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Beauty isn’t complicated. But online,
when influencers, brands, beauty
junkies and content creators get
together, there’s often so much

chatter, it calls for its own shorthand. Here
are some new terms you might encounter.
They’re not as intimidating as they seem.

l  AHA: Alpha Hydroxy Acids. This is a
family of ingredients used in small concen-
trations in skincare. They’re a safe way to
clear out the skin’s surface, fight the onset
of pigmentation and wrinkles, relieve dry-

ness, and boost circulation. If
your product has an AHA, the
ingredient label will show it. The
acids make skin particularly susceptible
to sun damage, so remember to cover up
with a layer of sunscreen.

l  AMPM: A comparison post on how a
look has fared through the day (or, from
am to pm). It’s essentially a wear test.

l Ashy: The grey cast left on darker
complexions when a foundation, con-
cealer or powder is a shade too light.
Test products before purchase to

{ AHA MOMENT } COLOURFUL LANGUAGE

Words to make you blush 
avoid this.

l  Cosmeceutical: A term meant to sound
like your cosmetics are infused with clini-
cally proven or medical-grade ingredients,
like a skin plumping foundation, lash-grow-
ing mascara or acne fighting powder. In
reality, it’s a made-up marketing term
designed to make makeup products seem
more potent or effective.   

l  Double-cleansing: A popular method of
using an oil cleanser followed by a wash-
away cleanser, particularly on oily skin.
Those with skin breakouts or in humid envi-
ronments have found the two-step process
to work better than a single, harsh, often-de-
hydrating product.

l  Dupe: An acceptable substitute. This

could be a cheaper product that works as
well; an alternative for a discontinued
favourite; or a locally available item with all
the plusses of an imported one. Blogs often
maintain extensive logs of dupes. 

l  FOTD: Face of the Day: A quick post or
video detailing the cosmetics and skincare
used for the day’s look. It’s a great primer
for those looking to build a kit, try a new
look or add new products to their beauty
collection. 

l  GRWM: Get Ready With Me. It’s a more
detailed step-by-step guide, from cleansing
to final touches of make-up and even outfit
and accessories. Celebrity routines can
often involve up to 30 steps. 

l GWP: Gift with Purchase. The little

thing that takes the sting out of buying a big
thing (the latter often being a luxury
splurge). Content creators typically
announce if the product they are demon-
strating or endorsing was a GWP or a pro-
motional sample, so as to maintain their
credibility. 

l  HG: Holy Grail. That one product you
love and stay loyal to despite temptation
from competing brands. It could be a shade
of red lipstick that suits you perfectly, an
eyeliner that stays put all day, a regime that
helps with breakouts, a treatment that guar-
antees the effect you were seeking, or a
cleanser that makes the least mess.

l  MLBB: My Lips But Better. That elusive
shade of pinkish-brown or brownish pink
that matches your own lips perfectly, but

w

READ: More 
beauty terms 
and what they 
may and may 
not mean

w

READ more 
about acids, 
skincare’s big 
(and not so 
scary) trend

v

WATCH 
Rachel Lopez 
explain which 
cosmetics are 
best bought 
online and 
which to buy 
in person

I
t’s the makeover few saw com-
ing. India already had a small but
determinedly growing market
for cosmetics and skincare. Over
the last decade, local start-ups
jumped in, hoping to beat out the
handful of long-established
mass-market brands. It seemed

India was changing, one lipstick at a time.
Then, overnight, the country found itself in
the middle of a beauty boom. 

Nykaa, a 10-year-old online retailer, sells
everything from Rs 55 eyeliner to Rs 10,000
eyeshadow palettes and Rs 29,000 devices
that use micro-currents to tone skin. The
company is valued at $8.7 billion and made
it to Time magazine’s 100 Most Influential
Companies List for 2022. Its founder, Fal-
guni Nayar, is now India’s richest self-made
woman. 

Nykaa’s chief competitor isn’t doing too
badly either. Purplle, founded in 2011 by
Manish Taneja and Rahul Dash, is valued at
$1.1 billion. 

Meanwhile, signs of change are every-
where. Content creators are swatching, test-
ing and demystifying products online. Old
brands are reaching new fans. Buyers are
being seduced by names that didn’t exist a
generation ago. You can now choose
between Mamaearth and earthBaby,
MyGlamm and Glam Glow. You’ll learn that
Aqualogica is different from Dermalogica,
that Sugar and Plum are not for eating. And
that both Chemist At Play and Juicy Chem-
istry can be fun to try. 

