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  he language of beauty and skincare is
undergoing a continuous and profound
transformation. This change is more than
cosmetic; it's rooted in a more fundamental
process: that of reshaping how we define
ourselves and present our identities. 

For decades, the beauty industry relied on strict,
binary divisions—products were “for her” or “for
him,” categorized as either “delicate” or
“intense,” and often color-coded by gender (like
pink versus black).

This rigid framework is now dissolving: a more
fluid, personal space is emerging, allowing for
shapes, colors, purposes, and experiences that
are defined by the individual rather than by
antiquated social roles.

In this article, based on our semiotic analysis, we
describe how the language of beauty is being
reshuffled and reshaped across colors, forms,
materials, and lexicon. We'll also examine how
the new semiotic codes—signs that can be
culturally interpreted or social codes emerging
from this shift—are helping rewrite the
contemporary relationship between identity,
body, and care. Ultimately, our aim is to explore
the changing cultural meaning (i.e., semiotic
status) of skincare. 

We are seeing a move away from products that
are a stylistic tool used to adjust one's look for
others (the "external gaze"), historically a
personal choice that was made within a political
field of signs. Skincare is instead becoming a
ritualistic gesture of reconnecting with one's inner
self. In this light, self-care acts like a language
through which the body is treated as a text or a
canvas—a surface we read and write upon daily,
giving our physical reality deeper personal
meaning.

This new genderless beauty isn't a neutral or
difference-free aesthetic; it’s an alternative
approach to individual expression. It creates an
open, dynamic space where authenticity and
plurality are no longer at odds. 

The shift is part of a larger cultural wave—the
move from gendered marketing to post-gender
aesthetics—which helps restore a more nuanced,
inclusive, and deeply human meaning to beauty. 

The Cultural Background: From Gender to
Person, from Labels to Language 

To grasp this change, we must look closely at the
evolving symbolic codes. To understand how
beauty is evolving, we first need to step back and
consider how culture has long informed our
notions of the body.

For generations, taking care of oneself was
strictly a feminine endeavor, typically associated
with soft colors, complex and seductive scents,
and gentleness. If men engaged in self-care, it
was under highly rigid constraints: products came
in dark packaging, used technical jargon, and
focused on control and function rather than
pleasure and ritual.

That outdated model is now collapsing. The
newer generations—particularly Gen Z and the
rising Gen Alpha—don’t see themselves in those
old boundaries. They reject the false dichotomy
between ‘strong’ and ‘soft’, between ‘muscle’
and ‘feeling.’ They look for ways to be freer to
express themselves without conforming to
established categories.
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Identity is being reimagined. The body
is no longer seen as belonging to a fixed
gender, but as an open site for personal
symbolism and expression: on social
media and in everyday life, people are
actively exploring new languages of
beauty choosing unisex products,
inclusive images, and actions that blend
or 'mess around' with the old
distinctions.”

The Semiotic Shift

On a symbolic level, what we are witnessing is a
move from beauty codes that offered fixed
references (that is to say, labels that describe the
person) toward open-ended narratives (choices
that allow the person to interpret and define
themselves). This move can be distilled into three
key shifts:

Color and scent are no longer assigned to one sex or the other
but instead reflect a mood or an emotion.

Beauty is no longer a tool used for the satisfaction of others, but
as a way of self-awareness, an “awakening” of one’s physical
presence. Skincare is moving away from the social performance
of adjusting one's appearance for the external gaze; it is instead
being embraced as a perceptual practice, a way of sensing and
awakening one's own physical presence.

The skin’s surface is used as a means of self-creation, not mimicry
or following dictated trends.

Ultimately, genderless beauty springs from a
shared desire for honesty—the coherence
between what one feels (internally) and what one
presents (externally). The focus of this silent
change is now on the person, the user not on the
product category itself. 

The Visual Language: From Fixed Labels
to Interpretation

Everything in the beauty world speaks—
everything has a voice and a message. A bottle,
a texture, a color, or a word on the packaging—

all carry meaning. For a long time, the language
of beauty was based on sharp contrasts: pink
equated with softness and femininity; black with
power and masculinity; and gold signaled luxury.
The consumer’s job was easy: identify with one
of the pre-set signs.

But the grammar and syntax of the language of
beauty is crumbling. Beauty is no longer a fixed
set of categories; it has become a space for
interpretation. A minimalist design isn’t "neutral";
it’s open, ready to be filled with the individual's
own meaning and projection. Similarly, a
modern fragrance often avoids generic
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This is part of a wider cultural transformation:

Gender-Specific ⟶ 
Gender-Neutral

Performing ⟶ Perceiving

Conforming ⟶ Expressing



categories, appealing universally while being
perceived uniquely by each person.

