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The practice of “pinkwashing” has become commonplace in the American consumer market.  

What is pinkwashing you ask?  Pinkwashing is a term used to describe the activities of 

companies and non-profit groups that position themselves as leaders in the struggle to fight 

breast cancer, while at the same time, engage in practices that may be contributing to rising rates 

of breast cancer.  While the fight against breast cancer is a truly worthy one, the practice of 

pinkwashing has become somewhat of a marketing panacea for companies wanting to sell 

products under the banner of cause-related marketing.  Again, this is all done with good 

intentions (for the most part), but there are some companies that engage in this practice while 

selling or promoting potentially harmful products.   

I will give some striking examples of pinkwashing in this paper.  I will also show that it 

is a generally unethical practice, and that it is hypocritical and counter-productive to preventing 

breast cancer.  The likelihood that a woman will be diagnosed with breast cancer in her lifetime 

increases every year; pinkwashing does not really do anything to reduce that likelihood, but it 

does certainly increase the bottom line of the companies that are participating in the practice of it.  

The examples given come from a diverse group of companies, and even from the most respected 

breast cancer-fighting non-profit organization in the world.   

In the last twenty years, the fight against breast cancer has gone from being largely based 

around politics and activism, to being largely based around commercialism and the ethereal 

concept of “awareness”.  As the grandson of a breast cancer survivor, I am fully ‘aware’ that the 

scourge of breast cancer exists today.  That the notion of conspicuous consumption somehow 

increases my “awareness”, or that my purchase of a pink-wrapped item will make a real 

difference in one woman’s struggle against a horrible disease, seems to me a little disingenuous.  



Who does the money really go to when I buy a pink ribbon product?  Am I a better man because 

I bought a pink ribbon product?  Corporate America would like me to think so.   

Making men feel “protective” of women and women’s health by buying pink ribbon 

products violates the Categorical Imperative by using women (and women’s causes) as a means 

to an end.  Companies play off of human emotion and the pain, suffering, and death of women as 

a means to sell more products.  It robs consumers of their right to be informed, as most 

companies use convoluted language and fine print to mask how much of the proceeds from the 

sales of pink products actually go to breast cancer research, treatment, and prevention.  It also 

violates the tenet of Utilitarianism.  It does this because even though the proceeds from products 

“go towards the fight against breast cancer”; some of those products have been shown to contain 

proven harmful, and potentially carcinogenic, chemicals and ‘ingredients’.  This would seem to 

go against the principle of “doing the greatest amount of good for the greatest amount of people”. 

I would like to focus on a few different examples of pinkwashing for this essay, so I can 

show that it is not limited to any one industry or company.  The first example I want to focus on 

is probably one of the most jarring.  The Susan G. Komen for the Cure Foundation is the largest, 

most well-known, and well-funded breast cancer foundation in the world.  Over the years, the 

foundation has given over one billion dollars to cancer research, treatment, prevention, and other 

programs around the world.  The Komen for the Cure Foundation does good things for many 

women and families – this I will not dispute.  However, in 2011, the Komen Foundation released 

a perfume called “Promise Me” that retailed for $59.00 per bottle.  This perfume “reportedly 

contains chemicals, some of which are not listed on the label, that are a suspected hormone 

disruptor, a known neurotoxin and an anticoagulant banned for use in human food, respectively.” 

(Landman – PRWatch). 



Breast Cancer Action, a grassroots organization that exposes the role of corporations in 

cancer awareness campaigns, points out that some of the chemicals in "Promise Me" are 

categorized either as toxic and hazardous, have not been evaluated adequately for human safety, 

or are known to have negative health effects. The questionable ingredients include galaxolide, a 

synthetic musk that accumulates in fat tissue and is a suspected hormone disruptor; toluene, a 

petroleum-based solvent and neurotoxin with known negative health effects; and coumarin, an 

anticoagulant initially marketed as a pesticide against rodents, and has been banned as a human 

food additive for more than a decade.  In addition to this questionable product and its marketing 

campaign, Katie Ford Hall, the author of the blog ‘Uneasy Pink’ claims that “…based on the 

Komen Foundation’s budgetary profile that after overhead, packaging and marketing, only $1.51, 

or just 3 percent of Promise Me's $59.00 retail price will actually go to funding breast cancer 

research”.  After much pressure from other groups and media attention, Komen for the Cure 

announced that it would re-formulate the perfume, but refused to recall any product currently 

(then) on store shelves.  Major cosmetics companies such as Avon, Revlon, and Estee Lauder 

have also come under fire for promoting products wrapped in pink ribbons and sold under the 

guise of awareness that contain known harmful chemicals and/or carcinogens. 

