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Abstract
Global racism and colorism, the preference for fairer skin even within ethnic and racial groups, leads millions of women of
African, Asian, and Latin descent to use products with chemical ingredients intended to lighten skin color. Drawing from
literatures on the impact of chronic and situational disempowerment on behavioral risk-taking to enhance status, we
hypothesized that activating feelings of disempowerment would increase women of color’s interest in stronger and riskier
products meant to lighten skin tone quickly and effectively. In two experiments (Experiment 1: N ¼ 253 women and 264 men;
Experiment 2: replication study, N ¼ 318 women) with distinct samples of Indian participants, we found that being in a state of
psychological disempowerment (vs. empowerment) increased Indian women’s preference for stronger and riskier skin
lightening products but not for milder products. Indian men’s interest in both types of products was unaffected by the same
psychological disempowerment prime. Based on these findings, we recommend increased consideration among teaching
faculty, research scholars, and clinicians on how feeling disempowered can lead women of color to take risks to lighten their
skin as well as other issues of intersectionality and with respect to colorism. We also encourage the adoption of policies aimed
at empowering women of color and minimizing access to harmful skin lightening products.
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Research on the effects of global racism and colorism—the
preference for lighter skin more broadly as well as within
ethnic and racial groups—has tended to focus on the impact
of colorism on objective life outcomes (e.g., health, education, wages, marriage, and incarceration; see Dixon & Telles,
2017). This research draws from the perspective of the perceiver of bias and has documented how biased perceptions of
skin color lead to discriminatory outcomes. However, far less
work has focused on the perspective of targets of skin color
bias to uncover the social psychological processes by which
colorism impacts judgments and decision-making among
people of color (i.e., people of African, Asian, and Latin
descent). For example, the growing worldwide multibillion-dollar industry of skin lightening products can be
attributed to colorism, as millions of people of color—the
majority of whom are women—purchase and use products
intended to permanently lighten their skin tone. These products are also commonly referred to as “skin whitening” or
“skin bleaching” products and come in the form of creams,
lotions, or gels that are applied directly to the skin. Despite
this widespread use, and despite the discussion of relevant

topics in other disciplines (see, e.g., Chaipraditkul, 2013, for
a discussion on the bioethics behind the use of skin lightening
products in Thailand), we know surprisingly little about
which social psychological factors related to colorism
directly influence people of color’s judgments and decisions
with respect to skin lightening products (for notable exceptions, see Choma & Prusaczyk, 2018; Harper & Choma,
2019).
Thus, the purpose of the present work was to explore how
systems of inequality tied to membership in devalued social
groups with respect to ethnicity, gender, and economy affect
1

National University of Singapore Business School, Singapore
Indian Institute of Management, Ahmedabad, Gujarat, India
3
Hoover Institution, Stanford University, CA, USA
4
UCL School of Management, UK
5
INSEAD, Singapore
2

Corresponding Author:
Clarissa Cortland, UCL School of Management, Level 38, One Canada
Square, Canary Wharf, London E14 5AA, UK.
Email: c.cortland@ucl.ac.uk

Adbi et al.
individuals’ preference for high-risk options that enhance
status. We focused on the preference for skin lightening products because of the societal and health risks posed by their
popularity, availability, and use in disadvantaged and disempowered communities. These products range from relatively
mild cosmetic products sold over the counter to stronger
pharmaceutical products. The latter prescription-strength
products officially require a doctor’s prescription and are
associated with greater individual-level and societal-level
risks. However, they are often made available over the counter and sold as commercial lightening creams in emerging
markets such as India. What results is a potentially harmful
large-scale public health concern, as misuse of these prescription “pharmaceutical” products can result in a higher risk of
adverse long-term health outcomes (Shroff et al., 2018).
Furthermore, even the more mild, over-the-counter (OTC)
products are arguably detrimental to society insofar as they
augment both colorism and gender stereotypes that reinforce
structural and systemic inequities (Karnani, 2014; Toh,
2020). Indeed, beauty aesthetic ideals lauding “fairer” skin
color disproportionately target women of color compared to
men. We argue that this societal bias interacts with the most
societally disenfranchised individuals’ need to seek power
and status in whatever ways possible, such that socioeconomically disempowered women of color may be disproportionately affected by the market for skin lightening
products.
Our research advances extant knowledge by (a)
experimentally testing theoretical arguments about how
societal-level colorism combines with women’s chronic and
situational disempowerment, leading them to prefer products
that put their health at risk and (b) answering calls by social
scientists for increased work on the intersectionality of multiply disadvantaged social groups (Bettache, 2020; Cole, 2009;
Reinka et al., 2020; Remedios & Snyder, 2015; Rosenthal,
2016). Based on our findings, we offer recommendations (see
General Discussion section) for scholars, educators, practitioners, and policy makers in connection to these critical
social issues.

