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Episode 8: The Doe Buyer’s Journey, Valley and Aha


The woman who buys Doe has usually been trying to change the colour of her underarms for years, and she arrives with a drawer full of half-used products and a set of firm beliefs about why none of them worked. This episode walks her journey in the order she usually lives it, finds the points where she stalls, names the belief that holds her there, and then sets out the counterintuitive truth that moves her past it. At the end we hold Doe’s three philosophies against the science from episode seven, and sort each into fact and frame. The counts in this episode come from Doe’s personas/MARKET-NOW.md, which synthesises a voice pool of ten thousand four hundred and twenty-one Reddit, TikTok and YouTube items plus two thousand four hundred and ninety-nine competitor reviews, and from MARKET-MAP.md, which places every door, sub-avatar and objection.




Where it starts

For many of these women the story starts in childhood or early adolescence. One hundred and thirty-six items in the corpus mention the teenage years or puberty as the start, and one hundred and eighty-one date the problem to childhood or adolescence. The first shave often comes at eleven to thirteen, and the first comment from family follows. These lines are buyer quotes from the corpus. One YouTube commenter wrote, “I lifted my arms up yesterday and my sister shouted out ‘why are your armpits so dark’.” Another, who said she was thirteen, wrote that her stepmom “even Commented about how my hand and neck had ‘dirt’ on it.” A mother in r/SkincareAddiction described her nine-year-old son joking about underarm hair, after which her daughter refused to wear tank tops. The wound is social from the start, and the word that cuts deepest is dirty, because the colour reads as poor hygiene to people who do not know better. One YouTube commenter put it in seven words: “It just looks dirty when in reality it’s not.”




Step one: the folk remedies

Her first tools are free, from the kitchen and the bathroom, and often from a mother or grandmother. Scrubs, exfoliating gloves, washcloths and net sponges appear in five hundred and nineteen items, lemon or lime in two hundred and forty-four, baking soda in one hundred and thirty-nine, turmeric in eighty-one, alum or the Filipino tawas crystal in seventy-one, and potato, coffee, honey and toothpaste recipes in another seventy or so. The YouTube recipe channels that serve this step have huge audiences, with single videos at four to six million views.

These remedies half work in a specific way. Scrubbing and acidic lemon remove some dead skin and residue, so the skin can look briefly brighter, and the cotton pad comes away grey, which feels like proof that something dark is coming out. But scrubbing is friction, lemon is acid plus a sunlight-reactive compound, and baking soda is alkaline, so each one irritates thin skin that colours when irritated. The most liked practical tip in the corpus, with eighteen thousand likes, is a buyer quote: “Tip: don’t rub lemon on your armpits if you just shaved.” Another commenter wrote, “I learned it a hard way not rub lemon on just shaved armpit!”




Step two: changing how the hair comes off

Because so many women believe the razor caused it, the second step is a new hair removal method. Shaving is named as the cause in seven hundred and one items, the single most common belief about cause in the corpus, and the advice in the comments is relentless: “pls believe us and stop shaving”, with four thousand seven hundred and sixty-eight likes. Waxing and sugaring appear in three hundred and twenty-one items and are the most recommended switch; epilators and plucking in one hundred and twenty-four, and the Asian household default is often tweezers. Hair removal creams appear in forty-three, some with burns.

The new hair removal method half works too, because waxing and laser reduce how often the razor scrapes the skin, and some women report real lightening; one Reddit commenter in r/30PlusSkinCare wrote, “Switched over to waxing last year and the irritation is gone, my hair is finer and softer, and the skin there has lightened significantly.” For others the new method is another injury: plucking was the trigger named in the Filipino biopsy study, and one Indian commenter wrote that she “waxed my underarms, ripping my skin off after that my underarms got darker than before.”




Step three: the actives

The third step is where she becomes a skincare buyer, and where the money in this market sits. Kojic acid soap appears in one hundred and twenty-three items, with verdicts that run from “KOJIC SOAP DOESN’T WORK FOR ME” to “4 shades lighter”. Glycolic acid, usually The Ordinary’s seven percent toner, is the single most discussed product in the corpus at six hundred and twenty-four items, and its verdict is split in a revealing way: it often helps odor and divides opinion on colour. Two YouTube commenters described the same experience. One wrote, “I’ve been using glycolic acid as deodorant for over a year and it has helped with odor but not hyperpigmentation.” Another wrote that after close to three months it “did NOT help with my hyperpigmentation BUT it did help with odor underneath the arm.” And the most liked complaint in the whole corpus sits here, a TikTok comment with three thousand seven hundred and seventy-seven likes: “i know most people swear by glycolic acid but all it did was make my underarms darker idk what i did wrong.”