Beauty junkies tend to post their bare-
but-glowing faces with the hashtag #Woke-
UpLikeThis. India certainly didn’t. Our old-
est homegrown cosmetics brand, Lakmé,

dates to 1952. Mass-market foreign brands
only started trickling in after liberalisation,
in the 1990s. Both operated largely unchal-
lenged for decades. Not anymore. 

Here’s how the revolution came to be.

Small towns are 
making a big impact 
Online shopping has transformed small
brands and small cities. It’s given consum-
ers outside metros access to products that
weren’t easily available before. It’s allowed
small brands to reach their target audiences
directly, and flourish. 

It has worked especially well for the
beauty market. “India’s smaller cities have
a latent pool of consumers with the money
and the desire to take their grooming a
notch higher,” says Vasundhara Patni, who
launched her cosmetics brand, Kiro Clean
Beauty, in August 2020. 

These consumers typically spend less.
Order values average Rs 500, while the aver-
age order for a buyer in a metro is Rs 800 to
Rs 1,000. But it’s still a shift. These are
largely first-generation beauty buyers;
young people in new jobs, scrolling on their
first smartphones, freshly exposed to beauty
sites and looking to switch from the prod-
ucts available at the local general store. 

They’re spending a newly disposable
income on small, sophisticated treats. And,
of course, they’re relying on the internet for
advice. The Connected Beauty Consumer
report, a November 2020 survey by Google,
the data aggregator Kantar and advertising
company WPP, suggests that India’s Tier-1
cities (those home to more than 1 lakh peo-
ple) have caught up with the metros (those
home to more than 1 million people) in
engaging with the beauty category. 

“I’d seen other small brands reaching
99% of their target base of consumers in the
first year because they were selling online

and not waiting to open shops in smaller
towns,” says Patni. It’s what made her confi-
dent that Kiro would do well too. 

The action is 
largely online 
At department stores, the beauty counters
still look largely the same. Online, it seems
like a storm has hit. Smartphones and cheap
mobile data do what traditional advertising
– billboards, magazine ads, TV spots – can’t.
You can discover a new beauty product, find
20 Reels testing it, check out another 20 vid-
eos on how to use it, comparison-shop,
order and pay for it all on one screen. 

“We ended up looking at screens much
more through the pandemic and more of us
became comfortable with shopping online,”
says celebrity makeup artist Namrata Soni.
But makeup is an intimate purchase. You
can return the wrong size of shoe or an out-
fit that doesn’t fit right. You can’t do that
after trying on a lipstick or moisturiser. This
is why online influencers have become
essential, connecting potential buyers with
items they can’t test. 

The numbers show it too. The Connected
Beauty Consumer Report found that Indian

beauty consumers were shifting
their attention from TV to digi-
tal avenues, and relying on
social media to make purchase
decisions. Among the consum-
ers surveyed, 81% engaged with
beauty creators on YouTube, and
26% had made a purchase as a

direct result. An overwhelming
93% of respondents tuned in to
beauty-related content more than
once a month. 

“There’s such an influx of infor-
mation now, it’s changed the game
for the beauty business,” says Patni.

“What was once daunting has been

demystified and democratised.” 

It all went viral 
in the pandemic 
Even before India went into lockdown
in 2020, the market was heating up.
“Mindsets were changing,” says Patni.
“There was a belief, in previous gener-
ations, that if a woman dressed up,
wore makeup, she was probably dumb. We
saw that stereotype come apart over the
past decade. Now, being well groomed is a
part of appearing capable in the workplace.”

As a celebrity makeup artist, Soni saw the
change unfold firsthand, as women began to
dress up for more and smaller occasions.
She launched her beauty brand, Simply
Nam, in 2020. 

The lockdowns gave this burgeoning
market an unexpected boost. Stuck at home,
there was plenty of time to try out a 15-min-
ute face mask, let skin recover from sun
exposure, and assess one’s cosmetic needs.
It’s what made advertising professional
Sachi Mittal decide to start her own beauty
line too. “Everything available was old-
school,” she says. “I realised India needed
high-quality products at a lower price point
than luxury or imported brands, and that
India could produce them.” She launched
OTT Skyncare this year. She’s already pre-
paring to sell in Singapore and UAE. 