Psychological Impact of Colorism and
Gendered Experiences
The demand for skin lightening products seems to be borne
from a general bias, or preference, for light skin—also
referred to as colorism—that is well-documented globally
(Jha, 2015; World Health Organization, 2019). Some argue
that such a preference might have arisen from deeplyembedded sociocultural biases such as class differences with
origins in colonial histories (Glenn, 2008). Regardless of origin, this preference for lighter skin has certainly been perpetuated via exposure to idealized images in media
representations and discriminatory practices favoring lighter
skin tone (Dixon & Telles, 2017; Rondilla & Spickard, 2007).
In fact, work from the social psychology discipline has shown
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that Black Americans with darker (compared to lighter) skin
color experience increased discrimination (i.e., racial phenotypicality bias; Ben-Zeev et al., 2014; Eberhardt et al., 2006;
Eberhardt et al., 2004; Hebl et al., 2012; Maddox, 2004).
Furthermore, and making this an issue of intersectionality
(Cole, 2009), the demand for skin lightening products is not
gender-neutral: Women use skin lightening products disproportionately more than men (Dixon & Telles, 2017; Shroff
et al., 2018). This gender difference can be explained by
objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997), which
describes the disproportionate impact of greater societal pressures on women compared to men concerning physical
appearance. Objectification theory posits that being routinely
objectified leads women (in contrast to men) to view their
bodies as objects, just as outside observers would (i.e., objectified body consciousness; McKinley & Hyde, 1996). As a
result, women internalize that they will be evaluated based on
their physical appearance (Moradi & Huang, 2008). Men, on
the other hand, are not held to the same gendered appearance
norms and expectations to appear physically attractive that
society places on women. Indeed, although some research has
found heightened levels of self-objectification among men in
certain contexts (e.g., after increased exposure to objectification; Daniel & Bridges, 2010; Daniel et al., 2014), women on
average are more likely to face structural and societal pressures and discrimination involving body image and physical
attractiveness. Because of this, women are incentivized to
self-enhance via sexualization and self-objectification (De
Wilde et al., 2019; Rollero & De Piccoli, 2017; Strelan &
Hargreaves, 2005). In addition, this self-objectification was
associated with appearance anxiety, body shame, and positive
attitudes toward altering physical appearance via cosmetic
surgery (Calogero et al., 2010; Choma & Prusaczyk, 2018).
Indeed, women of color’s use of products that lighten skin
tone has been identified as “one way that structural discrimination becomes biologically embedded” (Zota & Shamasunder, 2017, p. 419).
Empirical evidence across disciplines and across multiple
ethnic and racial groups has demonstrated an association
between women’s lighter skin tone and important life outcomes, including educational attainment, wages earned, and
success in the marriage market (Banerjee et al., 2013; Hamilton et al., 2009; M. E. Hill, 2002; Hunter, 1998). Research has
shown that darker-skinned men of color were aware of the
increased discrimination they faced compared to lighterskinned men of color (Uzogara et al., 2014). However, the
heightened level of self-objectification among women may
lead women of color to be chronically and disproportionately
(compared to men) attuned to the societal benefits afforded to
lighter skin. As a result, women of color may more often
(compared to men of color) use skin lightening products as
a perceived path to improving important life outcomes
through enhancing their power and status (Bond & Cash,
1992; Glenn, 2008; Keith & Herring, 1991).
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Social psychology scholars have identified causal processes through which perceiver bias with respect to colorism
leads to discriminatory attitudes and behaviors. What remains
largely unknown is the psychological impact of colorism on
targets of skin color discrimination (i.e., the target perspective; Major & Vick, 2005; see also Bettache, 2020, for a
recent call to action for more psychological science research
on colorism, especially in Asia). In a notable exception,
Choma and Prusaczyk (2018) investigated the impact of
system-justifying beliefs (belief in a just world, social dominance orientation, and color-blind racial ideology) on
women of color’s self-objectification and self-reported use
of skin lightening products. They found a positive relationship between beliefs that justify the societal status quo and
the use of skin lightening products among women in India
and African-American women in the United States as a result
of their self-objectification. This finding suggests that women
of color who internalize their societal disempowerment (i.e.,
they see their disadvantaged status in society as legitimate)
may be more vulnerable to self-objectification and its effects
on skin lightening use. In the current studies, we explicitly
and directly tested the causal impact of disempowerment on
women’s compared to men’s interest in skin lightening products that varied in potential health risk.
Finally, because objectification theory research has predominantly focused on Western populations, and because
Asian and Western women’s psychological responses to the
same gender issues sometimes differ (e.g., Kinias & Kim,
2012), careful consideration is warranted concerning the generalization of objectification theory to non-Western populations. Few studies have explored this possibility (though for
evidence of generalization across cultures, see Choma &
Prusaczyk, 2018; Wollast et al., 2020), especially in a manner
that has allowed for careful adaptation to the local context
and culture.1 In the present work, we contribute to this gap in
the literature by exploring preferences for skin lightening
products among women and men in India.

Skin Lightening Product Use in Emerging
Markets
Using skin lightening products can be interpreted as an internalization of colorism (Zota & Shamasunder, 2017), and the
use of such products is widespread, particularly in African,
Asian, and Caribbean countries (World Health Organization,
2019). Dixon and Telles (2017) found that 77%, 35%, and
59% of women in Nigeria, South Africa, and Togo, respectively, regularly used skin lightening products. Relatedly,
approximately 40% of women in China, Malaysia, the Philippines, and South Korea used these products. Skin lightening products are used by men as well, though their usage
has been found to be lower than among women. For example,
17% of men compared to 30% of women reported using skin
lightening products in a sample of university students in 26
countries across Asia, Africa, and the Americas, with a
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significant country-by-country gender difference in most
countries represented in the sample (Peltzer et al., 2016).
In addition to the intersection of gender and skin color
leading women of color to experience unique effects associated with colorism, we argue that a third layer of disadvantage—economic disadvantage—can affect preferences for
skin lightening products. Among women of color, particularly from emerging or developing economies around the
world that are characterized by lower-than-average per capita
income and rapid market growth, the words “fair” and
“beautiful” are treated almost synonymously (Li et al.,
2008). As the skin lightening market continues to grow rapidly, it is projected to reach US$31 billion by 2024. This
increase is spurred especially by the growth in emerging
markets (Global Industry Analysts, 2018), with the Asia
Pacific region dominating the global market for skin lightening products (MarketResearch.biz, 2019). Academic
debates on products that lighten skin color have typically
focused on the relatively mild products that can be purchased
over the counter. One such example is the brand “Fair &
Lovely,” a household name that commands 60% of the industry revenues in India alone2 (Karnani, 2014; Reuters, 2017).
What gets less attention, however, are the stronger pharmaceutical products being sold as lightening creams that are
riskier for the women who use them.
In fact, the industry for skin lightening products is segmented into two markets: One market comprised of wellknown multi-national brands and products sold through
normal retail channels, and one market comprised of stronger
skin lightening products that are potentially unsafe and often
sold illegally (Vijaya, 2019). This second branch includes
products that typically use controversial and less-regulated
active ingredients (including mercury as well as a bleaching
agent called hydroquinone) that accelerate skin lightening by
inhibiting melanin production, often at the cost of later hyperpigmentation, premature aging, allergies, and other adverse
long-term health effects (Mahe et al., 2003; Shankar et al.,
2006). All of this resulted in the World Health Organization
releasing a 2019 report on dangerous amounts of mercury in
skin lightening products and warning of a public health crisis
(World Health Organization, 2019). Furthermore, Agrawal
and Sharma (2017) found that mercury levels in widely available skin lightening creams were increasing over time.
Although these stronger yet riskier products are in principle
restricted only for medical use with a doctor’s prescription,
they are in practice available in shops and sold widely via
illegal online marketplaces3 (Khan, 2018).

