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Korea: Booming teen cosmetics
Markets | Why are cosmetics gaining the heart of teenagers in Korea? 
And what do you need to know if you want to enter this thriving market?

ph
ot

os
: S

el
en

op
hi

le
 (l

ea
d 

ph
ot

o)
, S

hu
tt

er
st

oc
k.

co
m

, N
ut

le
ga

l (
w

om
an

 w
ith

 m
ob

ile
), 

M
on

ti 
Li

vi
o 

(m
ill

en
ni

al
s)

, B
ig

st
oc

kp
ho

to
s.

co
m

 

Today, teenagers are at-
tracted more than ever to 
novel products which prom-

ise ground-breaking beauty experi-
ences. They have become more con-
scious than ever of their appearance. 

projected that cosmetics is one of the 
leading product categories and the 
most sought-after product by online 
shoppers in South Korea. With South 
Korea being one of the top 10 cosmet-
ics markets in the world, this comes 
as no surprise. Moreover, beauty be-
ing an essential part of South Kore-
an’s culture makes Koreans have a 
natural inclination for cosmetics. The 
most surprising fact is that cosmetics 
targeting teenagers are thriving with 
their sales value rising almost one-
third, year-on-year. 

A colour conscious generation
With K-beauty taking the world by 
storm, this recent Korean beauty 
phenomenon which emphasises a 
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Because they have grown up in the 
world of internet and mobile phones 
and being exposed to global connec-
tivity, their lives have become trans-
parent to an audience over various 
social media channels. 
Given South Korea’s long-term expe-
rience with smartphone usage com-
bined with continued internet ac-
cess for a substantial percentage of 
the population, online marketing, 
especially targeting teenagers, has 
the potential to grow. After all, teen-
agers constitute a large community 
of digitally connected internet users 
and theyre far more likely to stay at-
tuned to current lifestyle, fashion, 
and trends. A recent external sur-
vey related to online shopping trends 
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healthy approach towards beautification has significantly ele-
vated the beauty goals to forward-thinking skin care. 
This has led to a situation in which nine out of every ten teen-
age girls in South Korea use make-up. 
From another recent report on the South Korean cosmetics mar-
ket, the value for the teen market and those in their early 20s 
is noted to be worth hundreds of billions South Korean Won. 
Another promising trend catching up among the teenagers is the 
plethora of multipurpose products which provide quick fixes, 
thus reducing the number of products needed. 

Cross-border e-commerce: value beyond bargains
Today’s teenagers are futuristic, savvy, and well-informed and a 
considerable amount of their interaction happens via blogging, 
tagging, and social networking, leading to the creation of new 
opportunities to be tapped by marketers. Cross-border e-com-
merce websites are gaining popularity among teen consumers 
in South Korea as they offer a variety of products at affordable 
prices. Many brands have already caught up with these teen 
consumer habits and have taken interactive steps to connect 
with them through internet advertising and online marketing.
From a business perspective, cross-border cosmetics’ selling is 
one of the safest and the most rapidly growing segments in the 
country. But what makes it so lucrative? Cosmetic products are 
comparatively low-risk, less expensive to ship, and their prices 
vary across different regions. 
What appeals to the companies is that teenagers are the early 
adopters of new products, hence brand loyalty can be built at 
an early age. 
They may shift to other brands due to personal recommenda-
tions and wow factors, but tend to always come back to the 
tried-and-trusted brands with which they have associated.

A spot to bother: are you compliant?
While cross-border e-commerce cosmetics’ sales are rising ex-
ponentially, the responsibility for product safety lies solely with 
the cosmetics companies. 
Some counterfeit products are being marketed and sold, taking 
advantage of the e-commerce boom, as there are no stringent 
regulatory evaluations conducted for these products. 
The usual victims of this illicit activity are teenagers who fall 
prey to the falsified advertisements. To restrain such malprac-
tices, every country has unique regulatory requirements. More-
over, the regulations are constantly being revised. Therefore, it 
is important for businesses to avoid non-compliance and pen-
alties associated with it, which is a key factor to build a brand 
and gain customer loyalty.
When introducing a new product into a market, there are of-
ten unique requirements and regulatory processes, with which 
the manufacturers must comply. For example, South Korea re-
quires testing of the cosmetic products in the MFDS (Ministry 
of Food and Drug Safety) accredited laboratories every time a 
shipment enters the country. 

Key regulations to consider when selling in South Korea 
In South Korea, as per the Korean Cosmetic Products Act 
(KPCA), 2000, cosmetic products are regulated by the MFDS 
and are categorised into three major groups: 
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Do you expect cosmetics to perform excellently on your 
skin? BeauSil WAX provides your skin and face creams 
as well as decorative cosmetics with highly effi cient 
properties. The BeauSil WAX product series is based 
on modifi ed silicone waxes which improve among others 
the solubility of the ingredients, impart structure and 
stability to the formulation and lead to an improved 
distribution on your skin. The BeauSil WAX product 
series makes sure that your skin sensation is not oily 
but agreeable and pleasant.

More about us at www.cht.com
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•	 general cosmetics such as mois-
turising skin products

•	 functional cosmetics, such as 
anti-wrinkle, sunscreens and 
whitening products

•	 quasi drugs such as oral rinse 
products 

For cosmetics, the MFDS review 
process is limited to product ship-
ment evaluations and other ad-
ministrative processes, but prod-
ucts are still subject to post-market 
supervision. However, functional 
cosmetics and quasi drugs, both 
domestic and imported, must un-
dergo evaluation for their quality, 
safety, and efficacy, and require 
an approval from the MFDS be-
fore being marketed. 
MFDS has also specified a list of 
ingredients which are permitted to 
be used in cosmetics in South Ko-
rea. If an ingredient is not listed 
in any of the Korean references, it 
is required to undergo an approval 
process wherein the MFDS evalu-
ates the safety and other specifi-
cations related to that ingredient.
In addition, labelling in Korean 
language on primary cosmetic 
packages is required for all do-
mestic and imported products un-
der the KPCA. Simply placing a 
translated label over the original 
one is accepted. Information such 

as the name of the product, manu-
facturer/importer, expiry date, lot 
number, net weight, usage, pre-
cautions, effects, storage, price, 
etc. is required to be presented on 
the artwork in Korean language.
When a company imports prod-
ucts in South Korea, it is man-
datory to appoint a local agent 
who is responsible for ensuring 
the safety of products once they 
are in the market. According to 
the KPCA, the products must be 
tested for quality by lot/batch, 
based on the product type such 
as general cosmetic, functional 
cosmetic or a quasi-drug. 

Take note and nurture
Having identified teenagers as 
the most important target group, 
it is important to keep in mind 
that the moral and regulatory re-
sponsibility to ensure the well-
being of these young consumers 
lies with the cosmetics compa-
nies. Even though cosmetics’ sales 
in the South Korean market are 
rising, to survive and stay rele-
vant in the eyes of teenagers, the 
companies must avoid resorting 
to non-compliant measures. They 
should prioritise safety for easy 
market access and leverage abun-
dant market opportunities. Be in-
formed. Be compliant.� Q

“Every country has unique regulatory  
requirements to restrain counterfeiting”
Neha Sharma, Solution Lead of Cosmetics for South Korea and Japan, Freyr Solutions

Many brands connect with 
teenagers through internet adver-
tising and online marketing

Teenagers constitute a large community of digitally connected internet users

A list of ingre-
dients specifies 
the ingredients 
permitted for 

cosmetic use in 
South Korea

A non-listed ingre-
dient has to 

undergo a strin-
gent approval 

process

Primary cosmetic 
packages have 
to be labelled 

in Korean 
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