Niacinamide serums appear in one hundred and fifty-six items, vitamin C pads in seventy-four, retinol or tretinoin in one hundred and forty-four, azelaic acid in sixty-three, and lactic acid lotion in sixty-nine. The dermatologists in our research are clear that retinoids and strong acids are risky on this skin, and one commenter’s reply to a woman using tretinoin under her arms captures the tone of the forum.




Step four: the brightening deodorants

The fourth step is the category Doe sits in. Dove Even Tone, the mass-market option at about six dollars at Target, appears in three hundred and twenty-nine items, and its reviews hold both of the market’s verdicts. One reviewer wrote, “Hasn’t made a difference I have been using for two months and don’t see any changes in the color of my underarm skin.” Another wrote, “After 3 months of using it I noticed that my skin got darker so I stopped using it.” Kosas Chemistry appears in ninety-eight items and draws burns after shaving; Nécessaire’s gel in sixty-two; Saltair and Naturium’s acid deodorants in fifty-seven, with one TikTok fan claiming hers “took away my hyperpigmentation in 2–3 days”; Lume in fifty-five; and Medicube’s kojic deodorant in eleven. The objections she carries into this step are the ones Doe has to answer: will it burn, will it still stop the smell, and how long will it take.




Step five: the strong treatments and the professionals

Some women escalate further. Bleaching creams appear in sixty-six items and hydroquinone in sixty, with stories of stretch marks, fear of cancer and darkness returning after stopping. One TikTok commenter wrote, “So even if you bleach the darkness usually comes back because the root cause hasn’t changed.” Dermatologists appear in three hundred and four items, often with frustration: “I dont understand why we are being instructed to seek out a professional and then in the next breathe you say theres not much that you guys can do for the condition.” Laser and IPL hair removal appear in two hundred and eighty-six items, chemical peels and clinic IPL in one hundred and forty-four. A woman in r/IndianSkincareAddicts summed up the peels: “Chemical peels — they temporarily even out my skin for about 1–2 weeks, but the pigmentation always comes back.” And twenty-eight women say they stopped wearing deodorant altogether.




Where she stalls

Put the journey together and you can see four places where she stops moving, and they connect.

The first stall is the silent middle weeks. Somewhere between week three and week six of any new product she sees no change, because the honest clock from episode seven puts graded change at nine to twelve weeks. She cannot see pigment change from day to day, so she has to judge by memory or by a photo, and she usually concludes it is not working. Time questions appear on one thousand one hundred and fifty-seven items in the corpus, and the proof objection, that the before and after photos online are filters or concealer, on four hundred and sixty-nine, with the top comment simply saying “5 weeks same nails”, with sixteen thousand two hundred and sixteen likes.

The second stall is the escalation loop, which is the core of the valley. When the mild product seems not to work, she reaches for a stronger one: a higher acid, a rougher scrub, a bleaching cream, a peel. Stronger products irritate thin, folded, shaved skin, irritated skin of this type makes more pigment, and the colour stays the same or gets darker. The corpus holds sixty made-it-worse items and a population of one hundred and sixty-five customer-voice items plus ninety-two reviews from women burned or darkened by an acid, a natural deodorant or a bleaching cream. One TikTok commenter described the loop exactly: “Alcohol, glycolic acid, any fragrance in commercial deos, I react and my underarms get irritated and then darken.”

The third stall is the comes-back loop. When something does work and she stops, the colour drifts back, as the niacinamide reversibility data predicts, and she concludes that nothing lasts. The comes-back objection appears on two hundred and seventy-eight items, including the line that “the discolouration came back like a sobbing ex”.

The fourth stall is the exit, and it has two doors. One door is it is normal: one hundred and seven items, carrying the most liked comments in the whole corpus, at one hundred and thirty-nine thousand and thirty-five thousand likes, tell women to embrace it and stop being sold whitening. The other door is it is medical: three hundred and seventy-six items name insulin resistance, PCOS, hormones or genetics, and the most liked of them, at three thousand seven hundred and sixty-five likes, says no amount of product will correct it. Both doors contain a truth from episode seven, constitutional darkness and acanthosis nigricans, and both give her permission to stop trying. Many women live in both rooms at once: the embrace-it video’s own comment section is full of product recommendations.




