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The makeup you wear for an evening out is different from what you’d apply for 
a boardroom presentation—but why is that? Liz Krieger investigates

efore CEO Naomi Whittel, 44, walks into a board-
room to give a presentation, she puts on her game 
face. For some, that means plastering on a serious 
but not overly enthusiastic smile, but for Whittel  
it’s more than that. She carefully defines and fills  
in her brows to look polished and strong, artfully 

contours her cheeks, and swipes on blush—all to ensure that  
she presents a look of health and competence that complements  
her leadership role at TwinLab, a maker of health supplements.  
This is her power look that arms her to face a room—often full  
of men—with authority.

The idea that we alter our appearances to suit different situa-
tions is not new, of course. Women have uniforms for going to  
the office or a club; we have fragrances for brunch versus a day  
in court. But for a long time, the culture—and the cosmetic indus-
try, frankly—has assumed that women adjust their makeup to be in 
step with the season or whatever the trendy colors are supposed  
to be, or that we just use products to correct flaws, never changing 
our application or technique.

Not so, says Ukonwa Ojo, senior vice president at CoverGirl. “It’s 
much more situational than seasonal these days,” says Ojo. “While 
there are certain shades and trends that women gravitate to at times 
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of the year, women change their look day-to-day to best suit the 
situation they’re in, to boost their confidence, and to express who 
they are that day.” (No surprise, then, that CoverGirl recently changed 
its tagline from “Easy, Breezy, Beautiful” to “I Am What I Make Up.”) 
Another way to talk about how women approach makeup products is 
that it’s a bit like a relationship: “Women marry their foundation, but 
they date their lips and eyes,” Ojo explains. “After all, finding a good 
foundation is hard—you gotta lock that down. But you might be more 
likely to experiment with different eyeshadows and lipcolors.”

How you want to feel that day and what you want to telegraph to 
the world are always the starting places for celebrity makeup artist 
Jenn Streicher. “Whenever someone sits in my chair, the first thing I 
ask them is where they are going, what look they want to embody, 
and what they are going to feel most comfortable in.” She did Greta 
Gerwig’s makeup recently, and the actress and director told Streicher 
she “wanted to look ‘smart, pretty, and not too done,’” says Streicher, 
adding that the request was well aligned with the vibe of the critically 
acclaimed film Lady Bird, which Gerwig was promoting at the time.

There’s also plenty of scientific support for the idea that chang-
ing up your makeup can have a profound effect on how others 
perceive you. In general, features that appear larger—as they do 
when enhanced with makeup—are associated with higher percep-
tions of attractiveness, notes Richard Russell, Ph.D., an associate 
professor of psychology at Gettysburg College who published a 
study about this topic in December. “As we 
age, things like the eyes and lips tend to get 
smaller, so making them look larger can 
connote youth. What’s more, larger facial 
features are a feminine trait, because 
women’s heads tend to be smaller overall 
then men’s, so their features take up a 
larger proportion of space.”

Previous research has found that images 
of faces wearing makeup (as opposed to 
those wearing none) tend to be judged as 
more competent, likable, and trustworthy.  
In some situations, makeup acts as a tool  
to increase the contrast between one’s 
features and one’s skin, explains Russell. 
“Women are termed ‘the fairer sex’ because 
female skin tends to be lighter than male 
skin around the world, regardless of 
ethnicity. When you enhance the luminous 
contrast and the brightness or color of 
things like your lips—which can lose their 
reddish hue as you get older—you’re 
signaling youth and femininity.”

But sometimes youthfulness isn’t what 
you want to project. When Melissa Febos, 
37, a professor of creative writing at  
Monmouth University in New Jersey and 
author of Abandon Me, began teaching,  
she was just a few years older than some  
of her students. “I’m petite, and I can look 
really young, so I go for a more polished, 
mature look with my makeup to create a 
clear boundary between my students and  
to project both power and authority,” she 
says. She recalls how she prepped before  
an important tenure meeting: “I made  

sure to put on my most neutral, grown-up face. Unfortunately,  
I think people can be sexist sometimes, and if you look as though 
you’re too into makeup, it can be perceived as being less serious.” 
These days, her typical work look includes BB cream, mascara, brow 
pencil, and blush. “On my own time, I’ll let the tattoos I have up 
and down my arms show—I mostly cover them at work—and I’ll 
play around with liquid eyeliner and shadow.”

When Natasha Cornstein, 43, CEO of Blushington, a chain of 
makeup-application lounges, heads into a financial meeting, she 
puts forward her most “understated, serious face”—to match the 
topic at hand. But when it’s cocktail hour, she’s all about embody-
ing a festive, fun vibe replete with lashes and bold lipstick. For 
other women, the game face is always on. New York City dermatolo-
gist Dr. Dendy Engelman, a native of South Carolina, knows that 
the look she wears every day may be more “done” than the average 
New Yorker’s, but she feels most comfortable in a fuller face of 
makeup. “During my medical training and beyond, it was clear that 
sometimes people had biases against makeup—as if smart and 
pretty can’t coexist,” says Engelman. She skips the eyeshadow and 
liner when she has her white coat on and wears neutral lipstick for 
a look more suited to a day at the office. When she’s going out for 
the night, however, all bets are off: “I glam it up—I like the ritual 
involved, and it makes me feel confident.” 

The more women you speak to about makeup, the more you realize 
what a powerful tool it is, says makeup 
artist Lisa Eldridge. “It can signal so many 
things, like whether or not you play by the 
rules,” she explains. Another example: “If 
you mirror the makeup look of the other 
women you’re going to be around, that 
sends a message that you want to belong” 
and can help you feel like part of the group, 
she says. Eldridge would even argue that 
honing your application skills is a strategic 
move for your career—and your personal 
life. “It’s truly war paint,” she notes, citing 
makeup’s historical beginnings as tribal 
adornment. “Say you have to confront 
something scary. While you may have been 
up all night worrying, killer makeup will 
not only conceal those signs, but the very 
process of putting it on sort of reinforces 
your poker face. You can enter any room 
feeling confident, like you own it.” Case in 
point: Eldridge’s YouTube makeup tutorial 
“Meeting the Ex,” which has been viewed 
more than 1.3 million times.

In the end, whatever face you decide to 
show the world, it’s also worth considering 
how you can hold on to the confidence it 
gives you after you take it all off. “Makeup 
doesn’t solve any permanent negative 
thoughts we have about ourselves,” says 
Emily Spokes, a Los Angeles makeup  
artist and cofounder of Boxcar+Muse, a 
community group offering support and 
empowerment for women. “The colors 
eventually wash off, and we all need to 
practice looking at our faces in all their 
full, bare glory, too.” 

Build a better makeup bag 
with the latest basics—and 

some new extras

COLOR 
SWITCH

1. CLINIQUE 
Beyond Perfecting 
Foundation + 
Concealer, $28.  
2. URBAN DECAY 
All Nighter 
Waterproof  
Full-Coverage 
Concealer, $29.  
3. COVERGIRL 
Peacock Flare 
Mascara, $8.

EVERYDAY ESSENTIALS

SPECIAL FORCES

1. LAURA GELLER 
Line-N-Define Dual 
Dimension Eyeliner 
in Black/Gold, $24.  
2. PHYSICIANS 
FORMULA Butter 
Highlighter in  
Pink, $11. 3. ESTÉE 
LAUDER Pure  
Color Envy Paint-On 
Liquid LipColor in 
Lacquer Lover, Lava 
Flow, and Quiet  
Riot, $28 each.  
For information on 
where to buy, see 
Shopping Directory.


