Community-Driven Market Research at Glossier
— A Startup’s Path to Success

Introduction

Launching a startup without understanding the market is like setting sail without a compass. In
fact, the top reason startups fail is “no market need,” accounting for 42% of failures, with
another 20% failing due to being outcompeted (askattest.com). This case study examines how
one startup — Glossier, a digitally native beauty brand — bucked the odds by placing marketing
research at the core of its business planning. We will explore how Glossier leveraged primary
and secondary research (both qualitative and quantitative) to guide critical decisions, from
product development to go-to-market strategy. The case is organized into clear sections:
Introduction, Company Background, Industry Context, Marketing Research Methods, Key
Findings, Strategic Business Planning, Execution and Outcome, and finally a set of Discussion
Questions for further analysis.

Company Background

Glossier was founded in 2014 by Emily Weiss, but its roots go deeper into a humble beauty
blog. Weiss started the blog Into the Gloss in 2010 after noticing a disconnect between legacy
cosmetics brands and millennial consumers (research.contrary.com). Through interviews and
articles featuring real women’s beauty routines (the popular “Top Shelf” series) and candid
discussions, the blog created a loyal community. By 2014, Info the Gloss was drawing 2—3
million monthly visitors (research.contrary.com) — a clear signal of unmet needs and engaged
demand. Recognizing this opportunity, Weiss raised $10.4 million in seed funding
(research.contrary.com) and launched Glossier with an initial lineup of four products (a
moisturizer, a face mist, a skin tint, and a lip balm) tailored to what her community had been
asking for. From day one, Glossier’'s mantra was “born from content; fueled by community,”
reflecting the founder’s commitment to build the brand hand-in-hand with its customers

(hbs.edu).

Glossier’s business model was direct-to-consumer (DTC) and digital-first. It started as an
online-only retailer, allowing the company to maintain direct relationships with customers and
gather data without intermediaries. Early on, this young startup’s differentiator was marketing
research through community engagement — effectively letting customers co-create the
company’s products and brand experience. As we’'ll see, this approach of continuous,
research-driven dialogue with customers became the cornerstone of Glossier’s success.
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Industry Context

Glossier entered the beauty and skincare industry — a massive, competitive arena dominated by
long-established conglomerates. The global skincare market was estimated at $146 billion in
2021 and projected to reach over $270 billion by 2031 (research.contrary.com), alongside a
$262 billion cosmetics market (research.contrary.com). In the United States alone, tens of
millions of young women comprise the core demographic for beauty products, and roughly 77%
of women report wearing makeup to some extent (research.contrary.com). This indicates a huge
potential customer base, but also a fiercely contested one.

However, by the early 2010s, the industry was in flux. Traditional beauty brands like L'Oréal and
Estée Lauder had built their empires on top-down marketing (glossy magazine ads, celebrity
endorsements, department store counters). These legacy brands, some over 50-100 years old,
were slow to embrace digital engagement and often failed to resonate with millennial and Gen-Z
consumers (research.contrary.com). Emily Weiss observed first-hand that these companies
struggled to connect with younger audiences on emerging platforms like Instagram
(research.contrary.com). Consumers were increasingly seeking authentic, relatable voices —
they craved peer recommendations, transparency, and brands that listened. The rise of beauty
influencers, online product reviews, and social media communities in the 2010s signaled that
beauty discovery was shifting online, driven by friends, influencers, and “real people” rather than

exclusively by experts (research.contrary.com).

Into this environment, Glossier emerged as an anomaly. It was a startup in an industry known
for high barriers to entry (like huge advertising budgets and retail distribution networks). Yet
Glossier’s edge was its marketing-research-driven approach in an industry ripe for
innovation. By cultivating a digital community and engaging them in dialogue, Glossier
challenged the status quo of beauty marketing. This industry context — a fragmented market
hungry for authenticity — made marketing research not just a helpful tool but a crucial factor for
Glossier to identify its niche and compete with giants.

