
 

The e.l.f. Effect 

How a value beauty brand built cross-authority power — 
and why it works 
By Russell Glenister, The Fame Index 

Most brands today win in one place and lose everywhere else. They may be excellent at 
generating attention (virality), or at signalling status (prestige), or at surviving as a default 
(distribution). Very few can do all three at once without breaking their meaning. 

e.l.f. Cosmetics is a rare exception.​
It has assembled what the Fame Index calls cross-authority power: the ability to translate 
momentum into proof, and proof into durable, routinised identity — across platforms, shelves, 
and marketplaces. 

This case study explains what that means, what the behavioural data shows, and why the 
spend-heavy strategy is rational — but timing sensitive. 

 

The core misreading: “They’re great at TikTok” 
The standard explanation for e.l.f.’s rise is straightforward: they understand Gen Z; they move 
fast; they trend-jack; they mastered TikTok early. 

All of that may be true. But as an explanation, it’s incomplete — and in many cases misleading. 
TikTok is a replication engine. It produces spread. It does not automatically produce trust, nor 
does it reliably produce enduring demand once novelty fades. 

The more interesting question is: how did e.l.f. convert replication into durable authority?​
That conversion — not the virality — is the e.l.f. effect. 

 

Authority, not attention 



In the Fame Index framework, the scarce resource in modern consumer markets is not 
attention; it is authority: the right to be believed, copied, remembered, and relied upon. 

The great weakness of the influencer market is that it prices visibility as if it were authority. The 
data shows these are uncorrelated at scale. Viral reach can be enormous while persuasion 
remains shallow. 

e.l.f. succeeds because it does not confuse the two. It builds them in sequence. 

 

e.l.f.’s authority ladder 
The mechanics are surprisingly clean. e.l.f. builds authority in a ladder of four steps. Each step 
produces a different kind of behavioural residue. 

1) Replication authority: make the brand copyable 

e.l.f. does not ask consumers to admire the brand. It asks them to participate in repeatable, 
low-risk formats: 

●​ Dupe side-by-side templates (“prestige vs e.l.f.”) 
●​ Step-stack routines (e.g., Grip → Glow → Set) 
●​ Instruction-as-meme formats that travel as shortcuts rather than tutorials 

In Fame Index terms, this creates high Loop Propagation and high Fan Conversion Velocity: 
a viewer can become a participant quickly because the content arrives as an executable 
template. 

The important point: replication authority is portable. It spreads through formats. It does not 
require deep identity attachment. 

2) Conversion compression: reduce the distance between “saw” and “did” 

e.l.f. repeatedly collapses discovery into action through eventised commerce behaviours (not 
just “campaigns”): 

●​ same-session discovery → purchase → post 
●​ drops, sell-outs, and “haul bursts” in new markets 
●​ social-commerce moments that function as ritualised purchase windows 

This is how a brand makes replication economically legible. It turns cultural motion into 
measurable behaviour. 

3) Proof at scale: build endurance through third-party validation 



This is where most TikTok-native brands fail. e.l.f. does not. 

The brand has built an unusually large proof surface across marketplaces: 

●​ enormous review volume and high average ratings across large SKU breadth 
●​ sustained daily review velocity, not just spikes 
●​ dominance of review “megasurfaces” that serve as public verification layers 

Reviews here are not “feedback.” They function as authority instruments — a compounding 
proof layer that outlives any single trend. 

In the Fame Index, this shows up as strengthening Defensive Fame Moat (defaults, 
recommender rails, review corpus dominance) and Sustained Fame Capital (endurance 
through repeated verification). 

4) Identity authority: convert value into a self-concept 

Finally, e.l.f. allows identity to form — but it does so in a mass-appropriate way. 

The identity is not luxury aspiration. It is competence and value literacy: 

●​ “elf girly” and “dupe-hunter/smart-shopper” self-identification 
●​ “holy-grail” canonisation and refusal-to-replace behaviours 
●​ loyalty loops that create sunk cost and status loss aversion 
●​ routine embedding (office kits, travel kits, replenishment habits) 

This is how a value brand becomes sticky without becoming prestige. Identity authority 
becomes durable because it is rooted in repeated success and low friction, not exclusivity. 

