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BREAST CANCER 
& THE MARKETING OF THE PINK RIBBON
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There is a necessity to show how the devastating 
reality of breast cancer, which marketing experts 

have labeled “a dream cause”, has become 
obscured by a shiny, pink story of success.

| Léa Pool, Pink Ribbons, Inc.



DOCUMENTATION 
GATHERING OF DATA ON BREAST CANCER
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|  CONTEXT OF BREAST CANCER 
FACTS & STATS

Cancer is the number one cause of mortality in women world-
wide. Obviously, the most well-known type of cancer in women 
is breast cancer. One woman out of nine will have breast cancer 
in their lifetime. Around the world, every 63 seconds someone is 
diagnosed with breast cancer; every 69 seconds, someone dies. 
Breast cancer seem to be an epidemic, yet we do not know the 
cause for this disease. All we seem to know for the moment is 
that the most important risk factor of breast cancer is... being a 
woman.

•	  There is a forty percent chance of 
getting breast cancer when you are a 
woman.

•	  One woman out of nine will have breast 
cancer in their lifetime.

•	  Around the world, every 63 seconds 
someone is diagnosed with breast can-
cer. Every 69 seconds, someone dies.

•	  The quicker it is detected, the better it 
will be treated 
(the longer you wait to act, the bigger 
the problem becomes).

•	  Only 22% of women regularly check 
their breasts for any malformations.

•	  Women between 50 and 69 years old 
should get a mammogram every two 
years.

•	  54% of women over 50 have their mam-
mogram taken.

•	  T = Touching your breasts 
L = Look (be on the lookout for any-
thing unusual) 
C = Check with your doctor.

•	  Breast cancer can result in the removal 
of one (or both) breasts; women are 

afraid to die, but even more afraid to be 
disfigure or mutilated.

•	  Breast cancer is an epidemic, yet we do 
not know the cause.

•	  The woman is not responsible for 
getting breast cancer, since we do not 
know the causes of this disease.

•	  Most important risk factor of breast 
cancer: being a woman.

•	  We cannot prevent breast cancer if we 
do not know what causes it.

•	  We should start by searching for the 
causes of breast cancer instead of 
looking for a cure.

•	  In Canada, $277 millions are given for 
cancer research: $74 millions go to 
breast cancer (5400 deaths) whereas 
$22 millions go to lung cancer (20 600 
deaths).



Mid-Term Assignment | Roxanne Desrosiers © 2013 5

|  MARKETING OF BREAST CANCER 
A PROFITABLE CAUSE

It’s no wonder that breast cancer is the cancer that raises the 
most money. Breast cancer is sexy, and therefore is easy to 
sell. You’ll agree that it is much easier to sell a cause related to 
breasts than prostate, for example. Indeed, the breast itself is a 
symbol of femininity, beauty, and maternity, which is why cor-
porations choose to associate with a cause that reaches out to 
women, since women (more precisely middle-class, ultra-femi-
nine white women) are the ones doing 80% of the purchases in 
their family. And when this specifically targeted audience has 
the choice of buying pink, they will do so in order to show that 
they are involved in society. And buying pink has become so 
mainstream nowadays: there are actually a wide selection of pink 
products on shelves, ranging from pink handguns to gasoline, 
from toilet paper to yogurt.

•	 “Rethink Breast Cancer”

•	 “Think Before You Pink” 

•	  Marketing of breast cancer: associat-
ing with a cause that people relate to, 
in order to increase sales (marketable 
product is profitable for promoters).

•	  Breast cancer is the cancer that raises 
the most money.

•	  Causes have to fight for mediative  
space, juste like commercial products.

•	  There is a competition between causes: 
if we give to one cause, we will not give 
to another one.

•	  Notoriety of breast cancer compared 
to other types of cancers (other causes 
would very much like to have the noto-
riety that breast cancer has).

•	  Easy to “sell” breast cancer: it reaches 
out to the sensibility of women, it 
speaks of breasts.