Buyers are trying 
everything 
When everything is a click away, anything is
possible. “You see extremes among your
customers,” says Mittal. “There’s the beauty
junkie who is totally plugged in and inter-
ested. There’s also the woman who says she
has no time to follow trends or stick to a
beauty regime.” Soni says that even as
young people are experimenting, “buyers in
their 30s and 40s are trying out new shades
and new products.” 

It explains why the 2020 report showed
that the top items bought online, accounting
for three-fourths of total volume share,
were basics: skin creams, shampoos, face-
washes. This also explains why brands are
working so hard to distinguish themselves
from the herd. 

Juicy Chemistry, launched in 2014, uses
exotic extracts such as blood orange and
geranium in deodorant sticks; and chilli,
horsetail and black seed in their hair oil.
Sugar Cosmetics, launched in 2015, sells
everything from lip-colour crayons to prim-
ing balms (for use under foundation). Green
& Beige, a year-old skincare and personal-
care brand, makes a mask specifically to
deodorise underarms. 

The 2020 report claims that men are buy-
ing as much and as often as women, averag-
ing three beauty products a month. Retail-
ers see this statistic differently. Men still
make the bulk of purchases on behalf of the
family; it’s their name on the bank account,
their phone that’s used to make payments

online. It is true, though, that
more men are starting to show an

interest in personal-care products,
typically after trying out a wife’s, sis-

ter’s or daughter’s purchases. 

They want it clean-ish
Across the market, the focus is on present-

ing brands as safe, sustainable and effective.
Soni says she was always careful about
which products she added to her kit. But it
was hard to find good products for Indian
skin tones and tropical climates that came
in sustainable packaging. That’s what Sim-
ply Nam focuses on. 

The problem is, customers can’t often tell
between a gimmick and the real thing. “Peo-
ple will consciously choose something that
is advertised as cleaner, less toxic and more
environment-friendly even if they don’t
know the finer details,” says Patni. At one of
her pre-launch focus groups, it turned out
that most of those present thought a
“Vegan” tag meant the product was “made
by vegetarians”. 

Last month, the Lifestyle chain of stores
launched its first beauty brand, Iksu. The
makeup range is advertised as vegan, cruel-
ty-free, paraben-free, sulphate-free and free
from formaldehyde — all trending terms in
beauty today. Incidentally, India does not
permit animal testing; so all products made
here are cruelty-free by default.

The term Clean is catching on, as a safe
tag that sounds good despite having no stan-
dard definition. At Kiro Clean Beauty, Patni,
says it stands for “ingredients and formulas
that have no negative impact on human
health”, regardless of whether they are
found in nature or created in a lab. 

Juicy Chemistry’s manufacturing stan-
dards have been certified organic by French
organisation Ecocert. Mittal’s OTT Skyncare
draws on what she calls “floral alchemy”.
This means 1% to 3% high-grade natural
extracts (rose from the Netherlands, sun-
flower from India and water lily from Egypt)
in cutting-edge formulations. “Indians are
coming around to the fact that home reme-
dies aren’t always the best or most effective.
And not everything that is 100% natural will
give you results,” she says. “It is possible to
strike a balance.” 

It’s a complex market 
To design a brand that gives Indian women
what they want, one must first identify what
they want in the first place. Most interna-
tional brands typically focus on trending
looks and products that suit White com-
plexions that age early, dry out in cold cli-
mates and show wrinkles. Asian imports, in
turn, focus on pale hues, multi-step routines
and light essences and serums. Indian
women worry more about hyperpigmenta-
tion, combating grease and sweat, and find-
ing colours that flatter warm-toned brown
faces. 

