began, Fiji had just one television station that aired 
television series from the United Kingdom, the United States, and New Zealand, 
such as Melrose Place and Xena: Warrior Princess. A survey of teenage girls was con-
ducted in 1998, thirty-eight months after the television station went live. The results 
were astonishing: 74 percent of the teen girls felt that they were “too big or fat.”14

For a Pacific island that didn’t even have electricity until 1985, the impact of 
television was profound, as adolescent girls became more aware of Western standards 
of beauty, according to anthropologist and psychiatrist, and the Maude and Lillian 
Presley Professor of Global Health and Social Medicine at Harvard Medical School, 
Anne Becker, MD, who carried out the survey. Becker is quoted as saying, “Nobody 
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was dieting in Fiji 10 years ago. . . . An alarmingly high percentage of adolescents 
are dieting now.” She added, “The teenagers see TV as a model for how one gets by 
in the modern world. They believe the shows depict reality.”15

Let’s first define the thin ideal, and then examine the impact of thin-ideal media 
images on women’s health and well-being.

What Is the Thin Ideal?

Ana Carolina Reston was a fashion model from Brazil. At the time of her death 
at age twenty-one from complications resulting from anorexia, she weighed just 40 
kilograms, or 88 pounds, as reported in the New York Times.”16

Official studies that irrefutably prove the link between the fashion industry and 
eating disorders aren’t available, although many experts assert that the two are con-
nected. In a letter to the British Fashion Council from forty doctors and health 
professionals at the Eating Disorders Service and Research Unit at King’s College 
London, Professor Janet Treasure wrote, “There is no doubt there is cause and effect 
here. The fashion industry showcases models with extreme body shapes, and this 
is undoubtedly one of the factors leading to young girls developing disorders,” as 
reported in the Guardian.”17

Generally, the thin ideal, the ultraslender ideal-body image, refers to a feminine 
physique with a small waist and low body fat.18 In its extreme form, the thin ideal is 
believed to be an unhealthy aspiration. For example, a Daily Mail investigative report 
ran a probe into fashion models used by eleven British High Street fashion chains. 
The 2015 Daily Mail article said, “At least six High Street models have a body mass 
index (BMI, worked out by dividing a person’s weight by their height squared) of 
between 16 and 18.4—indicating malnutrition. A healthy BMI lies between 18.5 
and 24.9.”19

For most adult women, the thin ideal is an impossible ideal. Most fashion mod-
els are leaner than 98 percent of American women (see figure 8.2).20 The average 
American woman is 5-foot-4 and weighs 140 pounds, as compared with the average 
American model, standing at 5-foot-11 and tipping the scales at just 117 pounds. 
These feather-weighted models meet the body mass index for anorexia, as noted in 
the 2012 ABC News article “Most Models Meet Criteria for Anorexia, Size 6 Is Plus 
Size: Magazine.”21

The Thin-Ideal Media

On the face of it, the impact of exposure to thin-ideal media images may seem 
relatively benign. They are, after all, nothing more than pictures, which we may 
barely glance at as we’re thumbing through magazine pages or scrolling through web 
pages. The harm may be inflicted when women and girls start to assiduously com-
pare their actual appearance against an unrealistic or manipulated ideal, and the gap 
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between the real and ideal becomes large enough to cause body-image disturbance 
or an increased risk of eating pathology. According to Michael R. Solomon, profes-
sor of marketing in the Haub School of Business at Saint Joseph’s University, “Some 
marketers exploit consumers’ tendencies to distort their body images when they prey 
on our insecurities about appearance. They try to create a gap between the real and 
the ideal physical selves and consequently motivate a person to purchase products 
and services he or she thinks will narrow that gap.”22

Thin-ideal media, media that incorporate extremely thin female images or char-
acters in their messaging or programming, promote the notion that thinness is an 
advantageous physical trait and equate that trait to the most “‘beautiful, desirable, 
successful protagonists,’” as cited in a 2012 article.23 Researchers found that women 
who are heavy viewers of thin-ideal media tend to accept thinness as a norm. One 
researcher explained that dissatisfaction occurs when these heavy viewers start to 
view “this thin-ideal not only as realistic, but also physically attainable.” Therefore, 
if a woman acknowledges these ideal body shapes as the norm and evaluates herself 
against them, body dissatisfaction can occur.24

The negative impact of thin-ideal media images on women can vary according to 
levels of internalization. One study showed that high internalizers who viewed thin 
female models in ads reported greater body-focused anxiety than when they saw 
ads featuring average-size models or ads without models.25 Therefore, exposure to 
thin-ideal media may activate a salient gap between a woman’s actual and ideal body, 
which can lead to increased body-focused anxiety.

From the Inside Out

Internal influences, such as a person’s baseline self-esteem, combined with external 
influences, such as social influences (like peers and parents), can determine whether 
thin-ideal media images may magnify body dissatisfaction. For example, one study 
involving predominately white female college students explored the effect of expo-
sure to ads of ultrathin models and body satisfaction. Using ads from Glamour and 
Vogue, half of the students viewed apparel ads showing thin female models, while 
the rest of them saw ads for products without apparel and without models. After 
viewing the ads, the students completed a set of surveys to rate items like depression, 
self-esteem, and urge to lose weight. According to the 2006 CBS News article “Thin 
Ads + Low Body Image = Stress,” the students who viewed the ads with ultrathin 
female models rated worse on all the surveys, especially if they had preexisting body 
image concerns.26 Researcher Gayle Bessenoff, an associate professor of psychology 
at Southern Connecticut State University, is quoted as saying, “Women who already 
have low opinions of their physical appearance are at an even greater risk for nega-
tive effects from media images.”27 The findings appear in a 2006 paper titled “Can 
the Media Affect Us? Social Comparison, Self-Discrepancy, and the Thin Ideal,” 
published in Psychology of Women Quarterly.28
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Social media has increasingly added to the problem of cultural expectations of 
thinness as an unnatural extreme. The 2016 Time article “How Social Media Is a 
Toxic Mirror” noted that social media platforms, such as Facebook, Instagram, and 
Snapchat, provide users with online photo editors and enhancement tools that can 
be used to doctor their own photos to elicit positive reactions on their appearance.29 
Studies have shown that the users who are most susceptible to this kind of behavior 
are those who spend an inordinate amount of time posting, commenting on, and 
comparing themselves with photos (see figure 8.3). One study revealed that female 
college students who engaged in this kind of online behavior on Facebook were more 
apt to associate their self-worth with their looks. Although girls have reported more 
body dissatisfaction and eating disturbances than boys, studies have shown that both 
could be similarly harmed by social media.

Finally, studies have shown that young women whose peers view thinness as an 
important physical trait are inclined to also value thinness while also experiencing 
negative body image. For example, a study done by Texas A&M University showed 
that peer competition, rather than social media habits or television viewing prefer-
ences, was associated with poor body image and eating disorders, as reported in a 
2013 Huffington Post article.30 The study’s authors asserted, “Our results suggest that 
only peer competition, not television or social media use, predicts negative outcomes 
for body image. This suggests that peer competition is more salient to body and eat-
ing issues in teenage girls.”31

Figure 8.3.  Research shows that spending a lot of time on social media can exacerbate 
body-image concerns. © iStock /KatarzynaBialasiewicz
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What You View Can Hurt You

If the beauty and fashion industry were to make a concerted—and sustained— 
effort to show more images of models with more meat on their bones, do you think 
people would be less concerned with being thin? Probably. A study conducted by a 
team of psychologists from Durham University in the United Kingdom discovered 
that the size of models shown in images exerts a profound influence on body image 
attitudes, as reported in the 2012 BBC News article “Thinness in Media Feeds Body 
Size Obsession, Researchers Say.”32 A preference for thinness diminished significantly 
after the female participants in the study were shown pictures of larger models, 
whereas the opposite occurred after viewing similar pictures containing slender mod-
els. Lynda Boothroyd, a professor of psychology at Durham University, explained, 
“Although we don’t yet know whether brief exposure to pictures of larger women will 
change women’s attitudes in the long term, our findings certainly indicate that show-
ing more ‘normal’ models could potentially reduce women’s obsession for thinness.”33

The decision to use fuller-figured models hasn’t been an unequivocal success for 
brands. One study found that featuring plus-size models in ads and catalogs may fall 
flat on the intended customers, according to a 2010 ASU Now article titled “Study: 
Ads with Plus-Size Models Unlikely to Work.”34 Naomi Mandel, marketing professor 
in the W. P. Carey School of Business at Arizona State University, who conducted the 
study with colleagues at the University of Cologne in Germany and Erasmus Univer-
sity in the Netherlands, noted, “We found that overweight consumers demonstrated 
lower self-esteem—and therefore probably less enthusiasm about buying products—
after exposure to any size models in ads (versus ads with no models). Also, normal-
weight consumers experienced lower self-esteem after exposure to moderately heavy 
models . . . than after exposure to moderately thin models.”35

THE TOXIC MIRROR:  
TECHNOLOGIES OF ENHANCEMENT

Gawker’s Jezebel, a popular blog that outs digitally doctored photos of the faces 
and bodies of celebrities and models, runs a column called “Photoshop of Horrors.” 
In one example, country-western sensation Faith Hill appeared on a 2007 cover 
of Redbook. According to Jezebel, not only did Hill’s photo undergo “the standard 
amount of digital altering that goes into a cover,” but it involved “11 different kinds 
of alterations” before it made the cover of the magazine.36

Let’s examine how digital technologies have altered our perceptions of beauty.

Photoshopping May Be Bad for Your Health

The relentless pressure to measure up to beauty standards has never been worse, 
often driving people to spend thousands of dollars for temporary or permanent 
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solutions to their body concerns. But the easiest—and cheapest—procedure of 
them all is right at their fingertips: photo editing apps. In a matter of clicks, people 
can erase years off their age and achieve the body they have always dreamed of. It’s 
a seemingly harmless practice on the surface, but possibly damaging to a person’s 
health, says the American Medical Association (AMA).

The AMA has come out against photo retouching of images, claiming that such 
alterations can fuel unrealistic expectations of people’s body images and beauty aspi-
rations, especially among children and young adolescents, as noted in a 2011 New 
York Daily News article.37 The AMA’s policy goal is to discourage the manipulation 
of photographs to “promote impossible-to-achieve expectations of body image and 
proportions.”38 Barbara McAneny, MD, is quoted as saying, “We must stop expos-
ing impressionable children and teenagers to advertisements portraying models with 
body types only attainable with the help of photo editing software.”39

Heavy-handed uses of photo manipulation have occurred in fashion ads. Con-
sider Ralph Lauren’s poster ad for its Blue Label jeans. In 2009, Ralph Lauren 
was pilloried for radically distorting the image of an otherwise healthy model, as 
reported in the 2009 Daily Mail article “Ralph Lauren Apologizes for Digitally 
Retouching Slender Model to Make Her Head Look Bigger Than Her Waist.”40 
Filippa Hamilton, the model used in the ad, was chiseled to such a degree that her 
head appears wider than her waist. “Size zero models have been accused of contrib-
uting to the development of eating disorders. Magazines have also been condemned 
for doctoring cover photos of celebrities to make them look skinnier,”41 the article 
noted. Ralph Lauren swiftly issued an apology for the strangely doctored image. Yet 
critics seized the moment to raise the alarm over the dangerous impact that such 
images can have on young girls.