Disempowerment and Risk Associated With
Skin Lightening
We examined women of color’s interest in using skin lightening products as a result of disempowerment or being in a
state of low power. Disempowerment is defined as a state
when one’s capacity to receive resources, rewards, or
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punishments is controlled by someone else (Keltner et al.,
2003). Although disempowerment can be experienced situationally, it is also often conceptualized in relatively stable
terms. Namely, chronic disempowerment can arise from gender, ethnic, and income inequality within societies (Glick &
Fiske, 2001; Ridgeway, 1997). In the current studies, we
explored how women who are likely to be chronically disadvantaged with respect to access to power and resources can
internalize negative representations of their disadvantaged
group identities (Major et al., 2002). We predicted that situational reminders of their disempowerment would impact
women’s decision-making preferences following the stable
impact of chronic disempowerment (Wolf, 1991). Specifically, we expected that situational disempowerment would
have greater activation effects on women of color’s preferences for skin lightening products relative to preferences
among men of color, who are comparatively less chronically
disempowered within their own society and less vulnerable to
objectification.
Extant social psychological research has established that
state-level disempowerment increases vulnerability to compromised decision-making and social threats that parallel
effects of chronic disempowerment. For example, when people were primed to feel disempowered, they focused more on
immediate relief (Baumeister, 2002; Tice et al., 2001),
engaged more in temporal discounting when smaller shortterm financial gains were chosen over larger long-term financial gains (Joshi & Fast, 2013; May & Monga, 2014; Moon &
Chen, 2014), and became more oriented to others’ interests
and potential social threats (Brinol et al., 2007; Keltner et al.,
2003). Furthermore, disempowerment led to an increase in
high-risk (vs. low-risk) financial decision-making in an effort
to elevate social status (Mishra et al., 2014), including the
willingness to pay for luxury goods (Rucker & Galinsky,
2008). If feeling disempowered motivates a drive to improve
personal social standing relative to others (Hiemer & Abele,
2012; S. E. Hill & Buss, 2010; Schaerer et al., 2021), then the
effects of disempowerment on risk with respect to financial
decision-making may also extend to preferences for strong
and high-risk skincare products. These products use stronger
and riskier chemicals that are expected to lighten the complexion of skin over a much shorter time span compared to
milder, OTC products.
Moreover, given that disempowerment increases vulnerability to social threats, then removing disempowerment
should decrease vulnerability. Indeed, feeling empowered has
been shown to facilitate resilience against social threats, leading to improved performance, social connection, and wellbeing (Guinote, 2007; Narayanan et al., 2013). The
resilience-building effect of feeling empowered has also been
found to be true specifically for women under acute threat of
confirming negative stereotypes about women’s poor mathematics abilities compared to men’s (Van Loo & Rydell,
2013). Namely, women primed to feel more empowered in
a laboratory experiment were more resilient to stereotype-
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relevant threat than disempowered women, resulting in
improved performance on a math test. Taken together, these
findings suggest that disempowered women should be more
likely than comparatively empowered women to be susceptible to social pressures or threats in the form of skin colorbased self-objectification. As a result, they may prefer
stronger and riskier skin lightening products intended to
quickly and effectively alter the appearance of their skin as
a means to enhancing their social standing. This effect may
be particularly strong when objectification is likely to be high
(Gervais et al., 2015), and the fact that skin lightening products are used at high rates in cultural contexts that have high
economic inequality is consistent with this thinking.
Given the established relationship between fair skin and
status among women of color (e.g., Banerjee et al., 2013), it
follows that taking risks to lighten one’s skin could result
from women’s psychological state of disempowerment. If
people in psychologically low-power states are more attuned
to potential social threats and to others’ interests (Keltner
et al., 2003; Narayanan et al., 2013), situationally disempowered women of color may be more likely to self-objectify as
a result of societal colorism, affecting their increased
preference for skin lightening products. Furthermore, because
feeling low in power increases the motivation to engage in
risk-taking and improve personal standing (Schaerer et al.,
2021), situationally primed disempowerment should activate
women of color’s chronic state of disempowerment to influence their preference for stronger (pharmaceutical) skin products (vs. the milder, OTC products). We propose that women
will prefer these stronger products because they are expected
to produce immediate status-enhancing results affecting their
physical appearance, even though using these products puts
women at increased risk of severe negative side effects.

Research Context
To test this prediction, we conducted two experiments on
samples from two different populations of participants from
India, ranked as the largest and fastest growing emerging
market economy (Burroughs, 2019) and one of the leading
markets globally for skin lightening products (Shroff et al.,
2018). Skin lightening products constitute about half of
India’s overall skincare market (World Health Organization,
2019). Moreover, a recent survey of close to 2,000 men and
women (aged 16–60 years) in Mumbai, India, found that 38%
of the sample self-reported using skin lightening products,
with women twice as likely to use them compared to men
(Shroff et al., 2018). Thus, focusing on interest in these products in India provides both psychological realism and societal
relevance. Furthermore, in the World Economic Forum’s
2020 Global Gender Gap Report, India ranked 112 of 153
countries, indicating very high country level gender inequality (World Economic Forum, 2020). Therefore, participants
reflected a societal context in which women on average are
significantly disadvantaged compared to men. We tested the
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hypothesis that being in an activated state of disempowerment would increase Indian women’s (but not men’s) preference for stronger and high-risk (compared to milder and
low-risk) products aimed at lightening their skin tone.

Experiment 1
In Experiment 1, women and men in India were randomly
assigned to temporarily feel disempowered or empowered
and then indicated their preferences for two different skin
lightening products varying in strength. We were thus able
to examine the effects of feeling disempowered on women’s
and men’s preference for mild versus strong (and risky) skin
lightening products.