•	  The breast itself is the most univer-
sal symbol of femininity (beauty, 
maternity).

•	  Not every type of cancer can actually 

be shown, such as lung of prostate 
cancer.

•	  Corporations choose a cause that 
reaches out to women, since women 
(middle-class, ultra feminine white 
women) are the ones doing 80% of the 
purchases in their family; women take 
care of their family’s health, clothes, etc.

•	  When buying pink, women show that 
they are involved in society

•	  Strength of breast cancer is the number 
of people that are hurt by this disease: 
the victims themselves, their families 
and relatives, the survivors, the care 
givers, etc. 

•	  Hard to find spokespeople for other 
kinds of cancers, since there are not 
enough survivors.

•	  Capitalizing on hope = “sell the disease”.

•	  Companies have to find innovative ways 
to associate themselves with the cause.

•	  Are the companies spending more on their 
ads than they are actually donating for the 
cause ? Or are the companies exploiting 
breast cancer to boost their profits ?
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•	  “Every dollar counts”, yet they give so little.

•	  The disease is being used for people to profit (no integrity).

•	  As long as the marketing works, they will keep pushing it.

•	  Unfortunately it is not a conspiracy, but rather business as 
usual.

•	  Each year in the United States and in Canada, millions of dol-
lars pour into breast cancer research, yet it is hard to know 
precisely where all this money goes. There are so many players 
involved.

•	  Uncoordinated spending means overlapping studies and huge 
gaps in research.

•	  Of all the money raised, only a mere 15% goes to research on 
prevention, and only 5% goes to research on the environmental 
causes of breast cancer.

•	  Products in pink on the shelves, ranging from handguns (?) to 
gasoline in the name of finding a cure for breast cancer. 

|  MARKETING OF BREAST CANCER 
A PROFITABLE CAUSE

Laura Bush, a breast cancer activist, representing the cause in the Middle East.

Image Source: www.nbc.com

•	  The US government goes as far as even using breast cancer 
awareness as a tool of diplomacy in the Middle East, in order 
to win the hearts of Middle-Easterners who were angry with 
the USA following the attack on Iraq.
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Pink AR Fights Breast Cancer.

Image Source:  http://www.outdoorlife.com/files/imagecache/photo-single-upscale/photo/1/Pink_
AR_Fights_Breast_Cancer_Photo_1_0.jpg

Procter & Gamble Pink Products to Support Breast Cancer.

Image Source:  http://www.shoppingblog.com/pics/procter_gamble_pink_products_2010.jpg

KFC Pink Buckets.

Image Source:  http://4.bp.blogspot.com/_6aqqVJXYOU0/
TK28ohKeggI/AAAAAAAAAf0/WQOZNy6NJ10/
s400/alg_kfc_pink_buckets.jpeg

Campbell’s Pink Soup.

Image Source:  http://www.sunpack.com/blog/wp-content/
uploads/2010/10/campbells_pink_soup_label_1.jpg

IGA Pink Bread.

Image Source:  Roxanne Desrosiers

|  MARKETING OF BREAST CANCER 
A PROFITABLE CAUSE
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I do not plan on participating in Breast Cancer 
Awareness Month every year. Just until there’s a cure.

| Ellen DeGeneres, 11 years commited to a cure
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|  THE PINK RIBBON 
A SYMBOL OF BREAST CANCER

It all started with a woman named Charlotte Haley, who had lost 
three of her family members to breast cancer. She was the one 
who created the first ribbon, which was salmon-colored. 
The cosmetics company Estée Lauder then came to her and 
ask if they could use this ribbon as a symbol of breast cancer, 
but Haley refused. The corporation’s lawyers advised to simply 
change the color of the ribbon, thus making it… pink.

This pink ribbon was born because of a need for a symbol to 
represent what the victims were going through. Now however, 
the color pink stretches out not only to a ribbon, but to a whole 
marketing campaign to support breast cancer, which has become 
“dream cause” for private corporations. These corporations now 
associate with a cause that people (in this case, women) relate 
to, in order to increase their sales. 