Hany Farid, a professor at the University of California, Berkeley, with a joint 
appointment in electrical engineering and computer sciences and the School of 
Information, warned that photo editing has taken idealized images to a whole new 
level. In a 2008 ABC News article titled “Real? Or Photoshopped? ‘Airbrushing’ Run 
Amok,” he is quoted as saying, “The more and more we use this editing, the higher 
and higher the bar goes. They’re creating things that are physically impossible. We’re 
seeing really radical digital plastic surgery. It’s moving towards the Barbie doll model 
of what a woman should look like—big breasts, tiny waist, ridiculously long legs, 
elongated neck.”42

Marketers should probably rethink the use of doctored images in their brand 
advertising. The Advertising Association and its research unit Credos, a United 
Kingdom–based advertising think tank, said that a majority of women (76 percent) 
preferred more natural images in ads, while 84 percent objected to altering the way 
women appear in advertising images, as cited in a 2011 Marketing Week article.43 
Their findings are published in a report titled “Pretty as a Picture.” Nearly half (48 
percent) of the young women were “less trusting of brands that use airbrushing to 
change the way women look in ads,”44 the article mentioned.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 9:52 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	 The Shapeshifters	 137

“DEADLY PERSUASIONS”: REGULATORS FORCE  
THE BEAUTY AND FASHION INDUSTRY’S HAND

Model Kate Moss famously said, “Nothing tastes as good as skinny feels.”45 In many 
instances, skinny has left a bad taste in the mouths of consumers and regulators. The 
2016 New York Times article reported that the ASA, Britain’s advertising watchdog, 
barred the Italian fashion brand Gucci from using the image of a young, rail-thin 
model in a geometric print dress that hung off her frail body in ads in Britain.46 
“The ruling comes amid a longstanding debate on both sides of the Atlantic about 
the perils of overly thin models projecting an unhealthy body image for women,” the 
article said. In a similar move, in 2015, the ASA ruled against an Yves Saint Laurent 
ad featuring a model with a visible ribcage and reed-thin legs as she lay on the floor, 
because the authority said the model looked “unhealthily underweight.”47

A 2016 survey of 3,000 models working at every major modeling agency in the 
world found that 94 percent of them “are woefully underweight,” as cited in a 2016 
New York Post article.48 The ever-shrinking model is a social phenomenon that had 
been observed and documented nearly two decades ago. The 2000 Guardian article 
mentioned a report by the British Medical Association that found the media con-
tinue to use rail-thin female models, which can contribute to distorted body image 
among young women and trigger or perpetuate eating disorders.49 According to the 
report, “Female models are becoming thinner at a time when women are becoming 
heavier, and the gap between the ideal body shape and reality is wider than ever.  
. . . There is a need for a more realistic body shape to be shown on television and in 
fashion magazines.”50

As public outrage grows over the use of abnormally thin models, the fashion in-
dustry has found itself occasionally backed into a corner. For example, after getting 
blasted on social media for using an underweight model in a 2015 issue, via the 
hashtag “#covergate” (which ignited the Reddit thread titled “Corpse or model?”), 
the publisher of Danish fashion magazine Cover was compelled to make a public 
apology after using the severely thin model, as reported in a 2015 New York Post 
article.51 Then–minister for taxation in Denmark, Benny Engelbrecht, added to the 
din of disapproval by taking to Twitter: “I seriously thought that the fashion industry 
had understood that anorexia is a problem that should be taken seriously.”52

Let’s see what governments and regulators are doing to restrict the increasing 
glamorization of thinness.

Governments Unleashing an Anorexia Crackdown

In 2006, Spain instituted the world’s first ban preventing excessively thin models 
from strutting Madrid’s fashion week catwalks, to the chagrin of modeling agencies 
and to the applause of eating-disorder activists. The fashion week ban followed a rash 
of complaints that young women and girls were trying to emulate skinny looks and, 
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in turn, developing eating disorders. “Organizers say they want to project an image 
of beauty and health, rather than a waif-like, or heroin chic look,” according to a 
2006 CNN article titled “Skinny Models Banned From Catwalk.”53

As the sponsor of the show and the institution responsible for the banning order, 
Madrid’s regional government said that it wasn’t laying the blame on designers and 
models for anorexia. Rather, the government felt that the fashion industry bore a 
responsibility to show healthy body images. Concha Guerra, a regional official, is 
quoted as saying, “Fashion is a mirror, and many teenagers imitate what they see on 
the catwalk.”54

Italy’s government and fashion industry officials combined forces to crusade 
against the use of anorexic models, as reported by the Associated Press in a 2006 ar-
ticle on CBS News, “Italy Bans ‘Too-Thin’ Models.”55 At the same time, the officials 
drew attention to full-figured Mediterranean women and made a pledge to include 
larger sizes in designer collections to show young women that “bigger can also be 
beautiful.”56 The death of a twenty-one-year-old Brazilian model from anorexia 
helped serve as an impetus for “the campaign against unhealthily rail-thin models on 
fashion show runways,”57 the article said.

In 2015, France passed a law that banned dangerously thin models from sashaying 
down Paris catwalks. According to a 2017 CBS News article, the BBC reported that 
models in France are required to produce a doctor’s note saying that “they’re in good 
physical health,” while their BMI must fall within the normal range.58 If models fall 
outside this range and get compensated for their work, their employers may face fines 
up to $82,000 (75,000 euros) and up to six months in jail. Also, the new law requires 
digitally retouched photos to carry the label “photographie retouchée” (“retouched 
photograph”). In a statement to French media, Marisol Touraine, France’s former 
minister of social affairs, health, and women’s rights, is reported as saying, “Exposing 
young people to normative and unrealistic images of bodies leads to a sense of self-
depreciation and poor self-esteem that can impact health-related behavior.”59

Dueling Factions: Beauty Industry versus the Regulators

In 2012, senior marketing executives from some of the world’s biggest beauty 
brands appeared before the All-Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) on Body Image 
in Westminster, England, and refuted claims that, as advertisers, they perpetuate low 
self-esteem by contriving an unachievable image of women in the media, according 
to a 2012 Marketing Week article.60

On behalf of L’Oréal, Louise Terry, then–group director of communications for 
the company, justified the firm’s advertising practices as “aspirational” and “sin-
cere.”61 Elizabeth Fagan, nonexecutive chair and former marketing director of Boots, 
a UK-based pharmacy-led health and beauty chain, also rejected the claim made 
during the inquiry: “We want all our brand communications to be engaging, inspi-
rational and make people feel good. We don’t want it to be unattainable but want 
women to think ‘on a good day I could look like that.’”62
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The all-party group had some sobering words for the marketers with respect to the 
promotion of body-perfect ideals in advertising. According to Rosi Prescott, former 
CEO of Central YMCA, which was acting as secretariat of the inquiry, “All sectors 
need to take action to tackle the growing anxiety young people have with their body 
image. Advertisers stand accused of body bigotry in the images they use, and from 
our research we know the public feel that they are still too reliant on using ultra-thin 
or highly muscular body types in advertising and marketing.”63

BODY DIVERSITY DOES A BODY GOOD:  
ARE WE TURNING THE PAGE ON BODY IMAGE?

In 2012, Dove won top honors for its self-esteem ad campaign titled “Growing Up,” 
at the inaugural Body Confidence Awards, hosted by the All-Party Parliamentary 
Group (APPG) on Body Image.64 The Campaign for Body Confidence was co-
founded by Jo Swinson, MP, and Lynne Featherstone, MP, following the immense 
response to their Real Women campaign, which calls for a ban on the use of air-
brushing in advertising. With some of its winnings, Dove has pledged to invest in 
self-esteem education for young girls in the United Kingdom.65

Let’s see what beauty and fashion brands are doing to promote a more positive 
body image in their advertising and marketing.

“Authenticity” Is the Watchword for Beauty and Fashion

Today’s watchword for beauty and fashion brands is authenticity, beauty in sub-
stance and not just in form. Betabrand, a San Francisco–based online clothing label 
that makes men’s and women’s fashions using community input, brought in women 
who hold doctorates and doctoral candidates to model one of their collections, ac-
cording to a 2014 New Yorker article.66

Betabrand may be an isolated test case. Most marketers aren’t inclined to bow to 
pressure from consumer and advocacy groups that advocate for a more realistic pre-
sentation of the female form. “Any revolution in the depiction of women’s bodies is 
not going to come from marketers, whose job it is to construct a narrative in which 
a person is incomplete until a product is purchased—and so must create feelings of 
unworthiness and desire, as well as an impulse to change,”67 the article said.

Many advertisers that target their ads to a female audience, especially to millennial 
women, haven’t shifted gears but rather added a new gear: “aspirational authenticity.” 
The 2016 Ad Age article noted that these advertisers are instructing their ad agencies 
to make advertising more “‘relatable’ by mirroring the consumer’s everyday reality.” 68 
According to the article, “Authentic brands are those that best tap into the emotional 
truths of their consumers. This is often a harder task than simply depicting ‘relatable’ 
scenarios and lifestyles, but when done insightfully, it can create truly breakthrough 
work that still connects deeply with an audience.”69
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Embracing Body Diversity Can Pay Off

There’s unmistakable evidence that the beauty and fashion industries may be see-
ing the regulatory handwriting on the wall, or they may be listening to consumers 
who are clamoring for more realistic and relatable models in their advertising (see 
figure 8.4). Consider curvy models like Ashley Graham in ads for fashion labels Ma-
rina Rinaldi and Lane Bryant; Robyn Lawley in campaigns for brands like Barneys 
and Ralph Lauren; and Tess Holliday, who starred in an H&M sustainable fashion 
campaign and landed on the cover of People magazine’s 2015 body issue as “The 
World’s First Size 22 Supermodel!”70

The 2016 Adweek article “Why More Brands Are Embracing Plus-Size Models” 
observed that brands are finally getting the body diversity message, partly because of 
the global proliferation and power of social media.71 Social media has given women, 
who have felt left out of the mainstream fashion industry, a platform to post body-
positive selfies, create body-confidence hashtags, and run plus-size fashion blogs. 
Beauty and fashion brands have observed this pattern and gained insight into what 
these women want.

