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Since 2012, the Male Cosmetic Industry has grown significantly, with further increases 

predicted long into the future. Gone are the days when makeup was made for men 

simply by adding a male pronoun to their name (‘guy-liner’, ‘man-scara’); men are 

now seeing whole sections in-store and online dedicated to their beauty habits. 

Some believe this is the result of the Queer Eye Effect, whereby gay icons such as the 

Queer Eye team and RuPaul are making drag culture mainstream, leading to an 

increase in the sale of male cosmetics [3]. However that is not to say that male 

cosmetics and its users have faced the same inclusion. My question is as to whether 

reality TV shows such as RuPaul’s Drag Race have changed the stigma surrounding 

male cosmetics and those who use them [1]. If not, what has had an influence in the 

increase of male cosmetics and how will this affect the future of the industry? 

 

 
Size of the global male grooming market from 2012 to 2024 (in billion US Dollars) [4] 

 

As the aim of this investigation was to explore the stigma, as opposed to an opinion, 

I opted to approach the investigation from the perspective of men who wear 

makeup, as opposed to a survey about how the public feels about men wearing 

makeup. In doing so, it removed the prompting of a question, and instead 

uncovered people’s inherent attitudes. My first method was an interview with recent 

graduate, Connor Stokes, a 22-year-old who identifies as male and homosexual. It 

was important to consider gender and sexuality in this investigation, as although 

cosmetics are heavily tied to the LGBT community, I wanted to investigate the 

stigma of male cosmetics in isolation, including its connotations of homosexuality, 

despite no other evidence being present. It was also important my interviewee 

identified as a male make-up user as opposed to an individual who used makeup to 

appear as a different gender. A transcript of the interview can be read in the 

appendix. 



The second part of my investigation was going to be a variation of a photo diary, 

whereby I used a GoPro to follow in Connor’s footsteps and recorded people’s 

reactions to him whilst he went about everyday activities in makeup. This method 

was aborted however, as many male makeup wearers, including Connor, were 

selective about when they chose to wear it in order to avoid harassment. When 

asked if he would feel more comfortable with a personal photo diary, he felt that 

too would be unsafe and could provoke reaction. In reviewing my methods, I began 

to realise how unaware I was of the community. It was at this point, we decided to 

employ a creative interview, whereby Connor himself would conduct a group 

interview with his former colleagues at Minsky’s Showbar, a nightclub renowned for 

Drag Queens. In doing so, I could utilise his awareness of the community to interview 

the men more appropriately, whilst also limiting observers’ paradox. Whilst Connor 

was asked to explain the purpose of the group interview, how the results would be 

used and the following key questions, he could do this in whichever way felt most 

natural; 

• What kind of reactions do you get when you wear makeup? 

• Do you feel people’s reactions toward you wearing makeup have been 

influenced by shows such as RuPaul’s Drag Race? If not, what do you think 

has influenced them? 

• Do you believe men wearing makeup will ever become as common or as 

accepted as women wearing makeup? 

 



 
 

 



 
 

 

To answer my initial question, shows such as RuPaul’s Drag Race seem to be 

polarising people’s attitudes to male cosmetics, intriguing audiences as to how men 

achieve their look or perturbing them. However, as mentioned by Stokes, there is a 

discernible difference between Drag Queen Cosmetics and everyday men’s 

cosmetics, upon which, reality shows such as Love Island, TOWIE and Made In 

Chelsea are more influential [5]. The Drag Queens suggested this was because when 

men in these shows wear cosmetics, it is equated to popularity, wealth and 

attractiveness, as opposed to Drag Makeup, which had more connotations of 

homosexuality, being effeminate and in some cases, perversion [2]. This is not to say 

this is the more popular opinion; many of the Drag Queens added that upon 

introducing their male friends to the show, they seemed to admire the lengths 

contestants went to change their look and how they struggled to identify their 

original gender. When asked whether they believed these shows would ever 

encourage men to wear makeup in the same way women do, all of them remarked 

they never believed this full circle would be achieved, adding they did not 

necessarily want this. Whilst all admitted to slightly enjoying both positive and 

negative reactions to their aesthetic, their goal was never to make the usage of 

cosmetics equal between men and women, but simply to be treated fairly despite 

being the minority.  

 

 

 

 



Notes 

[1] Bertram, Colin, “The Rupaul Effect: How He Brought Drag To Mainstream Culture”, 

Biography, 2019 <https://www.biography.com/news/how-rupaul-brought-drag-to-

mainstream-culture&gt; [Accessed 6 May 2019] 

 

[2] Daems, Jim, The Makeup Of Rupaul’s Drag Race (Fraser Valley: McFarland), pp. 

148-154 

 

[3] Hart, Kylo-Patrick, “We’re Here, We’re Queer—And We’re Better Than You: The 

Representational Superiority Of Gay Men To Heterosexuals On Queer Eye For The 

Straight Guy”, The Journal Of Men’s Studies, 12 (2004), 241-253 

<https://doi.org/10.3149/jms.1203.241&gt; 

 

[4] “Men’s Grooming Industry Market Size 2012-2024 | Statista”, Statista, 2019 

<https://www.statista.com/statistics/287643/global-male-grooming-market-size/&gt; 

[Accessed 6 May 2019] 

 

[5] Wolfson, Sam, “Face Time: Is Makeup For Men The Next Big Beauty Trend?”, The 

Guardian, 2019 <https://www.theguardian.com/fashion/2018/oct/13/makeup-for-

men-beauty-trend&gt; [Accessed 6 May 2019] rt Hyperlink;\ 

 

[6] Connor Stokes, The Stigma surrounding Male Cosmetics; An Interview with a User 

(Minsky’s Showbar, 2019).  