How deep can you go with such a small ribbon?

•	  Opposition between the signification of 
the pink ribbon (feminine, joyful, cheer-
ful. comforting, warm, non threatening, 
everything cancer is not) and the cancer 
itself (jarring, suffering, death).

•	  Pressure on breast cancer’s victims to 
be happy with their disease (overly opti-
mistic approach; no room for anger and 
helplessness).

•	  Breast cancer culture is almost like a 
brand in itself.

•	  There’s something positive in the cause: 
the message we send out to women is 
a message of hope, that you cannot die 
of breast cancer if you locate it early 
enough (wrong message). Yet, if people 
feel like there is no hope, they will not 
engage with the cause in the long-run.

•	  The message that is sent out basically 
says that if you try hard enough, you 
can beat breast cancer (as if you had a 
choice…).

•	  Effort to make it normal, yet it is not 
normal; it’s horrible.

•	  Corporisation of the symbol (away 
from the government and towards 
corporations).

•	  Women mobilize together for a cause 
much more than men do (sense of 
sisterhood and solidarity, which is 
inspiring).

•	  Two entities of sisterhood: Avon 
and Komen Foundation, which are 
so powerful in creating relationships.

•	 Deep feeling of generosity.

•	  Walk, run, jump, shop, jump off a 
plane for a cure (mobilizing against an 
enemy).

•	  The Pink Ribbon is like a quick fix to a 
complex problem (diverts us from the 
real problem).
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| PINKWASHING  
word which combines “pink” and “whitewashing”

When a company or organization claims to care 
about breast cancer by promoting a pink ribbon 

product, but a the same time manufactures, 
produces and / or sells products that are linked 

to the disease.
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|  IRONY IN BREAST CANCER 
A NEED FOR HARMONY

Unfortunately, so little has come from the funding of breast can-
cer research, yet companies brag about how much they raised 
to find the cure. But never do they mention what their funding 
actually resulted in. Each year in the United States and in Canada, 
millions of dollars pour into breast cancer research, yet it is hard 
to know precisely where all this money goes; there are so many 
players involved. And of course, uncoordinated spending means 
overlapping studies and huge gaps in research. Of all the money 
raised, only a mere 15% goes to research on prevention, and only 
5% goes to the environmental causes of breast cancer. So, only 
20% of all the money raised actually goes to finding the cause of 
the disease.

This shows the hypocrisy of companies, who will go as far as 
using carcinogens in their products and at the same time be raising 
money for a cure for breast cancer. Companies need to start 
being in harmony with what it is selling and its cancer activism.

•	  Cosmetics especially offer their buyers 
a chance to help find a cure for breast 
cancer; yet they use chemicals that are 
most often linked to breast cancer  
“WARNING: Using these products might 
be hazardous to your health.”

•	  Terrible food (like KFC) associated 
with breast cancer.

•	  Hypocrisy of using carcinogens in 
products and at the same time be 
raising money for a cure.

•	  So little has come from the funding 
of breast cancer research, yet compa-
nies brag about how much they raised 
(never do they mention what their fund-
ing actually resulted in).

•	  The organizations have lost site of their 
original vision; they are raising money 
regardless of the consequences or how 
the money is actually raised. 

•	  If the organizations line up behind envi-
ronmental health causes, it eliminates 
major partnerships (i.e. Ford, and gas 
companies).



BRAINSTORMING 
INSPIRATION | TYPE | PALETTES | ICONS
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|  FINDING INSPIRATION 
ANIMATED INFOGRAPHICS

“Sevenly Infographic 
Animation”.

Video Source: 
http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=QENZ8cS-g8U
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|  FINDING INSPIRATION 
ANIMATED INFOGRAPHICS

“Gulf Oil Spill Amazing 
Animated Info-Graphic”.