Celebrating body diversity and inclusiveness makes good business sense. For 
example, clothier Lane Bryant’s #ImNoAngel and #PlusIsEqual campaigns contrib-
uted to same-store sales increases of 6 percent, while retailer Aerie’s body-positive 
campaign #AerieREAL lifted parent company American Eagle Outfitters’ growth by 
4 percent in 2015, the Adweek article cited.72

Figure 8.4.  Diversity and inclusivity are the watchwords for the fashion and beauty 
industries. © E+/Delmaine Donson
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The mainstream fashion media are increasingly recognizing that at least half of 
their readership are average American women who are a size 16, not a size 0—and 
are doing something about it. For example, trendy fashion and lifestyle magazines 
like Glamour and Cosmopolitan are generating buzz for featuring plus-size women on 
covers as well as in editorial shoots. Also, Redbook includes full-figured models and 
regular women throughout the magazine.

There are other signs that the mainstream fashion media are moving the needle 
on the portrayal of beauty and body image. For example, according to the 2012 
Adweek article, thanks to the courage of a fourteen-year-old girl who organized a 
successful petition campaign asking Seventeen magazine to publish one unretouched 
photo spread each month, the teen magazine addressed the girl’s and her supporters 
concerns and launched the Body Peace Treaty, an extension of its continuing Body 
Peace Project, which pledges to “never change girls’ body or face shapes . . . always 
feature real girls and models who are healthy,” and “be totally up-front about what 
goes into our photo shoots.”73

In the next chapter, we’ll explore the “looks industry” and the use of cosmetic 
surgery and procedures to meet beauty standards promoted through the media.
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Now there’re questions that come to mind. Where is this place, and when is it? What 
kind of world where ugliness is the norm and beauty the deviation from that norm? 
You want an answer? The answer is, it doesn’t make any difference. Because the old 
saying happens to be true. Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, in this year or a hundred 
years hence. On this planet or wherever there is human life, perhaps out amongst the 
stars. Beauty is in the eye of the beholder. Lesson to be learned—in the Twilight Zone.

—Rod Serling’s epilogue in the “Eye of the Beholder”  
episode of The Twilight Zone (1960)

Imagine a world where beauty standards are institutionalized and under government 
control, where people who are unable to meet those standards are labeled as social 
pariahs and shipped off to a colony for the grotesquely deformed.

Meet Miss Janet Tyler, hospital patient 307, labeled as misshapen and physically 
defective by “the State.” She lies in a hospital bed. Her face is entirely wrapped in 
bandages following her eleventh and final state-allowed procedure to make her ap-
pear like “normal-looking” people.

The medical staff, whose faces are obscured by shadows, describe Tyler as a “piti-
ful twisted lump of flesh.” They tell her that if this final procedure isn’t successful in 
making her look like everyone else, she’ll be exiled to a segregated community for 
people with her affliction to live out their days.

Tyler can’t bear the thought of being labeled as an outcast. She wants to be a pro-
ductive, accepted member of society. She’ll do anything to belong, even wear a mask 
to hide her hideous appearance.

On tenterhooks, Tyler begs and finally persuades her doctor, who feels compas-
sion for her, to remove the bandages early. Sensing the doctor’s empathy for Tyler, a 
nurse voices her concern to the doctor. Struck by the nurse’s comments, the doctor 

9
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questions why anyone in society should be evaluated on their physical beauty. The 
nurse reminds the doctor that to speak in such terms is a treasonous act.

The doctor unravels Tyler’s bandages. The procedure has failed. We now see Ty-
ler’s face. She is a stunning beauty by contemporary standards. Her appearance is in 
sharp contrast to everyone else’s in the hospital. In this world, facial attractiveness is 
indicated by very thick brows, hollowed eyes, swollen and contorted lips, and creased 
noses shaped like a pig’s snout.

In a hysterical state, Tyler races through the hospital, dodging twisted faces at 
every turn. Projected on flat-screen televisions hung throughout the hospital is the 
snarling face of the State’s leader. The leader speechifies on the necessity of upholding 
a single norm and achieving greater conformity, going so far as to call for the removal 
of “the ugly” from society.

A man arrives to retrieve a weary, despondent Tyler. Like Tyler, he’d be considered 
very good-looking by contemporary standards, and like hers, his appearance doesn’t 
conform to established norms. He tells her that he’s taking her to a settlement with 
others of her “own kind”—a safe place where her “ugliness” won’t cause disruption 
to the State. He explains that she will find love, belonging, and acceptance in the 
restricted area—and that “beauty is in the eye of the beholder.”

The takeaway from this episode is that there’s no authoritative perspective on per-
sonal beauty and ugliness. Every perspective is authoritative in its own right.

Rod Serling, the creator, host, narrator, and head writer of The Twilight Zone, 
explored the homogenized representation of beauty in another episode, titled “Num-
ber 12 Looks Just Like You” (1964). This time, Serling transports us to a dystopian 
society where its citizens, once they enter adulthood, must undergo a procedure, 
called “The Transformation,” to look like one of a set number of physically attractive 
models (“patterns”). From Serling’s opening narration:

Given the chance, what young girl wouldn’t happily exchange a plain face for a lovely 
one? What girl could refuse the opportunity to be beautiful? For want of a better esti-
mate, let’s call it the year 2000. At any rate, imagine a time in the future where science 
has developed a means of giving everyone the face and body he dreams of. It may not 
happen tomorrow, but it happens now . . . in the Twilight Zone.1

The plastic surgery industry was in its nascent stage when The Twilight Zone first 
aired in 1959. Today, cosmetic surgery is commonplace. Ever the prophetic story-
teller, Serling foresaw a real world where cosmetic surgery would become normalized.

In this chapter, we’ll look at the evolution of the “looks industry.” We’ll also ex-
plore demographic and sociocultural trends that are driving demand for cosmetic 
procedures. Finally, we’ll discuss the connection between media-portrayed idealized 
images and the surge in cosmetic surgery and procedures.

Know that the terms cosmetic surgery and plastic surgery aren’t the same. Cosmetic 
surgery is the “surgery of appearance,” while “plastic surgery” is focused on repairing 
or reconstructing facial and body defects. Some sources conflate these terms. There-
fore, the two terms may be used interchangeably.
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PLASTIC SURGERY THEN AND NOW: A BRIEF HISTORY

In his 1887 autobiography, British naturalist Charles Darwin observed a “universal 
passion for adornment,” often involving “wonderfully great” suffering.2 This passion 
has taken rather unnatural twists and contortions over the centuries.

Around the early 1900s, early beauty culturists created physical contouring, often 
involving straps, tapes, or bandages, to combat the effects of gravity on human skin. 
Consider chin straps, sometimes called “tie-ups,” which were used to lift sagging 
neck muscles and reduce double chins.3 Ads for chin straps were run by salons that 
used them for facial treatments, as well as merchandisers like Sears, Roebuck and Co. 
that sold them directly to consumers. A 1937 direct mail ad for the Contuce Chin-
strap shows an illustration of an attractive woman wearing the manufacturer’s chin 
strap with the accompanying ad copy: “Take that disfiguring double chin into your 
own hands! Decide that while you rest or sleep a ‘Contuce’ Chinstrap shall restore to 
you the shapely facial contours of youth.”4

Let’s take a brief look at the evolution of plastic surgery.

It Began Long, Long Ago in the Land of Mystery

The first recorded history of people receiving medical treatment for facial injuries 
dates as far back as 4,000 years ago. In ancient India, physicians used skin grafts for 
facial reconstruction as early as 800 BCE.5

By 1000 CE, rhinoplasty, often referred to as a “nose job” or “nose reshaping,” had 
become a common procedure to reconstruct soldiers’ noses and upper lips that had 
been lopped off in battle. A sixteenth-century Italian surgeon, Gaspare Tagliacozzi, 
called the “the father of plastic surgery,” re-created noses slit off in sword duels by 
using a flap of skin from the upper arm to restore the nose, a procedure also used to 
correct saddle nose deformities caused by syphilis.6

The word plastic surgery comes from the Greek word plastikos (“capable of being 
shaped or molded”). In the late eighteenth century, French anatomist and surgeon 
Pierre-Joseph Desault coined the term plastic surgery as a classification of surgical 
procedures to repair deformities of the face.7

During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, plastic surgery was made 
safer, thanks to developments in anesthesia and antiseptics to prevent surgical-site 
infections. At the same time, plastic surgery evolved and advanced scientifically in 
Europe and the United States. Bodily injuries sustained by soldiers during World 
War I were believed to have elevated the plastic surgery profession to a new height.8

Cosmetic surgery grew out of the American eugenics movement aimed at improv-
ing the human race through selective breeding. According to a 2006 Medscape article, 
“The American eugenics movement, with its ‘Better Baby Contests,’ post–World 
War II prosperity, and the advent of motion pictures and television all helped to 
usher in the modern era of cosmetic surgery. The first modern cosmetic rhinoplasty 
was performed in 1923, followed by the first public face lift in 1931.”9
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Today, the cosmetic surgery industry is booming in large part due to more ad-
vanced and less invasive technologies and a greater emphasis on professionalization. 
Also driving demand is an ever-expanding menu of cosmetic procedures and services 
to improve and enhance one’s appearance and combat the “tyranny” of middle age.

Facing the Facts

Plastic surgery is no longer just for the rich and famous. Americans are spending 
more on cosmetic plastic surgery than ever before. In 2018, they forked out $16.5 
billion on cosmetic procedures.10 According to the American Society of Plastic 
Surgeons (ASPS), 17.7 million surgical and minimally invasive cosmetic procedures 
were performed in the United States in 2018.11 In rank order of appearance, the 
top five cosmetic surgical procedures were breast augmentation, liposuction, nose 
reshaping, eyelid surgery, and tummy tuck. Botulinum toxin type A (Botox is a 
common brand name), soft tissue fillers, chemical peel, laser hair removal, and mi-
crodermabrasion were the top cosmetic minimally invasive procedures.12

The United States isn’t the only country with a hunger for cosmetic surgery. On 
a global scale, the demand for cosmetic surgery procedures has swelled. The Interna-
tional Society of Aesthetic Plastic Surgery (ISAPS) reported an overall increase of 5.4 
percent in surgical and nonsurgical cosmetic procedures in 2018. The United States 
and Brazil accounted for 28.4 percent of the world’s cosmetic procedures alone, 
followed by Mexico, Germany, India, Italy, Argentina, Colombia, Australia, and 
Thailand to round out the top ten country rankings for total procedures.13

GILD THE LILY: OUR CULTURAL OBSESSION  
WITH APPEARANCE

For women who wish to enhance their décolletage without downtime or invasive 
surgery, now they can accomplish this in a half-hour or less. Called “Insta Breast,” 
the procedure calls for injecting saline solution into one’s breasts, giving the patient 
instant breast enlargements, according to a 2014 ABC News article.14 The effect isn’t 
long lasting, deflating within about 24 hours.