Method
Participants
India-based workers on Amazon’s Mechanical Turk
(MTurk), an online crowdsourcing platform commonly used
for conducting experiments in behavioral research, served
as participants. MTurk provided access to a larger and more
diverse pool of participants than is typically practical in a
laboratory setting (Buhrmester et al., 2011; Buhrmester
et al., 2018). Participants agreed to complete a survey conducted in English on skincare products available in India for
$1.48 (approximately 100 rupees) in line with typical
MTurk participation rates in India. Participation was
restricted to India-based workers who were fluent in English
and who had an average MTurk “HIT approval rate” of no
less than 90%.
Following the recommended guidelines for researchers to
ensure high-quality data collection from online platforms
(e.g., Goodman & Paolacci, 2017), we restricted analyses
only to participants who had followed instructions diligently,
participated only once, and were not outliers in terms of completion time. Specifically, of 628 total responses, we dropped
111 cases where written responses to the power recall writing
prompt were either too short (less than 50 characters, typical
responses such as “nothing” or “no such incident”) or had text
unrelated to the instructions (i.e., arbitrary material unrelated
to the writing prompt), 25 cases involving duplicate IP
addresses, and 53 cases with extreme completion times (less
than 5 minutes or greater than 60 minutes; median time to
completion was 18 minutes). Thus, our final data set comprised of 517 participants (253 women and 264 men; age
range: 18–80 years, Mage ¼ 31.73, SD ¼ 8.44).

Procedure
We utilized an established experimental approach to prime
psychological disempowerment. This methodology has
been found to replicate behavioral consequences of realworld empowerment versus disempowerment (Galinsky
et al., 2003; Magee & Galinsky, 2008; Stamkou et al.,

2016). Participants’ psychological disempowerment was
experimentally manipulated using a power recall task commonly employed in behavioral research (Galinsky et al.,
2003; Galinsky et al., 2008; Joshi & Fast, 2013; May &
Monga, 2014; Smith & Trope, 2006). This approach has been
shown to produce reliable effects even in online settings,
including MTurk (Schaerer et al., 2021). Following the established “power priming” protocol (Galinsky et al., 2003), participants were randomly assigned to either recall and write
about an incident when they had power (empowered) or when
someone else had power over them (disempowered).4
All participants were instructed at the beginning of the
study that they would be asked to recall and write about a
social experience and then evaluate some products. Participants randomly assigned to the “empowered” (high power)
condition responded to the prompt:
Please recall a particular incident in which you had power over
another individual or individuals. By power, we mean a situation
in which you controlled the ability of another person or persons
to get something they wanted or were in a position to evaluate
those individuals. Please describe this situation in which you had
power—what happened, how you felt, etc.

Participants randomly assigned to the “disempowered”
(low power) condition responded to the prompt:
Please recall a particular incident in which someone else had
power over you. By power, we mean a situation in which someone
had control over your ability to get something you wanted or was
in a position to evaluate you. Please describe this situation in
which you did not have power—what happened, how you felt, etc.

All participants responded to the following manipulation
check question immediately following the power manipulation, indicating their response on a 7-point scale from 1
(powerless) to 7 (powerful): “How powerful did you feel in
the incident you wrote about?”

Measures
After the power manipulation, participants were thanked and
instructed to answer some questions about some cosmetic
products. All participants, regardless of condition, responded
to the same set of questions. The first block of questions
pertained to a product called “Fair & Lovely,” a skin lightening cream available over the counter that is widely recognized as relatively mild but safe. This was introduced to
participants as “the leading skin whitening cream in India.”
The second block of questions pertained to strong but risky
products that are misused as skin lightening products. Specifically, participants were asked about “pharmaceutical
creams, gels, or lotions that are available as skin whitening
products only from chemist shops or pharmacies.” We considered whether to randomize the order in which the two
blocks of questions were presented. Our final decision not
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Experiment 1.
Women

Men

Empowered Group

Disempowered Group

Empowered Group

Disempowered Group

(n ¼ 128)

(n ¼ 125)

(n ¼ 133)

(n ¼ 131)

Variables

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

OTC product interest
Pharma product interest
OTC product risk
Pharma product risk
Individual characteristics
Married
Age
Education
Household income
Skin complexion

4.66
3.78
3.22
4.14

2.10
2.01
1.80
1.62

4.79
4.46
3.28
3.97

2.00
1.74
1.82
1.65

4.23
3.83
3.27
4.04

2.10
1.99
1.76
1.70

4.50
4.01
3.42
3.95

2.09
1.96
1.91
1.73

0.80
31.73
5.37
5.02
2.84

0.40
7.73
0.56
2.76
1.23

0.75
31.62
5.38
5.11
3.10

0.43
6.98
0.73
2.99
1.14

0.60
31.47
5.30
4.86
3.32

0.49
8.49
0.67
2.83
1.25

0.56
32.11
5.28
4.47
3.19

0.50
10.22
0.67
2.64
1.15

Note. All dependent variables are measured on a 7-point scale. Married indicates marital status. Age is measured in years. Education is 6 for postgraduate, 5 for
graduate, 4 for Grade 12 or equivalent, 3 for Grade 10 or equivalent, 2 for Grades 5–9, and 1 for below Grade 5 (including no formal schooling). Household income
takes a value of 1 for monthly household income less than rupees 10,000 and 11 for at least rupees 100,000, with values 2–10 denoting income bands increasing in
rupees 10,000 intervals. Skin complexion is 1 for extremely fair, 2 for fair, 3 for slightly fair, 4 for neither fair nor dark, 5 for slightly dark, 6 for dark, and 7 for very
dark. OTC ¼ over-the-counter.

to do so was based on the fact that OTC lightening products
(such as Fair & Lovely) are household names, whereas pharmaceutical lightening products are produced by smaller local
companies that are not as recognizable by name and are difficult to describe without referring to the mainstream products first. Furthermore, as the effects of power priming might
dissipate with time, having the pharmaceutical product questions after the OTC product questions also set up a more
conservative test of the focal predictions associated with the
stronger and riskier products. Participants indicated their
interest in both categories of products on a 7-point scale from
1 (uninterested) to 7 (interested). These responses served as
the two primary outcome variables: OTC Product Interest and
Pharma Product Interest.
To verify that participants perceived more risk associated
with the pharmaceutical skin lightening product relative to
the OTC product, participants rated the perceived risk of
both products on a 7-point scale from 1 (no risk) to 7 (high
risk). Finally, participants completed demographic questions on their gender, marital status, age, education, household income, and state of residence. Following Lavine et al.
(1999), we also asked participants about their skin complexion on a 7-point scale from 1 (extremely fair) to 7 (very
dark).