Video Source: 
http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=jojRiDWimN0

“The Best Animated 
Infographics of the World 
1280x720”.

Video Source: 
http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=IxumhXTD9o4
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|  FINDING INSPIRATION 
BRAINSTORMING
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BREAST CANCER 
Breast cancer

PINK RIBBON 
Pink ribbon

BREAST CANCER 
Breast cancer

PINK RIBBON 
Pink ribbon

BREAST CANCER 
Breast cancer

PINK RIBBON 
Pink ribbon

BREAST CANCER 
Breast cancer

PINK RIBBON 
Pink ribbon

GOTHAM 
NARROW

CONDUIT

DIN SCHRIFT

DELICIOUS

BREAST CANCER 
Breast cancer

PINK RIBBON 
Pink ribbon

BRANDON  
GROTESQUE

|  FINDING INSPIRATION 
TYPOGRAPHY RESEARCH

BREAST CANCER 

Breast cancer

PINK RIBBON 

Pink ribbon

BREAST CANCER 
Breast cancer

PINK RIBBON 
Pink ribbon

BREAST CANCER 
Breast cancer
PINK RIBBON 
Pink ribbon

MENSCH

PROXIMA NOVA

RIBBON

BREAST CANCER 
Breast cancer

PINK RIBBON 
Pink ribbon

BREAST CANCER 
Breast cancer

PINK RIBBON 
Pink ribbon

BREAST CANCER 
Breast cancer

PINK RIBBON 
Pink ribbon

TRADE GOTHIC

ZNIKOMIT

UNIVERS
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|  FINDING INSPIRATION 
COLOR PALETTES

Because I am dealing with such a feminine subject, I had to stay 
within reds, purples, pinks and light tones. And of course, 
I focused more on the color pink because of the symbol of breast 
cancer: the pink ribbon. According to Margaret Welch, the director 
of the Color Association of the United States, pink is the quint-
essential female color. The Association has studies regarding the 
calming, quieting effect of the color, its lessening of stress.

Also, pastel pink (the color of the pink ribbon) is a shade known 
to be health-giving. Welch mentions that “you basically cannot 
say a bad thing about pink!”... in other words, pink is everything 
cancer is not.



COMPLETE SCRIPT 
OUTLINING THE WHOLE CHRONOLOGY
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[TITLE]

Beyond Pink / Color Me Pink 

[SUBTITLE]

Female voice:

Cancer is the number one cause of mortality in women 
worldwide. 

One woman out of nine will have breast cancer in their lifetime. 
Around the world, every 63 seconds someone is diagnosed with 
breast cancer; every 69 seconds, someone dies. 

Breast cancer seem to be an epidemic, yet we do not know the 
cause for this disease. All we seem to know for the moment is 
that the most important risk factor of breast cancer is... being 
a woman.

Each year, millions of dollars are raised in the name of breast 
cancer. Countless people run, shop, and even jump off a plane for 
the cure. In Canada, $277 millions are given for cancer research 
in total: $74 millions go to breast cancer (5400 deaths) whereas 
$22 millions go to lung cancer (20 600 deaths). But we are 
nowhere near finding a cause, let alone a cure for breast cancer. 
So have you ever wondered where does all this donated money 
go, and what does it actually achieve ?

Let’s take a closer look at the devastating reality of breast cancer, 
a disease that appears to be obscured by a pink comforting story 
of marketing uccess.

It all started with a woman named 
Charlotte Haley, who had lost three of 
her family members to breast cancer. She 
was the one who created the first ribbon, 
which was salmon-colored. The cosmet-
ics company Estée Lauder then came to 
her and ask if they could use this ribbon 
as a symbol of breast cancer, but Haley 
refused. The corporation’s lawyers advised 
to simply change the color of the ribbon, 
thus making it… pink.

