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PERILS FROM PHONY PROMOTIONS 
 

Dr. Sitaram Dixit, Chairman – CGSI

Introduction 
 
Today people all over the world spend a good amount of money 
on cosmetics. Modern day cosmetics claim to improve human 
skin, hair, body, etc., with promises many times going beyond 
cosmetic claims. Some typical examples include products for 
treating acne, dandruff, hair restoration, promising to increase 
collagen and elastin production that results in a more elastic, 
firmer skin with lower number of wrinkles. Sometimes 
commercials advertisements claims reduction of inflammation, 
avert facial muscle contractions, and regenerate cells by boosting 
the activity of genes, and thereby give similar results as injections 
or surgery. Some of them promise to treat medical conditions, 
such as acne, rosacea, eczema and psoriasis indicating treatment 
or prevention of a disease affecting human body functions and 
structure.  
 
Definitions  
 
“Cosmetic” means any article intended to be rubbed, poured, 
sprinkled or sprayed on, or introduced into, or otherwise applied 
to, the human body or any part thereof for cleansing, beautifying, 
promoting attractiveness, or altering the appearance, and 
includes any article intended for use as a component of cosmetic. 
 
“Drug” includes,  
1. all medicines for internal or external use of human beings or 

animals and all substances intended to be used for or in the 
diagnosis, treatment, mitigation or prevention of any disease 
or disorder in human beings or animals, including 
preparations applied on human body for the purpose of 
repelling insects like mosquitoes;  

2. such substances (other than food) intended to affect the 
structure or any function of the human body or intended to 
be used for the destruction of [vermin] or insects which cause 
disease in human beings or animals, as may be specified from 
time to time by the Central Government by notification in the 
Official Gazette;  

3. all substances intended for use as components of a drug 
including empty gelatin capsules; and  

4. such devices intended for internal or external use in the 
diagnosis, treatment, mitigation or prevention of disease or 
disorder in human beings or animals, as may be specified 
from time to time by the Central Government by notification 
in the Official Gazette, after consultation with the Board. 

 
“Ayurvedic, Siddha or Unani drug” includes all medicines 
intended for internal or external use for or in the diagnosis, 
treatment, mitigation or prevention of disease or disorder in 
human beings or animals, and manufactured exclusively in 
accordance with the formulae described in, the authoritative 
books of Ayurvedic, Siddha and Unani Tibb systems of medicine, 
specified in the First Schedule. 
 
Law and its practical implementation 
 
The law does not require FDA approval for selling cosmetics 
unlike drugs that needs a review and approval before marketing. 
The point to remember is that there is a very thin line between 
saying that the products will enhance a person’s appearance to 
stating that they will make structural changes to the skin, prevent 
or treat certain medical conditions. However, many companies 
cross this line as indicated by the proliferation of unlawful, claims 
on the product advertised and sold especially on the Internet. 
Simply speaking products intended to cleanse or beautify are 

cosmetics and one’s intended to treat or prevent disease, or affect 
the structure or function of the body are drugs.  
 
Products that behave as both cosmetics and drugs include anti-
dandruff shampoos, antiperspirant-deodorants; makeup with SPF 
(sun protection factor) also should ideally fulfill applicable 
requirements for both cosmetics and drugs. If these wonder 
products make drug claims then, should they not also evaluate 
these with a clinical study like drugs?   
 
Fashions, cosmetics and cosmeceuticals  
 
Fashion is a popular style or practice that aesthetically expresses 
cultural values in a society. Fashion includes all embracing 
multiple categories, from adornment to clothing, accessories (e.g., 
handbags, earrings) and cosmetics. Worldwide fashion brands 
generally have both apparel and cosmetics product lines. The 
pressure to innovate becoming important, in this industry, it is no 
surprise that evidence based medicine and its application to 
cosmetics have become common. The hybrid term 
“cosmeceutical” proposed by Mr. Raymond Reed in 1961 from 
“cosmetic” & “pharmaceutical” seem apt when referring to 
“active,” science based cosmetics that have, or are purported to 
have, medicinal properties.  
 
Although terms such as “cosmeceutical” or “active cosmetics” or 
“dermocosmetics” are popular medical terms, the cosmetics 
industry does not use them directly in its advertising, fearing that 
such deceptive claims could annoy, offend and insult a 
consumer’s intelligence who then could become cynical and 
defensive toward distrustful advertising claims doubting 
advertisers, the media and the authority. In any case, consumers 
are more likely to appreciate a natural product than a 
cosmeceutical having scientifically proven synthetics. 
 
Advertisement claims 
 
The FDA focuses largely upon the physical safety of cosmetics and 
ignores any significant reasonability of advertising claims that 
contain deceptive content. We can divide most advertising claims 
into three categories namely subjective, performance oriented and 
scientific, with almost all cosmetics claims more deceptive than 
acceptable. Closer examination will reveal that nearly all 
superiority claims are false, whereas scientific, performance 
claims endorsements are vague omitting important information.  
 