This change is visible everywhere: even on social
media, where skincare and makeup are mashed
together without distinction, creators play like
poets with products as if they were
words in an unknown language, using them to
express themselves rather than just look a certain
way. Beauty is now a conduit for personal
expression, not just a representation of a fixed
identity.

We can say that beauty has moved from simply
describing us (denotation) to helping us interpret
ourselves (connotation); it no longer tells us who
we are, but invites us to discover who we could
be.

This approach turns skincare into a quiet, yet
powerful decision to add your skin and your
ritual to the cultural conversation. The new
language of beauty speaks softly but commands
authority, offering a common language that
remains intensely personal.

Decoding Genderless Design: A Layered
Strategy

Genderless skincare communicates its values
through a recognizable visual language. Instead
of relying on one simple message, brands use a
layered design strategy to communicate multiple
meanings seamlessly through packaging.

The first layer establishes the core brand values—
like gender neutrality—through choices that favor
balance and serene minimalism. The second
layer then introduces subtle cues that differentiate
product function: calming hues for sensitive skin,
soft matte textures for oily skin, or gentle
gradients suggesting deep hydration.

A study on semiotic packaging confirms that
these design layers positively influence brand
experience and customer trust.  This isn't just
about making things look pretty; it's about
providing an intuitive journey for consumers,
where each carefully designed layer deepens the
brand's meaning.

(1)

These elements coalesce to create a compelling
symbolic vocabulary. In philosophy (like that of
Roland Barthes), a product becomes a “myth”

when a simple object is imbued with a deeper
social or ideological meaning. In this new
landscape brands do not impose a fixed myth
upon the consumer; instead, they provide the
sensory and ethical materials that allow the
individual to forge their own personal myth.

By selecting a product that mirrors their private
values, the consumer transforms a functional tool
into a meaningful signifier of their own evolving
identity.

The contemporary genderless packaging
renaissance is also a visual mirror of the “skin-
imalism” trend in formulation, which focuses only
on essential active principles. This results in an
authentic, grounded approach where
functionality is central, comfortably transcending
outdated gender expectations.

Grounded fact: Experts and dermatologists agree
that the most effective active ingredients (like
retinoids, hyaluronic acid, Vitamin C, and
sunscreens) are universal. While skin has
physiological differences between sexes
(thickness, pH), the core mechanisms of action of
these active ingredients do not differ by gender .(2)
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Black and White: Minimalism in its purest form. The stark, elegant contrast creates a
sophisticated look that speaks of purity, cleanliness, and essentialism. It quietly conveys
freshness, clarity, and tranquility—beauty care for everyday and everyone.

Amber Glass: Echoing ancient heritage and a 19th-century apothecary, amber glass
conveys authenticity and understated sophistication. It cues credibility, naturalness, and
protection, while embracing modern-day sustainability. Seamlessly gender-neutral, its
"earthy" code provides an accessible, non-gendered entry point for men.

Green: Nature’s first choice, symbolizing botanical extracts, vegan formulations, and a
gentle, sustainable ethos. It conveys growth, renewal, harmony, and a well-grounded
emotional balance, moving confidently from niche to mainstream.

White + a Touch of Color: Essential packaging enriched with personality. The white
background offers clarity, while the color adds gentle traits: bright and optimistic (yellow),
or soft, calming, and serene (blue or green). This suggests "clean science" and frames
skincare as a playful, bright spot in the daily ritual.

Blue + White: Authoritatively calm and trustworthy. These visuals suggest delicate products
backed by dermatological expertise and clinical efficacy. They speak of a serious,
committed, and reliable choice, offering a touch of quiet luxury for a functional intelligence
that performs beautifully, consistently.

  Identifying the Semiotic Codes

Genderless brands occupy a distinct space, mapped by their narrative focus:

Semiotic Positioning: A Typology of
Genderless Brand Narratives

Readily apparent semiotic codes can be
identified, each weaving a nuanced message
into the narrative:

1.Understated Rituality: This quadrant favors a
warm simplicity, using natural, reassuring
tones. The visual language is empathetic,
accessible, and centers on the gentle act of
care over performance pressure. (Examples:
Aesop, Humanrace).

2.Scientific Minimalism: Products that convey
rigor and precision. The design is subdued,
often inspired by clinical or pharmaceutical
purity, where technology serves functionality,
not outward aesthetics. (Examples: The
Ordinary, The Inkey List).

3.  High-tech Luxury: Brands that blend prestige
with innovation. The design is elegant,
minimalist, yet detailed and sophisticated.
Efficacy is translated into a symbolic value and
status. (Examples: Augustinus Bader, Dr.
Barbara Sturm).

4.Curated Lifestyle: Skincare is interwoven with
aspirational, everyday aesthetics. The
language is polished, friendly, and
recognizable, feeling familiar yet possessing a
glossy, aspirational touch. (Examples: Glossier,
Ouai).