Marketing Research Methods

Glossier’s team employed a mix of primary and secondary research methods, utilizing both
qualitative and quantitative approaches, to ensure their business decisions were data-informed
and customer-centric:

e Primary Research (Qualitative): From the outset, Glossier made talking to consumers
a priority. Emily Weiss spent considerable time “talking to customers” through her blog
community before a single product was made. The Into the Gloss comments section
became an open focus group — readers shared their frustrations, wish lists, and ideas
about beauty products and routines. Glossier actively encouraged feedback and
discussion, creating an ongoing dialogue with potential customers. The team also
conducted in-depth interviews and informal focus groups. For example, when formulating
Glossier’s very first cleanser, they literally asked their early followers what they wanted
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in a face wash and gathered countless responses (royallabs.com). This kind of
one-on-one engagement (akin to a continuous online focus group) yielded rich
qualitative insights into consumer preferences and pain points. Every time Glossier
posted content or questions on social media, it was essentially running a qualitative
research exercise — inviting opinions and listening to the voice of the customer.

Primary Research (Quantitative): As the community grew, Glossier also leveraged
surveys and quantitative polls to validate and measure trends. They could deploy online
questionnaires to their email subscribers or Instagram followers to ask things like “Which
product do you wish you had the most trouble finding?” or “How much would you pay for
X?” These surveys provided numerical data to complement the anecdotes. For instance,
if hundreds of respondents indicated they couldn’t find a satisfactory daily moisturizer at
a reasonable price, that data point could justify Glossier developing one as a priority.
Web analytics and sales data also played a quantitative research role — after launch, the
team tracked metrics like product sell-through rates, repeat purchase rates, and
customer reviews star-ratings. These numbers informed demand forecasting and
product iterations (for example, if a particular lipstick shade was selling out faster, that
indicated a strong market desire to perhaps double down on similar shades or increase
inventory). While Glossier’s public narrative emphasizes community and qualitative
input, they did quantify their insights to guide planning — essentially blending gut
feeling with hard data for decisions on inventory, pricing, and expansion.

Secondary Research: Glossier didn’t operate in a vacuum. The team studied existing
market research reports and trend analyses about the beauty industry. They examined
data on market size, growth rates, and consumer trends published by firms like Nielsen,
Deloitte, and industry groups. Such secondary research provided context — for example,
knowing that skincare was a faster-growing segment than color cosmetics in certain
years, or that a certain percentage of consumers were gravitating toward “clean beauty”
products. Glossier also conducted competitor analysis, a form of secondary research:
they looked at both legacy competitors and new indie brands (like Rihanna’s Fenty
Beauty or Kylie Cosmetics, which also launched around 2014 (research.contrary.com)).
By analyzing competitors’ product lines, pricing, and marketing tactics, Glossier identified
gaps and opportunities. One crucial insight from secondary research was that no major
legacy brand was truly leveraging social media communities or treating customers as
partners — a whitespace Glossier could fill. They also kept an eye on cultural shifts (e.g.
increasing demand for inclusivity, diversity in beauty, and ethical sourcing) by reading
beauty editorials and consumer surveys — ensuring Glossier’s values and messaging
aligned with emerging consumer preferences.
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e Qualitative Techniques: Aside from interviews and open-ended questions online,
Glossier’s qualitative toolkit included user-generated content (UGC) analysis. The
company closely watched what content customers were creating and sharing. Glossier’s
marketing team encouraged customers to post their own photos and testimonials using
the hashtag #Glossier, then analyzed this UGC for insights(ronntorossian.medium.com).
For example, if many customers were posting about using a certain product in an
unconventional way, it could spark ideas for new product development or marketing
angles. Social media listening was another qualitative technique — scanning beauty
conversations on platforms like Reddit or YouTube to learn what people were saying
about skincare challenges or competitor products. Glossier's community managers
effectively acted as ethnographic researchers, observing consumer behavior in its
natural social-media habitat. This qualitative research emphasis helped the team
understand the “why” behind consumer behavior — the emotions, motivations, and
lifestyle context of their target audience.