 

What the Fame Index shows (and why it matters) 
The Fame Index scores confirm that this is not a one-surface phenomenon. 

Across FY2024 → FY2025, e.l.f. shows a broad-based uplift: 

●​ Cultural Penetration rises (more default presence across regions and channels) 
●​ Fan Conversion Velocity rises (compressed discovery-to-action pathways) 
●​ Identity Lock rises (self-identification + sunk-cost routines strengthen) 
●​ Loop Propagation rises (templates and copying behaviour intensify) 
●​ Defensive Fame Moat rises (defaults, reviews, planograms, subscriptions) 
●​ Sustained Fame Capital rises modestly (durability strengthens, but remains the lagging 

leg) 



This is the signature of a brand moving from “campaign success” into system-embedded loop 
fame: behaviour persists because multiple infrastructures now reinforce it. 

 

Why the spend is high — and why it’s rational 
From the outside, e.l.f.’s marketing line can look extreme. The company has disclosed 
marketing as a large share of net sales in recent periods, and management describes deliberate 
investment behind marketing and digital. 

The critical point is that e.l.f. is not simply buying reach. A meaningful portion of what looks like 
“marketing” is actually authority infrastructure spend, including: 

●​ retail execution and fixturing tied to space gains 
●​ eventisation that compresses conversion 
●​ continued seeding of proof surfaces (reviews and third-party validation) 

Retailers allocate space on productivity. e.l.f. management emphasises dollar-per-linear-foot 
performance as the core driver of shelf expansion. That is not soft brand building. It is hard 
governance: default exposure becomes structural. 

So the spend is coherent if you treat it as the cost of building an authority stack — not as an 
attempt to win a popularity contest. 

 

The timing risk: when can they slow down? 
Here the Fame Index is unusually strict. 

Loop brands can only reduce spend safely once authority becomes inertial — when proof and 
routine regenerate without active seeding. 

e.l.f. is not fully inertial yet. The data indicates: 

●​ replication and conversion remain the leading legs of the system 
●​ endurance is strong but not fully autonomous 
●​ platform dependency remains an active risk (particularly where social commerce is doing 

conversion work) 

This creates a specific danger: slowing spend too early produces silent authority decay 
before revenue reacts. 

It happens in order: 



1.​ Proof thins (review velocity and default ranking soften) 
2.​ Defaults erode (retail and marketplace visibility becomes contestable again) 
3.​ Identity hollows (not through backlash, but indifference) 
4.​ Prestige adjacency becomes unstable (if the brand tries to trade up while losing 

“everywhere” presence) 

The most damaging version of this mistake is to reduce replication and proof-seeding spend at 
the same time as the brand expands into prestige adjacency. That creates a coherence gap: the 
brand is neither culturally present nor elevated. 

The risk is not a visible crash. It is slow loss of authority. 

 

What makes this rare 
Many brands can generate momentum. Very few can convert it into proof and routine at scale. 

Cross-authority brands succeed only when they build in the correct order: 

1.​ Replication (copyable cultural units) 
2.​ Proof (third-party validation that persists) 
3.​ Routine (defaults that embed into life) 
4.​ Identity (self-concept that survives quiet periods) 

e.l.f.’s achievement is not “great marketing.”​
It is the construction of a coherent authority ladder across systems that do not naturally 
cooperate: TikTok’s replication logic, marketplace proof logic, retail default logic, and identity 
formation. 

That is why the strategy works. 

 

The strategic takeaway 
e.l.f. demonstrates a broader principle that applies well beyond beauty: 

Modern brands do not “build loyalty” in one place. They assemble authority across 
regimes.​
The winners are those who can convert replication into proof, and proof into durable 
routine, without breaking identity. 

It is fashionable to call this “community.” It isn’t.​
It is governance. 



And e.l.f., quietly, is one of the better practitioners we have. 

 

Methodology This paper is based on behavioral evidence from two locked Fame Index cycles 
(FY24–FY25). All comparisons are kernel-anchored, reproducible, and HASHLOCK-enforced. 
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