
These recent campaigns seek
to counter confidence-sapping
content, such as thepseudo-
natural #wokeuplikethis posts;
thosewho compete for “likes”
with selfies; andnegative com-
ments about oneself or others.

“Today’s youth are socialized
into society throughnetworked
culture,” saysMicrosoft re-
searcher and socialmedia ex-
pertDanahBoyd,whopart-
neredwithDove on the #Speak-
Beautiful research, in an e-mail.
“As a result, socialmediamakes
visible theunhealthybeauty
and self-confidencemessages
that surroundwomen (especial-
ly youngwomen).”

Research shows that people’s
perceptions of beauty are
shapedby those around them—
whichmakes socialmedia an
ideal vehicle for influencing the
popular opinion, Boyd contin-
ues.
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#EffYourBeautyStandards

#AskHerMore
#eachbodysready

#GMABodyProud

#ImNoAngel
#mediawelike

#droptheplus
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SanFranciscodesigner and
technologist ChrisMessina
invented thehashtag in 2007.
He liked that using “#” before
wordswas cheap, effective and
didn’t require permission. “Like
the Internet, (socialmedia)
shouldbe a vehicle for all sorts
of discourse— itmakes con-
versationsmore vibrant,”Mes-
sina says.

While it’s relatively easy to
gauge thenumber of times that
a hashtaghas beenused,mea-
suring the impact of that hash-
tag campaign—or conversation
—canbe tricky. But experts
argue that hashtag activism
isn’t just “slacktivism,” as it has
oftenbeendubbed.

Thepoint, says Stanford
graduate student JessicaTonn,
who recently completed amas-
ter’s thesis studyinghashtags, is
to increase awareness and show
solidarity and support for a
cause. “It’s about awareness
and interactivity betweenusers
onmultiple platforms.”

Take, for example, a 2014
Victoria’s Secret ad campaign
that featuredunderwear-clad
models and thewords “The
Perfect ‘Body.’ ”After the re-
sulting outcry included the
rebuttal #IAmPerfect, the
brandultimately changed its
wording to “ABody forEvery
Body.”Earlier thismonth,Vic-
toria’s Secret facedmorepres-
surewhenLaneBryant in-
troduced #ImNoAngel, a cam-
paign that clearly references the
Victoria’s Secret angels.

In comparing the 2015Oscars
ceremonywith 2014’s,Dove and
Twitter found that negative
beauty conversations about
others twoweeks after the event
were 43percent lower than last
year.

Boyd says that so-called
hashtag activism is especially
useful for causes, like #Speak-
Beautiful, that askpeople to
think about thenorms and
valueswithin their culture,
rather than causes inwhich
awareness alonedoes little to
make adifference (such as sys-
temic poverty issues).

“There are people in Saudi
Arabia, Italians—Frenchpeo-
ple are discussing #dropthe-
plus,”Rochester says. “And the
fact that I canhave a conversa-
tionwith them ismind-blowing
and exciting.”
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girls to shift negative conversa-
tions into positive ones, and
soon after, it launched#Choose-
Beautiful to encouragewomen
to thinkpositively about them-
selves.

According to a 2015 social
media study commissionedby
Dove, 82 percent ofwomen feel
that the beauty standards set by
socialmedia are unrealistic.
The study also found that al-
most three-fourths of the 1,072
women studiedbelieve that
socialmedia comments critiqu-
ingwomen’s beauty are de-
structive to their self-esteem.

“Dovehas beenhaving a
conversationwithwomen
about beauty, self-confidence
andbody image for a long time,”
saysDoveBrandDirector Jenni-
ferBremner. “And that con-
versation is nowhappening in
socialmedia asmuchas any-
where.”

E P I C E N T E R

ing on current
events to gain
visibility.

In 2011, the
Representation
Project, createdby
BayArea film-
maker and former
actress Jennifer
SiebelNewsom,used theSuper
Bowl to promotehashtags #Not-
BuyingIt and#MediaWeLike to
inspire people to point out sex-
ist advertisements. In 2014, it
launched#AskHerMore,which
many sawduring this year’s
AcademyAwards arrivals.

“Red-carpet events canbe
incrediblyuncomfortable and
unnerving (not tomention
superficial),”Newsomsaid via
e-mail. “We created the #Ask-
HerMoremovement to encour-
age and celebrate reporterswho
ask thewomenofHollywood
aboutmore than just their ap-
pearance.”According toNew-
som, the campaignhas reached
25millionpeople anddrew
support fromLenaDunham,
ReeseWitherspoonandother
high-profile celebrities.

Dove launched its #Speak-
Beautiful campaignonOscar
night to encouragewomenand

WhenAjayRochester posted
aphoto ofmodel LauraWells on
Feb. 14, shewas just having, as
she calls it, a “normal Instagram
rant”: “How the f—can this
womanbe consideredplus size?
…Where is therePLUSof any-
thing.Anything less of her and
she’d be aMINUSsomething.
#dropthePLUS”

It’s the sort of discussion that
theAustralian actress and
authorhas beenhaving for
years, but “I didn’t think the
wholeworldwould see it,”
Rochester says. Three days
later,model StefaniaFerrario
posted aphotowith “I ama
model”written onhermostly
nudebody: “I amamodel FULL
STOP.Unfortunately in the
modelling industry if you’re
above aUS size 4 you are con-
sideredplus size, and so I’m
often labelled a ‘plus size’mod-
el. I doNOT find this empower-
ing. #droptheplus”

Ahashtag campaignwas
born.Call it the digital bumper
sticker,where the audience is
theworld and the intersection is
Twitter, Instagram,Tumblr,
FacebookorPinterest. The
hashtag— indicatedby akey-
board’s “pound” symbol—was
quickly adopted as an activism
tool because it allows social
media users to findposts that
use that samehashtag—and
hopefully, ignite a conversation.

Youmay recall #Occupy-
WallStreet (to protest economic
inequality), #Kony2012 (to ar-
restwar criminal JosephKony),
#IceBucketChallenge (to en-
couragedonations toALS re-
search) and#JeSuisCharlie
(after the terrorist attack on
FrenchmagazineCharlieHeb-
do).Now these online catch-
phrases are beingused topro-
mote female-positive state-
ments. Lastweek, “GoodMorn-
ingAmerica” launched a
#GMABodyProud campaign to
fight body shaming in advertis-
ing.

“If youyell in a loud room,no
one canhear you, andnoone
cares,”Rochester says. “But the
hashtag enables you to bring
the voices together to screamat
once and scream the same
thing. Itwasn’t reallymewho
made #droptheplus go off— it
was the voices of thewomen
whoagreed.”

In addition to activists like
Rochester, brands andorgani-
zationshave launchedpopular
rallying cries, oftenpiggyback-

“The hashtag enables you to bring the voices
together to scream at once and scream the same
thing. It wasn’t really me who made #droptheplus go
off — it was the voices of the women who agreed.”
Ajay Rochester
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this mother’s day
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