“The Campaign for Safe Cosmetics has repeatedly asked Avon, Revlon and Estee Lauder 

– the three largest users of the pink ribbon in the cosmetics industry – to sign the Compact for 

Safe Cosmetics, a pledge to remove chemicals linked to cancer, birth defects, learning 

disabilities and other harmful health impacts from their products.  The companies have been 

unwilling to make this public commitment to eliminate carcinogens and other chemicals of 

concern from their products.  When only 1 in 10 cases of breast cancer are linked to family 

history, when so many more women are diagnosed today than even 20 years ago, and when 



science implicates our environment in rising rates of the disease, we have to ask hard questions 

about the toxic chemicals we’re exposed to daily.”  

(Campaign for Safe Cosmetics – website) 

Why will these wealthy, respected, and influential companies not pledge to remove these 

dangerous chemicals from their products?  Unfortunately, it is a question that I cannot answer.  

However, I can provide another example of a company that took the concept of pinkwashing and 

ran with it.  

In 2010, KFC brands entered into a partnership with Komen for the Cure to sell pink 

buckets of chicken.  Called “Buckets for the Cure”, KFC would donate 50 cents from each pink 

bucket purchased by franchisees to the Komen for the Cure Foundation.  While both groups’ 

hearts were in the right places (so to speak), their heads were apparently in an altogether 

different place.  Fried chicken is a wonderful indulgence, but over-indulgence in delicacies like 

delicious fried chicken can or will cause obesity, raising the risk of breast cancer (studies have 

shown an increased risk of cancer from obesity).  Even with all of the bad press surrounding the 

pink bucket disaster (the campaign was not repeated in 2011 or 2012), KFC franchisees managed 

to raise about $4.25 million for Komen for the Cure.  This is a good number (largest single 

donation to Komen ever), but when one considers that KFC the company could have simply 

written a check and not raised women’s risk of obesity or exposure to other possibly harmful 

substances (the ongoing flap about KFC’s suppliers using growth hormones in their chickens), it 

forces us to think about what is really the motivation for these types of campaigns?   

 

The last example I will give is the one I consider to be the most “out there”.  I use that 



phrase because, well, you’ll see.  In November 2012, it was released to press and wire services 

that Nomac Drilling, an affiliate of the large energy company Chesapeake Energy, was going to 

wrap the “doghouse” (operator’s cabin) of one its new hydraulic fracturing drilling rigs in pink 

graphics (including the omnipresent pink ribbon) to support breast cancer awareness.  Note that 

the rig in question is purpose-built for hydraulic fracturing drilling, better known as “fracking” – 

for more information on ‘fracking’, go to www.dangersoffracking.com.  According to 

BCAction.org, “Research has shown that activities like ‘fracking’ can potentially cause major 

public health concerns/health problems by leaching harmful chemicals, including known or 

potential carcinogens into communities’ groundwater supplies.”  Moreover, the company did this 

with the apparent blessing of Komen for the Cure’s Central & Western Oklahoma chapter, 

probably because of Nomac’s $10,000 donation to that chapter.  They also are purported to make 

another $10,000 donation to the local Ohio chapter of Komen, where the rig will be operated (as 

of this writing I have not been able to confirm the second donation).  I consider this “out there” 

because of the apparent aplomb with which Komen happily accepted the donation and even 

provided a nice quote for an article about the rig itself.  Never mind the fact that the rig itself 

costs in the neighborhood of $20 million (yet only a +/- $20,000 donation from the company?), 

but since it is part of a controversial and potentially incredibly environmentally harmful practice, 

I would think that Komen would want to distance itself from groups whose products and 

practices do more to contribute to the proliferation of cancer than the prevention of it.  But, as we 

have seen in the other examples, I guess that is not their main concern.     

