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Introduction 

In 2023, Barbie became more than a movie, 

it became a cultural event that defined the year. The 

campaign behind it turned a nostalgic toy into a 

conversation about identity, womanhood and joy. 

Unlike most film releases, Barbie was powered by 

public relations rather than advertising. Through 

bold partnerships, self-aware storytelling and 

participatory social media, Warner Bros. and Mattel 

created an environment where audiences didn’t just 

watch Barbie; they joined her. This case study 

examines how that campaign transformed a 

struggling legacy brand into a global movement and 

what its success reveals about the future of communication strategy. 

 

Background 

Barbie was introduced in 1959 by Ruth Handler as a doll that encouraged girls to imagine 

who they could become, not just who they were expected to be. Over time, she evolved 

alongside cultural shifts reflecting changing ideas of what women could achieve. 

In the early 2000s, Barbie reached a new generation through animated movies like Barbie 

as Rapunzel and Barbie: Princess and the Pauper. These films turned her from a toy into a 



character with storylines, friendships and music that deepened emotional attachment to the 

brand. By the time Greta Gerwig’s Barbie was announced, the doll had become more than a 

product, she was a shared cultural memory. That long history gave the 2023 campaign a 

foundation of nostalgia and familiarity that few other brands could match. 

Mattel’s Barbie had dominated toy aisles for decades but faced criticism for promoting 

unrealistic ideals and outdated gender roles. By 2015, global sales had dropped 20% 

year-over-year (Mattel Annual Report, 2016). In response, Mattel began updating the doll with 

diverse body types, skin tones and career editions. Still, the company needed a unifying story to 

modernize Barbie’s image. That opportunity arrived when Warner Bros. and Mattel Films 

greenlit a live-action feature directed by Greta Gerwig, whose prior films Lady Bird (2017) and 

Little Women (2019) proved her ability to blend humor, feminism and emotional realism. Lady 

Bird grossed $78.9 million worldwide on a $10 million budget and earned five Oscar 

nominations (A24 Press Kit, 2018). Little Women expanded Gerwig’s reach to $332 million 

globally and six Oscar nominations (Box Office Mojo, 2020). That track record positioned her to 

reinterpret Barbie for a new generation. 

Gerwig’s films also intersected with Timothée Chalamet’s rise. After his breakout role in 

Call Me by Your Name (2017), which earned him a Best Actor Oscar nomination at 22, Gerwig’s 

ensemble casting of him in Lady Bird and Little Women helped transition him from indie acclaim 

to mainstream celebrity. Her talent for cultivating relatable stars suggested she could guide 

Margot Robbie and Ryan Gosling to similar cultural resonance. According to Grant McCracken’s 

Meaning Transfer Model celebrity meanings flow into products and then to audiences; Gerwig’s 

consistent ability to translate star authenticity into brand connection became a foundation for 

Barbie’s marketing logic. 



Culturally, the timing was ideal. The film entered development during the COVID-19 

pandemic, a period that reshaped entertainment habits and accelerated social-media participation. 

TikTok in particular became a hub of community and creativity, recording 315 million 

downloads in Q1 2020, the most for any app in history (Li et al., 2021). As the world reopened, 

movie theaters were still struggling to regain pre-pandemic crowds. Then came Barbie — part of 

the viral “Barbenheimer” double feature that transformed moviegoing into a cultural event. 

According to research from The Quorum, about 22% of Barbie’s audience said they couldn’t 

remember the last time they had been to a theater, or that this was their first time back since 

COVID-19. The film debuted with a $155 million opening weekend, the biggest of 2023, and 

helped push the domestic box office to its highest point in four years. Together, Barbie and 

Oppenheimer reignited the communal thrill of seeing a movie in person — proving that with the 

right story and strategy, the big screen could still create moments worth leaving home for. 

The campaign’s tone was ironic, nostalgic, and participatory, which invited fans to 

imagine the film before even seeing it. One example was the “Hi Barbie!” trend that took over 

social media. Warner Bros. released customizable posters and filters that let people label 

themselves as “Hi Barbie!” or “Hi Ken!” — turning the campaign into a fun, inside joke 

everyone wanted to be part of. It mixed childhood memories with adult humor, making fans feel 

like they were already living in Barbie’s world before the movie even hit theaters. 

This participatory tone blurred the line between audience and brand, transforming Barbie 

into both a social movement and a shared identity. The campaign didn’t just advertise a movie — 

it created a space where people could perform their own version of Barbie, amplifying the film’s 

message of self-expression and play in real time across digital platforms. 