Cosmetic claims 
 
Although most cosmetic claims suggest well-being and happiness 
for the user, there is no clear substantiation, scientific evidence or 
consumer testing and if present the methodologies and data to 
back the claims is much questionable. Cosmeceuticals products in 
this category include anti-aging or anti-wrinkle products, fat-
reducing creams, facial scrubs for smoother, firmer skin, all 
claiming to eliminate wrinkles, rather than telling they simply 
conceal them. Cosmetic companies in today’s competitive market 
environment design claims, with adequate help from their 
formulation, legal and marketing professionals not only to 
hoodwink consumers, but also to protect themselves from legal 
complications and government interventions. 
 
Typical cosmetic claim types include the following 
 Basing claims on phony scientific studies and medical 

research giving the product an aura of respectability.  

 Implicitly and explicitly implying the product is safe for use. 
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 Making use of non-standard terms like hypoallergenic, tested 
by dermatologists, naturally medicated, etc. 

 Using common cosmetic ingredients in a formulation but 
expressing the same in advertisements with exotic terms. 

 Use general claims without any specifics. 
 
We can subdivide the above main claim categories further. 
 

 Ambiguous viz., “Cosmeceutical Calmer” it conveys nothing. 
 Cautious e.g., “The product contains Vitamin E a known 

antioxidant”. The advertisement will never say the levels 
present and whether it is efficacious as an antioxidant when it 
is available in the product at that level. 

 Complimentary, “You are worth it!”  

 Different or unique e.g., “No other skin cream”, implying that 
the product was tested with all the other creams available in 
the world market. 

 Empty, viz., making use of phrases like “Approved by skin 
dermatologists”, without revealing as to who were they.  

 Endorsement from current and aging celebrities, film and 
sports stars. 

 Extreme, or extraordinary claims where in false conclusions 
are projected by making use of incorrect substantiation, 
unsubstantiated or uncorrelated data, without any valid 
proofs or supporting data, in vitro data, etc. 

 Questioning, e.g., “Does not your skin, need this miracle 
product? 

 Statistical, e.g., “88% users like it” 

 Vague e.g., “Your skin glows like gold” 
 
Some typical misleading cosmetics advertising claims include 
 
 “Our award winning product” 

 “This is the best lotion in the world” 

 “Clinical proven.” 

 “Inspired by groundbreaking DNA research” 

 “2% BHA”  
 “100% fragrance free” 

 “Your skin feels softer” 

 “Your skin blossoms overnight” 

 “Looks more radiant” 

 “Glow like gold” 

 “12-hour makeup to instantly cover flaws” 
 “Dermatologists recommended ingredient that treats and 

helps prevent breakouts” 
 “No animal testing” 

 “All you need for all day confidence” 

 “Make visibly clearer skin a way of life” 

 “Time is on your side” 

 “Inspired by science” 

 “The product is clinically tested.” (Omits information on how 
and where the product was tested.) 

 “This product brings miracles to your skin”  

 “The claim is classified as being acceptable” 
 
Health supplements in a cosmetic parlance 
 
The deceptive sale or advertising of products (not proven safe or 
effective) that claim to be effective against medical conditions or 
otherwise favorable to health is also a “health fraud”. Apart from 
swindling money, they can also lead consumers to delay proper 
treatment, in turn causing serious and fatal injuries. With the 
advent of internet, peddlers of fraudulent “health” products are 
primarily active here to sell their goods.  
 
Some common types of health fraud advertised in cyber space 
include the following. 

Unproven arthritis remedies without any adequate scientific 
background but only endorsed by celebrities is one product widely 
advertised. Sale of bogus dietary supplements for weight gain, and 
ones containing amino acids, enzymes, herbs, animal extracts, 
vitamins and minerals, claiming that it allows you to eat all you 
want and lose weight effortlessly are growing in leaps and bounds 
with most of these products benefits unproven. Moreover, they 
may contain unlisted dangerous prescription drug ingredients.  
 
Today we find numerous illegal drugs selling online namely say 
dietary supplements for treating erectile dysfunction, and for 
enhancing sexual performance and could contain potentially 
unlisted harmful ingredients. Sales of fraudulent diabetes 
“treatments” with bogus claims, counterfeit and less potent 
influenza products are other common frauds promoted on the net. 
Phony cancer treatment and weight loss or weight gain products 
that contain unapproved and undisclosed chemical ingredients 
form a major portion of this list. These products available in form 
of tablets, capsules, teas, tonics, salves, creams, etc., and under 
the guise of different brand names, can present a serious health 
risk when taken in dosages as recommended on the product label.  
 