Soni says it took nine months of going
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M id-year and the monsoon make
this a perfect time for a What
to Watch on Streaming list.
Here are a few of the films I’ve

enjoyed so far, in 2022. 
l Zombivli (Marathi): A film about zom-
bies in Dombivli (a sprawling mini-city out-
side Mumbai), the idea itself is genius.
Director Aditya Sarpotdar skillfully uses the
undead to deliver fun, frights and a timely
critique of gentrification, class warfare, cor-
ruption and greed. Water plays a pivotal
role. And the worst villains aren’t the blood-
thirsty zombies but the deeply selfish and
mercenary human beings. A memorable
visual from the film is one of female zom-
bies huddled around the water tap with
pots. It’s what these women had done for
most of their lives; even dead they continue
to wait hours for a few precious drops.
(Streaming on Zee5)
l  Hridayam (Malayalam): This is a gor-
geous, aching coming-of-age story. Most of
the first half is set in a Chennai college,
where the protagonist Arun loves and loses.
The second half is about growing up and
coming to the understanding that despite
the heartbreak, the missed opportunities

Indie hits, regional gems, little films that 
sparkle — a list of some of the best movies 
to hit streaming platforms so far this year

Rachel Lopez
rachel.lopez@htlive.com

F
ans of Jane Austen tend to be
smug. They quote the opening
line of Pride and Prejudice as
proof of their devotion. They’ve
analysed Emma’s every move
and misstep. They compare

every man to Mr Darcy (and privately find
each of them utterly wanting). They own at
least one empire-waist dress. Austen’s books
— she only wrote six — were published more
than 200 years ago. But the stories, charac-
ters and relationships still resonate. 

A new Austen adaptation is out on Netflix,
of a book that smug fans rarely reference.
Use our guide to persuade them that her best
work is Persuasion. 
l Love isn’t only about frothy meet-cutes.
Women don’t always despise decent men on
the first meeting. They don’t have to be head-
strong, spirited manic pixie dream girls to
find love. Persuasion’s plot starts out
weighted down by the couple’s history. Anne
Elliot and the dashing Frederick Wentworth
were engaged. Friends, family and a god-
mother (who all meant well) persuaded her
to call it off. He had no fortune, few
prospects. She was young, pretty and
wealthy. She could do better. We meet them
eight years later. Anne, now 27, is still
unmarried, her family nearly broke. Went-
worth is a Navy captain, rich, single and back

in the neighbourhood. Aus-
ten’s plot is not about discov-
ery, but about whether there
can be second chances among
changed people.
l  Persuasion is the
grown-up classic. It’s the last
novel Austen completed
before she died in 1817. She
was 42 at the time, unmarried,
her health failing, and her
confidence in her own talents
waning. She also had a brief
courtship with someone at 19,
and accepted a proposal from
another at 27. It’s possible this
book wasn’t easy for her to

write. There’s wit but no banter. Little satire,
and no truths universally acknowledged.
l Anne is quite a heroine. She’s the most
quiet, introspective and practical of all Aus-
ten protagonists. She’s dealing with a vain,
snobbish father; an unmarried elder sister
who spends recklessly; and her own unac-
knowledged regrets. When Wentworth
meets Anne for the first time since the
break-up, he says she is “so altered that he
should not have known her again”. Where
Austen’s other heroines produce flying
comebacks, Anne offers a resigned shrug.
l Love is worth waiting and working for.
At least a few happily-ever-afters come early
in Austen’s other books. Persuasion makes
both parties struggle. Wentworth, once jilted,
must confront old feelings and his ego. Anne
must acknowledge her own desires and
weigh them against the opinions of others.
And readers must think about what per-
suades us to love and trust the people we do.

As they move towards love (despite a few
detours), Austen’s genius social insight has
more room to shine. Anne says that women
“live at home, quiet, confined, and our feel-
ings prey on us”. They’re socially predis-
posed to stay in love. Men “have always a
profession, pursuits, business of some sort or
other, to take you back into the world imme-
diately”. They’re just less likely to pine. 
l It has the best love letter. The best one in
an Austen novel, at least. Somewhere
towards the end, Anne is in a pub, talking to
a friend. Wentworth is at a table within ear-
shot. He writes her a letter that clears up
what the glances, chance encounters and
loaded moments couldn’t. No spoilers here,
but one bit reads: “You pierce my soul. I am
half agony, half hope.” No one in Pemberley,
Sussex or Mansfield Park was as eloquent.
l The film looks promising. There have
been several adaptations since the BBC pro-
duced a mini-series in 1960. Netflix’s version,
released on July 15, is light and frothy. Cosmo
Jarvis, who played Barney Thompson on
Peaky Blinders, is Wentworth. There’s Henry
Golding, quite charming, as Anne’s distant
relative, with an eye on the family’s title and
property. Dakota Johnson, as Anne, fre-
quently addresses the camera. Smug fans
will find plenty to like. 