Tactics and Execution 

The Barbie campaign became a masterclass in integrated marketing. Every tactic 

reinforced the film’s themes of self-expression and inclusivity while amplifying Mattel’s core 

message: that Barbie isn’t a perfect doll, rather a mirror of culture. The campaign balanced paid 

media, earned press and participatory digital engagement to achieve saturation without fatigue. 

Brand Partnerships 

Warner Bros. and Mattel secured 

more than 100 global collaborations 

across fashion, beauty, food, travel and 

technology. Crocs released 

bubble-gum-pink clogs with collectible charms that 

sold out in hours (Crocs Investor Relations, 2023). 

Beis Luggage launched a limited hot-pink line that 

sold out within 48 hours (WWD, 2023). Airbnb 

listed a Malibu Dreamhouse stay, hosted by “Ken,” 

that drew 13,000 media stories and more than 250 

million social impressions in one week (Airbnb Press Release, 2023). Cold Stone Creamery 

introduced the “All That Glitters Is Pink” flavor and cake, which trended on TikTok with about 

10 million views under “Barbie shake” hashtags (KnowYourMeme dataset, 2023). MTY Food 

Group later cited the tie-in as a factor in its summer 2023 sales uptick (MTY Q3 Report, 2023). 



Even Xbox joined the campaign with pink controllers and Dreamhouse-themed consoles 

(Microsoft Newsroom, 2023), showing how a traditionally male-skewing brand could capitalize 

on Barbie’s cross-demographic appeal. 

Influencer and Social Media  

The campaign treated audiences as collaborators. Mattel’s PR team worked with 244 

influencers across 30 countries to turn everyday creators into an extension of the film’s voice and 

aesthetic (Shorty Awards Case Study, 2024). These influencers weren’t simply asked to “promote 

the movie,” but to interpret Barbie through their own creative lens, whether that meant attending 

global premieres, joining Barbiecore outfit-transition trends, or producing themed lifestyle 

content like makeup looks, pink capsule wardrobes and “This Barbie is…” templates (Shorty 

Awards Case Study, 2024). By seeding open-ended creative prompts instead of scripted ads, 

Warner Bros. allowed participation to feel organic and self-directed, transforming TikTok into a 

cultural engine rather than a paid advertising channel. This approach is reflected in the platform’s 

response: #BarbieTheMovie accumulated 4.6 billion views by year’s end, including 1.2 billion 

during opening weekend alone, with “Hi Barbie” audio, outfit transitions and fan remixes 

serving as viral extensions of the film’s identity (Tubular Labs, 2023). 

Celebrity Narratives 

Margot Robbie’s press tour fashion was curated to mirror historic Barbie dolls. Her 

Schiaparelli gown replicated the 1960 “Solo in the Spotlight” look; her custom Chanel 

mini-dress nodded to the 1962 Brunette Bubble Cut Barbie (Vogue, 2023). These appearances 

earned media attention each time she stepped onto a red carpet. Ryan Gosling embraced his role 

through self-aware humor, coining “Kenergy” on talk shows and later performing “I’m Just Ken” 



at the Oscars to a standing ovation (Academy Awards Telecast, 2024). Their authentic 

playfulness mirrored the film’s tone and bridged gender audiences. 

Music as a Marketing Engine 

The Barbie soundtrack became a campaign of its own, featuring artists like Dua Lipa, 

Nicki Minaj, Ice Spice, Lizzo, Billie Eilish, and Charli XCX. Each song extended the film’s tone 

of irony and empowerment beyond the screen. Dua Lipa’s “Dance the Night” mirrored Barbie’s 

shimmering confidence, while Eilish’s “What Was I Made For?” captured the film’s emotional 

core, driving conversations about identity and self-worth across social media. 

The soundtrack also functioned as a major promotional tool. Every new music video, 

lyric, and TikTok clip acted as a micro-campaign that kept Barbie visible across audiences and 

platforms. The album debuted at No. 2 on the Billboard 200 and marked one of the strongest 

soundtrack performances in recent years (Weaver, 2023; Associated Press, 2024). The blend of 

A-list artists and nostalgic production created a sense of event around the film, proving that its 

reach wasn’t limited to moviegoers but extended deep into pop culture and streaming charts. 

