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Abstract—Body ideals and beauty standards laid for women are no 
secrets. Women across generations have been imposed with endless 
benchmarks to be considered as 'beautiful'. The desperate desire of 
fair skin tone, slim body and no body hair has left many women with 
the "I am not good enough" narrative and body-image issues. Poor 
body-image is evidently related to low self-esteem. In order to fit into 
the beauty standards, women become a prey of the expensive 
cosmetic industry. The cosmetic industry across the world runs on 
this body-image and self-esteem cycle of women. The advertisements 
that depict flawless images of women lure other women to consume 
the beauty products in a hope that they will miraculously make them 
'beautiful' as per how the society defines it. The paper seeks to 
explicate the dynamic interaction of women with the cosmetic 
industry and its psychological impact on women and society at large. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Cosmetics and makeup products are expensive yet many 
women invest a lot of their hard-earned money on buying 
these products. It must take a lot of motivation to invest ones 
money on buying expensive makeup and cosmetic procedures. 
The motivation stems from a lot of psychosocial factors. 
Humans are social beings and seek social interaction and 
affiliation. Thus, most individuals feel it is very important to 
be accepted in their society. The desire for social acceptance 
makes individuals comply with the socially constructed norms 
that are even unrealistic sometimes. Beauty standards imposed 
on women also prove to be unrealistic and idealistic most of 
the times. However, in order to fit into the society and attain 
social approval, women implicitly or explicitly engage in 
behavior to achieve those standards set out for them. The most 
common example would be women availing expensive 
services to get rid of all the body hair and facial hair. They 
would get conscious even if an extra strand of hair is sticking 
out from their chin. The natural tendency of having facial and 
body hair is not well accepted by the society, especially in 
case of women. Similar other expectations from women leave 
them with no choice but to act in accordance with the norms to 
gain social acceptance and enhance their self esteem. The 
objective of this paper is to understand the interaction of 

cosmetic industry with women consumers and its relation to 
their body image issues.  

2. BODY IMAGE 

Body image is the perception of one's own body that is created 
by the feelings, thoughts and beliefs they have for their own 
body [1]. Body image can be positive, negative or both. There 
are four facets of body image comprising the perceptual, 
affective, cognitive and behavioral body image (see Figure 1). 

Body image can lie on a continuum from being positive to 
negative. A person is said to have a negative body image when 
they have negative feelings, thoughts and beliefs about their 
body. Negative body image leads to body dissatisfaction and 
is the primary cause of eating disorders such as bulimia 
nervosa and anorexia nervosa. It is also associated with 
several psychosocial consequences (see section 3). A person is 
said to have a positive body image when they appreciate and 
accept the body they have. 

Body image of an individual can change over time as it is 
influenced by various internal and external factors. While 
individual traits do play a role in how a person perceives their 
body, other factors like society and media also shapes one's 
perception. E.g., a person who is criticized for their 
appearance by their family is more likely to experience body 
dissatisfaction.  



28

3.

Th
de
ab
Se
ne

A
im
bo
as

Pr
is 
in
im
in
av
B
of
th
a 
an
im

A
in
bu
sli
be
lim

8

. PSYCHOL
BODY IM

he socially-co
evelopment of
bout one's ow
everal psycho
egative body i

A lot of resear
mage with se
ody-image a
ssociated with

rior researche
related to sy

nterplay to cau
mage. Dissati
nadequate and 
void social ga
ody dissatisfa
f social anxie
hey are not phy

romantic rela
nd feelings rei
mpact the qual

As a result of 
ndividuals bec
ulimia nervos
im body and
ehaviors such 
mited intake o

p-ISS

Figure 1: Fac

LOGICAL C
MAGE 

onstructed stan
f a negative b
wn body im

osocial factors
image. 

rch has been d
lf esteem. St
and body 

h lower self-es

es have also re
ymptoms of d
use depression
isfaction with
unworthy. In

atherings and
action is also 
ty [9]. People 
ysically attrac
ationship [9]. S
inforce the de
lity of life. 

body dissatisf
come suscept
a and anorex

d "fear of fat
 a self-induce

of food, exces

Advanc
SN: 2394-1545

cets of Body Im

CORRELATE

ndards of bea
body image. A
mpacts a pers
s are found to

done on the r
tudies have s
dissatisfaction

steem across a

evealed that n
depression [5,6

n among peop
h one's body
n many cases s
d engage in s

associated w
with a negat

ctive and often
Such distorted

epressive symp

faction and n
tible to eatin
ia nervosa [6, 

t" sometimes
ed purging aft
sive exercisin

es in Econom
5; e-ISSN: 23

 

mage 

ES OF NEGA

auty contribute
A negative per
son psycholo
o be associate

relationship o
shown that n
n is signif

age and gender

negative body
6,7]. A lot of 
ple with a poo
y makes the
such individu
ocial withdra

with the devel
tive body ima
n feel undeser
d thoughts, b
ptoms and ult

negative body 
g disorders s
10]. The desir
 leads to un

fter eating, ext
ng, etc.  

