Cosmetic Con

by

Eyes Right

Arlington, VA - Every once in a while, I stumble across a con so magnificent that I immediately almost say audibly, “Why didn’t I think of that?”  My latest nominee is spelled A-V-E-D-A.

Being a guy well past concerns for personal appearance, I have not had much contact recently with the world of cosmetics.  That all changed when one of my sister-in-laws sent us gifts - my wife a $40 gift certificate for Aveda products, and for moi, a 5 ounce tube of Aveda Rosemary Mint Shaving Gel.  

Now please understand that I am your basic put-some-hand-soap-on-my-face-to-shave kind of guy, but, also being incredibly cheap, I decided to use the smelly shaving gel which I had received free.  Curiously, it did not foam when rubbed with water, but it did smell like mint and felt as if I had just spread toothpaste over my face. Based on daily shaves over the next several weeks, I found the product to be exactly comparable to my regular soap in terms of utility, but it did have that minty smell.

A week ago, when I saw the gift certificate still sitting around unused, I asked my wife, “Hey, when are you going to use that Aveda thing.”  Her response to me, “Why don’t you use it?  I have no interest in that stuff.”  

I quickly learned from a search of the Aveda website that there were 3 stores within 10 miles, all at malls.  Off I went, with the 40-buck certificate.  When I walked into the very small Aveda store here at the Pentagon City mall, I noticed that there were 4 attendants, all young women and each dressed in a similar black “new-age” outfit. One immediately offered me a cup of tea.  Naturally, I took it [another freebie} before heading to the small men’s display. I picked up a bar of soap, but nearly dropped it when I saw the price tag:  $12.00!  

Every product seemed to be comparably priced – or higher.  The listed ingredients had great names, e.g. “aqueous” (which turns out to be ….. water).  I finally opted for my old friend, the rosemary mint shaving gel, and an 8.5 oz. bottle of conditioner ($12.50), and a 4.2 oz. tube of “hand relief” ( $18.00).  With sales tax added, not only was my 40-buck certificate gone, but I owed the woman in black an extra $1.48.

Riding home, I calculated that I had just over one pound of Aveda “stuff” for $40.  So I went back to the Aveda website and learned that this outfit is the brainchild of one Horst R. Rechelbacher, an Austrian currently living “in Wisconsin and New York City.” He  founded Aveda in 1978 with the stated mission “to care for the world we live in, from the products we make to the ways in which we give back to society.”  Apparently Horst does this by selling dollar bars of soap fancied up for 12 bucks.  

As I compared the ingredients in my Aveda purchases to comparable products purchased at the local drug store, I noticed that each had essentially the same chemicals, except that the Aveda bottles had clever marketing names, such as “Aloe Barbadensis Leaf” (organically grown) compared to “Aloe” for the store brand.  

This is, of course, what is so great about America.  With just a bit of marketing genius, you too can sell products for 12 times their value.  If you want a primer on how to do this, just go to the Aveda website, and check out the “mission/vision/beliefs” button under “About Aveda.”  Maybe Horst will become your hero also.

I thought you might like to know.
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