Instant glamour is only an appointment away. Laser treatments, Botox injections, 
wrinkle fillers, and many other cosmetic procedures can be done during a lunch 
hour. Norman Rowe, MD, is quoted as saying, “The saline gets absorbed by the 
body. . . . It’s for the women who don’t have time for implants.”15 But the procedure 
doesn’t come cheap. Each procedure could run between $2,500 and $3,500, Rowe 
said. If the cost doesn’t give one pause, the potential for side effects just may. Jen-
nifer Ashton, MD, warned that any break in the skin could run risks for infection, 
hematoma, or nerve damage, “whether it’s with a needle or a scalpel.”16

Let’s examine the factors that are driving the increase in popularity of cosmetic 
surgery and procedures.
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The Surge in Cosmetic Surgery:  
From Fighting Father Time to Getting Selfie-Ready

Many physicians from various medical specialties are taking the cosmetic plunge. 
A 2009 CNN article noted the growing number of physicians who are adding aes-
thetic services to their practices.17 “If your doctor hasn’t gone cosmetic yet, it may 
just be a matter of time. As the cosmetic business booms (noninvasive procedures—
including microdermabrasion, lasering, injectables, and chemical peels—are up 747 
percent since 1997), more and more OB-GYNs and general practitioners (GPs) are 
branching out into aesthetic procedures,”18 the article said.

Physicians’ timing couldn’t be better. Data show that the trend toward seeking 
cosmetic treatments has climbed by more than 200 percent, as cited in a 2015 New 
York Daily News article.19 Several factors are driving this trend. Here are some.

•  Aging America: Americans are living longer, with the average life expectancy 
historically higher today than ever before. According to the US Census Bu-
reau, “Because of increases in life expectancy at older ages, people 90 and 
older now comprise 4.7 percent of the older population (age 65 and older), as 
compared with only 2.8 percent in 1980. By 2050, this share is likely to reach 
10 percent.”20 Given this demographic trend, many people want to slow—and 
even reverse—the “aging clock.” They want to look good at any age, but the 
challenge is looking good at older ages. Healthy eating and exercise won’t fight 
gravity, but cosmetic procedures can.

•  Profit Motive: Money is a motivator for both manufacturers and practitioners. 
Take injectables like Botox. Sales for the “miracle poison” reached $3.6 billion 
in 2018, with $1.55 billion derived from cosmetic uses.21 Botox treatments 
range from $300 to $1,200 depending on the amount the individual wants and 
the medical practitioner who administers it,22 and they aren’t covered by insur-
ance for cosmetic reasons.

•  Media’s Obsession with Appearance: There’s no denying that popular culture 
and the mass media have contributed to the increasing popularity of cosmetic 
surgery procedures. Reality television shows that are centered on plastic surgery, 
such as I Want a Famous Face, Extreme Makeover, and The Swan, can stimulate 
viewers’ interest in cosmetic procedures, according to a study published in 
Plastic and Reconstructive Surgery.23 John A. Persing, MD, is quoted as saying, 
“The more they watched the shows, the more interested” they became in plastic 
surgery.24

•  Selfie Craze: The selfie trend is stoking demand for facial plastic surgery. A 
study conducted by the American Academy of Facial Plastic and Reconstruc-
tive Surgery (AAFPRS) found that the surge in selfies has increased demand 
for cosmetic procedures, especially among the under-thirty crowd (see figure 
9.1). One in three facial plastic surgeons reported an increase in the number 
of requests for procedures resulting from patients’ self-awareness of how they 
look on social media. In a 2014 AAFPRS press release, Edward Farrior, MD, 
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is quoted as saying, “Social platforms like Instagram, Snapchat and the iPhone 
app Selfie.im, which are solely image based, force patients to hold a microscope 
up to their own image and often look at it with a more self-critical eye than ever 
before. These images are often the first impressions young people put out there 
to prospective friends, romantic interests and employers and our patients want 
to put their best face forward.”25

•  Celebrity Influence: Plastic surgery is all over the media these days. Some celebri-
ties have admitted to or been outed for getting cosmetic work done, making 
cosmetic procedures more acceptable and commonplace. Celebrity influence is 
a major factor in consumers’ decisions to pursue cosmetic surgery. According to 
a 2016 AAFPRS annual survey, nearly all AAFPRS members (99 percent) gave 
a nod to celebrity influence as a factor. “Consumers are constantly bombarded 
with images of ageless stars, and want access to that fountain of youth.”26

•  Cultural Acceptance of Cosmetic Surgery: The increased acceptance of cosmetic 
surgery has begun to lift the stigma once attached to it. The normalization of 
cosmetic procedures has led to greater public acceptance.27 A 2011 survey by 
American Society for Aesthetic Plastic Surgery (ASAPS) showed that over half 
(53 percent) of women and nearly half of men (49 percent) said that “they ap-
prove of cosmetic surgery.” The same poll revealed that more than two-thirds 
(67 percent) of Americans said that “they would not be embarrassed if their 
friends or family knew they had cosmetic surgery.”28

Figure 9.1.  The selfie craze is driving demand for cosmetic surgery, especially among 
millennials. © iStock/Getty Images Plus/Alessandro Biascioli
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FOREVER YOUNG: THE CHANGING FACE  
OF THE COSMETIC SURGERY MARKET

Exposing adolescent girls as young as eight years old to cosmetic surgery procedures 
may seem inconceivable, but that’s exactly what’s occurring through cosmetic surgery 
apps, according to a 2017 article in the Telegraph, “Girls as Young as Eight Being 
Groomed by Cosmetic Surgery Games.”29 Some experts warn that grooming young-
sters for cosmetic procedures is a “revolting” marketing tactic.

A report produced by the Nuffield Council on Bioethics, a United Kingdom–
based independent body that examines ethical issues raised by biological and medical 
research, asserted that children under the age of eighteen should be barred from cos-
metic procedures, such as fillers, Botox, or plastic surgery, unless they’re for medical 
reasons, the Telegraph article noted.30 The organization also recommended “sweeping 
restrictions on online games which promote such ideals.” An inquiry conducted by 
the Council found that online games, including plastic surgery simulators like “Plas-
tic Surgery & Plastic Doctor & Plastic Hospital Office for Barbie,” are encouraging 
children and teens to experiment with plastic surgery virtually.

Jeanette Edwards, who chaired the Council’s inquiry and is a professor of social 
anthropology at the University of Manchester, is quoted as saying, “There is a daily 
bombardment from advertising and through social media channels like Facebook, 
Instagram and Snapchat that relentlessly promote unrealistic and often discrimina-
tory messages on how people, especially girls and women, ‘should look.’” Edwards 
added, “Under 18s should not be able to just walk in off the street, and have a cos-
metic procedure. It’s unethical. There are legal age limits for having tattoos or using 
sunbeds. Invasive cosmetic procedures should be regulated in the same way.”31

The 2015 New York Post article noted that the celebrity drive to seek perfection is 
“trickling down to the masses, and even teenagers are getting plastic surgery in record 
numbers.”32 According to the American Society of Plastic Surgeons (ASPS), in 2018 
nearly 227,000 cosmetic procedures were performed on patients ages nineteen and 
younger.33

Let’s find out who’s getting cosmetic surgery and why.

“Cosmetic Surgery Is the New Makeup”

Several demographic and psychographic characteristics affect the market size and 
growth of the cosmetic surgery market. Here are some.

•  It’s Not Just a Woman Thing: No longer are cosmetic procedures exclusively 
obtained by women. The number of men getting cosmetic procedures is on the 
rise (see figure 9.2). In comparison, women continue to dominate the cosmetic 
surgery market, making up 92 percent, or 14.7 million, of total cosmetic pro-
cedures in 2018. For the same period, men received 8 percent, or 1.3 million, 
of total procedures.34 The most popular nonsurgical cosmetic treatment among 
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men is Botox procedures. In 2018, more than 450,000 men received “Brotox” 
(aka Botox for men), a sharp increase of 381 percent since 2000.35

Several reasons have been given for men’s interest in seeking noninvasive 
procedures, such as the lifting of societal stigmatization of getting cosmetics 
enhancement; the airing of reality television programs showing male cast mem-
bers getting procedures; and the emergence of the American metrosexual, who’s 
preoccupied with self-image and lifestyle.

•  Gen Xers Top Baby Boomers in Cosmetic Work: In the United States, Generation 
X has outstripped the number of baby boomers getting cosmetic work, includ-
ing surgical and minimally invasive procedures.36 Nearly half (49 percent) of all 
cosmetic procedures were received by people aged 40 to 54 (7.8 million), while 
about a quarter (24 percent) of these procedures were received by people aged 
55 and over (4.2 million total procedures).37

A 2011 Los Angeles Times article noted that Gen Xers are exhibiting a desire 
to keep aging at arm’s length and are willing to spend more money on preven-
tive anti-aging beauty regimens than their baby boomer counterparts, accord-
ing to a study by ad agency J. Walter Thompson.38 This generation is feeling a 
greater pressure to look younger for their age than prior generations, according 
to an Allure survey cited in the article. Part of the pressure could be coming 
from the media, especially glossy magazines like InStyle, Glamour, and Allure, 
which frequently feature youthful-looking celebrities and beauty icons of this 
generation, including Jennifer Lopez, Catherine Zeta-Jones, Jennifer Aniston, 

Figure 9.2.  A growing number of men are getting cosmetic procedures, such as Botox 
injections. © iStock/Getty Images Plus/AndreyPopov
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and Eva Mendes. These celebrities set the beauty bar, and many Gen X women 
aspire to emulate them.

•  Millennials Are Getting “Prejuvenation”: The face of cosmetic surgery is getting 
younger (see figure 9.3). Many millennials under thirty are attempting to pre-
serve their youth even before they get their first wrinkle. According to the 2017 
Los Angeles Times article “Are the Kardashians, Millennials Seeking to Look 
Young Causing Cosmetic Procedures Boom?”: “The past two to three years have 
seen an explosion in the popularity of noninvasive cosmetic procedures—with 
the Millennial and Baby Boomer generations now flocking to clinics in almost 
equal measure.”39

Both millennial men and women are getting work done, as reported in a 
2014 press release from the American Academy of Facial Plastic and Recon-
structive Surgery.40 “Thirty-four percent of facial surgeons surveyed stated that 
women under 35 are looking after their skin to prevent visible signs of aging for 
longer, while 23 percent of facial surgeons surveyed stated that men under 35 
are seeking rhinoplasty, neck liposuction, chin implants, and acne scar reduc-
tion procedures,”41 the press release said.

