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Episode 7: The Market, Its History and Its Rules


The brightening market is several markets that share a shelf: a mature face serum business, a fast-growing and fragmented body business, a small and controversial intimate business, a clinic business of peels and lasers, and an older global business in whitening and bleaching that the others try hard to distance themselves from. This episode sizes them, names the main brands and their positions, tells the history that shaped the vocabulary, describes the dangerous end of the market, and sets out the legal and platform rules that decide what Doe can say.




How big it is

Published estimates of the global skin lightening market vary by a factor of four, because the research firms disagree about what to count. For 2024, Market Research Future put it at about four point six billion dollars, Fortune Business Insights at about nine point seven billion, IMARC at eleven point two billion, Straits Research and Bizwit at about eleven point six to eleven point eight billion, and Credence Research and Future Market Insights at about twenty billion. A reasonable working figure is eleven to twelve billion dollars a year, growing at five to eight percent, with Asia-Pacific the largest region. Treat all of these as industry estimates, sold as reports and built on different definitions of whether soaps, masks, body lotions and prescription creams belong inside.

In the United States, Circana’s data show where the growth is. Prestige beauty sales reached about thirty-six billion dollars in 2025, up four percent, and Circana’s analysts have described a skinification of everything, in which the ingredients and claims of face care spread to the scalp and the body. Body care has outpaced the wider skincare category in both prestige and mass channels since 2023, and buyers at retailers such as Credo have reported brightening products and liquid exfoliants as particular drivers. The size of the opportunity in scent-led body care is clearest at Sol de Janeiro, the Brazilian-inspired body brand owned by L’Occitane, whose sales reached about one point one three billion euros in the year to March 2025. Sol de Janeiro sells fragrance and pleasure on the body, and its success taught the whole category that body care can be a daily ritual people pay for. Doe’s vanilla and bergamot scent sits in that tradition.




The face serum market

The face market is mature and crowded, and almost every brand sells the same handful of ingredients. The Ordinary, the low-price brand from Deciem that Estée Lauder now fully owns, made single-ingredient serums at single-ingredient prices into a category, and its Niacinamide ten percent with zinc, Alpha Arbutin two percent and Glycolic Acid seven percent toning solution became the bathroom staples of a generation; that same toner became the TikTok deodorant. Good Molecules sells a Discoloration Correcting Serum built on tranexamic acid and niacinamide at a similarly low price. Topicals, founded by Olamide Olowe for chronic skin conditions in skin of colour, sells Faded, a serum with tranexamic acid, niacinamide and azelaic acid, at about thirty-eight dollars for fifty millilitres at Sephora, along with a Faded body bar. Naturium, which e.l.f. Beauty bought in 2023, sells tranexamic acid and niacinamide serums and body products. Paula’s Choice, owned by Unilever since 2021, sells exfoliating acids for face and body. Eucerin and La Roche-Posay sell the two proprietary molecules, thiamidol and Melasyl, through pharmacies.

The Korean brands play a different game. Medicube, from the Korean company APR, built a brightening line around its TXA Niacinamide serum and a set of kojic acid and turmeric body products, sells almost entirely through Amazon in the United States, and advertises at scale on Meta. Our study of its Meta ads, dated the fourteenth of October 2026 and based on ScrollStash data, counted five hundred and thirty-five unique Medicube ads over ninety days, about eighty percent video, with a median ad life of four days; eighty-four of the ads pointed to the TXA Niacinamide serum, with separate creatives for underarms, elbows, knees and inner thighs, and its kojic deodorant appeared only as a step inside routine videos. Those are counts of ads, unweighted by spend or sales.




The body brightening market

The body market is younger and splits into six formats: soaps and washes, pads and scrubs, leave-on serums, oils and lotions, deodorants with actives, and supplements. Our competitor ad map, pulled through ScrollStash on the fifteenth of September 2026, gives the clearest picture of who is spending attention. Every figure below is a count of ads in ScrollStash’s tracked set, unweighted by spend or sales.

Lume, a deodorant brand that sells mandelic acid for odor control, had about one thousand and twenty-five ads, mostly on odor. Kallistia, which sells a supplement kit under the line “from the inside out”, had about nine hundred and seventeen, with the hook “Dark armpits, inner thighs, back breakouts. You can’t fix body skin issues with a face serum.” Earthly Derm, which sells a turmeric soap, had about five hundred and eighty-six, arguing that most dark underarm products cannot penetrate melanin-rich skin. GloMelanin, which sells a brightening body oil, soaps and dark spot creams to Black women under the line “Made for Melanin-Rich Skin”, had about five hundred and forty-seven, and its title ad was the longest-running in the set at two hundred and twenty-two days. Musely, a telehealth company that sells a prescription Private Cream for dark underarms and the intimate area, had about three hundred and seventy-six. Sugarbabycare, which sells kojic acid, turmeric and lemon pads for underarms, elbows and neck, had about two hundred and seventy. Truly Beauty, whose bundles include a brightening deodorant, had about two hundred and sixty.