A Guiding Principle: Genderless skincare flourishes when it speaks both to scientific efficacy and to a
profound emotional connection, gracefully balancing clarity and care.
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      Semiotic Positioning of Genderless Skincare

All the images were AI-generated specifically for this article using image generation tools. None is based on or copied from any
existing photograph or brand packaging, and all have been modified by the authors who retain the copyrights.
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→ Dermatologist efficacy, scientific minimalism
Products that convey rigor, precision, and

efficiency. The design is understated, often inspired
by the pharmaceutical or clinical world.

Technology serves functionality, not aesthetics.

→ Daily care, authenticity, and understated
rituality
Warm simplicity, with natural and reassuring
tones. 
The visual language is accessible, empathetic,
and focused on care rather than performance.

→ High-tech luxury, exclusive expertise
Here we find brands that convey innovation and
prestige. The design is elegant, often minimalist

but with sophisticated details. Efficacy is
translated into symbolic value status.

Examples: Augustinus Bader, Dr. Barbara Sturm.

→ Curated lifestyle, recognizable aesthetics
Skincare blends with everyday aesthetics. 
The language is pop, polished, friendly yet
aspirational. It feels familiar, but with a glossy
touch.
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SCIENCE + PURPOSE EMOTION + PURPOSE

SCIENCE + INDULGENCE EMOTION + INDULGENCE

COSRX
The Ordinary
The Inkey List

Chando
NoFace

Tirtir

Aesop
Kiehl’s

Grown Alchemist
Humanrace

Augustinus Bader
Dr Barbara Sturm

SK II
Laneige

Drunk Elephant
Paula’s Choice

Supergoop
Glossier

Ouai



The Generational Push and the Future

Gen Z is a driving force, but the horizon holds
Gen Alpha’s revolution. This "under 15" cohort,
already avid consumers, introduces fresh codes
as they seek to establish identity by reinterpreting
their parents’ symbols.

Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of "cultural capital"
explains this need for social belonging, achieved
by aligning with peer tastes and establishing
distance from parental norms. Developmentally,
this is a necessity: adolescents form identities
separate from caregivers,  using cultural tastes
as crucial “boundary markers."

(3)

(4)

Gen Alpha’s preferences are a sophisticated
response to their radically digital environment:
their digital fluency is a new literacy; their
engagement with platforms like Roblox and the
metaverse is productive play; and their concept
of authenticity is realized through creative
remixing. This is postmodern identity-making in
action.

The future of genderless skincare may thus soften
or bloom into codes like:

What This Means for Brands and
Marketers: Fluidity of Communication

If beauty is becoming a fluid language, brands
have got to figure out how to speak it with feeling
and intelligence. But simply stripping away
gender designation is not sufficient. What matters
is that the whole way of communicating is up for
rethinking, moving from targeting to
understanding, selling to relating.

For decades, marketing has constructed its
strategies on distinction: dividing, segmenting,
giving colors and shapes and timbre to certain
audiences. That logic, which used to be
convincing, now just strikes a jarring note in our
culture of inclusivity and authenticity versus
prizing tidiness or control. The task is now to
construct systems of meaning that are porous but
coherent, able to reach diverse people without
losing themselves.

Semiotics provides a clue to this conversion. By
decoding the evolution of words, materials, and
visual codes, it can aid brands to understand not
just what people choose, but why they make
these choices. The definitions of “purity,”
“natural,” or “care” are changing, and they each
carry new emotional baggage. Identifying those
changes allows brands to stay culturally relevant,
not by chasing trends but by reading the writing
on the wall of their era.

To communicate fluidity is to build trust in the
form of coherence, to represent values with tone,
texture and experience rather than slogans. It is
about recognizing that beauty is not static
assurance but a progression of conversation.

Brands that take this viewpoint will not be neutral
or ambiguous. They will speak with a voice that
sounds familiar, understanding and authentic, a
voice that can relate rather than stereotype. In
this, they will not just adjust to change but help
define what beauty means in a culture that is still
learning how to look at itself without gender
shading the view.

From Skin to Self: Beauty Beyond Gender
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Teal + White: Teal is inherently gender-fluid,
emotionally intelligent, and suggests "soft
tech," digital-native purity. Think about
portable speakers, power banks, or
headphones coated with a velvety silicone/TPU
compound and paired with pastel colors and
the soft tech equation is Soft/Muted Color
(Teal) + Soft-Touch Finish (Velvet/Matte) =
Approachability and Comfort, different from
the black/grey and shiny mobile phones. Teal
evokes healing, delicacy, freshness, and
modern innovation—an evolved, subtle, and
emotionally safe new green. 

Red: Genderless packaging embracing the
codes of alive luxury—desirability, uniqueness,
and vitality. Skincare conveying strength (a soft
self-power) and potency, with intentional, bold
energy that stands out without disruption.
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