Results
Power Manipulation Check
Responses to the manipulation check question after the
power priming suggested that the power prime worked
appropriately. We conducted a 2 (participant gender) 
2 (power prime condition) analysis of variance (ANOVA),

which confirmed a significant main effect of power prime,
F(1, 513) ¼ 195.93, p < .001, partial Z2 ¼ .28, no main
effect of participant gender, F(1, 513) ¼ 1.259, p ¼ .262,
partial Z2 ¼ .00, and no interaction effect, F(1, 513) ¼
.12, p ¼ .733, partial Z2 ¼ .00. Focusing on the main
effect of power prime condition collapsed across participant gender, participants in the low power condition
reported feeling less powerful (n ¼ 256, M ¼ 3.94, SD
¼ 2.16) than participants in the high power condition (n ¼
261, M ¼ 6.00, SD ¼ 0.99).

Risk Ratings for Products
In Table 1, we present descriptive statistics for all study variables. We first conducted a three-way mixed-model ANOVA
on risk perceptions of the two types of skin creams that all
participants rated. Results confirmed that overall, participants
recognized the pharmaceutical lightening cream as riskier
(M ¼ 4.02, SD ¼ 1.67) than the OTC lightening cream
(M ¼ 3.30, SD ¼ 1.82), F(1, 513) ¼ 58.72, p < .001, partial
Z2 ¼ .10. There were no gender differences on risk perceptions of either of the creams, and awareness of risk was
not affected by the power prime for either women or men
(all ps > .2).

Hypothesis Tests
The main analysis testing the hypothesis that women’s—
but not men’s—disempowerment increases interest in
risky (pharmaceutical) skin lightening products also
employed a mixed-model ANOVA. This analysis accommodated the two between-participants factors (gender,
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Figure 1. Women’s and Men’s Interest in Skin Lightening Products: Experiment 1.

Note. Interest on a 7-point scale from uninterested (1) to interested (7). OTC ¼ over-the-counter. **p < .01.

power condition) and the within-participants factor (interest in the OTC cream and interest in the pharmaceutical
cream). Because a priori effect sizes were unknown, a
post-hoc sensitivity analysis was performed to compute
the achieved power given the mixed-model analysis
employed, and the power was calculated at 0.9965. Age,
marital status, education, family income, and skin complexion were included as covariates in all models reported,
and results and significance levels remained the same
when these variables were not included in the model.5
Results revealed a significant three-way interaction, F(1,
508) ¼ 4.48, p ¼ .035, partial Z2 ¼ .01. To probe this
interaction, we conducted two-way mixed-model ANOVAs on interest in the two types of products separately
for women’s and men’s responses (see Figure 1).
Focusing first on women’s interest in skin lightening products as a function of power condition, we found a significant
interaction effect of product type by power condition, F(1,
246) ¼ 4.89, p ¼ .028, partial Z2 ¼ .02. The simple effect of
power on women’s interest in the riskier pharmaceutical
cream was significant, F(1, 246) ¼ 9.68, p ¼ .002, partial
Z2 ¼ .04, indicating that women situationally primed to feel
disempowered showed greater interest in the stronger pharmaceutical creams (M ¼ 4.46, SD ¼ 1.74) compared to
women primed to feel empowered (M ¼ 3.78, SD ¼ 2.01).
The simple effect of power prime on women’s interest in the
milder OTC cream was not significant, F(1, 246) ¼ 0.88,
p ¼ .349, partial Z2 ¼ .004, indicating that priming disempowerment had no effect on women’s preference for the milder
skin lightening product. Significant main effects of product

type, F(1, 246) ¼ 4.81, p ¼ .029, partial Z2 ¼ .02, and of
power condition, F(1, 246) ¼ 5.07, p ¼ .025, partial Z2 ¼ .02,
also emerged, but these main effects were qualified by the
interaction and simple effects reported above.
Finally, focusing on men’s interest in the skin lightening
products, results revealed no significant product type by
power prime interaction effect, no significant main effects,
and no simple effects (all ps > .30), indicating that priming
disempowerment had no effect on men’s interest in either the
OTC or pharmaceutical creams.

Discussion
In Experiment 1, we found support for our hypothesis that
Indian women’s disempowerment would lead to greater
interest in stronger and riskier products meant to lighten
the skin. Specifically, relative to empowered women, disempowered women reported greater interest in a
prescription-strength pharmaceutical lightening product,
whereas this effect did not emerge with respect to a
milder, OTC lightening product. Men were no more or
less interested in either product as a result of the power
prime condition. Given that men are not traditionally held
to the same societal standards of beauty and physical
appearance as women are (Fredrickson & Roberts,
1997), we did not expect and did not find that the psychological disempowerment prime affected men’s interest
in the skin lightening products as it did for women. While
outside the scope of the current research, it is possible that
feeling disempowered might have affected men’s
responses to other non-beauty-related status-signaling
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products (e.g., conspicuous consumption of “flashy goods”
such as valuable jewelry, clothing, and cars; Charles et al.,
2009; Sundie et al., 2011). Furthermore, although some
men do use skin lightening products, the emphasis on fair
skin complexion is more pronounced for women in emerging markets (Dixon & Telles, 2017). For example, analyzing over 22,000 Indian matrimonial advertisements,
Banerjee et al. (2013) found that women’s lighter skin
tone was mentioned as desirable in 75% of advertisements,
whereas men’s skin tone was never mentioned in
advertisements.

Experiment 2
The goal of Experiment 2 was to replicate the findings from
Experiment 1 by similarly manipulating disempowerment
and measuring preferences for skin lightening products
among a sample of participants recruited from a different
online participant panel service from Experiment 1. We
excluded men from participating in Experiment 2, because
much of our theorizing focuses on sociocultural biases affecting women, and we found no effect of priming psychological
disempowerment among men in Experiment 1.