e Quantitative Techniques: On the quantitative side, Glossier utilized data analytics tools
to parse trends. Website traffic data and e-commerce metrics were studied to see which
blog content drew the most interest (indicating topics of high consumer concern) and
which product pages had the highest conversion rates. They likely used A/B testing (a
quantitative experimental method) for things like website design or marketing emails,
measuring what messaging or visuals led to higher engagement. Additionally, Glossier
analyzed external quantitative data — for instance, Google Trends to gauge interest in
terms like “natural makeup look” over time, or industry surveys quantifying the rise of
online beauty purchases by millennials. Each product launch was accompanied by
tracking of key performance indicators (KPIs) like units sold, customer acquisition cost,
and customer satisfaction scores (gleaned from reviews and Net Promoter Score
surveys). By combining these quantitative measures with qualitative feedback, Glossier
ensured a full 360-degree view of their market.

In summary, Glossier’s approach to marketing research was comprehensive and innovative.
They weren'’t hiring a traditional market research firm to run year-long studies; instead, they built
a research ecosystem around their community. Every comment, like, survey response, and
data point became a clue to what customers wanted. This blend of primary vs. secondary
and qualitative vs. quantitative methods gave Glossier robust, triangulated insights to support
their planning.
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Key Findings from the Research

Glossier’s extensive research efforts yielded several critical insights that shaped its business
strategy:

Unmet Demand for Authenticity: The initial research via Into the Gloss revealed a
hunger for more authentic beauty conversations. Consumers felt alienated by the
unrealistic perfection sold by traditional brands (airbrushed ads, heavy makeup looks).
Glossier confirmed that many young women actually preferred a “no-makeup makeup”
aesthetic — a natural, simple look that enhances rather than hides. This finding guided
Glossier to position itself as the anti-establishment beauty brand championing “skin first,
makeup second” (a slogan emphasizing skincare and a minimalistic approach)
(royallabs.com). It also meant Glossier’s tone had to be friend-to-friend, not
expert-to-novice. By validating that authenticity was a key value for their audience,
Glossier built transparency and relatability into everything from product packaging to
social media voice.

Desire for Consumer Participation: Through engagement data, Glossier realized that
customers didn’t want to be passive buyers; they wanted to be part of the brand’s story.
When the company asked for input — such as soliciting ideas for the perfect cleanser —
the response was overwhelming and enthusiastic (royallabs.com). This confirmed a
key insight: customer co-creation could be a powerful engine of product innovation
and loyalty. People were eager to give feedback and, in turn, felt a sense of ownership
when their ideas were implemented. This finding led Glossier to institutionalize
co-creation (e.g. gathering product ideas via surveys, beta-testing new formulas with
select community members, and even letting fans vote on product names or colors). It
was clear that by treating customers as stakeholders, Glossier could both develop better
products and forge emotional bonds with its audience.

Pain Points with Existing Products: Research uncovered very concrete gaps in the
market. For example, many followers complained about cleansers that were either too
harsh or not effective at removing makeup — which directly informed Glossier’s Milky
Jelly Cleanser formula (pH-balanced, gentle and capable of dissolving mascara)
(royallabs.com). Similarly, women voiced frustration over expensive department-store
prices, complicated 12-step beauty routines, and not finding shades that matched their
skin tone. These pain points became Glossier’s opportunities: the company focused on a
curated product line of “modern essentials” that are easy to use and priced accessibly.
By cataloguing such grievances through surveys and discussions, Glossier’s team
compiled a clear checklist of what their target customers did and didn’t want, turning
market gaps into a product roadmap.
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Influence of Peer Recommendations: Another key finding was the power of
word-of-mouth in beauty. Glossier’s research noted that a huge percentage of their
community discovered products via friends, bloggers, or Instagram — as opposed to
traditional ads. This aligned with broader industry studies showing peers and influencers
often rank above brand advertising in consumer trust. The takeaway for Glossier was
that customer advocacy would be their most potent marketing weapon. If they
could delight early customers, those customers would organically spread the word. This
insight justified Glossier’s minimal spend on traditional advertising in early years, and
instead heavy investment in community management and customer experience (fast
responses on social media, cute packaging that customers would photograph, shareable
moments like sticker packs in orders). In essence, research confirmed that a customer is
more likely to try a product recommended by a friend than one pushed by a glamorous
ad, reinforcing Glossier’'s community-driven growth strategy
(ronntorossian.medium.com).