{ ALWAYS AT THE MOVIES }
Anupama Chopra

Add to favourites

and failures, it is glorious to be alive. The
actors — Pranav Mohanlal as Arun and Kal-
yani Priyadarshan and Darshana Rajendran
as the two women to come into his life —
deliver un-showy, lived-in performances.
The soundtrack of 15 songs by Hesham
Abdul Wahab is magic. Hridayam is being
remade by Dharma Productions. I’m pray-
ing they get the casting right. (Streaming on
Disney+ Hotstar)
l  Jana Gana Mana (Malayalam): How
many social issues can one tackle in one
film? In Jana Gana Mana, director Dijo Jose
Antony and writer Sharis Mohammed
address rape, encounter killings, college
uprisings, corruption, venal politicians, and
how the system helps those who seek to
obfuscate the truth. It’s a lot, and the narra-
tive seems to buckle under its weight. But
powered by strong performances by Suraj
Venjaramoodu and Prithviraj Sukumaran,
and a righteous rage, the film does manage
to land. (Streaming on Netflix)
l  Sharmaji Namkeen (Hindi): This one is
a curious film. It asks us to imagine two
actors, Rishi Kapoor and Paresh Rawal, as
one character. Kapoor, originally cast in the
lead role, died before the film could be com-
pleted, and Rawal generously stepped into
his character’s shoes. Logically, this
shouldn’t work. But director Hitesh Bhatia
makes the transition seem seamless. Watch
it for the plot too. Sharmaji Namkeen is the
charming tale of a retired, middle-class man
who finds new joy in life, and new friends,
by becoming a chef at kitty parties. The end
credits, which run alongside outtakes fea-
turing Kapoor, are guaranteed to make you
cry. (Streaming on Amazon Prime)
l  Vikram (Tamil): In this long, twisty,
gory, testosterone-filled saga of secret
agents, writer-director Lokesh Kanagaraj
creates an elaborate narrative that sustains
surprises, Easter eggs, meta references and
thrilling performances by the three leading
players: Kamal Haasan (who also co-pro-
duced the film), Fahadh Faasil, playing an
agent who uncovers the rot in the system,
and Vijay Sethupathi, the villain of the
piece. Vikram is also an ode to the artistic
prowess of Haasan who, at 67, is utterly
convincing as an ass-kicking angel of death.
Kanagaraj seems to be building his own cin-
ematic universe; there are references in this
film to his earlier ones and Vikram ends on
a note of delicious anticipation. Strap in.
This promises to be a fun ride. (Streaming
on Disney+ Hotstar)

{ THE PLAYBOOK } HOW TO…

Convince Jane Austen fans 
that Persuasion is a winner

Dakota 
Johnson 
(second from 
right) stars in 
a new Netflix 
adaptation of 
Jane Austen’s 
Persuasion.A
usten was 42, 
ailing and un-
married 
when she 
wrote the 
book. There’s 
less hope in 
it, less 
banter, more 
of a 
reckoning 
with missed 
chances and 
regrets.

The Mala-
yalam film 
Hridayam is 
about lost 
love, but also 
about how, 
even amid 
heartbreak 
and failure, it 
is glorious to 
be alive.
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homogenises the lips into a single luminous
natural-looking colour. It’s hard to buy
without testing in person. 

l  MUA: Make-Up Artist. It’s common to
see someone enter an online discussion,
introducing themselves as “MUA here” and
offering their informed (and thankfully free)
opinion, closing out queries and settling
debates. On skincare threads, “derm here”
points to dermatologist’s advice. 

l  Pan project: An informal challenge to
use makeup often enough that one reaches
the bottom of the pan of eyeshadow, blush
or other product. Sighting pan is a moment
of celebration, and often an excuse to buy a
new product. Skincare lovers who finish off
jars and tubes similarly show off their
“empties”.

l  Snatched: The eyeliner look of the
moment. Think of winged eyeliner
angled straight and more dramati-
cally upward, elongating the face
while thinning out the roundness of
the eye.

l  SWAG: Stuff We All Get. Essen-
tially the samples, gifts, trial packs
and other freebies that content crea-
tors often receive when they attend a
promotional event. A good swag bag
opens up opportunities for more posts,
more content, a better online presence. 

l  White cast: The unattractive silvery
effect left behind by heavy sunscreens.
Brands with formulas that are runny, matte,
effective, affordable and white-cast-free are
surprisingly hard to find.

