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Introduction
The story of Avon Products is more than a chronicle of business success—it is a
narrative that intertwines entrepreneurship, innovation, and social progress. Founded
in 1886, long before concepts like “personal branding” or “women in business” were
part of the public conversation, Avon emerged as a trailblazer in both the direct selling
industry and corporate America. What began as a small perfume business in New York
City quickly evolved into one of the world’s largest beauty companies, leaving an
indelible mark not only on how products are sold, but on the lives and opportunities of
millions of women around the globe.

At its heart, Avon’s journey is a testament to visionary thinking. David H. McConnell, a
door-to-door book salesman, recognized the untapped potential of his female
customers—and in an era when few women participated in the workforce, he built a
company that thrived on their ambition and entrepreneurial spirit. The direct-selling
model pioneered by Avon was not merely a business innovation; it offered economic
empowerment and community to women when such opportunities were exceedingly
rare. The legacy of those early representatives continues to shape the company’s
DNA.

Through decades of growth, Avon constantly redefined itself. From its transformation
into Avon Products, Inc., to its notable marketing campaigns (“Ding Dong, Avon
Calling!”) and rapid global expansion, the company exemplified adaptability and
creative leadership. Avon’s product catalog ballooned from simple perfumes to include
skincare, cosmetics, fragrances, jewelry, and everyday essentials, often breaking new
ground with technological advancements and inclusive product lines. The company’s
global presence reflected not only business acumen but also its responsiveness to
diverse markets and evolving consumer needs.

Yet, Avon's story is not without challenges. The rise of digital commerce, changing
consumer habits, and increased competition pressed the company to re-examine its
foundational strategies. Landmark corporate changes—including the strategic shift
under Cerberus Capital Management, the relocation of headquarters to London, and
ultimately, its acquisition by Natura &Co—forced Avon to adapt at a pace and scale
unprecedented in its history. Through these transitions, Avon continued to innovate
and invest in new models while holding fast to its core mission of empowerment and
opportunity.

Integral to Avon's identity is its unwavering commitment to social causes. The Avon
Foundation for Women and numerous global initiatives have made significant strides
in supporting breast cancer research, combating domestic violence, and advancing
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women’s rights. Over the decades, the company has mobilized representatives,
customers, and communities to raise over a billion dollars for these vital
causes—proving that profit and purpose can indeed go hand in hand.

Today, Avon faces the future as a key player in the global beauty industry, capitalizing
on both its direct-selling heritage and the opportunities of omnichannel retail. As you
embark on the following chapters, you will discover a company that has survived and
thrived by consistently reinventing itself while steadfastly championing the
individuals—especially women—at its core. Avon’s past is richly instructive, its present
dynamic, and its future full of promise. The story of Avon Products is, above all, a story
of people: those who built it, sustained it, and continue to shape its legacy in a rapidly
changing world.
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CHAPTER ONE: Origins: The Birth of the California
Perfume Company
The year is 1886. The streets of New York City hummed with the nascent energy of a
rapidly industrializing nation. In a small, unpretentious office at 126 Chambers Street
in Manhattan, a man named David H. McConnell was about to embark on a venture
that would, in time, reshape the landscape of American commerce and empower
millions of women. But his journey didn't begin with perfumes; it began, rather
prosaically, with books.

McConnell was a door-to-door book salesman, a common occupation in an era before
mass media and widespread retail. Born in Oswego, New York, in 1858, he had initially
pursued a path to become a mathematics teacher, even attending the Oswego State
Normal School. However, the world of sales evidently held a stronger appeal. He
joined the Union Publishing Company in 1880, and by 1883, he was the company's
southern sales manager. It was during his rounds, peddling literary works to the
homemakers of New York, that McConnell made a pivotal observation: his female
customers seemed less captivated by the tales within his books and more enchanted
by the small bottles of perfume he offered as complimentary gifts to encourage a sale.

This wasn't just a fleeting interest; it was a consistent and undeniable pattern. The
perfumes, simple as they were, sparked a discernible delight that the books couldn't
quite match. McConnell, a shrewd observer of human nature and a born entrepreneur,
recognized the clear signal. The demand was there, waiting to be met. So, in 1886, at
the age of 28, he made a decisive pivot. He purchased the Union Publishing Company
and began the transformation from a purveyor of literature to a creator of fragrances.