Market Segment Definition: Through surveys and data analysis, Glossier honed in on
its core customer profile. The typical Glossier fan emerged as a tech-savvy young
woman (millennial/Gen Z), likely in her teens to late 20s, who values convenience,
appreciates design/branding, and prefers a natural look. They learned this segment
wasn’t strongly attached to legacy brands — in fact, many felt those brands “don’t get
them” (research.contrary.com). Another discovery was that this segment spends a lot of
time on social media and expects two-way interaction with brands. Quantitative research
(such as measuring engagement rates and click-throughs) helped validate that this was
indeed the segment driving Glossier’s sales. At the same time, Glossier found that their
approachable branding resonated beyond just beauty aficionados — even women who
“aren’t makeup junkies” found the brand appealing due to its simplicity. This insight about
an expanded segment (including more casual beauty consumers) encouraged Glossier
to market not just to beauty enthusiasts but to any young woman who wants to look and
feel good with minimal fuss. It essentially broadened their addressable market.

Competitive Positioning Insights: By researching competitors, Glossier identified what
set it apart. Legacy competitors were strong in R&D and retail presence but weak in
digital engagement; meanwhile, newer celeb-founded brands (like Kylie Cosmetics) had
hype but were heavily tied to a single personality. Glossier found a sweet spot in being a
community cult brand — not about one founder’s fame or massive ad budgets, but
about collective customer love. Research into competitor customer satisfaction (for
instance, analyzing reviews of competitor products online) also informed Glossier’s
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positioning. If reviews said a competitor’s product was too expensive or over-packaged,
Glossier made theirs affordable and simple. If another brand ignored a skin tone range,
Glossier made inclusive shades a priority. These findings sharpened Glossier’s strategic
positioning: it would be the customer’s friend in an industry of unreachable beauty gurus,
and a digital native in a market of brick-and-mortar behemoths.

Each of these findings was backed by data or direct customer input, giving Glossier’s leadership
confidence that their strategy was on the right track. In effect, marketing research turned
nebulous ideas about “what customers want” into concrete, actionable insights — the
foundation for smarter business planning.

Strategic Business Planning

Armed with the above research insights, Glossier integrated them into its business planning and
strategy formulation. Here’s how marketing research guided key elements of Glossier’s plan:

Product Strategy: The research insights directly shaped Glossier’s product
development roadmap. Because customers voiced the need for certain “essential”
products (like a gentle cleanser, a trustworthy everyday moisturizer, a brow groomer for
a natural look), Glossier prioritized launching those items first. Instead of releasing a full
50-piece makeup line (as a traditional brand might), Glossier started with just four
products that met clearly identified needs (research.contrary.com). This lean lineup was
a strategic decision to focus on quality over quantity, informed by the belief that if we nail
the products people are asking for, they will become evangelists. Moreover, co-creating
products with the community reduced the risk of flops — essentially, customers had
pre-approved the concepts. Glossier’s plan also included a slower, iterative product
expansion; they would only introduce new categories (e.g. fragrance or body care) after
researching and identifying a genuine gap and ensuring it aligned with their “skin first”
philosophy. Each potential product idea went through a validation step: surveying the
community or beta-testing within a small user group to gauge enthusiasm. This
research-driven stage-gate process became formalized in their business planning to
make sure R&D resources were invested wisely.