 So what does all this mean in terms of corporate responsibility, social justice, and 

suggestions for improvement?  What percentage of the money raised from pink ribbon efforts 

actually goes to research, treatment, and prevention initiatives, and how much goes right back 



towards the pink marketing effort?  We know that at least some of the billions of dollars given 

have been used well, and some progress has been made, but I would surmise that the majority of 

all that pink money goes right back into the company coffers, only to generate more pink stuff. 

And what about prevention?  Prevention is the one word that we frankly do not hear much in all 

of these conversations.  Why is that?  Prevention would be the most significant step in 

eradicating cancer, but pharmaceutical companies and other industries have no interest (I 

believe) in preventing cancer, or even finding a cure.  Think about it; is it more financially 

beneficial to cure a disease, or treat it?  While idealists would likely say that it is overall more 

beneficial to cure, others would likely say (in private, and definitely not in the press) that 

treatment is far more financially beneficial…to them.  If a disease such as breast cancer, or 

cancer in general, was cured or could be easily prevented, then the massive revenue stream that 

accompanies the business of treatment would dry up.  This would potentially leave thousands, if 

not millions, unemployed across the field of medical science, hospitals and med schools, 

pharmaceuticals, and the list goes on and on.  This would not be allowed to happen by the 

current powers that control our greater world; as not only does cancer provide a bogeyman 

against which to fight, it also provides jobs, and an effective population control (rates of breast 

cancer incidence in women have steadily risen since the 1940’s).  I would recommend doing a 

few things next time you are about to purchase something wrapped in a pink ribbon. 

1. Consider how much, if any, of the money you are spending on that purchase actually 

goes to breast cancer programs.  Some companies will wrap a product in pink, yet none 

of the purchase price goes to cancer treatment or prevention efforts; rather, the company 

will make a set donation and promote the pink product simply to raise awareness of their 

product(s). 



2. To what group/groups is the money going?  Some products will state that “a portion of 

the proceeds of the sale of this product go to breast cancer efforts, etc.”.  If a product 

doesn’t expressly say to what organization or effort the money goes, it is worth your 

while to find out.  Large amounts of money are raised in the name of fighting breast 

cancer, but does the money benefit those that need it the most? 

3. Just write a check.  Rather than give your money to a corporation that will give a portion 

(we’re talking a few cents here) of your purchase to “breast cancer initiatives”, give 

directly to those organizations, either by donating money or even your time to volunteer; 

non-profits always love to have volunteers. 

For the companies involved in the practice of pinkwashing, I have a very simple 

recommendation for you:  stop doing it…period.  Make yourself more responsible corporate 

citizens, and stop inundating the marketplace with products that “raise our awareness” simply by 

buying them.  Donate money to cancer charities in the cities and towns where you do business.  

Stop the environmental pollution that is increasingly being looked at as one of the major 

contributing factors of various cancers (not just breast cancer) and claiming that it doesn’t do any 

major harm.  Tell the public to what organizations you are donating our money.  Be transparent.   

 What it comes down to is that for some, the pink ribbon movement can be seen as 

generally doing more harm than good.  This is in no way meant to say that raising money for 

breast cancer research, treatment, and prevention is a bad thing.  It is just the opposite.  Yet, 

some groups of people, in their quest for better market penetration and let’s face it, more money, 

have turned what used to be a grassroots and political-action based movement into a giant pink 

carnival of capitalism in which everybody smiles and professes their great love of boobs.  But 

that is not what breast cancer is.  Breast cancer is a horrible, awful disease; there is nothing 



feminine or cheery about it, and it deserves to be taken more seriously.  Just because someone 

slaps a pink ribbon on something does not make breast cancer easier to fight, or make it a less 

horrible disease.  But the pink ribbon sells, cheerful and pretty sells; ugly and awful do not.  Next 

time you pick up a product wrapped in a pink ribbon, make sure to consider the ethics of both the 

company that makes that product, and its mission to fight breast cancer.  Ask yourself whom the 

purchase will really benefit, and then consider that one can probably do something more 

meaningful to fight breast cancer than buying perfume, wine, or a bucket of chicken. 
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