Several smaller brands matter for their positioning. Bushbalm, a Canadian brand, built a business on the bikini line, selling a Nude Ingrown Hair Oil for ingrown hairs and dark spots on the bikini line and underarms, appearing on the Canadian television show Dragons’ Den with Arlene Dickinson in 2020, and moving into Ulta in the United States. Kojie San, from the Philippine company Beauty Elements Ventures, has sold kojic acid soap since about 2006 and describes itself, citing NielsenIQ, as the top-selling lightening soap in the Philippines; in 2024 it added glycolic, salicylic, niacinamide and vitamin C versions. In the deodorant aisle, Dove’s Even Tone line is the mass-market option, and Kosas, Nécessaire, Saltair, Naturium and Lume sell acid or brightening deodorants at prestige prices, alongside Medicube and Doe.

Three positions dominate the body market’s creative. The first is the ingredient position, where a face-famous active such as kojic acid, tranexamic acid or niacinamide is carried to the body. The second is the identity position, where the product is made for melanin-rich skin and the villain is products designed for other skin. The third is the inside-out position, where creams are dismissed and a supplement promises to fix the cause. Very few brands use the position that the science in this course most supports, which is that the colour is the skin’s reaction to a daily injury and that the product’s first job is to stop adding to it.




The intimate market

Intimate lightening is a small market with a large shadow. It includes washes, creams and serums sold for the bikini line, the inner thighs and the vulva, clinic peels and masks such as Mesoestetic’s Dermamelan Intimate, and laser packages sold by med spas. In India, brands such as Sanfe sell intimate lightening serums on Amazon, and one woman in r/IndianSkincareAddicts wrote that Sanfe’s serum “Surprisingly provided minor benefit by reducing hyperpigmentation by a little and also helped with moisturising the area pretty decently post shower.” The defining moment in this market came in 2012, when a television advertisement in India for Clean and Dry Intimate Wash showed a woman whose partner seemed uninterested until the product’s lightening effect revived his attention. The All India Democratic Women’s Association filed a complaint with the Advertising Standards Council of India, columnists and dermatologists criticised it, and the story ran in Time, the Huffington Post and Al Jazeera. The episode fixed intimate lightening in the public mind as a product sold through sexual shame, and it remains the reason serious brands handle the intimate area with great care or avoid it.




Whitening, bleaching and how the vocabulary changed

Skin lightening is old, and in several cultures it is tied to class and marriage. A Japanese proverb holds that white skin hides seven flaws, and the preference for pale skin in East Asia long predates European contact, linked to the idea that people who work indoors are wealthier than people who work in fields. In South Asia, Hindustan Unilever launched Fair and Lovely in 1975, and for decades its advertising showed women gaining jobs, confidence and husbands as their skin lightened. In the Philippines, whitening soaps, lotions and glutathione are mainstream. In much of sub-Saharan Africa and the Caribbean, skin bleaching with hydroquinone, steroids and mercury became widespread from the mid-twentieth century. A 2019 meta-analysis by Sagoe and colleagues in the International Journal of Dermatology pooled sixty-eight studies covering sixty-seven thousand six hundred and sixty-five people and estimated the lifetime prevalence of skin bleaching at about twenty-eight percent worldwide and about twenty-seven percent in Africa, with very wide variation between studies and higher figures in patient samples. A figure of seventy-seven percent of Nigerian women using lightening products is widely attributed to the World Health Organization; it appears in many articles, and we could not trace it to a primary survey, so treat it with caution.

The vocabulary shifted in two stages. From about 2019, Unilever moved Fair and Lovely’s communication away from fairness and toward glow, even tone, clarity and radiance. In June and July 2020, during the protests that followed the killing of George Floyd, it renamed the brand Glow and Lovely and its men’s line Glow and Handsome; Johnson and Johnson stopped selling its Neutrogena Fine Fairness and Clean and Clear Fairness lines; and L’Oréal announced it would drop the words white, whitening, fair, fairness, light and lightening from its skincare. The industry settled on brightening, even tone, glow, radiance and dark spots, words that describe the evenness and clarity of skin rather than its shade.

