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The Story Behind Sephora’s “We Belong to Something Beautiful” Campaign 
 

 
On June 5, 2019, the cosmetics giant Sephora launched its “We Belong to Something Beautiful” 

campaign in the U.S. and Canada in an effort to communicate the brand’s commitment to diversity, 

inclusivity and self-expression. The campaign targeted a wide variety of audiences including LGBTQ+ 

communities, women of all ages and sizes, female entrepreneurs, people of color, people with disability, 

and cancer patients that shared an interest in makeup and beauty.  

In collaboration with the agency Wednesday, Sephora implemented storytelling techniques such 

as wonder, wisdom and delight; asymmetry and disruption, and soft power, to tell the story of a beauty 

brand that supports diversity and self-expression. These stories were atomized by producing a wide array 

of content —from photos and videos to experiential classes and partnerships— that was distributed 

through media articles, social media posts, and training programs. This campaign allowed Sephora to 

improve its reputation and brand value; engage with key stakeholders like customers, employees, and 

nonprofit organizations; and respond to the ongoing demand of an authentic CSR narrative.  

The following is a breakdown of the different storytelling strategies that Sephora put in place to 

create and spread the “We Belong to Something Beautiful” narrative. 

 

Backlash on Social Media: Turning a Weakness into a Strength  

 Strategic storytelling is a brand’s capacity to turn a weakness into a strength. On April 30, 2019, 

African-American singer SZA tweeted that a Sephora employee had “called security to make sure I wasn’t 

stealing.” The tweet was shared 9,800 times and liked 72,400 times. Twitter users expressed their rejection 

against racial profiling practices and demanded a more proactive response: 
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After a series of similar incidents, Sephora created the We Belong campaign to reinstate its 

commitment to diversity and rewrite the narrative of the brand. On June 5, 2019, the company announced 

the launching of the campaign, which started with a mandatory inclusivity workshop for all 16,000 

employees. “While it is true that SZA’s experience occurred prior to the launch of the ‘We Belong to 

Something Beautiful’ campaign, the campaign was not the result of this Tweet,” said a statement released 

by Sephora. “However, it does reinforce why belonging is now more important than ever” (Engel 

Bromwich, 2019).  

With this campaign, Sephora went from being perceived as a discriminatory retailer to portraying 

itself as a space that protects and celebrates diversity. 
 

Testimonials: Telling Stories with Wonder, Wisdom & Delight 

 One of the tactics Sephora implemented to transform the company’s narrative and portray a more 

inclusive brand was creating a series of testimonial videos. The protagonists (or heroes) of these videos 

were customers and employees who were different because of their gender, identity, skin color, health 

condition, age, and size. Instead of portraying these differences as obstacles that the characters needed to 

overcome, the videos told the story of people who were confronting universal human struggles like falling 

in love, coping with the loss of a loved one, or experiencing loneliness. Sephora was depicted as a friendly 

brand that helped these heroes embrace their journey and find a community where they belong.  

Examples of these videos are an employee who struggles to find love due to a rare skin condition, 

a young boy who is bullied by his classmates for dressing as a girl, and a gay Middle-Eastern male who 

was rejected by his family.  

These narratives humanize Sephora’s clients and employees, which instills a feeling of empathy in 

the viewer. The testimonials allow the viewer to experience something he/she has never experienced 

before, the “wonder” element of storytelling. The videos also keep the viewer engaged by making him/her 

wonder how these characters were able to overcome their problems, the “delight” element of storytelling. 

These stories close with a final reflection where heroes look back at their journeys and reflect on the things 

they learned along the way, sharing their “wisdom” with the audience. 

 

The “Manifesto Strategy”: Leveraging the Power of Asymmetry & Disruption 

 Asymmetry in storytelling is about finding unseen and unprecedented ways to tell a story. It’s 

about disrupting the traditional ways to narrate a series of events and seeing things in a way they have 

never been seen before.  
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One of the tactics implemented to launch and explain the 

overarching goal of the We Belong campaign is a manifesto: a 

disruptive declaration of the intentions, motives or views of the 

issuer often used for political purposes. Manifestos have been 

historically used to express revolutionary ideals and strong 

political stances.  