 

mics and Busin
94-1553; Vol

ATIVE 

e to the 
rception 
gically. 
ed with 

f body-
negative 
ficantly 
r [2,3,4].  

y image 
factors 

or body 
em feel 
als also 

awal [8]. 
opment 

age feel 
rving of 
ehavior 

timately 

image, 
such as 
re for a 

nhealthy 
tremely 

Re
wo
be
soc
be
co
gir
wi
int
Sy
Re
bo
am
wa
dif
in 
for
exp
im
esp
cli

4.

As
im
ser
to 
int
co

4.1

Ad
ind
an
ser
Ad
ma
reg
rad
co

Th
its 
cy
15].
pro
tim
E.g
co
Ho
see
ow
the
co

ness Managem
lume 7, Issue 

esearch done 
omen, as com
auty concerns
cial agents pri
longing to di
mpared with 
rls are sociali
ithin them. E
ternalize beau

yndrome' has 
esearchers hav
ody proportion
mong girls at 
ave of debate
fferent body s
the market. W
r young wom
pected to ha

mpositions of b
pecially in cas
ientele sector o

COSMETI
CONSUME

s we now kn
mage concerns

rvices as a co
enhance the

terplay exists
nsumer's psyc

1. Advertising

dvertisements 
dustry with th

nd mass medi
rvices and pro
dvertisements 
ajor sect of 
gularly expose
dio, magazin
mmercials are

he biggest con
 commercials

ycle of women
. Most advert
oportionate bo

mes, they proj
g., the bright 
mmercials to
owever not all
e such comm

wn body. As a 
ey are not 
nducted a stud

ment (AEBM)
1; January-Ma

in the area 
mpared to m
s [4, 11].This gen
imarily associ
ifferent cultur
ideal benchm
zed in a way 

Even the doll
uty standards i

been a topic
ve argued that
ns and sow t
a very young

e that a diver
sizes, body sh
While fairer sk
men, even tho
ave a flawles
beauty standar
se of women a
of the cosmeti

IC INDU
ERS 

now the psyc
s, we may see
oping mechan
eir body-ima
s between t
che.  

g and Media

are the me
he target audi
a that the con
oducts that hav

of cosmetic 
f all advertis
ed to these ad

nes, social m
e quite impact

ncern with the
, it plays upon

n, luring them
tisements sho
ody, volumino
ect unrealistic
lights flashed
 portray fair 
l fabrications 

mercials, they 
result, their s
good enough
dy on 114 fem

arch, 2020 

of body ima
men, are more

nder differenc
iate 'beauty' w
res and differ

marks of beaut
that body ide

ls they play 
in their young
c of debate 
t Barbie dolls
the seeds of b
g age [12]. It w
se set of Bar

hapes and col
kin tone and s
ose in the mi
ss and wrink
rds occur thro
and hence wo
ic industry. 

USTRY A

chosocial cons
e usage of cos
nism employe
age. A great
the cosmetic

edium to con
ience. It is th
nsumers get t
ve been introd
products and

sements. Mo
ds through new
media, etc. a
tful. 

 cosmetic ind
n the body-im

m into buying 
ow women wi
ous hair and 
c and idealisti

d on the faces 
skin tone is 

are so eviden
begin to feel 

self esteem dw
h [14]. Kim 
male college st

Sonam Cha

age has show
e preoccupied
ce exists becau

with women. W
rent age grou
ty. Since chil
eals are intern
with are kno

g minds. The '
among resea

s endorse unre
body dissatis
was because 
rbie dolls end
ors were intro
slim body is f
iddle adultho

kle free skin. 
oughout the lif
omen form the

AND WO

sequences of 
smetic produc
d by the cons
t deal of dy
c industry a

nnect the co
hrough comm
to know abou
duced in the m
d services occ
ost household
wspapers, tele
and therefore

dustry is that th
mage and self 

their products
ith a fair skin
flawless skin.
c images of w
of the models
doubtlessly 

t and just whe
terrible abou

windles and th
& Lennon 

tudents (18-27

andhok 
 

wn that 
d with 
use the 

Women 
ups are 
dhood, 
nalized 
own to 
Barbie 

archers. 
ealistic 
faction 
of this 

dorsing 
oduced 
favored 
ood are 

Thus, 
fespan, 
e major 

OMEN 

f body-
cts and 
sumers 
ynamic 
and its 

osmetic 
mercials 

ut new 
market. 
cupy a 
ds are 
evision, 
, such 

hrough 
esteem 
s [13, 14, 

n tone, 
. Often 

women. 
s in the 
phony. 
en they 
ut their 
hey feel 

(2007) 
7 years 



The Illusion of Beauty Elixir: The Cosmetic Industry and Women's Body Image 29 
 

 