•  Mommy Makeovers: Who is the typical cosmetic surgery patient? A clue: It’s not 
the popular cliché of an older woman paired with a younger man or a younger 
woman paired with an older man, according to a 2009 study.42 The study 
looked at the demographic characteristics and motivations of cosmetic surgery 

Figure 9.3.  The face of cosmetic surgery keeps getting younger, with a sharp uptick in 
the under-thirty crowd getting nips and tucks. © iStock/Getty Images Plus/RomarioIen
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patients, as well as their ages in relation to their partners. Data showed that 
the average cosmetic surgery patient is a married, college-educated, employed 
mother.43 Interestingly, in the fillers category, half (50 percent) of women were 
older than their partner.44

•  Body Dissatisfaction Is the Best Predictor of Cosmetic Surgery: If you’re dissatisfied 
with some aspect of your appearance, you’re hardly alone. The 2015 New York 
Daily News article “One in 5 American Women Actively Considering Plastic Sur-
gery: Study” reported that a 2015 survey of 5,053 American women found that 
an overwhelming majority (85 percent) of women aged 55 to 64 were unhappy 
with “at least one” body part, as compared with more than 90 percent of women 
in the 18–24 age group, according to a study commissioned by RealSelf.com.45 
The study showed that young adult women, especially those between the ages of 
25 and 34, were most likely to seek help to alter a body part (86 percent), while 
40 percent said they were most likely to seek surgery. “The trend to seek help 
from a cosmetic doctor is on the rise by more than 200 percent,”46 the article said.

The main takeaway is that the typical cosmetic patient is no longer the typical 
cosmetic patient: an older female who’s trying to turn back the clock. In the New 
York Daily News article, RealSelf CEO and founder Tom Seery is quoted as saying, 
“As cosmetic procedures continue to become mainstream, millions of women are 
overcoming social stigma to pursue cosmetic changes they have been researching, 
often for years.”47

THE REPLICANTS: THE DOPPELGÄNGER EFFECT  
OF COSMETIC SURGERY

For over half a century, young girls’ first exposure to the feminine beauty ideal often 
began with acquiring their first Barbie doll. Stepping off toy maker Mattel’s assembly 
line in 1959, Barbie quickly became a cultural phenomenon and the best-selling 
fashion doll in America. The symbol of the all-American girl made her European 
debut in 1961. Today, Barbie is sold in 150 countries,48 with three Barbie dolls sold 
every second.49

The traditional Barbie doll was endowed with improbable body proportions—if 
she were a real woman, her body measurements would be 32-16-29.50 A 2016 BBC 
article explained Barbie’s manufactured appeal: “Boasting a physique based on the 
dream (read: unrealistic) vital statistics of Hollywood stars like Liz Taylor and Mari-
lyn Monroe, Barbie’s first outfit, a zebra-striped bustier swimsuit, was designed to be 
telegenic for the brand’s black-and-white TV commercials.”51

But it’s not all been playtime for Barbie. She faced mounting criticism from femi-
nists and other observers over her unrealistic body shape. The concern: Girls may at-
tempt to emulate Barbie’s molded proportions. In fact, some women have done just 
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that by transmogrifying into Barbie look-alikes, as featured in the 2015 Cosmopolitan 
article “16 Insane Photos of Women Living as Human Dolls.”52

Let’s investigate the media-driven makeover culture.

Celebrity Copycat Surgery on the Rise

Many people take their makeover cues from famous faces that they see in the me-
dia. Cosmetic surgery patients routinely come to consultations armed with clippings 
of celebrity faces, or parts of faces, to instruct their doctors on what changes they’d 
like to make to their appearance. Whose famous facial feature is the most coveted 
of them all? It belongs to Kate Middleton, the Duchess of Cambridge, based on 
requests from women who are about to pursue cosmetic surgery.

Julian De Silva, MD, has maintained a running log of the most popular famous 
facial features that women request prior to undergoing cosmetic surgery, according 
to a 2016 New York Post article.53 Kate Middleton’s “mathematically perfect” nose 
was the most popular facial feature that women wanted, while Keira Knightley’s 
eyelids came in second. Jennifer Lopez for eyebrows, Penélope Cruz for lips, Ange-
lina Jolie for cheeks, Reese Witherspoon for skin, Miley Cyrus for forehead, Selena 
Gomez for chin, and Cher for jawline rounded out the top nine most-wanted facial 
features belonging to celebrities. De Silva said that patients frequently wish to “copy” 
the appearance of their favorite celebrity: “You will often have a consultation with a 
patient who will present you with a picture of a well-known person and will say: ‘I 
want to look like that.’”54

Plastic surgeons say that anyone who thinks that he or she can be cloned into 
someone or something else through plastic surgery should think again. In a 2014 
New York Times article, Steven Teitelbaum, MD, explained, “We really cannot make 
someone ‘pass’ for someone else. At most, we can try to mimic a feature, such as a 
nice nose, or even to put in a grossly disproportionate chin implant to mimic the 
nearly cartoonish visage of Jay Leno.”55

Medical and ethical concerns arise when patients insist on getting surgery to look 
like a famous face. Part of a doctor’s job is determining which patients’ requests are 
medical or aesthetic in nature and which ones may be triggered by body dysmorphic 
disorder (BDD). Amy Wechsler, MD, shared a story of a patient who tried to find 
a doctor to get surgery to look like Brad Pitt. “There was this sense of, ‘My life will 
be so much better if I had this person’s X, Y or Z.’ It can become an obsession,” as 
quoted in the New York Times article.

Preoccupation with Perfection: Cosmetic Surgery and Body Dysmorphic Disorder

BDD is often shrugged off “as a ‘first world’ problem and a ‘bad case of vanity’ 
caused by today’s obsession with appearance and celebrity,” said the 2015 BBC News 
article “The ‘Ugly Truth’ About Body Dysmorphic Disorder.”56 Yet this serious 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 9:52 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



154	 Chapter 9

condition afflicts up to one in fifty people, many of whom “‘self-medicate’ by under-
going frequent and repeated plastic surgery procedures,”57 the article said.

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth Edition (DSM-
IV) defines BDD as a “disorder that is characterized by a distressing or impairing 
preoccupation with slight or imagined defect(s) in one’s physical appearance.”58 
According to a 2013 article, “Body dysmorphic disorder affects about 1% to 2% of 
the general population but has been found to be up to 15 times more prevalent in 
patients seeking plastic surgery.”59 Although the onset of BDD usually occurs dur-
ing adolescence (at an average age of sixteen), patients generally obtain their surgical 
consultation for the first time in their thirties. A symptom of BDD is intense body 
image dissatisfaction. People with BDD may also engage in compulsive behaviors, 
including “mirror gazing, comparing personal features, excessive camouflaging, skin 
picking, reassurance seeking, and even ‘self-surgery’ practices,”60 the article said.

THE GLOBALIZATION OF BEAUTY:  
COSMETIC SURGERY AND THE WESTERN LOOK

If you were asked which country is the vainest of them all, the country with the most 
cosmetic procedures performed, which country would you name? If you said the 
United States, you hit the nail on the head. According to the International Society 
of Aesthetic Plastic Surgery (ISAPS), the United States topped the list of countries 
whose citizens got the most cosmetic tweaks in 2018, accounting for 18.7 percent of 
the world’s procedures, followed by Brazil (9.7 percent), Mexico (4.5 percent), and 
Germany (4 percent).61

The story that the numbers don’t tell us is how cosmetic surgery has become a 
cultural prerogative or a rite of passage in some countries. Nor do the figures explain 
how the desire to appear “westernized” has created a globalized beauty standard. Let’s 
look at three examples from different regions of the world to tell this story.

Seoul, South Korea: The Plastic Surgery Capital of the World

Much has been reported on America’s increasing obsession with beauty and the 
surge in plastic surgery to achieve it based on beauty ideals disseminated through 
the media and advertising. Statistically, though, it’s not Americans who are getting 
the most cosmetic work done—it’s South Korean women. According to data pro-
duced by the ISAPS, one in five South Korean women has gone under the knife, 
as compared with roughly one in twenty American women, as cited in a 2014 ABC 
News article.62

Many young South Korean women are getting Gangnam-style plastic surgery, 
a fusion of Western beauty ideals and the doll-like features of K-pop girls. From a 
2013 article in the Atlantic: “K-pop has created a completely new beauty aesthetic 
that nods to Caucasian features but doesn’t replicate them.”63
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The importance of physical appearance is deeply embedded in South Korean 
culture, where it’s believed to improve one’s employability and marriageability. “Chil-
dren are considered an embodiment and reflection of their parents’ status, and to 
this end they are shaped and molded—through intense schooling, but also through 
surgery to be the best they can be. Notions of beauty and productivity are married 
together,”64 the article said.

A 2013 Daily Mail article noted that the popularity of plastic surgery, especially 
among the young, has been ascribed by some to “a desire to look more ‘western’ fu-
eled by an obsession with celebrity culture.”65 This type of surgery is called the “Ko-
rean plastic face look” because so many women getting the facial surgery look as if 
they’ve come from the same gene pool. “Without the plastic surgery, Korean women 
are very diverse looking and easily can be told apart,”66 the article said.

Iran: Beneath the Hijab

A 2013 Daily Mail article reported on Iran’s rapacious appetite for cosmetic 
surgery.67 Girls as young as fourteen are getting cosmetic work done to achieve “the 
Hollywood ‘doll face’” seen on television programs and films exported from Western 
nations.