One commonly advertised product is treating cancer using an 
herbal medicine, with no clinically proven benefits. Black salves 
falsely promise to draw cancer out from the skin, when in reality 
they could actually be potentially corrosive to skin tissues. 
Common sense and modern medical knowledge says that cancer 
requires personalizing treatment by a specialist medical 
practitioner. Only a legitimate clinical study can confirm an 
experimental cancer treatment. On date, there is no single device, 
drug or treatment available that one can use to treat all the 
different types of cancers. Legitimate early treatments by a 
medical professional, only can help people with the human 
immunodeficiency virus (HIV); delay its progress to AIDS. AIDS 
now is incurable. To rely on unproven products can be dangerous, 
causing delay in seeking legitimate medical treatments, clinically 
correct to improve the quality of life of the person.  
 
As consumers, we have to be aware of these potential health 
frauds, learn all about the techniques and gimmicks that 
fraudulent marketers generally use to gain our attention and 
trust. Testimonials from persons saying they have used the 
product sound convincing, but are in no way a substitute to 
scientific proof and can be easily a fraud. Professional looking web 
sites and heavily paid marketing celebrities can also lie to fool us. 
Avoid all web sites that do not list the company’s name, physical 
address of their company, manufacturing factory license number, 
telephones or other contact information. Never self diagnose or 
treat oneself with questionable products, but always consult your 
medical doctor.  
 
Typical misleading health food advertising claims include 
 

 claims that a product is a quick, effective cure-all or a 
diagnostic tool for a wide variety of ailments 

 suggestions that a product can treat or cure diseases 
 promotions using words such as “scientific breakthrough”, 

“miraculous cure”, “secret ingredient” and “ancient remedy” 
 text with impressive-sounding terms such as: “hunger 

stimulation point” and “thermogenesis” for a weight loss 
product 

 undocumented case histories by consumers or doctors 
claiming amazing results 

 limited availability and advance payment requirements 

 promises of no-risk, money-back guarantees 

 promises of an “easy” fix  
 claims that the product is “natural” or “non-toxic” (which 

doesn’t necessarily mean safe)  
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Cosmeceuticals or is it plain cheating? 
 
Injections marketed to whiten or lighten skin complexion often 
promise to set right uneven skin tone; sort out skin discoloration 
issues in addition to whitening and lightening the skin. These 
injection products are selling online and in unlikely retail outlets 
and health spas. They can be potentially unsafe and ineffective, 
may contain unknown harmful ingredients or contaminants. 
Injecting an unknown substance into a vein or muscle or under 
the skin our body, without any knowledge of what it is or contains 
can be a considerable safety risk to users. In addition, improper or 
unsafe injections may also transmit disease, infection and result 
in serious injury as these products could contain ingredients like 
glutathione, collagen or even human placenta and no one is sure 
whether the product complies with FDA regulations of good 
manufacturing practices. OTC skin bleaching products that could 
contain ammoniated mercury are new drugs, without any FDA-
approval process for new drugs. Consumers in general, should be 
cautious of using any product selling online with exaggerated 
claims effectiveness and safety, without consulting a qualified 
medical practitioner.  
 
Products containing Mercury 
 
Complexion creams should help our skin and not damage it. 
Avoid antiseptic soaps, skin creams and beauty lotions that 
contain mercury. Check the label and if the words like “mercurous 
chloride”, “calomel”, “mercuric”, or “mercurio” or “mercury” are 
present on the label, mercury is in it. Stop using the product 
immediately. The major culprits are skin lighteners and anti-
aging treatments that remove age spots, freckles, blemishes, 
wrinkles and some products for adolescents as an acne treatment. 
Manufactured abroad these products usually sell in illegal shops 
by the roadside and are promoted online on social media sites 
through mobile apps. If ingredients listing are, absent on the label 
of any cosmetic or nonprescription body care products, it is better 
to avoid using them. Even though the promotion of these 
products is like cosmetics, they could well be unapproved illegal 
new drugs under the law. 
 
Dangers of Mercury 
 
Exposing oneself to mercury can have serious health 
consequences not only to the user but also to their families. 
Babies are particularly sensitive to the harm as mercury can 
adversely affect their developing brains and nervous systems. 
Newborns are also vulnerable as mercury can pass into their 
bodies through breast milk. Typical signs and symptoms of 
mercury poisoning are changes in vision or hearing, depression, 
irritability memory problems, numbness and tingling in hands, 
feet or around mouth, shyness and tremors 
 
Hair removal techniques 
 
The practice of professional hair removal methods is another 
commercial promotion we come across in cyber space media. 
Understanding the positives and negatives of these various 
methods can help consumers take an informed decision.  
 