Advances in Economics and Business Management (AEBM) 
p-ISSN: 2394-1545; e-ISSN: 2394-1553; Volume 7, Issue 1; January-March, 2020 

of age) and found a significant positive relationship between 
exposure to fashion magazines, dissatisfaction with physical 
appearance and eating disorder tendencies [16]. 

Not only ads, other media including the movies, magazines, 
newspapers, etc portray actors and models with the 'idealistic' 
bodies. Women on social media also use numerous filters and 
photo edits to meet the yardstick norms set out for them. A lot 
of times the audience becomes the passive consumer of the 
content of media and fail to realize that the images shown to 
them are digitally enhanced, edited and manipulated by the 
artists and stylists. The audience creates an ideal image and 
constantly tries to meet that image to boost their self esteem. 
Failure to do so decreases their self confidence and self 
esteem. Seeing from the Carl Roger's humanistic perspective, 
such portrayals by media creates a huge gap between the real-
self and the ideal-self.  

4.2. Hoping for a Miracle: In search of a Beauty Elixir 

The cosmetic industry makes a tactical use of the negative 
body image and low self esteem cycle. As women are 
regularly exposed to such advertisements, they find 
themselves aligning with the "I am not good enough" 
narrative. Such ads reinforce the existing body ideals and 
when the audience feels that the product promises to offer 
them what they supposedly 'lack', they start falling for the trap 
[17]. They begin to hope that the product they will buy will 
miraculously make them a perfect fit for the ideal 'beauty' 
norms. The industry creates an illusion for women where they 
see those products and services as the ultimate 'beauty elixir' 
that would give them the body they desire and would never let 
their beauty fade away with age. No wonder, women end up 
paying so much on anti-wrinkle and anti-ageing creams!  

Moreover, since actresses and models routinely go under the 
knife to get that 'perfect' shape for nose and lips, teenagers and 
young adults are also trying to catch up with them in availing 
these services. There has been a rise in the number of women 
opting for cosmetic surgeries across cultures [18]. In India, 
several cases of young college going girls opting to get a nose 
job or lip job done have been reported [19].  

Media and society form a vicious cycle. It is the society that 
shapes media and in turn, media shapes the society. Thus, the 
society and media together create pressure on women to 
achieve the 'perfect' body [20]. In order to attain social approval 
and social acceptance, women consume beauty products and 
services.  

5. IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The intent of the paper is not to shun the cosmetic industry 
altogether. Cosmetic industry has a huge role to play in 
boosting the confidence of people who otherwise shy away 
from social situations because of dissatisfaction with their 
bodies. Sometimes, plastic surgery is the only option left for 
victims of road accidents and acid attacks.  

The paper seeks to highlight the aspects of the cosmetic 
industry and society that creates a negative body-image and 
increases body dissatisfaction. The ultimate goal of the 
cosmetic industry should be to make its consumers feel good 
about their bodies and enhance positive body image. It is 
essential that the media and the cosmetic industry adopt a 
more realistic approach. It is important that they endorse and 
embrace natural flaws and body types. Instead of using edited 
images of models to depict unrealistic bodies, advertisers 
should not shy away from portraying models as their natural 
selves. For example, a campaign started by Dove in India 
reached out to women consumers to get featured in their ads to 
depict natural women with diverse body shapes, sizes and 
color. 

6. CONCLUSION 

Use of cosmetics and beauty products should be more of a 
preference and a form of self-expression rather than an 
implicit imposition from the society to fit into the ideal and 
unrealistic beauty standards. The emphasis should be on self-
care and maintenance of healthy and hygienic body rather than 
aiming socially constructed unrealistic standards of beauty. 
We must empower and instill confidence in the upcoming 
generations. It is important for them to know that use of 
cosmetics is a pleasant way to express one's creativity 
however, loving and accepting oneself the way they are is the 
first and foremost step to feel beautiful.  
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