Through its manifesto, Sephora offered a broader—and 

asymmetric—definition of beauty. Contrary to the traditional 

perception that only a few are beautiful, the text suggests that 

there is more than one kind of beauty, that beauty can be attained 

by anyone who is fearless and courageous, and that our 

differences are what connect us and allow us to express 

ourselves within a community. 

To show this asymmetric and disruptive definition of beauty, Sephora featured protagonists who 

were not only beautiful for their gender, ethnicity, shape, or health condition, but because they embraced 

their differences as part of their journey. “Beauty for us is living our truth, embracing our differences and 

empowering each other,” says the caption of one of the brand’s promotional videos. 

 

Influencers: Using Soft Power to Influence Behavior 

 Another storytelling technique used in the We Belong campaign is soft power. Soft power uses 

attraction and persuasion to change minds and influence behavior without using any form of coercion.  

One of the tactics implemented to influence and change people’s perception of diversity and 

inclusion was influencer partnerships. In “Identify as We,” one of the smaller campaigns tailored for the 

transgender and gender-fluid communities, Sephora partnered with activists, artists and celebrities who 

shared their personal perspectives on beauty and gender. The following is a list of the influencers that 

Sephora partnered with for this purpose: 
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Influencer1 Instagram 
following 

Tactic Messaging (extracted from YouTube videos) 

 
Activist C.J. 

@cjduronofficial 

5,108 

Promo videos:  
“We Belong to Something 
Beautiful” 
 
Billboard photos & 
Instagram posts/stories 
 
Testimonial video 

“All the people at Sephora are very accepting and they 
want to know me. I want people to know that it’s ok to be 
different and like what you like, and it’s ok to be 
yourself.” 
 
His mother: “Sephora saved our son. Sephora fixed our 
family. When one of us is broken, we are all broken. You 
gave us our son back.” 

 
Performance artist 

@naliflower 

3,668 

Promo videos:  
“We Belong to Something 
Beautiful,” 
“Identify as We: Gender” 
& “Identify as We: 
Beauty” 
 
Billboard photos & 
Instagram posts/stories 

“The gender that people are assigned at birth isn’t 
necessarily the gender that they identify with as time goes 
on.” 

 
Artist, writer and public 

speaker @fatfemme 

15,100 

Promo videos: 
“We Belong to Something 
Beautiful” & 
“Identify as We: Beauty” 
 
Billboard photos & 
Instagram posts/stories 

“I love being able to just arm myself in makeup and go 
out into the world. It’s the opportunity to invite glamour 
and fun and pleasure.” 

 
Model, activist, actress and 

artist @hunterschafer 

1,200,000 

Promo videos: 
“We Belong to Something 
Beautiful” & 
“Identify as We: Gender” 
 
Billboard photos & 
Instagram posts/stories 

“I wish the world would recognize beauty that doesn’t fit 
into binary ideals.” 
 
“I’ve been dating someone, another trans girl. She’s 
taught me everything I know about queer love.” 

                                                
1 Images: https://www.marieblissdelpy.com/sephora 
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Model @aaron___philip 

148,000 

Promo videos:  
“We Belong to Something 
Beautiful,” 
“Identify as We: Gender” 
& “Identify as We: 
Beauty” 
 
Billboard photos & 
Instagram posts/stories 

“I like to describe my womanhood as something that is 
formless, ambiguous and fluid.” 

 
Performance artist 

@boychild 

67,000 

Promo videos: 
“We Belong to Something 
Beautiful” & “Identify as 
We: Beauty” 
 
Billboard photos & 
Instagram posts/stories 

“Because I come from a drag background, for me, that’s 
where I kind of found makeup.” 
 
“There’s movement in gender. Whatever the rules that 
people like to designate around gender, within that 
construction, there’s room for play.” 

 
Activist, singer, actor and 

model 
@casil_the_goat_lord 

29,200 

Promo videos:  
“We Belong to Something 
Beautiful,” 
“Identify as We: Gender” 
& “Identify as We: 
Beauty” 
 
Billboard photos & 
Instagram posts/stories 

“Makeup helps me express a different part of myself to 
the world.” 
 