This pink ribbon was born because of a 
need for a symbol to represent what the 
victims were going through. Now how-
ever, the color pink stretches out not only 
to a ribbon, but to a whole marketing 
campaign to support breast cancer, which 
has become “dream cause” for private 
corporations. These corporations now 
associate with a cause that people (in 
this case, women) relate to, in order to 
increase their sales. 

It’s no wonder that breast cancer is the 
cancer that raises the most money. Breast 
cancer is sexy, and therefore is easy to 
sell. You’ll agree that it is much easier 
to sell a cause related to breasts than 
prostate, for example. Indeed, the breast 
itself is a symbol of femininity, beauty, 

and maternity, which is why corporations 
choose to associate with a cause that 
reaches out to women, since women (more 
precisely middle-class, ultra-feminine white 
women) are the ones doing 80% of the 
purchases in their family. And when this 
specifically targeted audience has the 
choice of buying pink, they will do so in 
order to show that they are involved in 
society. And buying pink has become so 
mainstream nowadays: there are actually a 
wide selection of pink products on shelves, 
ranging from pink handguns to gasoline, 
from toilet paper to yogurt. 

Companies now have to find innovative 
ways to associate with the cause. But are 
the companies spending more on their 
ads than they are actually donating for 
the cause ? Or are companies exploiting 
breast cancer simply to boost their profits ?

Let’s take Yoplait, for example. In 2008, 
they sold pink-lidded yogurt, which was 
sold to raise money for breast cancer. So 
you buy a cup of Yoplait yogurt, clean 
off the lid, and send it back to Yoplait so 
that Yoplait will donate 10 cents to breast 
cancer research. However, the campaign 
lasts 4 months; so if you sent in 3 lids 
per day for the length of the promotional 
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campaign (4 months), Yoplait would donate a grand total $34. 
I think it would have be simpler for customers to just write a 
cheque to the Breast Cancer Foundation. 

And then there’s the fact that, when Yoplait first jumped on the 
pink ribbon bandwagon, they were using milk from cows that 
had been given bovine growth hormone (RBGH), a possible 
contributor to breast cancer… 

The same is true with cosmetics companies (such as Estée 
Lauder who started to whole pink campaign) who offer their 
female buyers a chance to help find a cure for breast cancer, 
but at the same time they use chemicals in their cosmetics that 
are most often linked to breast cancer. 

[WARNING: Using these products might be hazardous to your 
health.]

This shows the hypocrisy of companies, who will go as far as 
using carcinogens in their products and at the same time be raising 
money for a cure for breast cancer. And it is not in the breast 
cancer foundations’ best interests to line up behind environmental 
health causes, since it eliminates major partnerships such as 
Ford, KFC, and Ultramar. Breast cancer organizations have lost 
site of their original vision; they are raising money regardless of 
the consequences, or how the money is raised. Companies need 
to start being in harmony with what it is selling and its cancer 
activism.  

Unfortunately, so little has come from 
the funding of breast cancer research, 
yet companies brag about how much 
they raised to find the cure. But never do 
they mention what their funding actually 
resulted in. Each year in the United States 
and in Canada, millions of dollars pour 
into breast cancer research, yet it is hard 
to know precisely where all this money 
goes; there are so many players involved. 
And of course, uncoordinated spending 
means overlapping studies and huge gaps 
in research. Of all the money raised, only a 
mere 15% goes to research on prevention, 
and only 5% goes to the environmental 
causes of breast cancer. So, only 20% of 
all the money raised actually goes to find-
ing the cause of the disease. 

I’m not saying to stop doing the funding 
and everything related to the pink ribbon; 
I think that it’s just time to start helping in 
another way. The strength of the pink ribbon 
is solidarity and sisterhood between the 
women involved. These women need to 
start asking questions, and know where 
their money goes. Only then will we be 
able to get together and walk towards 
the cure.



THE STORYBOARD 
DEVELOPING THE ENTIRE ANIMATION
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Typography used throughout this presentation: 
Gotham Narrow, created by Tobias Frere-Jones in 2000.
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