Method
Participants
We utilized the Qualtrics Panel service from Qualtrics, a
leading research and analytics firm. This follows recent behavioral research that has also employed Qualtrics Panels to
reach targeted samples for experimental research (Buhrmester et al., 2018; Walters et al., 2016). Focusing on the most
relevant sub-population for our research, participants in this
sample were Indian women between the ages of 18 and 40
years who were fluent in English (as the survey was again
conducted in English), resulting in 416 total responses. As in
Experiment 1, following the recommended guidelines to
ensure the collection of high-quality data (e.g., Goodman &
Paolacci, 2017), the analyzed sample was restricted to participants who followed instructions on the power recall task
(52 cases did not follow instructions), participated only once
(four cases participated more than once), and completed the
experiment in a reasonable time frame (5–60 minutes; median time to complete was 16 minutes; 36 cases took an unreasonable amount of time to complete). We also added a few
“attention checks” to ensure that only responses from diligent
individuals were considered (six cases failed the attention
checks). The final analyzed sample consisted of 318 women.

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Experiment 2.
Empowered
Group

Disempowered
Group

(n ¼ 157)

(n ¼ 161)

Variables

M

SD

M

SD

OTC product interest
Pharma product interest
OTC product risk
Pharma product risk
Individual characteristics
Married
Age
Education
Household income
Skin complexion
Weekly working hours
Frequency of use

3.88
3.82
3.78
4.50

2.23
2.00
1.73
1.50

3.71
4.23
4.14
4.61

2.22
1.98
1.79
1.45

0.64
29.43
5.44
4.96
2.84
3.02
3.66

0.48
5.76
0.59
1.31
1.12
1.51
1.92

0.55
28.80
5.37
5.01
3.07
3.23
3.20

0.50
6.00
0.61
1.23
1.22
1.58
1.81

Note. Household income is defined on a different scale in this experiment (1
for monthly household income less than rupees 5,000 and 7 for more than rupees
160,000, with intermediate values 2–6 denoting income bands increasing in
logarithmic order). Weekly working hours takes one of five values: 1 for less
than 10 hours a week, 2 for 10–20 hours a week, 3 for 20–30 hours a week,
4 for 30–40 hours a week, and 5 for more than 40 hours a week. Frequency of
use takes one of seven values: 1 for never, 2 for at most once per month, 3 for
more than once per month, 4 for more than once per week, 5 for almost daily, 6
for every day, and 7 for multiple times per day. The remaining variables are the
same as in Table 1. OTC ¼ over-the-counter.

and capture individual variability in our sample and that were
analyzed as covariates. Participants were asked, “How frequently have you used any skin whitening6 cream in recent
months?” with response options ranging on a 7-point scale
from 1 (never) to 7 (multiple times per day). The second
additional demographic variable was weekly working hours,
which measured how much participants worked on some
form of income-generating activity and was included as a
proxy for participant financial independence.

Results
Power Manipulation Check
Responses to the manipulation check question after the power
priming suggested that the power prime worked appropriately. In the entire sample of women (N ¼ 318), participants
in the low power condition reported feeling less powerful
(n ¼ 161, M ¼ 3.47, SD ¼ 2.00) than participants in the
high power condition (n ¼ 157, M ¼ 6.01, SD ¼ 1.11),
F(1, 316) ¼ 195.33, p < .001, partial Z2 ¼ .38.

Procedure

Risk Ratings for Products

The design and procedures for Experiment 2 were similar to
Experiment 1. However, in addition to the measured variables in Experiment 1, Experiment 2 captured two more
demographic factors that were included to better understand

In Table 2, we present the descriptive statistics for all study
variables. Similar to Experiment 1, women in Experiment
2 rated the pharmaceutical lightening cream as riskier
(M ¼ 4.56, SD ¼ 1.47) than the OTC lightening cream
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Figure 2. Women’s Interest in Skin Lightening Products:
Experiment 2.

Note. Interest on a 7-point scale from uninterested (1) to interested (7).
OTC ¼ over-the-counter. **p < .01.

(M ¼ 3.96, SD ¼ 1.77), F(1, 316) ¼ 42.26, p < .001, partial
Z2 ¼ .12, and awareness of risk was not affected by power
priming (both ps > .13).

