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Episode 9: Competitors and Market Sophistication

Eugene Schwartz, in Breakthrough Advertising, described how a market grows more sophisticated as it hears more claims. In a fresh market, a simple promise works. As competitors repeat it, the promise has to grow bigger. Once bigger promises stop working, the winning move is a new mechanism, a new explanation of why the problem exists and why this product solves it. In the most exhausted markets, the winning move is identification, an ad that makes the reader feel recognised before it promises anything. Phoilex’s brief places eczema at stage four to five, the late end of that scale, and the evidence in this episode supports that reading. The episode maps who sells what, which claims are worn out, and which angles are still open.




Layer one: the pharmacy brands

The biggest sellers by volume run no story at all. Third-party estimates from ASINsight, collected in Phoilex’s stage zero research file of 27 October 2026, put CeraVe Moisturizing Cream at around sixty thousand units a month on Amazon, with more than one hundred and forty thousand ratings. Aquaphor Healing Ointment and La Roche-Posay’s Cicaplast Balm each sit around the same level. Benadryl’s anti-itch gel sells forty to fifty thousand units a month, and Cortizone-10, which is hydrocortisone and therefore a steroid, sells twenty to fifty thousand per listing. Aveeno’s Baby Eczema Therapy and Eucerin’s Eczema Relief each sell around ten thousand. A hypochlorous acid spray called Magic Molecule sells around twenty thousand.

These brands sell on the pharmacy’s argument: barrier repair, colloidal oatmeal, ceramides, and the phrase dermatologist recommended. They carry no villain, they make no story, and they win on shelf presence, price and trust. The stage zero file makes an important observation: Phoilex’s second philosophy, the ceramide and barrier argument, is their argument. Any brand that leads with barrier repair is competing with a fifteen-dollar tub of CeraVe that the buyer already owns.




Layer two: the direct-response topicals

This is the layer that matters most for Phoilex’s ads, because these sellers advertise a pitch, and a pitch that has run for years with real money behind it is evidence of what this buyer responds to.

Terra Lotus sells a tallow balm with raw honey and has sold more than six hundred and fifty-nine thousand units on TikTok Shop with more than fifty-six thousand ratings at four point six stars, plus around twenty thousand units a month on Amazon. Its pitch is mostly anti-ageing, younger, softer skin from one natural jar, with eczema mentioned as safe for eczema-prone skin, and its villain is synthetic moisturisers and chemicals. One of its hooks, with nine thousand seven hundred and thirty engagements, invites the reader whose bathroom counter is full of creams that did not deliver to try this one next.

Emuaid sells EMUAIDMAX, an ointment of emu oil, silver and ceramide three, at about forty-six dollars for two ounces. Its top eczema ad ran for six hundred and nine days, from October 2024 to July 2026, and gathered more than one hundred and twenty-eight thousand engagements, making it the single biggest eczema ad Phoilex’s research found. Its headline asked why eczema itch keeps coming back, and its body opened on people who still suffer despite countless trips to the dermatologist. Its villain is bacteria on the skin that drive the itch, with a related ad claiming it eliminates ninety-nine point nine nine percent of itch-causing bacteria. Emuaid is the closest product to Phoilex’s gel, an emu oil and ceramide topical sold for eczema patches.

Based Supplies sells a tallow and honey balm with a founder story about making it for their son’s sensitive skin. Its thirty most engaged ads summed to more than six hundred thousand engagements, and its longest ran eight hundred and five days. Its biggest hook, at seventy-seven thousand engagements, said most bathroom counters look like a chemistry lab, with dozens of products and zero results. Its eczema landing page tells parents that a child’s skin is being attacked by the very creams meant to help it.

Smiles And Joys sells a herbal cream for eczema and psoriasis and is the longest-running seller in the category, with ads seen since August 2021, more than one thousand six hundred days. It ran thirty-five active ads on its brand page and twenty-eight more on two pages styled as an eczema and psoriasis blog. Its pitch is the plainest form of the steroid villain: a traditional herbal cream that treats eczema without steroid creams and expensive dermatologists, with a first-person story advertorial about years of frustration with modern medicine and the hidden dangers of steroid creams, and the brand claims seven hundred thousand buyers.

Marin Skincare sells a cream built on marine glycoproteins, with ads since 2023 and a top ad of more than twenty-one thousand engagements headlined steroid-free, powered by glycoproteins. One ad quotes a buyer saying her eczema is gone and the cream works better than her prescription steroid, and another claims it is clinically proven to work as well as or better than topical steroids without the side effects.