This history explains the two currents in Doe’s buyer corpus. American buyers say dark underarms, lighten and even out, and almost never say whiten. Filipino and South Asian buyers often say whitening without embarrassment, and the Doe corpus holds one hundred and twenty-eight items using that word, mostly from those lanes. On the other side stands the it is normal faction, whose embrace-it comments are the most liked in the entire corpus, at over one hundred and thirty-nine thousand likes for the top one, and who read any underarm brightening product as colourism in a new jar. The ethical line that holds up best is the distinction between evening a patch and lightening a person: Doe can honestly sell a product that helps a darkened, irritated patch move back toward the colour of the arm beside it, and it should never imply that the woman’s skin colour is the problem. The client’s own brand guidance already bans the words dirty, embarrassing, fix, whitening and bleach for this reason.




The dangerous end of the market

The bleaching market’s dangers are concrete. Mercury, once a common ingredient in lightening creams because it blocks melanin production, damages the kidneys and the nervous system. The Minamata Convention on Mercury required its parties to ban the manufacture, import and export of cosmetics containing more than one part per million of mercury by the end of 2020, and the Zero Mercury Working Group’s testing in 2019 found that around half of the lightening creams its partners bought online exceeded that limit. In 2019 a forty-seven-year-old woman in Sacramento, California, was left in a semi-comatose state by methylmercury in a Pond’s-labelled face cream that had been bought in Mexico and tampered with after sale, the first case of methylmercury in a skin cream reported in the United States; the California Department of Public Health said it had recorded more than sixty mercury poisonings from imported, unlabelled and homemade creams over the previous nine years.

Strong steroid creams, often clobetasol, are sold illegally as lighteners across Africa and South Asia because they lighten skin quickly. Used for months they thin the skin, cause stretch marks, acne and infections, and in heavy use suppress the body’s own hormone production. Long-term high-strength hydroquinone causes ochronosis, as episode four described. Several African countries, including Côte d’Ivoire in 2015, Ghana from 2016 and Rwanda in 2019, have banned or seized lightening products containing these ingredients. When a woman in Doe’s market says she is afraid of bleaching creams, or that a cream gave her stretch marks, this is what she is remembering, and Doe’s distance from that end of the market is a selling point.




The legal rules in the United States

In American law a product’s category is decided by its intended use, which the FDA reads from the label, the website and the advertising. A product intended to change the structure or function of the body, or to treat a disease, is a drug. A product intended to cleanse, beautify or alter the appearance is a cosmetic. Claims that a product lightens skin, bleaches it, inhibits melanin or treats hyperpigmentation are drug claims, and the FDA’s warning letters, including those of April 2022 to companies selling hydroquinone creams labelled as skin lighteners and earlier letters to brands describing products as skin lighteners that fade dark spots, show that it acts on that language. The cosmetic lane uses appearance language: the look of dark spots, a more even-looking tone, visibly brighter skin. Naming a disease such as acanthosis nigricans, melasma or hyperpigmentation as something the product treats moves it into the drug lane, which is one reason Doe’s principles forbid any claim about acanthosis nigricans.

The Modernization of Cosmetics Regulation Act of 2022, known as MoCRA, added requirements for facility registration, product listing, adverse event reporting and safety substantiation for cosmetics, which matters for a brand selling a kojic acid product on shaved skin. The Federal Trade Commission governs advertising truth. Its 2022 health products compliance guidance expects claims about physical results to be backed by competent and reliable scientific evidence, and consumer perception results to be presented as what participants said rather than as measured outcomes.




The platform rules

Meta’s advertising standards contain two rules that shape every brightening ad. The personal attributes rule forbids ads that assert or imply that the viewer has a particular trait, including a health condition, so a line that speaks directly to the viewer’s dark underarms as a fact about her is at risk, while a line in the first person or about a third party is safer. The health and appearance rule forbids ads that imply or try to create negative self-perception in order to sell a health or appearance product, and Meta’s own published example of a non-compliant ad is a before-and-after weight loss photograph. Several third-party guides published in 2026 describe a revision in July 2026 that allows cosmetic before-and-after images for audiences over eighteen; we could not confirm that revision on Meta’s own pages, so treat before-and-after imagery as high risk and check the live policy before any launch. Doe’s brief already limits before-and-after images to real, dated photographs taken in the same light, which also protects the brand from the audit that buyers run on every photograph, comparing nails, rings and tops across the two frames.

The next episode moves from the companies to the buyers, site by site: who they are, what they try, where they stall and what has burned them.