  

Interviewer […] for the purpose of the transcript, can you just start by telling me a 

little about yourself, like your age, your gender, your sexuality 

etcetera  

 

Connor Yep, I am twenty-two and from Bristol, I identify as male and I’m 

about as straight as a roundabout 

 

Interviewer Haha, that’s one way to put it! So, as you know, the purpose of this 

interview is to look at the way people react to men wearing makeup, 

whether it’s stigmatised, accepted, bit of both, however before we 

do that, can you tell me a bit about your… “relationship” with 

makeup, when did you start wearing it? 

 

Connor Umm… I can’t really remember when I first put it on, I probably 

always messed around with my Mum’s makeup, a bit like most kids, 

well, I probably did a bit more, haha. I never used to wear it in school 

or anything, there was still a lot of bullying at that age and I wanted 

to live, haha! I think I only started wearing it properly in college, 

nothing drag-ish, it was only, like, some concealer and brows stuff, just 

stuff to make me look nicer, you know? 
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Interviewer Yeah. I don’t really get why eyebrow shaping is considered gay, 

everyone has them 

 

Connor Everyone can be ugly too, not just women, but no man will go near 

the stuff 

 

Interviewer Haha, bizarre isn’t it *murmurs of agreement*. What about now, did 

you wear it to Uni, do you wear it to work? 

 

Connor No, nothing at the moment, not unless I’m going out with friends, and 

even then I only go full drag if I’m with others who are dressed up. I 

think I used it a bit like a teenage girl when I was younger, trying to 

change the way I looked, but now I’m more content, I can take it or 

leave it 

 

Interviewer I see what you mean. This is a bit of an observation, I noticed in your 

last two comments, you sort linked your makeup usage to women 

and girls. Does gender come into your makeup usage a lot or? 

 

Connor Um, not really, if it’s drag, then I’m meant to be parodying a female 

character, but that’s just dress up, the same as when rugby teams do 

the drag socials and stuff and they’re not considered girly or gay […] 

and the everyday stuff is just making me look nice, you know, just 

covering spots and sorting the brows 

 

Interviewer Even eyeliner and lipstick? 

 

Connor I think that’s more sexual than just gay, I don’t wear it, I wear skinnies 

‘cause I have nice legs, but that’s the same as girls, just to show it off 

 

Interviewer Fair enough, I never considered that. So, back to the sort of stigma 

side of things, you said you didn’t wear makeup in school because 

you wanted to live, and as much as I hope that was an 

exaggeration, I imagine there’s some truth to it? 

 

Connor Well, yeah, it’s that age isn’t it? They would never understand, I think 

some of them still wouldn’t, but unfortunately, they start getting 

bigger around then and everyone wants to show off so they go for 

easy targets. And let’s face it, we’ve all called something gay once, 

it’s that competition of who can say the naughtiest thing and not get 

caught. Everyone gets away with ‘gay’ ‘cause it’s not a bad word, 

but they use it like it is 

 

Interviewer And they would do that if you wore makeup? 

 

Connor They did do that. The makeup would have just made it worse 

 

Interviewer I can imagine. Did that continue as you got older or? 

 

Connor It calmed down a lot, a lot of people grew out of it. There was kind of 

an awkward phase where no one was horrible about it, but all the 



guys thought I would fancy them, but I think that’s more a reflection 

on boys and lad culture and all that kind of thing  

 

(We spent a few minutes discussing this, however the conversation 

seemed to go off topic. We resumed talk about male cosmetics 

within a few minutes) 

 

Interviewer Right, back to male makeup. What do you think people think of it 

these days? Is there a stigma or are people more accepting? 

 

Connor Hm… People are…. Better. I can’t tell if it’s an age thing or a 

generational thing but people are better to me at least. Less to my 

face, I still know things are being said, but people are actually subtle 

about it now. Like, it’s stigmatised for a man to wear makeup, but it’s 

just as stigmatised for people to judge you for it or be homophobic 

 

Interviewer Really? And what are these more subtle signs you spot? 

 

Connor Mums pulling their kids away! Like, seriously, my gay’s not going to rub 

off, gay isn’t contagious, haha! 

 

Interviewer Yikes. Why do you think they do that? 

 

Connor I think everyone likes to pretend there’s no problem with it, but God 

forbid they have a [boy] that does [makeup] or have to learn about 

that world, no one wants that 

 

Interviewer So they’re friendly to other male makeup users but wouldn’t want 

their kid to be one? 

 

Connor Yeah! And then they also like to think that if they don’t let their kid see 

that world, they wouldn’t get involved. There was no Ru Paul when I 

started though and look at me 

 

Interviewer Aha, that brings me nicely to my last topic. Do you think shows like Ru 

Paul’s Drag Race have an influence on people’s attitudes to male 

cosmetics? 

 

Connor Yes and no. People appreciate it as an art form a bit more, I showed 

it to one friend and he was just like “I cannot tell that’s a boy. That’s 

amazing”, but ultimately it’s just entertainment. It’s never going to 

really have a massive change on us 

 

 