In Iran, many women alter their noses through plastic surgery to “reflect an ‘Anglo 
American’ aesthetic” as an almost silent protest against the country’s rigid observance 
of Islamic dress, as suggested in the 2017 Los Angeles Times article.68 Other reasons 
to do the surgery include boosting self-esteem, increasing marriageability, addressing 
medical issues, and reacting to the Muslim veiling tradition that some women find 
limiting when it comes to beauty. These add up to making Iran the world’s leader in 
rhinoplasty surgeries.69

Brazil: Silver Medalist in the Olympics of Plastic Surgery

Called “the philosopher of plastic surgery” and “the maestro” by Brazilians, the 
late Ivo Pitanguy, MD, Brazil’s pioneer of plastic surgery, is famous for saying, “The 
poor have a right to be beautiful too.”70 Pitanguy’s tireless mission to extend this 
body-and-soul philosophy of plastic surgery made Brazil a world leader in plastic 
surgery, according to the 2016 Forbes article “In Plastic Surgery, Brazil Gets the 
Silver Medal.”71

Brazil’s preoccupation with plastic surgery has led to a shortage of doctors to 
deliver general medical care. The country brings in thousands of doctors from Cuba 
to deliver care to the poor and people living in remote communities, according to a 
2014 Guardian article.72 Since plastic surgery has practically become a cultural pas-
time, few Brazilians are complaining. In fact, plastic surgery is a source of national 
pride, with kiosks selling magazines such as Plástica e Beleza (“Plastic and Beauty”), 
displaying the newest cosmetic procedures and revealing who’s getting cosmetic work 
done.
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SELLING COSMETIC SURGERY:  
ETHICS AND COSMETIC SURGERY ADVERTISING

The British Association of Aesthetic Plastic Surgeons (BAAPS) called for a ban 
on ads for cosmetic surgery procedures like breast enlargement and tummy tucks, 
warning that the industry is “an under-regulated ‘wild west,’” as reported in a 2012 
Guardian article.73 Of chief concern is the broad use of cosmetic surgery advertising 
by private cosmetics chains in tabloids and women’s magazines. Fazel Fatah, a past 
president of BAAPS, is quoted as saying, “We [BAAPS] have warned against the 
unrealistic expectations set by reality ‘makeover’ shows and against crass competi-
tion prizes promising ‘mummy makeovers’ and body overhauls. In no other area of 
surgery would one encounter Christmas vouchers and 2-for-1 offers—the pendulum 
has swung too far, and it is time for change.”74

Let’s consider the ethics of cosmetic surgery advertising.

Is Advertising Cosmetic Surgery Ethical?

In De Curtorum Chirurgia per Insitionem (“On the surgical restoration of defects 
by grafting”), first published in 1597, Gaspare Tagliacozzi, the pioneer of plastic and 
reconstructive surgery, described the role of the plastic surgeon:

We bring back, refashion, and restore to wholeness the features which nature gave but 
chance destroyed, not that they may charm the eye but that they may be an advantage 
to the living soul. . . . For although the original beauty of the face is indeed restored, yet 
this is only accidental, and the end for which the physician is working is that the features 
should fulfill their offices according to nature’s decree.75

In these words, Tagliacozzi foresaw a possible ethical dilemma when the physician 
offered aesthetic interventions.

As we’ve discussed, a cultural obsession with image and appearance has increased 
consumer interest in aesthetic enhancements. Given the competitive and profitable 
nature of the industry, marketing tactics are employed to stimulate demand for elec-
tive procedures, which can pose ethical concerns, according to a 2010 article.76 First, 
physicians may advance their own “product/service interests” over those of their 
patients, who may feel subtle yet undue pressure when they’re being marketed to 
by the physician. Exerting such influence can result in multiple elective procedures 
being done on otherwise healthy patients, which could put them at physical risk.77

Second, the medical community has voiced concern over the use of traditional 
marketing to promote cosmetic surgery procedures and services, including print, 
billboard, and television ads as well as sales promotion tools, which may negatively 
impact the standing of the medical profession.78 For example, the 2008 New York 
Times article reported that some physicians use sales inducements, like twofers, 
discounts, rebates, and treatment packages, to bring prospective cosmetic surgery 
patients through the door.79 “But such price-cutting blurs the line between the tactics 
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of commerce and the practice of medicine, in which physicians have traditionally 
encouraged treatments based on a patient’s condition or concerns, not on the doc-
tor’s bottom line,”80 the article said.

Finally, selling cosmetic surgery by using sexual appeals or sexual content in adver-
tising has added fuel to the controversy swirling around cosmetic surgery marketing, 
which could also be damaging to the reputation of the medical profession.81 For 
example, the Advertising Standards Authority (ASA), Britain’s advertising watchdog, 
received multiple complaints about an ad for breast enlargement surgery because 
the ad exploited young women’s insecurities about their bodies by suggesting that 
women could only be happy with their bodies if they had undergone that surgical 
procedure.82 The ad showed young women, dressed in largely revealing outfits, pos-
ing and cavorting around a swimming pool, on the beach, and on a yacht.83

Controversies and Conversations:  
Social Media Driving People to Plastic Surgery

Social media has become a primary source for communicating the miracles—and 
the disasters—of cosmetic procedures. A 2016 article pointed out that cosmetic 
patients use social media to find surgeons and share stories about procedures and 
results, including whether the procedures were worth the expenditure.84 In addition, 
social media allows current and potential plastic surgery patients to interact with 
plastic surgeons. Furthermore, some plastic surgeons use social media as a patient-
engagement platform, which is a cost-effective way to promote their practice and 
elevate the perception of the surgeon as an expert.

A 2017 MarketWatch article noted that Americans look to celebrities and celebrity 
plastic surgeons online not only to learn about procedures but also to view them.85 
For instance, Michael Salzhauer (aka Dr. Miami) has attracted more than 500,000 
followers by sharing details of his surgeries on Instagram, as well as live-streaming 
them in real-time Snapchats.86

Consumers should exhibit caution in taking ads for plastic surgery services on In-
stagram at face value, according to a study cited in a 2017 Chicago Tribune article.87 
The survey pored over approximately 1.8 million posts with twenty-one plastic 
surgery–associated hashtags on Instagram. Only 17.8 percent of the top posts had 
been published by board-certified plastic surgeons. The rest of the postings were by 
foreign surgeons, other physicians who weren’t board certified, dentists, spas with 
no physician affiliation, and even a hair salon, the study noted. Clark Schierle, MD, 
senior author of the study, is quoted as saying, “I see examples of patients who’ve 
been botched by providers who were inadequately credentialed, and patients who 
were misled by false advertising or social media. Sometimes, if things seem too good 
to be true, they just might be.”88

Still, some experts claim that consumers shouldn’t be too concerned about getting 
procedures done by doctors who aren’t board-certified plastic surgeons. Physicians 
who aren’t plastic surgeons can receive additional training to certify them to perform 
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cosmetic surgery from organizations like the American Board of Cosmetic Surgery. 
Joe Niamtu, MD, is quoted as saying, “There are a lot of great surgeons in the world, 
and they’re not all plastic surgeons. . . . It boils down to your training, your experi-
ence and your outcomes.”89

BOTCHED: THE DEADLY DANGERS  
OF COSMETIC PROCEDURES

Almost any product can be illegally knocked off and sold as the authentic product, 
from luxury goods to software to prescription drugs like Botox Cosmetic. In 2004, 
the Office of Criminal Investigations (OCI) of the FDA was brought in to investi-
gate a case involving four people who had suffered paralysis after allegedly getting 
Botox Cosmetic injections at a Florida medical clinic.90 The paralysis of the four 
patients, who had been hospitalized with acute botulism poisoning caused by being 
injected with “potent, unapproved botulinum toxin,” was temporary. The doctor 
who had administered the injections of the powerful neurotoxin had misrepresented 
it as the FDA-approved version of the drug used to reduce the cosmetic appearance 
of wrinkles.

The scope of the OCI investigation subsequently widened to include 210 investi-
gations of health care professionals throughout the United States, leading to arrests 
and convictions of those individuals who intentionally injected the unapproved, 
cheaper substitute of the neurotoxin into almost one thousand unwitting patients.

Let’s examine the underbelly of the cosmetic surgery industry.

The Dark Side of Cosmetic Enhancement

Many people have resorted to black-market cosmetic options, primarily due to 
the costliness of cosmetic procedures. The problem with this alternative to medical-
grade skin care and aesthetic treatments is twofold. One, consumers aren’t getting 
authentic products but instead knockoffs or defective products. Two, procedures are 
typically being administered by unqualified individuals rather than board-certified 
plastic surgeons or other qualified specialists. These procedures are almost always 
illegal, and the outcomes can be deadly.

Women across the United States are putting their lives at risk to get bigger, 
rounder derrieres in instances where they have been shot up with building materials, 
such as industrial-grade silicone, by people with no medical training, as reported in 
a 2013 Fox News article.91 The article pointed out that deaths from black-market 
buttocks injections have been reported in several states, including Alabama, Florida, 
Pennsylvania, Nevada, and New York.

Doctors have observed a rise in the number of people getting illegal injections. 
Illicit cosmetic procedures are becoming commonplace, frequently occurring at 
“pumping parties” where multiple people queue up for injections in hotel rooms. 
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Illicit silicone isn’t being used only to increase butt size. Some people are having it 
injected into their faces, which can cause bulging and solid nodules.92

Removing enormous quantities of silicone from the buttocks is so knotty that 
many doctors won’t even attempt it. In the Fox News article, John Martin, MD, is 
quoted as saying, “When you put in a large amount of silicone, it can drift. If I fill 
your butt with this huge amount of silicone, it can run down your leg and you have 
to get your leg amputated.”93

Driving the big-booty trend among women of all races and ethnicities are celebri-
ties like Jennifer Lopez, Nicki Minaj, and Kim Kardashian. The 2014 New York Post 
article “Big Butts Are Becoming a Booming Business” noted that more women are 
trying to emulate the curvaceous figures of their favorite stars with fuller backsides.94

Silicone isn’t the only foreign substance being injected into women to enhance 
their buttocks. A 2015 Live Science article indicated that reports have surfaced of 
women being injected with tire sealant, mineral oil, baby oil, and even cement, ac-
cording to Tansar Mir, MD.95

THE SYNTHETICS: THE NORMALIZATION  
OF COSMETIC ENHANCEMENT

The sci-fi film Ghost in the Shell (2017), starring Scarlett Johansson, is set in a not-
too-distant future where most people routinely get cybernetic enhancements. Today 
many people are getting enhanced or altered, although not with cybernetic parts—at 
least not yet. Are we witnessing a normalization of cosmetic enhancement?

A 2015 Time article provided clear evidence of Americans’ increased acceptance of 
the notion of cosmetic enhancement.96 A 2014 survey by MSN found that 62 per-
cent of people would respond approvingly if they found out that a friend had work 
done. According to a survey conducted by the American Society for Dermatologic 
Surgery (ASDS), nearly half (52 percent) of people were considering aesthetic treat-
ments in 2014, an increase of 30 percent from two years earlier.97 “Cosmetic surgery 
has become the new makeup,”98 the article said.