Sven’s Island sells a manuka honey cream and ointment through a skin quiz and subscriptions, with five free gifts on subscription and a sixty-day guarantee. Its ads run under several pages, including a doctor page and a founder page, and its villains are steroid creams that stop working or make things worse, and staph bacteria.

On TikTok Shop, a group of low-priced herbal creams from Chinese suppliers sells in large volume with no written argument at all, such as RoyceDerm at fifty-four thousand units and SanNuo at fifty-three thousand. Lopeie’s whipped tallow balm has sold one hundred and fifty-three thousand units at sixteen dollars. Hearth and Homestead’s tallow balm sells ten to twenty thousand units a month on Amazon and ranks in the top ten for eczema cream searches. Tubby Todd’s ointment leads the baby niche.

Gladskin, a microbiome cream built on an engineered enzyme that targets staph, sells at about fifty-nine dollars and holds a Trustpilot score of three out of five across one hundred and twenty-one ratings. Phoilex mined forty-one of them. Its one-star ratings repeat that it made the skin worse, and one attacks the company for not disclosing what its key ingredient actually is, which is the transparency opening Phoilex’s brief identified early.




Layer three: the adjacent sellers

Some of the biggest eczema advertisers sell no cream. Eskiin’s filtered showerhead gathered more than seventy-five thousand engagements on its eczema ads by blaming the water, and Tubo’s bath filter ran an ad for five hundred and forty-one days. Cosi Care sells a gentle scratcher. These sellers own the same buyer, and they confirm that a circumstance villain, the water in the shower, can sell well even with weak evidence, since the SOFT trial found water softeners did not help children’s eczema.




Layer four: the inside-out sellers

The drops compete with a different set, studied in liverty/research/07-tof-inside-out-study-20261105.md. Skinesa, which claims more than one hundred and fifty thousand buyers and has advertised since 2021, runs mostly video, thirty-five of its top forty ads, with its biggest at nearly forty thousand engagements over seven hundred and twenty-six days, built on the claim that gut bacteria are causing the skin rash. Nourri runs a similar video-led approach with the line that creams only work on the surface while its product goes deeper. Codex sells a children’s supplement around a missing amino acid, L-histidine. Noticed claims thirty-seven thousand buyers in about six months on the line clear your eczema from the inside.

The winning inside-out videos share a shape: thirty to ninety seconds, one hundred to two hundred and fifty spoken words, the product named in the first ten to fifteen seconds, one idea, a mild villain in which the cream is blamed only for treating the surface, one trial number, and a ninety-day guarantee. Phoilex’s drops, by contrast, spent ninety-seven percent of their budget on long native story ads that named the product three quarters of the way down.




Where the prices sit

Price is part of sophistication, because this buyer has been anchored low. On TikTok Shop, Lopeie’s tallow balm sells at about sixteen dollars and Terra Lotus at about twenty-six, and the Chinese herbal creams sell at twenty to forty. Emuaid’s two-ounce ointment lists at about forty-six dollars, Gladskin at about fifty-nine, and Sven’s Island at about sixty dollars one-time or forty-eight on subscription. Phoilex’s gel sits at forty-two dollars a tube, with two tubes at seventy-nine and three at one hundred and twelve, after a price test in August 2026 in which a fifty-nine-dollar ladder lost.

The most revealing price anchor comes from the buyer’s own attention. In Phoilex’s most-replayed research, the single highest-attention moment in a YouTube video with one and a half million views is a woman saying castor oil cost her about seven dollars, and close by, in another video, a supplement described as twenty dollars a pound on Amazon. Right next to the castor oil line, the same creator says she had spent a great deal on doctors and none of it worked. She is burned on spend and anchored at seven dollars at the same moment. The MARKET-NOW file concludes that a forty-two-dollar gel cannot win on price, and has to win by not being another thing that failed.




The five pitches that recur

Across these sellers, the stage zero file identifies the pitches that keep recurring. The first is a natural cream that works without the steroid, with the steroid cream and the prescribing doctor as villain, a named natural hero ingredient, a switching crowd and a first-person story; it has run continuously since 2021 and it is philosophy one in plain form. The second is that the itch keeps coming back because of bacteria, run by Emuaid and Sven’s Island, which is absent from Phoilex’s philosophies and would need a true ingredient basis before Phoilex could borrow it. The third is that the skin recognises a natural fat and the shelf of chemical products is the villain, which holds the largest unit volume of any direct-response topical, mostly sold as anti-ageing. The fourth is that the cause is inside, usually the gut. The fifth is the barrier argument, which sells enormously on a shelf and weakly in a feed; the one direct-response seller found running it on eczema, Strawberry, peaked at about eleven hundred engagements on that angle while its keratosis pilaris ads reached fifteen thousand.