Brand and Positioning: Marketing research helped Glossier craft a brand identity that
would resonate. The planning team used the findings on authenticity and peer influence
to position Glossier as a friend in your beauty journey rather than an authority. This
meant, in practical terms, that the brand voice in planning documents was defined as
“empathetic, conversational, inclusive.” Glossier’s planners decided on a content
strategy (via Into the Gloss and social media) that emphasized education and community
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stories over traditional advertising, reflecting research that consumers sought information
and peer voices (ronntorossian.medium.com). Even the name “Glossier” (a playful nod
to “glossy” magazines but with a twist) and its signature pink aesthetic were chosen to
feel fresh and approachable to the researched demographic. The brand’s
community-centric positioning — encapsulated in the vision of “merchandising people and
their opinions as much as products” (hbs.edu) — was a direct outcome of Weiss’s
research finding that engaging customers would be Glossier’s differentiator. Thus, the
business plan explicitly included community-building as a core activity, not an
afterthought.

Marketing and Distribution Plan: Research insights led Glossier to eschew the
standard retail model initially. Planning documents highlighted that their target customers
were comfortable shopping online (many had already been following the blog online),
and that a DTC model would allow for data collection and personalized marketing.
Therefore, the plan was to launch via Glossier’s own website and maybe short-term
pop-up shops for experience, rather than rushing into wholesale deals. This aligned with
research showing beauty consumers increasingly begin their discovery online and enjoy
fluid omnichannel experiences (research.contrary.com). Glossier also budgeted
differently than a typical startup: instead of heavy spending on print ads or TV
commercials, they allocated resources to social media engagement, referral programs,
and customer service — things that directly nurtured word-of-mouth. For example, based
on the insight that peer referrals were gold, Glossier’s plan included a customer referral
scheme and an Instagram-centric strategy (knowing they had nearly 2 million followers
by 2019) (reuters.com). The company even considered an ambassador program where
super-fans could host real-life meetups or become micro-influencers for the brand,
essentially an extension of their community research philosophy into a grassroots
marketing channel. All these tactics were documented in the marketing plan with a clear
rationale: they were doing what the research indicated would be most effective at
reaching and retaining their audience.

Pricing and Business Model: Glossier’s research on competitor pricing and customer
willingness-to-pay informed its pricing strategy. The planners knew from consumer
feedback that many young people felt high-end brands were overpriced. They also
observed that drugstore brand users were willing to pay a bit more if the product offered
unique value or prestige. So Glossier positioned its prices in a premium-but-accessible
range (for instance, a cleanser at ~$18, a lipstick at $16), aiming to be an affordable
luxury for millennials. This price positioning was validated by surveying customers on
what they’d pay for certain items. Additionally, being DTC allowed Glossier to price more
competitively than if they had to factor in retailer markups. On the business model side,
research convinced Glossier to keep selling primarily through its own channels (website,
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owned stores) at first, so that it could continuously gather customer data and
feedback with each transaction. In planning meetings, the team cited the benefit of this
direct model: immediate customer reviews, the ability to track repeat purchase rates, and
to adjust quickly if research (e.g. a survey) found dissatisfaction with any aspect of the
product or service.

e Financial and Growth Projections: When pitching to investors, Glossier used its
research to build credible financial projections. Instead of just showing top-down market
size numbers, they impressed investors with bottom-up data from their community —
essentially proprietary market research. For example, they could point to the fact that
Into the Gloss had millions of readers and say, “Even if we convert just 10% of them to
customers spending $50 per year, that's X revenue,” which was more convincing than
generic industry stats. This aligns with the notion that investors want to see evidence of
real customer interest, not just big market figures (askattest.com). Glossier’s early
evidence of product-market fit (like routinely sold-out product launches and user
testimonials) helped substantiate their business plan’s growth rates. As a result,
research not only guided internal planning but also became a tool to secure funding and
partnerships by demonstrating Glossier’s intimate knowledge of its consumer base.

In sum, marketing research was woven through Glossier’s business plan like a golden thread. It
ensured that each strategic choice — what to sell, how to brand it, where to sell it, and at what
price — was grounded in data and customer insight. This dramatically de-risked the startup’s
path forward, giving them a clear compass in the unpredictable journey of building a new
venture.

Thanks for going through the Case Study, To leave feedback email us at
info@easymanagementnotes.com or add reviews to our GBP and Facebook.

Disclaimer:

All data within this report has been compiled from publicly available online sources. If
you believe any information is inaccurate, please contact us via email to provide
corrected details.
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