Not Everyone Is Buying In to Cosmetic Enhancement

Although cosmetic surgery has become more socially acceptable, most Americans 
are still shying away from it, according to a 2016 Pew Research Center article.99 
Just 4 percent of Americans said they’d had elective cosmetic surgery, and only 2 
percent of them said they’d had noninvasive procedures like injectables, according to 
a 2016 Pew research survey. Women were about three times as likely as men to say 
they underwent cosmetic surgery; this gender gap was witnessed across age groups. 
Finally, six in ten Americans said that people are “too quick to undergo cosmetic pro-
cedures,” while fewer than a third said that cosmetic surgery “almost always” boosts 
people’s confidence and makes them feel better about themselves.100
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Despite the mixed opinions on the appropriateness of cosmetic surgery, most 
people would probably approve of aesthetic results that fall within a range of beauty 
norms. In the Time article, Victoria Pitts-Taylor, professor of feminist, gender, and 
sexuality studies at Wesleyan University and author of Surgery Junkies: Wellness and 
Pathology in Cosmetic Culture, is quoted as saying, “Our unease with the technological 
modification of the body hasn’t gone away. We’ve merely refined our judgment about 
it. We have this increasing tolerance for the anatomically improbable for women. A 
36D breast size doesn’t look nonhuman to us even if the waist is 21 inches. Anything 
more than that in either direction makes us increasingly uncomfortable.”101

Eventually, we must ask ourselves: Is plastic surgery creating a class distinction, 
with cosmetic surgery haves and have-nots? “There’s a plastic-surgery look that 
doesn’t compete with the natural look and indicates class privilege to the time and 
money it takes to maintain such a face. My concern is the same way bad teeth are a 
risk in the business world, soon having certain natural facial features as far as aging 
might be a class signifier,” said Kjerstin Gruys, an assistant professor of sociology at 
the University of Nevada, Reno, according to the Time article.102

In cultures that worship youth and beauty, where aging is seen almost as a disease, 
cosmetic surgery can stave off the aging process as well as combat negative age ste-
reotypes related to declines in physical fitness and appearance. A 2010 article titled 
“The Ethics of Aesthetic Surgery,” in the Journal of Cutaneous and Aesthetic Surgery 
(JCAS), cautioned:

Aesthetic surgery makes profit from the ideology of a society that serves only vanity, 
youthfulness and personal success, and one which is losing sight of the real values. The 
real value of a person cannot be reduced to his or her appearance, and medicine as an 
art, should feel the obligation to resist these modern ideologies and should attempt to 
help people get a more authentic attitude about themselves.103

True self-worth should not be measured by how closely we can approximate the ideal 
of human perfection. Rather, it should be determined by our character and integrity.
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Conclusion

Advertisers in general bear a large part of the responsibility for the deep feelings of in-
adequacy that drive women to psychiatrists, pills, or the bottle. You keep telling us over 
and over that if we could use that or have this or look like that, we would be forever 
desirable, forever happy. So we spend our time worrying over the grey streak or the extra 
pound or the dry skin instead of our minds, our hearts, and our fellow men.

—From But Will It Sell? by Marya Mannes (1964)

Yardley. Does this cosmetic brand ring a bell? The 250-year-old quintessentially Brit-
ish perfume and cosmetics house is known for its iconic flower-based scents, not least 
its 147-year-old signature scent, English Lavender.

The history of the House of Yardley, one of the oldest brands in the beauty market, 
is as alluring as the violet blue fields of English lavender that helped build Yardley’s 
international reputation. Since 1921, the brand has held six Royal Warrants, which 
are granted by either the queen, the Duke of Edinburgh, or the Prince of Wales to 
people and companies doing business with the royal household for at least five years.1

Fast-forward to swinging London in the 1960s: the world capital of cool, Mary 
Quant miniskirts, John Lennon glasses, psychedelics, the Rolling Stones, and Soho’s 
Carnaby Street. At the center of it all was Yardley. English models Jean Shrimpton, 
declared “the symbol of Swinging London,” and Twiggy, named “the face of 1966,” 
fronted Yardley’s ad campaigns during an “era of high times, bold style, and wild 
possibilities.”2

As the decade-long high of the 1960s wore off, Yardley began to lose its cool. As 
its customer base grew older, it slipped back into a staid image.

Starting in the late 1960s, Yardley’s fate was determined by a succession of corpo-
rate parents. In 1967, Yardley was acquired by British American Tobacco (BAT). In 
addition to Yardley, the British-based tobacco company had acquired other cosmetics 
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and fragrance firms. In 1970, BAT combined these acquisitions to create a wholly 
owned subsidiary, British American Cosmetics (BAC).3

In 1985, BAT sold Yardley to the British pharmaceutical company Beecham 
Group, which later merged with the Philadelphia-based pharmaceutical and health 
care–products company SmithKline Beckman Corp. Then in 1990, SmithKline 
Beecham sold off Yardley to Old Bond Street Corporation of the United States.4

In the ensuing years, Yardley tried to slough off its “granny image” by reinvent-
ing itself. Between 1993 and 1996, English actor Helena Bonham Carter became 
the face of Yardley until the brand broke from the actor for supermodel Linda 
Evangelista.5

By 1998, Yardley was struggling to keep its head above water amid mounting 
losses and debts. As a last-gasp effort to hunt for a new owner and avoid going bust, 
Yardley was placed in receivership to be run by accounting giant KPMG.6

In the following decade, Yardley had a string of corporate parents. In 2001, it was 
sold to the German hair care firm Wella,7 which was bought by Procter & Gamble 
(P&G) in 2003.8 Two years later, P&G off-loaded Yardley to Lornamead Group, a 
marketer of personal care brands. In 2009, Lornamead sold off some pieces of Yard-
ley to Wipro Ltd., a large India-based software services exporter.9

In 2012, Wipro Consumer Care & Lighting, Wipro’s fast-moving consumer 
goods (FMCG) arm, purchased Yardley’s business in the United Kingdom and 
several other European countries. In the same year, Yardley London ran its first ad 
campaign in sixteen years to promote the launch of a new range of bath and body 
care products.10 In 2018, Yardley made a move to enliven the brand by releasing a 
new fragrance line, called the Collection, intended for older millennials.11

From surviving the Great Fire of London in 1666 to changing hands several times 
over five decades, Yardley London has proven its resilience—and its long and wind-
ing history continues to be written.

There’s a lesson to be learned from Yardley’s story: Even the mightiest of beauty 
brands can stumble, lose its relevance, or fall behind the times. As it happens, some 
established beauty houses are struggling to maintain their foothold or staging come-
backs in the marketplace.12

Whether it was complacency that took the wind out of their sails or digital dis-
ruption that caught them off guard, the biggest beauty brands have been forced to 
rewrite their marketing playbook as they fend off market-moving cosmetics brands 
that use guerrilla digital marketing tactics to grab market share. Proving that small 
really is beautiful, these nimble upstarts are integrating social media into the brand 
experience and, in turn, winning customer loyalty one post, one tweet, one video, 
and one app at a time.

If you can’t beat them, buy them. Several large cosmetics companies have acquired 
small cosmetics brands and added them to their brand portfolio. In 2016, the beauty 
and personal care industry gobbled up fifty-two acquisitions, representing the biggest 
buying spree in a decade.13
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The body-positive movement has steadily gathered momentum. Many women are 
breaking free from strict beauty norms and making fashion and beauty trends work 
for them by infusing their own personal sense of style. Several fashion and beauty 
companies have picked up on—and responded to—consumers’ desire to see a more 
diverse range of models featured in ad pages and glossy spreads.

However, the vicious cycle of negative body image among women and girls per-
sists and, with it, the specter of eating disorders as well as body dysmorphic disorder. 
Experts warn that social media and the pressure to look good are stoking mental 
health problems. Making matters worse, body shaming looms in every corner of the 
internet, and no one is immune to it.

The normalization of cosmetic enhancement has erased much of the stigma at-
tached to plastic surgery. Some people have spent their entire life savings on cosmetic 
procedures to look like their favorite celebrities, models, animals, aliens, fashion 
dolls, pets, anime idols, and cartoon characters. Reality television series that center 
on cosmetic surgery reveal the extreme lengths to which people have gone to achieve 
physical perfection, leaving some marred or worse.

Ad regulators in such countries as Great Britain and Canada are instituting mea-
sures to eradicate sexism and sexist stereotypes in advertising. At the government 
level, the United States has made no such attempt to address potentially damaging 
and outdated gender stereotypes or outrageous and unrestrained sexism in advertis-
ing. To their credit, some advertisers and ad agencies are calling for eliminating 
gender stereotypes in ads and pledging not to create objectifying ads that use women 
as decorative props.

The beauty industry is long overdue for a makeover as it applies to strengthen-
ing cosmetic product regulations and upholding truth-in-advertising standards for 
beauty products. For real change to occur and real measures to be taken, it is up to 
each one of us to reject those beauty brands that use advertising that devalues who 
we are, as we are, to sell us useless or potentially harmful products while at the same 
time promoting homogenized, contrived, or unhealthy beauty standards. Beauty 
brands should celebrate our individuality, embrace the beauty in diversity, and speak 
to us honestly and authentically. Because we are worth it.
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Ad Standards. Formerly Advertising Standards Canada, this national nonprofit 
self-regulatory body is committed to safeguarding “the integrity and viability of 
advertising in Canada through responsible industry self-regulation.” Ad Standards 
administers the Canadian Code of Advertising Standards (Code). The Code sets 
forth the criteria of acceptable advertising in Canada and is used as a basis for 
evaluating complaints from consumer, trade, and special interest groups.

Advertising Association (AA). An umbrella organization, this UK-based trade as-
sociation brings together agencies, brands, and media to combine their strengths 
and build consensus on issues and opportunities of mutual interest.

The Advertising Club of New York (the Ad Club). The Advertising Club is a 
nonprofit organization that includes members from the advertising, media, 
marketing, and ad tech industries. The Ad Club offers career development and 
networking opportunities, as well as providing a forum for exchanging ideas and 
recognizing creative excellence.

Advertising Research Foundation (the ARF). This nonprofit organization is de-
voted to creating, curating, and disseminating unbiased industry-level advertising 
research. The ARF brings together agencies, advertisers, research houses, media 
firms, and ad tech companies into one conversation about how to be better at 
what they do.

Advertising Self-Regulatory Council (ASRC). Founded in 1971, the ASRC (for-
merly known as the National Advertising Review Council, NARC) sets the poli-
cies and procedures for advertising self-regulatory programs, including the Na-
tional Advertising Division (NAD), Children’s Advertising Review Unit (CARU), 
National Advertising Review Board (NARB), Electronic Retailing Self-Regulation 
Program (ERSP), Direct Selling Self-Regulatory Council (DSSRC), and Digital 
Advertising Accountability Program (“Accountability Program”). In 2019, the 

Resources
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ASRC merged into BBB National Programs, Inc., the national self-regulatory unit 
of the former Council of Better Business Bureaus (CBBB), and assumed all ASRC 
responsibilities, including setting policies and procedures for these programs.

Advertising Standards Authority (ASA). The goal of the ASA, an independent 
advertising regulator, is “to make every UK ad a responsible ad.” As the sister orga-
nization of the ASA, the Committee of Advertising Practice (CAP) is responsible 
for revising, updating, monitoring, and enforcing the advertising codes of practice 
in the United Kingdom.