The belief that holds the valley together

The belief under the escalation loop is the one Kalp’s condensed version of Doe’s first philosophy names: stronger is better, and if it does not sting it is not working. The market taught it. Products that tingle are easy to sell, and a woman who feels the burn believes something is happening. Under that sits a second belief about time, that a product that works should show results in a few weeks, because the ads and the before and after videos promise two, three or four. Under both sits the conclusion she reaches when they fail, nothing works for me, and our MARKET-NOW file reads her blame state as helpless with a hopeless edge. Her blame points outward, at the razor, the deodorant or her body chemistry, and only eighteen items blame her own technique, so the first move is to absolve her of a failure she does not think was hers anyway and give her a mechanism that explains it.




The aha

The aha for the Doe buyer has three parts, and each meets the test from episode six: it contradicts a held belief, rests on a mechanism she has not been told, and comes with a proof she can check herself.

The first part is that the colour is her skin’s response to being irritated again and again, so gentler beats stronger. It contradicts the belief that stronger is better, and the mechanism is post-inflammatory pigmentation in a thin folded patch of skin that is shaved, rubbed and coated every day, with the inflammatory cells and the pigment measured falling together in the 2013 trial. The proof she can check is the pattern in her own history: the products that stung are the ones after which the crease looked worse, and the darkest spot often sits exactly where the razor or the wax hits hardest.

The second part is that the clock is nine to twelve weeks and the effect fades when she stops, so the variable that decides the result is how many days in a row the active stays on her skin. It contradicts both the four-week expectation and the belief that the ingredient was the problem. The mechanism is the nine-week trial, the twelve-week review and the reversibility finding. The proof she can check is a dated photo under the same bathroom light at the start and at week twelve, plus the proxies she already uses, which our research lists: the inside of her upper arm next to the pit, one pit against the other, the white shirt, the count of shaves per week and of deodorant reapplications per day.

The third part follows from the second. The one product she has put on every morning since she was thirteen, without fail, is her deodorant, so the deodorant is the most reliable place to put the active. It contradicts the idea that underarm care needs a second routine of serums, pads and peels, and the proof is her own drawer.




Doe’s three philosophies against the science

Doe’s philosophy files sit in offers/doe-deodorant as philosophy-1-brighteners-darkened-it, philosophy-2-skin-protecting-a-delicate-fold, and philosophy-3-contact-time-not-ingredient.

The first philosophy says that the brighteners darkened it. The science fact underneath it is that inflammation drives pigmentation, that underarm pigment and inflammatory cell counts fell together in the one placebo-controlled trial, that hydroquinone irritated eighty-two percent of women in an underarm trial, and that acids, scrubs and lemon irritate. The frame is the sweeping version, everything you used to lighten it is what darkened it, which overreaches: glycolic acid helps some women in published case reports and in our corpus, and much underarm darkness is constitutional rather than caused by products. There is also a product tension. Doe itself carries kojic acid, a known though uncommon sensitiser, and an acid, and it is scented, so the gentle half of the argument waits on the real ingredient list, the kojic percentage and a patch test, which our brief lists as open client asks.

The second philosophy says the skin is protecting a delicate fold. The science fact is that every hair removal method inflames the underarm, that plucking was linked to pigment in biopsies, and that darker skin answers irritation with more and longer-lasting pigment. The frame is the word protecting, and the comparison to a tan. Tanning is a protective response to ultraviolet light; post-inflammatory pigment is better described as a by-product of inflammatory signals, so calling it protection is a sympathetic simplification that makes the colour feel like the skin doing its job rather than failing. That is a useful frame for absolution and a stretch as biology. The philosophy also has to handle the women who do not shave and are still dark, forty-six items in the corpus, which is constitutional darkness, and it does so by handing them to the second philosophy.

The third philosophy says it was never the ingredient, it was the contact time. The science fact is the nine weeks of daily use in the trial, the reversibility abstract, which is small, and the twelve-week review. The frame is that a wash-off soap or a lapsed serum cannot deliver the hours the active needs and that a deodorant can. The wash-off point is sound pharmacology but has never been tested head to head in the underarm, and the philosophy file admits its own boundary: a leave-on serum used faithfully also stays on the skin, so the edge is adherence and not chemistry. Doe’s own doses are unknown, and mandelic acid is claimed in the copy but missing from the ingredient list. As a frame it has the best evidence of the three in your own account: on the fourth of November the only Doe ad that moved in a ten-day read was the philosophy three static saying kojic washes off the underarms in the shower, with one purchase on forty-six dollars, and you moved the budget onto that philosophy.

In the next episode the buyers of both brands speak for themselves, with their sub-avatars, their doors and what they have been burned by.