Visual Cohesion and Design 

The signature “Barbie Pink” tied every channel together. Rosco Laboratories confirmed a 

temporary shortage of its fluorescent paint due to the film’s set design (Los Angeles Times, 

2023). Billboards, packaging and digital animations used the same color psychology to create 

recognition at a glance. When viewers searched “Barbie” on Google, their screens sparkled with 

pink confetti, a simple digital gesture that made audiences feel part of the celebration. 

Global Coordination 



Warner Bros. marketing teams customized activations for regional audiences: pink metros 

in Seoul, Barbie-branded cafés in São Paulo and giant photo installations in London’s Westfield 

Centre. By balancing local interpretation with consistent imagery, the campaign achieved both 

scale and intimacy. The combination of these tactics created a 360-degree ecosystem where the 

film was not just promoted but lived. Barbie became a shared experience: on screens, on feeds 

and on shelves — proving that in modern PR, culture itself can be a medium. 

Evaluation and Results 

The campaign’s results were measurable across every channel. Barbie opened with $162 

million domestically and ultimately earned $1.447 billion worldwide, making it the top-grossing 

film of 2023 and the highest-earning release ever directed by a woman (Box Office Mojo, 2023). 

It also became Warner Bros.’ most profitable title in studio history. 

Mattel reported $125 million in incremental Barbie-related revenue during Q3 2023 and a 

27%  year-over-year increase in dolls gross billings, attributing the rise almost entirely to the 

film (Mattel Investor Relations, 2023). Net sales for Q4 2023 were up 16%, showing that cultural 

momentum translated directly into core-product growth. 

The digital footprint was equally dominant. TikTok videos tagged #BarbieTheMovie 

generated 4.6 billion total views, with 1.2 billion views during opening weekend alone (Tubular 

Labs, 2023; Shorty Awards, 2024). Engagement on X peaked at more than 500,000 mentions per 

day in July 2023 (Sprout Social Analytics, 2023). These figures illustrate a campaign that 

measured not only reach but resonance, an example of Grunig and Hunt’s two-way symmetrical 

communication in practice (Grunig and Hunt, 1984). 



Additionally, collaborations produced tangible business results. Crocs’ Barbie clogs sold 

out within hours and contributed to a record $4 billion in annual revenue for 2023 (Crocs IR, 

2024). Airbnb’s Malibu Dreamhouse activation generated 13,000 press mentions and more than 

250 million social impressions in its first week (Airbnb Press Center, 2023). Cold Stone 

Creamery’s “All That Glitters Is Pink” flavor trended across food-creator TikToks, producing 

roughly 10 million views; parent company MTY Food Group later told investors it was 

“comping against the huge success we had with the Barbie association” (MTY Q3 Report, 2023). 

Beis Luggage reached immediate waitlists for its travel collection, and Xbox’s 

Dreamhouse-themed consoles drew extensive coverage in tech media (Microsoft Newsroom, 

2023). 

Streaming extended Barbie’s afterlife. Upon its Max premiere, the film reached 1.2 

million U.S. households in four days, climbing to 4 million by week’s end (Samba TV, 2023). 

Critics kept it “Certified Fresh” on Rotten Tomatoes, and awards including an Oscar for Best 

Original Song (“What Was I Made For?”) and the inaugural Golden Globe Box Office 

Achievement Award. 

The cultural anecdotes proved just as valuable as the numbers. Production designer Sarah 

Greenwood confirmed that the movie’s extensive use of Rosco fluorescent pink caused a 

temporary worldwide paint shortage (Los Angeles Times, 2023). The Barbenheimer 

phenomenon generated 20,000 AMC double-feature pre-sales and a 33% bump in first-weekend 

attendance (Forbes, 2023). Each of these moments reinforced Barbie’s omnipresence: the 

campaign wasn’t only selling tickets; it was shaping conversation. 



Finally, the Barbie campaign became a masterclass in integrated marketing and cultural 

reach. With an estimated budget of $150 million, it generated results far beyond traditional paid 

media. According to Warner Bros. Discovery’s 2023 annual report, Barbie became the studio’s 

highest-grossing film in history, proving how a story-driven campaign can convert brand buzz 

into tangible returns. Public relations efforts produced more than 500,000 earned-media 

placements and 3.3 billion impressions across digital and traditional platforms (PRSA, 2024; 

Hawthorne Strategy Group, 2024). Brand partnerships added an estimated $70 million in 

promotional value, contributing to what analysts described as a “marketing event of the decade” 

(The Hollywood Reporter, 2023). Influencer collaborations were equally strong… 244 influencer 

partnerships delivered 438 million impressions and helped drive the Barbie YouTube channel to 

1.6 billion views in 2023, a 21% year-over-year increase (Shorty Awards, 2023). Collectively, 

these results highlight how Barbie leveraged earned media and cultural storytelling to turn 

nostalgia into measurable value and long-term brand equity. 