Hypothesis Tests
For the focal analysis on product interest, we employed a
mixed-model ANOVA to accommodate the betweenparticipants factor (power condition) and the withinparticipants factor (product type). Age, marital status,
education, family income, skin complexion, weekly working
hours, and frequency of use were included as covariates, and
the pattern of results remained the same when these variables
were not included in the model. A post-hoc power analysis
was performed to compute the achieved power given the
mixed-model analysis employed, and the power was calculated at 0.9927.
Results revealed a statistically significant two-way interaction effect of product type by power condition, F(1, 309) ¼
4.68, p ¼ .031, partial Z2 ¼ .02. Replicating Experiment 1, a
significant simple effect of power condition on women’s interest in the high-risk pharmaceutical cream emerged, F(1, 309)
¼ 12.24, p ¼ .001, partial Z2 ¼ .04, such that women situationally primed to feel disempowered showed greater interest
in the stronger pharmaceutical cream (M ¼ 4.23, SD ¼ 1.98)
compared to women primed to feel empowered (M ¼ 3.82, SD
¼ 2.00; see Figure 2). As in Experiment 1, there was no effect
of disempowerment on women’s interest in the milder OTC
cream, F(1, 309) ¼ 0.48, p ¼ .490, partial Z2 ¼ .002. There
was no main effect of product type, F(1, 309) ¼ 2.09, p ¼ .149,
partial Z2 ¼ .01, but there was a significant main effect of
power condition, F(1, 309) ¼ 6.09, p ¼ .014, partial Z2 ¼ .02,
that should be interpreted in light of the interaction and simple
effects reported above.
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General Discussion
Our theorizing around interest in lightening skin color and the
potential associated risks builds on prior social psychological
work on how colorism impacts people’s perceptions of, and
discriminatory behaviors toward, others (e.g., Eberhardt
et al., 2006; Maddox & Gray, 2002; Rudman & McLean,
2016). However, there was previously limited research on the
social psychological effects of colorism on people of color’s
judgments and preferences (i.e., the target perspective). In the
current set of studies, we drew from objectification theory
and power theory to investigate the effects of disempowerment on women of color’s interest in products intended to
lighten skin color. These skin lightening products have
unique significance given how objectification theory posits
that women are more likely than men to be objectified and to
subsequently self-objectify as well as consequently care more
about enhancing physical appearance as opposed to other
self-enhancement goals such as health, wealth, or competence (McKinley & Hyde, 1996; Strelan & Hargreaves,
2005). Moreover, we focused specifically on women’s interest in risky skin products in emerging markets where they are
readily available and used by many.
In two experiments, we found consistent evidence that
activating a psychological state of disempowerment (compared with relative empowerment) increased Indian women’s
interest in strong and high-risk products intended to lighten
the appearance of their skin tone but did not influence their
interest in milder skin lightening products. Furthermore,
these results emerged despite participants clearly indicating
that they were aware of the risk surrounding prescriptionstrength skin lightening products. Thus, our findings address
the theoretical link between disempowerment and use of
products that lighten skin tone. Furthermore, our results have
implications for theory around risk tolerance to enhance
social status and to societal issues of colorism and vulnerability to corporate and government irresponsibility surrounding the availability of high-risk products used for
cosmetic purposes.
The current findings support developing theory on how a
psychological state of low power can lead individuals to
make choices that undermine their own long-term wellbeing. The facts that pharmaceutical skin lightening products
are risky, are understood to be connected to elevating status,
and can provide short-term desired effects with long-term
health risks are most central to this thinking (see Joshi &
Fast, 2013; Schaerer et al., 2021). Specifically, psychologically disempowered women’s heightened interest in pharmaceutical skin lightening products is consistent with evidence
that disempowerment leads to myopic and risky decisionmaking and offers a potential fast-track path to improving
one’s social status. That these effects emerged only for
women and not for men helps to expand theorizing on the
contexts and manners in which disempowerment leads to
risk-taking and myopia differentially based on the
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intersection of gender, ethnicity, and gendered expectations
held in society. More specifically, we found support for the
argument that compared to men of color, women of color are
especially sensitive and responsive to social status-enhancing
strategies such as altering their physical appearance in ways
that align with societal beauty ideals (see Gervais et al.,
2015). Thus, our findings suggest that disempowerment may
affect women’s preferences for high-risk beauty product
choices in the interest of status attainment.
Although investigating the explanatory impact of status
attainment on disempowered women of color’s high-risk versus low-risk preferences goes beyond the scope of the current
studies, future research could measure and test the mediating
role of women’s desire to enhance status. Relatedly, while we
did not measure perceptions of effectiveness, we assume
based on increased interest that women expected the pharmaceutical products to be more effective in attaining the kind of
elevated status that comes with “whiteness.” Measuring and
testing the perceived effectiveness of skin lightening products
in achieving desired status enhancement goals could offer an
additional mediating pathway for future investigation.
Furthermore, we note that although men reported interest in
both low- and high-risk skin lightening products in Experiment 1, the psychological disempowerment prime did not
affect men in the same way that the prime affected women.
Future work might concurrently investigate ways disempowerment affects men’s status attainment goals (e.g., consumption of non-beauty-related goods such as clothing or
cars) as in prior work (Rucker & Galinsky, 2008) and compare men’s behaviors with women’s use of beauty products in
order to further elucidate parallel and distinct processes.

Limitations and Directions for Future
Research
A strength of the current research is that the experimental
methodology enabled causal inferences to be drawn about
the influence of disempowerment on interest in high-risk skin
products. Existing evidence suggests that experimentally
primed states of psychological power and disempowerment
mirror stable life experiences (e.g., Galinsky et al., 2003;
though see Lammers et al., 2017, for an investigation into
the efficacy of power recall manipulations). That said, the
chronic and extreme disempowerment conditions many
women of color face in the real world, which are stronger
and more persistent, could potentially lead to different outcomes. Our participant pools only represented women and
men who understood English, were reachable through online
platforms in India, and whose self-reported demographic
characteristics revealed that they were well-educated on average. A natural extension would be to conduct experiments
involving more or less vulnerable consumers with varying
levels of literacy, connectivity, or stable sources of psychological resilience (e.g., self-compassion or positive role models; Cortland & Kinias, 2019; Wollast et al., 2019).
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It is highly likely that interest in skin lightening products
translates into actual behaviors; however, the current work
falls short of measuring behavioral outcomes (e.g., actual
purchase or use of products). For ethical reasons, we do not
encourage experimental research priming disempowerment
and measuring the actual purchase or use of high-risk skin
lightening products even where they are readily available.
Complementary future research might correlationally investigate behavioral outcomes (e.g., actual purchase or use of
skin lightening products) predicted by indicators of women’s
chronic disempowerment or resilience. More broadly, this
research speaks to the growing interdisciplinary literature that
combines social psychological science with applied topics
such as consumer behavior and health psychology to investigate societally relevant experiences and behaviors (e.g.,
Sharma & Alter, 2012; Smart Richman et al., 2016).
Relatedly, we note that women of color would not have the
same easy access to these risky skin lightening products in all
global contexts, which could limit global generalizability.
However, focusing on Indian women as participants enabled
conclusions to be drawn with respect to emerging markets in
Asia, where risky skin lightening products are readily available and commonly used. We view this as an important contribution of the current work because although the literature
on colorism in general is extensive, most extant research has
used the United States and other Western societies as the
research setting (Dixon & Telles, 2017). By focusing our
research on issues specific to and participants drawn from
an emerging market context, we hope to advance global conversations around diverse and under-examined populations
(see Bettache, 2020; Henrich et al., 2010).
Although the main analyses reported in the current studies
focused on women of color in India, these findings may well
generalize to other populations of disempowered women anywhere in the world who have been taught or who have
inferred that a fairer complexion will improve their life prospects. Gervais and colleagues (2015) proposed that people
from cultures high in individualism and hierarchy (e.g., “It
is important that I do my job better than others”) are more
likely to sexually objectify others via increased social comparison. Indeed, evidence from a sample of majority-White
college students in the Midwestern United States showed how
highly hierarchical and individualistic tendencies operationalized as individual differences led to higher social comparison and thus more objectification of others (Gervais et al.,
2015). This finding would suggest a potential moderator of
women’s interest in risky skin lightening products resulting
from self-objectification: social comparison concerns. In cultures where social comparison is particularly high, we might
see even stronger effects of disempowerment on preferences
for risky skin lightening products. In cultures low in social
comparison, we might be less likely to find the effect. We
encourage future research addressing this question directly.
Relevant work on the effects of self-objectification on
women of color’s skin lightening behaviors offers additional
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suggestions for potential moderators that future research
could investigate. Prusaczyk and Choma (2018) demonstrated the predictive effect of skin tone surveillance on
important life outcomes for women in India (e.g., depression,
life dissatisfaction), highlighting the value of including this
measure as a moderator in future research efforts. Namely,
excessive skin-tone-appearance monitoring may interact with
disempowerment to further strengthen the relationship with
interest in riskier skin lightening products. Furthermore,
building on related work by Choma and Prusaczyk (2018)
that showed evidence of a link between supporting the societal status quo and women’s greater use of skin lightening
products, we encourage future research endeavors that undertake a deeper exploration of the role of women of color’s
system justifying beliefs. For example, might women who
reject the status quo (i.e., low in system justifying beliefs)
be more likely to respond to feeling disempowered with
reactance or resistance and thus be less interested in skin
lightening products? Answering this and related research
questions could offer insights into how psychological processes linked to cultural differences might explain the varying availability and use of skin lightening products around the
world.