Laser Hair Removal Creams 
 
Laser destroys hair follicles with heat. Laser Hair Removal creams 
and is a topical application for use as an anesthetic to minimize 
pain prior to laser hair removal procedure. It is better that 
consumers discuss on the appropriate use and procedures with a 
medical professional and understand the circumstances for use. 
These creams are useful to numb the skin and using a product 
containing the lowest amount of anesthetic drugs is preferable. 
There are reports of serious life-threatening side effects after use 
of these skin-numbing products prior to laser hair removal. Laser 

hair removal can itself give rise to blistering, discoloration after 
treatment, swelling, redness and scarring. Avoiding sunlight 
during the healing process after hair removal is important. 
 
Needle epilators 
 
It introduces a fine wire under the skin, close to the hair shaft, 
and into the hair follicle. An electric current through the wire 
destroys the hair root at the bottom of the follicle to loosen the 
hair for removal with simple tweezers.  
 
Medical electrolysis devices 
 
Electrolysis is a permanent hair removal method by destroying 
hair follicle and its growth with a shortwave radio frequency, by 
keeping a thin probe in the hair follicle. Improper technique and 
infection from non-sterile needles can increase the total time for 
complete hair removal and the risk of skin scarring. 
  
Tweezer epilators 
 
This method also uses an electric current to remove hair. The 
tweezers first clutches the hair close to the skin. The application of 
electrical energy at the tip of the tweezer cuts the hair. Success of 
this method for permanent hair removal is in doubt.  
 
Depilatories 
 
Depilatories or hair removers are available in creams, lotions, 
gels, aerosols, roll-on forms and either highly alkaline or highly 
acidic formulations. It affects the protein structure of the skin 
hair, causing it to dissolve into a jelly like mass that is easy for the 
user to wipe off from the skin. Consumers should follow 
manufacturer’s instructions and heed to all warnings printed on 
the product label. It is wiser to carry out a preliminary skin patch 
test for an allergy and irritation before using the product. There 
are reports of burns, blisters, stinging, itchy rashes and skin 
peeling due to use of depilatories and other types of cosmetic hair 
removers. Strictly avoid using depilatories for eyebrows, around 
eyes, or on inflamed or broken skin. 
 
Waxing 
 
Chemical depilatories remove hair at the skin’s surface, whereas 
waxing plucks hairs out of the follicle, below the surface. Firstly, 
allow a layer of melted wax applied to the skin to harden. 
Thereafter, pull off the hardened wax briskly in the reverse 
direction to that of hair growth. The wax will take away the 
uprooted hair along with it. Cold waxes, are soft at room 
temperature. This allows the user to use cold wax directly on to 
skin without the need to melt or/and harden. People with diabetes 
and circulatory problems should not use any of these products. Do 
not use waxes over varicose veins, on moles, on warts, on 
eyelashes, over nose or ears, on nipples, on the genital areas, and 
on irritated, chapped or sunburned skin. Similar to chemical 
depilatories, it is better to do a preliminary test on a small skin 
area for allergic reaction or irritation. 
 
Sugaring 
 
It is similar to waxing. Spread a heated sugar mixture on the skin. 
Cover it with a strip of fabric and then lift off to remove hair. This 
ancient technique may also cause skin irritation and infection.  
 
Shaving 
 
Contrary to popular belief, shaving does not change the color, 
texture, or the growth rate of hair. Using a clean razor with a 
sharp blade, after wetting the hair and shaving in the direction in 
which the hairs lies only can help lessen skin irritation and cuts. 
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Study report on commercial advertisements 
 
A recent study published in “Journal of Global Fashion 
Marketing” says that overall only 18% of the claims made in 
commercials for cosmetics is trustworthy. All other claims are 
vague, almost half of them actually make false scientific or 
subjective claims and most of the times only spread outright lies.  
 
Conclusions 
 
In a competitive environment, every product tries to stand out 
and differentiate itself from its competitor. However, the fact 
remains that the products have to speak for themselves in its 
appeal and performance. No skin product can turn back the 
biological clock or effectively replace more costly surgical 
procedures. Can a simple skin cream be better than an actual 
face-lift, or could a body cream replace medical surgery?  

Vested interest groups, justifying phony promotions clandestinely 
propagate among consumers, a wrong notion that in this 
competitive environment, major consumer product 
manufacturers will among themselves act as “watchdogs” and will 
directly challenge their opponents on exaggerated product claims 
and false promotions. History proves as to how far this is true. 
 
Lest we forget, “Birds of the same feather flock together”. “You 
scratch my back and I scratch yours” syndrome exists in this 
business and will continue to do so until eternity. It is better that 
as consumers we are wary of any miracle products that do not 
have a scientific study specifically backing up its claims. In any 
case, it is nicer personalities and human inner beauty that are 
more physically, mentally, socially and morally attractive.  

Always remember, 
“Whenever a product seems TOO good to be true, 
probably the product is NO good!” – Dr. Sitaram Dixit 

  
 