“Gender is a part of how you interact with the world and 
the world interacts with you. My pronouns are 
he/him/his.” 

 
Artist @martine.tv 

17,300 Promo videos:  
“We Belong to Something 
Beautiful,” 
& “Identify as We: 
Beauty” 
 
Billboard photos & 
Instagram posts/stories 

“Makeup is transformative, and in transforming it grants 
you the permission to do what you want to do.” 

 
Writer, advocate and 

performer @katebornstein 

18,300 Promo videos:  
“We Belong to Something 
Beautiful,” 
“Identify as We: Gender” 
& “Identify as We: 
Beauty” 
 
Billboard photos & 
Instagram posts/stories 

“Pronouns are important because they show respect. My 
gender is a continuum. All of it is who I am, not any 
particular moment.” 
 
“You’ve got your own beauty. Just be brave.” 
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These videos were shared through Sephora’s social media channels, website, and physical stores. 

Photos and videos were shared by each influencer through their Instagram accounts. Even though these 

videos were well received by the press and by the influencers’ followers, the negative sentiment about 

these videos surpassed the positive sentiment on YouTube. This indicates that YouTube was not the best 

channel to communicate these messages, which did not resonate with the general audience.   

With the exception of C.J., the story behind these influencers was not told. They only answer 

questions about beauty and gender without sharing their journey, which reduces their power to influence 

other people who do not necessarily identify with them.  

 

In-Store Experiences and Multimedia Content: Atomizing the Message 

 As mentioned before, Sephora’s overarching message was atomized through various channels, 

which allowed it to target a wide array of audiences. The brand used different digital channels (such as 

YouTube, Vimeo, Instagram, Facebook, Sephora’s official website, sephorastands.com, and online media 

outlets) as well as physical channels (billboards, physical stores) to tell multiple stories through content 

and experiences. The following chart shows the different audiences, sub-campaigns, messages and 

channels that Sephora used to tell the We Belong to Something Beautiful story: 
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Conclusion: Suggestions to Improve the “We Belong to Something Beautiful” Narrative 

 As shown in the previous diagram, Sephora’s “We Belong to Something Beautiful” campaign 

developed specific strategies for each audience, and distributed both content and experiences through a 

wide array of channels. This allowed the brand to tell one single story—the story of a beauty brand 

committed to celebrating our differences— from different perspectives and voices.  

The following is a list of suggestions to help improve Sephora’s story:  

• Sephora’s campaign had a significant amount of emotion. However, they were few quantitative 

facts to give more credibility to the story. Including statistics on cancer survivors, female 

entrepreneurship or bias in retail would be an interesting way to provide useful information and 

give more meaning to the story. 

• The disruptive nature of some of these efforts sparked negative responses among conservative 

audiences. For example, the “Identify as We” campaign (which targeted the LGBTQ+ community) 

had a significant amount of dislikes and negative reviews on YouTube. To avoid controversy and 

protect these influencers from hateful comments, Sephora should have shared this content through 

a different channel that specifically targets the intended audience. Facebook groups, LGBTQ+ 

publications, and the influencers’ social media channels are more effective channels to 

communicate with their publics. 

• Videos reflecting on beauty and gender in the “Identify as We” campaign lacked from wonder, 

wisdom and delight. This reduced the influencers’ capacity to engage and connect with their 

intended audience. Personal interviews or testimonial videos would be a more efficient way to 

humanize these activists and boost their ability to exert soft power over their audiences.  

• One of Sephora’s main influencers is C.J., a young boy who likes to dress in a more feminine way. 

Since gender is a controversial topic that is usually linked to sexuality and sexual behavior, I think 

that choosing older influencers is a more appropriate and less controversial strategy.  

• Testimonial videos are an efficient way to tell the stories of Sephora’s clients and employees. 

However, the brand should look for alternative ways to highlight these experiences. Blog posts, 

for example, are a great way to tell the stories of those who are participating in Sephora’s in-store 

experiences. 

• Sephora’s newsletter is focused on marketing its products. Using the brand’s newsletter to tell the 

We Belong story will allow the brand to portray itself as a safe place that celebrates differences as 

opposed to a marketing retail machinery.  
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