Practice Implications
Our findings have important implications for corporate social
responsibility and governmental regulation of marketing and
sales of products that can be societally damaging. Despite
insights provided by scholars investigating consumer preferences globally, we still know very little about the dark side of
marketing strategies that may induce psychological disempowerment through advertisements. With an estimated market
value of US$532 billion globally (Orbis Research, 2018), the
cosmetic products industry—focused primarily on women—
is a sector that has come under scrutiny for potentially
adverse societal effects (Jha, 2015; Lavine et al., 1999; Toh,
2020). To pre-empt restrictive governmental interventions
that might more severely affect their business interests, many
corporations try to self-regulate to some extent or to support
internal corporate social responsibility efforts. However, our
findings demonstrate how negative societal biases can nevertheless be internalized by disempowered women in subtle
ways, which suggests that corporate-led self-regulation to
correct the systematic issues is not enough.
Caution should be used in interpreting our Experiment 1
and Experiment 2 findings that disempowerment does not
influence Indian women’s preference for the milder products
that are available over the counter. As such products are
heavily marketed by reputable firms and are commonly used
by Indian women, interest in them may be less malleable than
interest in the riskier pharmaceutical products. In addition,
one might still argue that the marketing of milder products
reinforces biases related to colorism, hence having a
spillover effect on consumers’ vulnerability to the riskier
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pharmaceutical products7 (Toh, 2020). In other words, sales
of riskier products might not have arisen if the reputable firms
had not legitimized the sector in the first place and were not
creating demand for the overall sector. Future research could
investigate such possibilities—for example, by examining
whether advertising of milder products affects the demand
for more risky products or interest in other available cosmetic
products, treatments, or remedies (including home-based
remedies) meant to lighten skin tone.
Furthermore, concerns around corporate social responsibility are accentuated in emerging markets. These developing
economies often lack robust legal systems and institutions
that provide valuable oversight in companies, ensuring consumers are receiving reliable and accurate information about
products (Khanna & Palepu, 2010; Sudhir et al., 2015; Vainio
et al., 2014). Although many competitive, multi-national
companies often have a stated goal of “doing well by doing
good” (i.e., maximizing profit by engaging in socially responsible actions), this goal may break down in practice. Mass
consumer populations with less balanced access to companies’ advertised product information in emerging markets
may be especially vulnerable to the spread of misinformation
(Karnani, 2007; Kotler & Lee, 2008; Porter & Kramer, 2006).
Our findings complement these arguments and suggest that
more attention should indeed be paid to vulnerable populations across intersectional lines, specifically women of color
in emerging markets.

Conclusion
In these studies, we drew from theory on the intersectionality
of multiple disadvantaged and disempowered identities
(Cole, 2009; Rosenthal, 2016) to address critical social and
policy issues around inequality that are tied to preferences for
products meant to lighten skin color among women of color.
To our knowledge, our research is the first to use experimental methods to examine the effects of disempowerment on
interest in products that reinforce sociocultural biases
(i.e., with the explicit goal of lightening skin color) at the
intersectional point of women of color from emerging markets in Asia. Our findings build upon and advance work on
the importance of addressing deep-rooted systems of inequality for women of the world who are most disempowered by
race, ethnicity, and economy.
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Notes
1. At first glance, some work suggests that self-objectification
might be weaker for women in Asia than in the West (Loughnan
et al., 2015), yet other work suggests there are similar effects of
objectification across cultures (e.g., Indian and AfricanAmerican women: Choma & Prusaczyk, 2018; Belgian and Thai
populations: Wollast et al., 2018; also Tan et al., 2016). Recently,
Wollast et al. (2020) found cross-cultural evidence of selfobjectification across populations of American, Belgian, Russian, and Thai undergraduate women, though it was heightened
in the American sample. Deeper examination of the methodology
of work showing less objectification in Asia, particularly in India
and Pakistan (Loughnan et al., 2015), uncovered how the etic
approach to this work, including Western measures of selfobjectification used in India and Pakistan and the semi-public
data-collection, may not have captured the nature of how selfobjectification manifests in those regions. A more emic approach
would appreciate cultural contextual factors that make sexuality
extremely taboo among unmarried college-age women in both
India and Pakistan. It is also possible that the details of what is
attractive in Western contexts (e.g., a muscle-toned body) do not
resonate with ideals of beauty in South Asia, hence the very low
levels observed in Loughnan et al. (2015).
2. Following increasing societal pressure, in July 2020 (after the
period when our experiments were conducted), “Fair & Lovely”
products were rebranded as “Glow & Lovely.” However, this
action has been widely criticized as not adequately addressing
the real issues of colorism and harmful beauty standards
(McEvoy, 2020).
3. The authors’ own interviews of doctors and pharmacists on the
ground in India confirmed that the products are dangerous and
that women regularly request these risky pharmaceutical products that are readily available as consumer products over the
counter in Indian pharmacies.
4. Although our focal hypotheses specifically predicted an effect of
primed disempowerment compared to primed empowerment
(similar to past work, e.g., Galinsky et al., 2008), we collected
responses from a third control group of participants who were
randomly assigned to recall and write about a neutral social
interaction that had nothing to do with power. Results showed
that for both milder OTC and pharmaceutical creams, participants in the neutral condition showed interest that lay equally
between the disempowered and empowered conditions. Because
comparing the two power prime conditions to this neutral control
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