Alliance for Women in Media (AWM). A nonprofit organization devoted to pro-
moting the advancement of women in the media and entertainment industry, 
the AWM represents a diverse community that supports women across the media 
industry and brings together women from all corners of media to promote innova-
tion, education, and collaboration.

American Advertising Federation (AAF). Headquartered in Washington, DC, the 
AAF seeks to protect and promote the commonwealth of advertising through a 
coordinated network of advertisers, agencies, media companies, local advertising 
clubs, and college chapters.

American Association of Advertising Agencies (AAAA or 4As). The New York–
based 4As is a national trade association representing the marketing communica-
tions agency business in the United States. This management-oriented association 
offers leadership, advocacy, and training to encourage agencies to “innovate, 
evolve, and grow.”

American Cancer Society (ACS). The ACS funds and conducts research, furnishes 
expert advice, supports patients, and disseminates information about cancer pre-
vention.

Association for Women in Communications (AWC). As a professional organiza-
tion for women in the communications industry, AWC promotes the advance-
ment of women in all areas of the communications field by recognizing excellence, 
promoting leadership, and placing its members at the forefront of the communi-
cations industry.

Association of National Advertisers (ANA). A trade association serving as “the 
voice of the marketer,” the New York–based ANA offers marketing and brand-
building services, advocacy and legislative leadership, marketing information and 
resources, professional development, and peer networking to its members.

California Safe Cosmetics Program (CSCP). Under the California Safe Cosmetics 
Act of 2005, manufacturers, packers, and/or distributors are required to notify the 
California Department of Public Health (CDPH) of all products sold in Califor-
nia that contain ingredients known or suspected to cause adverse health effects. 
The CSCP collects this data and makes it available to consumers and cosmetics 
industry workers through its consumer product database so that “they can make 
informed choices for themselves, their clients, and their families.”

Campaign for Safe Cosmetics. This San Francisco–based coalition seeks to safe-
guard the health of consumers, workers, and the environment through public 
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education and engagement, corporate accountability and sustainability cam-
paigns, and legislative advocacy designed to eliminate hazardous chemicals linked 
to adverse health effects from cosmetic and personal care products.

Children’s Advertising Review Unit (CARU). Under the purview of BBB National 
Programs, Inc., CARU is “the children’s arm of the advertising industry’s self-
regulation program.” CARU assesses child-targeted advertising and promotional 
materials across all media to promote honesty, accuracy, and consistency with 
respect to CARU guidelines and applicable laws.

Consumer Reports. This independent, nonprofit organization does unbiased prod-
uct testing and publishes product reviews and comparisons in its non-advertiser-
sponsored magazine of the same name.

Eating Disorders Coalition (EDC). A Washington, DC–based advocacy organiza-
tion, the EDC strives to raise public awareness and federal recognition of eating 
disorders as a public health concern. The EDC lobbies Congress and federal agen-
cies to increase funding for eating disorders research, education, and treatment.

EcoWatch. As an online platform for environmental news, EcoWatch educates and 
encourages people to protect human health and the environment.

Environmental Working Group (EWG). This nonprofit, nonpartisan organization 
is dedicated to protecting public health and the environment through research, 
education, and advocacy “to drive consumer choice and civic action.” EWG’s Skin 
Deep® database provides consumers with commonsense ways to guard themselves 
from unnecessary exposure to toxic chemicals found in cosmetic and personal 
care products.

European Advertising Standards Alliance (EASA). Headquartered in Brussels, the 
EASA serves as “the single authoritative voice of advertising self-regulation.” As 
the organizing body for advertising self-regulatory organizations within Europe, 
the EASA promotes responsible advertising by providing guidance to its members 
on how to adhere to advertising self-regulation to benefit consumers and busi-
nesses alike.

European Association of Communications Agencies (EACA). Serving as “the 
voice of Europe’s communications agencies and associations,” the Brussels-based 
EACA promotes honest, effective advertising; fosters high professional standards; 
raises awareness about advertising’s contribution to a free-market economy; and 
encourages cooperation between agencies, advertisers, and European media com-
panies.

Federal Communications Commission (FCC). An independent government 
agency overseen by Congress, the FCC regulates interstate and international 
communications by radio, television, wire, satellite, and cable in all fifty states, 
the District of Columbia, and US territories. The FCC implements and enforces 
communications law and regulations in the United States.

Federal Trade Commission (FTC). The FTC is the federal agency responsible for 
regulating advertising and promotion at the federal level. The FTC’s Division of 
Advertising Practices enforces truth-in-advertising laws and protects consumers 
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from unfair or deceptive advertising and marketing practices linked to health, 
safety, and economic concerns.

Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media (GDIGM). Founded by Academy 
Award–winning actor and advocate Geena Davis, the institute and its program-
ming arm, See Jane, are at the vanguard of changing female portrayals and gender 
stereotypes in media and entertainment content and platforms through evidence-
based research, education, training, strategic guidance, and advocacy programs.

Humane Society of the United States (HSUS). This nonprofit animal advocacy 
organization seeks to create “a humane world for people and animals alike” and 
drives transformational change intended to end large-scale animal cruelty.

Interactive Advertising Bureau (IAB). Headquartered in New York, IAB aims to 
“empower the media and marketing industries to thrive in the digital economy.” 
The trade group provides interactive services, establishes industry standards, 
conducts research, and provides legal support to the online advertising industry.

International Advertising Association (IAA). The IAA is a global strategic partner-
ship that supports the common interests of all enterprises involved in the brand-
ing, communications, and marketing disciplines.

International Association of Better Business Bureaus (IABBB). As the umbrella 
organization for the local, independent BBBs throughout the United States, 
Canada, and Mexico, the IABBB cultivates honest and responsive relationships 
between businesses and consumers with an eye toward “instilling consumer con-
fidence and advancing a trustworthy marketplace for all.” It also runs national 
programs on advertising review, dispute resolution, and industry self-regulation.

International Chamber of Commerce (ICC). As the largest and most diverse global 
business organization, the Paris-based ICC promotes international trade, fosters 
responsible business conduct and a global approach to regulation, and provides 
market-leading dispute-resolution services. Its Consolidated ICC Code of Adver-
tising and Marketing Communication Practice is considered “the gold standard 
for self-regulation.”

International Women’s Media Foundation (IWMF). A nonprofit organization 
based in Washington, DC, the IWMF is dedicated to elevating and strengthening 
the status of female journalists in the news media worldwide. The IWMF grants 
and programs provide the resources, training, and network to move women jour-
nalists into leadership roles in the news industry.

National Advertising Division (NAD). Administered by BBB National Programs, 
Inc., the NAD is an investigative arm of the advertising industry’s self-regulatory 
system. The NAD is responsible for monitoring and evaluating the truth and ac-
curacy of national advertising in all media.

National Advertising Review Board (NARB). As the appellate body for the ad-
vertising self-regulatory system, the NARB reviews and responds to complaints 
from consumers, competitors, and local branches of the Better Business Bureau 
concerning the truthfulness and accuracy of ads.
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National Association of Anorexia Nervosa and Associated Disorders (ANAD). 
ANAD is a nonprofit organization committed to fighting eating disorders and help-
ing people struggling with them to find treatment and support. ANAD works in 
the areas of prevention, identification, education, referral, and advocacy in addition 
to furnishing resources for families, schools, and the eating disorders community.

National Association of Attorneys General (NAAG). The Washington, DC–based 
NAAG assists the fifty-six state and territorial attorneys general in fulfilling the 
principal duties and responsibilities of their offices and aids in the conveyance of 
high-quality legal services.

National Eating Disorders Association (NEDA). This nonprofit organization is 
dedicated to the prevention, treatment, education, and awareness of eating dis-
orders, as well as weight and body-image concerns. Supporting individuals and 
families affected by eating disorders, NEDA “serves as a catalyst for prevention, 
cures, and access to quality care.”

National Organization for Women (NOW). Headquartered in Washington, DC, 
NOW is the largest organization of women’s rights activists in the United States. 
Using intersectional grassroots activism to bring about social change, NOW ad-
vocates for reproductive and economic justice and endeavors to end violence and 
eliminate discrimination toward women in all spheres of social and economic life.

Public Citizen. Public Citizen is a national consumer rights advocacy group and 
think tank based in Washington, DC. Founded in 1971 by Ralph Nader, a promi-
nent lawyer and consumer crusader, this nonprofit, nonpartisan organization 
serves as “the people’s voice in the nation’s capital” and champions citizen interests 
at the seat of government.

Truth in Advertising (TINA.org). The Madison, CT–based TINA.org is an inde-
pendent, nonprofit advertising watchdog group and online resource committed 
to “empowering consumers to protect themselves and one another against false 
advertising and deceptive marketing.”

US Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC). Headquartered in Bethesda, 
MD, CPSC is an independent federal agency charged with promoting product 
safety by protecting the public against unreasonable risks of injury or death from 
consumer products under the agency’s jurisdiction, including products that pres-
ent a fire, electrical, chemical, or mechanical hazard or that can harm children.

US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). Based in Washington, DC, the EPA 
is a federal regulatory agency responsible for protecting human health and the 
environment from major risks. The EPA sponsors and conducts research, as well 
as drafts and enforces environmental regulations.

US Food and Drug Administration (FDA). Part of the US Department of Health 
and Human Services (HHS), the FDA is responsible for safeguarding public 
health by ensuring the safety, efficacy, and security of human and veterinary drugs, 
biological products, and medical devices, as well as guarding the safety of the na-
tion’s food supply, cosmetics, and radiation-emitting products.
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Women In Media & News (WIMN). A national media analysis, education, and 
advocacy group, WIMN works to increase women’s presence and power in the 
public forum and promotes equity for women as subjects, sources, and producers 
in news and entertainment media.

Women’s Media Center (WMC). A progressive nonprofit women’s media organiza-
tion cofounded by Jane Fonda, Robin Morgan, and Gloria Steinem, the WMC 
seeks “to raise the visibility, viability, and decision-making power of women and 
girls in media.” The organization offers media and leadership training programs, 
performs research, produces original content and journalism, conducts media 
monitoring for sexism, and runs media advocacy campaigns.

Women’s Voices for the Earth (WVE). The Missoula, MT–based WVE is a grass-
roots environmental justice organization committed to eliminating toxic chemi-
cals that harm human health and communities. WVE calls for creating a less toxic, 
thriving world.

World Federation of Advertisers (WFA). Headquartered in Brussels, WFA is a 
global trade organization that “brings together the biggest markets and market-
ers worldwide.” WFA represents the common business interests of multinational 
advertisers and national advertiser associations, as well as advocates for responsible 
and effective marketing communications.
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