How It Broke New Ground 

Barbie’s marketing redefined how studios 

approach cultural storytelling. Its 100-plus 

partnerships blurred the line between commerce 

and participation. By giving consumers 

touchpoints in fashion, food, travel and tech, the 

campaign transformed branding into experience. 

Creatively, Greta Gerwig reframed what a 

feminist blockbuster could look like. Barbie 



blended satire, sincerity and spectacle, drawing in audiences who might normally reject 

corporate feminism. The film’s success made Gerwig the first female director of a billion-dollar 

movie and validated the profitability of women-led creative teams. 

The color pink itself became a symbolic triumph. Rosco’s shortage turned into a 

metaphor for cultural saturation, while Google’s pink-sparkle search animation illustrated how 

design can function as public relations. “Barbenheimer” showcased fan-driven amplification: 

AMC’s 33% jump in attendance proved that user humor can outperform paid media. 

Barbie also set a new benchmark for tone. Its irony and joy coexisted; it was self-aware 

without cynicism. That emotional intelligence allowed the campaign to reach both nostalgic 

millennials and Gen Z audiences fluent in meme culture. In PR theory, this approach mirrors 

Grunig’s two-way model and McCracken’s meaning-transfer process, proving that when brands 

share authorship with fans, engagement deepens (McCracken, 1989). 

Implications of the Case Study Topic 

The aftermath of Barbie showed measurable organizational and industry change. Mattel 

quickly expanded its film slate, announcing 14 projects in development, including Polly Pocket, 

Hot Wheels and Barney (Mattel Investor Update, 2023). The company’s brand favorability 

among women 18–34 rose 17% (Mattel Q4 2023 Report). 

Across Hollywood, studios began replicating Barbie’s model of cultural immersion. 

Paramount’s 2024 Mean Girls musical and Disney-Pixar’s Inside Out 2 both employed nostalgia 

marketing and TikTok activations clearly inspired by Barbie. Campaign timing data from 



Adweek (2024) shows a doubling of cross-industry collaborations in film promotions following 

Barbie’s success. 

Economically, the ripple extended beyond entertainment. Retailers like Gap and Forever 

21 launched Barbiecore lines that sold through in weeks (WWD, 2023). Google Trends recorded 

a 1,000% spike in searches for “pink outfit”during July 2023. Rosco Labs reported double-digit 

sales growth after the paint shortage gained viral press (Los Angeles Times, 2023). These 

outcomes illustrate how public relations can drive macro-level consumer behavior. 

Culturally, Barbie shifted the narrative about empowerment. By poking fun at its own 

history, the brand earned authenticity. Instead of rejecting glamour, it redefined it. The tagline 

“She’s everything. He’s just Ken.” became shorthand for balance and inclusivity. In an era 

marked by polarization, Barbie offered optimism that proves that storytelling and humor can 

bridge generational divides. 

What I Learned 

Analyzing Barbie reshaped how I understand public relations. The campaign’s brilliance 

lay in participation, not persuasion. Every partnership, sound bite and TikTok remix turned 

audiences into collaborators. This demonstrates Grunig and Hunt’s (1984) principle that dialogue 

builds legitimacy. Warner Bros. and Mattel didn’t tell audiences what to think; they invited them 

to create meaning. 

Timing was another key lesson. Launching during TikTok’s creative peak allowed Barbie 

to ride a platform already optimized for trends. Fans didn’t just promote the film, they performed 



it. That aligns with McCracken’s (1989) theory that meaning transfers from cultural figures to 

consumers through ritual use; here, the “ritual” was digital participation. 

Creatively, Barbie taught me that sincerity and irony can coexist. Gerwig’s tone proved 

that smart humor can make serious commentary accessible. From Margot Robbie’s historically 

accurate red-carpet looks to Ryan Gosling’s viral “I’m Just Ken” performance, every gesture 

extended the story world. 

Most of all, I learned that PR is about shaping culture, not controlling it. When 

storytelling meets genuine dialogue, a brand becomes a movement. Barbie didn’t lecture its 

audience, rather it celebrated them. Months after its release, people still reference Barbie not as a 

movie but as a feeling. That’s the highest form of communication success: resonance that 

outlives the campaign. 
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