What is worn out

Several claims are now so common that this buyer discounts them on sight. Steroid-free is table stakes; our recovery corpus records a woman who was given steroid-free prescription creams that worked fine as well and did not address the root cause, and the phrase is an Amazon category with its own autocomplete tail. Natural is worn, and so is root cause, which our sufferer-language study found is half seller-talk in the TikTok set, heavy among creators selling gut protocols. Naming the itch-scratch cycle is worn. Claims of being clinically proven as good as steroids are common and unverifiable to her. Big numbers of happy buyers are everywhere. The long native story with a dramatic death has become recognisable as a format; a commenter on our own ad wrote that the stories were very similarly worded, just changing the person, the relative and the situation, and others called them AI-written.




What Phoilex’s own ads taught us about this market

Phoilex’s ad results, collected in LEARNINGS.md, add direct evidence about sophistication. The most striking finding is that the image carried more of the result than the words. The same body, a story about a husband who died of sepsis from his broken skin, ran under two images: a newspaper clipping returned one point five two, and a photo of a fridge emptied into a bin returned point seven one, on identical text. The lesson the team drew was that documentary artefacts such as clippings, charts, labels and letters work better than lifestyle photos for this market, because a skeptical reader trusts a document more than a scene. The dairypoison story, a dermatologist’s account built around a food villain, returned two point zero five, the best long-form body at the time, which confirms that the diet belief makes a strong opener. A dermatology nurse confession template, ported from another market, got a click rate a third of the account average and returned point three. A listicle bridge page sent two hundred and thirty-five visitors to the product and produced zero adds to cart. And short offer ads such as a half-price static performed well only because they were harvesting warm buyers created by the long stories.




What is still open

Given all that, here are the angles that remain open, ranked by how well they fit the valley and the aha from episodes five and six.

The first open angle is the same-spot comeback named precisely. No competitor in the stage zero research leads with the fact that the flare returns in the same place, why it does, and what to do on the good days. It matches the most corroborated story in the corpus, it explains the valley without blaming the buyer, and it sets up a spot treatment as the answer.

The second is the disambiguation question, whether the flare in front of her is her eczema or her cream. Phoilex’s suggest-mining file ranked it as the strongest untested asset, because it is her own search and its resolution is a mechanism.

The third is the strength creep, the moment a doctor moves her up a class of steroid, drawn from the Jada Jones story in the New York Post. Phoilex’s own drops research found that a body built on clobetasol, the top rung, was the only drops story near break-even in its window. Many women in the valley have just been moved up a strength and feel the fear without having words for it.

The fourth is the discipline of the spot treatment: the one gentle thing applied to the worst patches only, kept when everything else is put down. It is agreed by both the subtraction crowd and the product-crediting crowd in our corpus, and no competitor owns it.

The fifth is the itch that antihistamines cannot touch, a real prediction error with three hundred and seventy corpus mentions and no competitor using it.

The sixth is the older adult’s eczema, which every competitor ignores in favour of babies, young women and anti-ageing. Our own account’s buyers are mostly over sixty-five, and the fact that eczema rises again after fifty, and that older skin thins more easily under potent steroids, is both true and almost never said to them directly.

The seventh is radical transparency. Gladskin’s buyers attacked it for hiding its active, our own commenters asked to see the full ingredient list and asked about tea tree oil, and Phoilex can name every ingredient and explain what each one is for.

The eighth is format. The inside-out sellers win with short videos, and the under-forty-five buyer lives on TikTok Shop, where tallow balms sell hundreds of thousands of units through creator videos. Phoilex has barely tested video in either product.

The last open angle is pregnancy, a doorway with one hundred and twenty-four Google strings that nobody serves, where every prescription on the ladder carries a warning. It needs a claims check before any ad, but it is uncontested ground.




The sophistication lesson in one paragraph

This buyer has heard steroid-free, natural, root cause and clinically proven for years, and she has bought many of them. A louder version of any of those claims will not move her. What can move her is an explanation of her own experience that she has never heard and can check, such as why the flare returns in the same spot, together with a way of using the product that fits what the people who got better actually did, and a brand that shows her everything and answers her questions. Episode ten turns to Phoilex itself, to what it is, what it can truthfully claim, and where its risks lie.