Working from that same modest office on Chambers Street, a space scarcely larger
than a kitchen pantry, McConnell began to brew his first fragrances. His initial product
line, a charming collection known as the "Little Dot Perfume Set," featured five distinct
scents: White Rose, Violet, Lily of the Valley, Heliotrope, and Hyacinth. These early
perfumes were crafted to capture the natural essence of flowers, a reflection perhaps
of the burgeoning appreciation for natural beauty and simplicity.

The nascent business needed a name, one that would evoke a sense of allure and
natural beauty. The inspiration came from an unexpected source: McConnell's
business partner, who had relocated to California, wrote back with enthusiastic
descriptions of the state's abundant flowers and picturesque landscapes. The
suggestion was made to call the new venture the "California Perfume Company" (CPC),
a name that would forever link the company's origins to the golden state's idyllic
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imagery, despite its actual roots in New York. And so, the California Perfume Company
was born.

Beyond the creation of appealing scents, McConnell's true genius lay in his
revolutionary approach to sales. In 1886, the concept of women as independent
economic agents, particularly in sales, was radical. Women had yet to secure the right
to vote in many countries, and their professional opportunities were largely confined
to domestic work or limited clerical roles. Yet, McConnell believed in the untapped
potential of women and their capacity for economic independence. He understood that
the very audience most interested in his perfumes—women—would also make the
most effective sales force.

His conviction led him to a groundbreaking decision: he would primarily hire women as
his sales representatives. This direct-selling model, with women selling to other
women, became the bedrock of the company's future success. It was a system built on
community, trust, and the unique ability of women to connect with one another on a
personal level. This innovative approach offered women a flexible way to earn an
income, an opportunity that was truly transformative for its time.

The first woman to embrace this pioneering role was Mrs. P.F.E. Albee of Winchester,
New Hampshire. McConnell, recognizing her impressive sales abilities from her time as
a general agent for his book business, entrusted her with the first sample case of
perfumes. Mrs. Albee, at the age of 50, proved to be an extraordinary trailblazer.
Within six months, she had not only established a strong network of customers but
had also successfully recruited and trained a team of 100 salespeople. Her efforts
were instrumental in demonstrating the viability and immense potential of McConnell's
direct-selling vision. Within 12 years, her network had expanded to nearly 5,000
representatives. She became, in essence, the "Mother of the California Perfume
Company," laying the groundwork for the distribution system that would define Avon
for generations.

As the California Perfume Company gained traction, its operations steadily expanded.
In 1897, a significant step was taken with the construction of a dedicated laboratory in
Suffern, New York. This move allowed for increased production and greater control
over the manufacturing process of their growing product line. That same year, the
company also produced its first illustrated catalog, a crucial tool for its burgeoning
network of sales representatives.

By its twentieth year in operation, the company’s product line had diversified
considerably, growing to include over 100 items beyond the initial perfume offerings.
This expansion demonstrated CPC's commitment to meeting a wider range of
consumer needs, reflecting a broader vision than just fragrances. Early additions
included household necessities and other toiletries. This strategic broadening of the
product portfolio helped solidify the company's position in the direct-selling market.
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The California Perfume Company's ambition wasn't confined to the United States. In
1914, the company took its first steps onto the international stage, opening an office
in Montreal, Canada. This marked the beginning of a global expansion that would, over
the coming decades, see Avon establish a presence in countless countries around the
world. It was a clear indication that McConnell's innovative direct-selling model had
universal appeal and could transcend geographical boundaries.

By 1920, the name "Avon Products" made its debut as a specific line of items,
featuring a toothbrush, cleanser, and vanity set. The inspiration for this new brand
name was deeply personal to McConnell. He felt that the countryside surrounding the
Suffern laboratory bore a striking resemblance to the idyllic landscapes of William
Shakespeare’s birthplace, Stratford-upon-Avon, England. This literary association
would eventually become so popular that it would eclipse the original company name.

Just six years later, in 1926, the California Perfume Company celebrated its 40th
anniversary with sales surpassing an impressive $2 million, a testament to its
sustained growth and the effectiveness of its direct-selling strategy. By 1929, the year
the Avon name and logo officially appeared on a cosmetics line, the company had
established operations in all 48 U.S. states and Canada, continuing to sell its
affordable home and beauty products through its network of representatives and
comprehensive catalogs. The stage was set for the eventual transformation that would
see the California Perfume Company embrace the name that would become
synonymous with door-to-door beauty: Avon.
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