PHOTOS: PRATIK 
CHORGE

back and forth with manufacturers to
develop the first line of Simply Nam lip-
sticks. “I knew what was missing in the mar-
ket,” she says. “Women kept telling me that
reds didn’t suit them. This is because Indian
skins needed a cooler tone.” She named the
first one she created Poonam, after her late
mother who was averse to warm reds. 

Big money is coming in 
To know how much the beauty and person-
al-care market has mushroomed, consider
these statistics. In 2017, the industry was
worth $11 billion in India. By 2021, it had
more than doubled to $26.85 billion. Last
year alone, investments worth at least $350
million were made in the sector. 

And we haven’t reached peak beauty yet.
India’s beauty obsession will be a $35 billion
business by 2025, according to a joint study
by the trade association Assocham and
research agency MRSS. It will push the
global beauty industry up too, from $511 bil-
lion today to $716 billion by 2025, estimates
the American market-analysis firm Grand
View Research. 

No one knows which of today’s little
brands will become tomorrow’s behemoths.
So investors are waiting, watching and
backing every dream, every cream, every
blush. In addition to retailers such as Nykaa
and Purplle is the Good Glamm Group,
India’s first unicorn in the beauty segment,
backed by L’Occitane, Accel and Amazon,
among others, which owns the MyGlamm
brand and offers inexpensive makeup kits,
beauty tools and more than 100 shades of
lipstick. The group’s personal-care brands
cover cosmetics, haircare, skincare, mom
and baby grooming, and hygiene. 

Sugar Cosmetics, seven years old, is a
$500 million company. The company Hon-
asa Consumer, which owns the baby and
skincare products brand Mamaearth, is val-
ued at $1.2 billion. Among its bestsellers is a
Rs 399 onion-based oil to address hair fall.

The playbook has 
changed 
The new brands are light on their feet. They
don’t focus on salon sales. They don’t
depend on A-list celebrities, billboards or
magazine ads. And unlike the fashion
industry, which still relies heavily on the
wedding season, the beauty boom is not
driven by formal receptions or cocktail
evenings but by casual everyday wear. 

Mittal’s OTT Skyncare is designed to feel
luxurious but playful; no heavy jars, no

Frenchified
names. Simply
Nam uses Indian
models in a range of
ethnicities and complexions to
demonstrate their diversity. Kiro’s makeup
is deliberately simple: stick eyeshadows that
double as eyeliner, light coverage powders.
“We don’t claim our mascara gives you
lashes 14 times thicker. No one believes that
anyway,” Patni says. 

There’s work to be done 
As new companies fight for the same con-
sumers, via the same online channels, posi-
tioning a new brand is tricky. “A first sale is
easy. Everyone is curious,” says Mittal. Get-
ting customers to stay loyal is the challenge.

Meanwhile, Indian manufacturing, as
many brands are learning, is inconsistent.
Only a handful of factories make colour cos-
metics. Soni says it was tough to get them to
produce the same quality and colour fidelity
in batch after batch. Patni admits “the col-
our game is not easy to hack”. Added to
which, brightness settings differ from
screen to screen, so some consumers mis-
judge the intensity of a shade and end up
disappointed with their purchase. 

As for the great ecommerce revolution?
It’s not without its troubles. “In small towns,
customers often order the same product
from five different online stores as cash-on-
delivery orders,” says Mittal. “They pay for
whichever arrives first and cancel the rest.
Brands end up paying to ship items that are
ultimately unsold.” 

Most new Indian brands are aiming
to be accessible rather than a
lofty aspiration to scrimp and
save towards. Internation-
ally, brands are focusing
on refillable containers,
at-home devices that
produce custom lip
colours, LED masks,
bouncy textures and
acid-based skincare.
Some of those trends
have reached Indian
shores already, but
haven’t found mass
acceptance yet. “Prepare
for more tech in beauty,” says
Soni. And more of everything. India
is borrowing from East and West; from the
lab, the kitchen and the forest; from Indian
traditions, viral Asian TikToks and red-car-
pet looks. You didn’t #WakeUpLikeThis. But
there’s #NoGoingBack.


