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A Letter from the Founder

Dear Parent, Caregiver, and Beauty Professional,

I grew up believing that getting your hair done was supposed to hurt.

You were tender-headed. You needed to sit still. Stop moving. Stop crying. Let me finish. And somewhere 
along the way, a lot of us learned that discomfort was simply part of getting our hair done.

I don't think the adults caring for us were trying to hurt us. In many cases, they were doing exactly what had 
been done to them, using the techniques they had been taught by the people who cared for them. Hair care 
is generational like that. We pass down the beautiful parts — the braiding, the rituals, the time together, the 
cultural knowledge — but sometimes we pass down practices without ever stopping to ask whether there 
might be a gentler way.

As a mother, that question feels different to me now.

What if the child isn't being difficult?

What if something we're doing actually hurts?

And how do we tell the difference between a child who simply doesn't want to sit through wash day, a child 
experiencing ordinary discomfort, a child who is overwhelmed by the sensory experience, and a child 
whose scalp or hair is telling us that something needs to change?

Those aren't the same thing.

This paper isn't an argument that children should never be uncomfortable. Parents and caregivers still 
have a responsibility to keep children's hair and scalps clean, detangled, protected, and healthy. A five-
year-old isn't always going to choose wash day over playing. A teenager may not want to take down a style 
that needs to come out. Necessary care is still necessary care.

But caregiver responsibility and child-centered care don't have to compete.

A child can be expected to participate in hair care and be allowed to say, "That hurts."

A braid can be beautiful and be too tight.

A parent can be doing their absolute best and need a different technique.

This paper looks at hair care from the child's side of the comb. In Scalp-First Hair Care, the first publication 
in the Baby Hair® Research & Education Series, I focused on what happens beneath the hair — scalp 
biology, porosity, texture diversity, common pediatric scalp concerns, and the C.H.O.P.R.™ Scalp-First 
Framework. The central idea was simple: healthy hair begins with a healthy scalp.

But understanding what a child needs is only half of responsible hair care. We also have to think about how 
the child experiences receiving that care.

We'll  examine what research tells us about mechanical tension and traction, friction and detangling, 
pediatric sensory differences, protective styling, hair-esteem, cultural identity, and child agency. Just as 
importantly, we'll be clear about what the research does not tell us.

Difficult wash days are sometimes casually described as "traumatic," but strong language isn't a substitute 
for evidence. Where research directly addresses hair care, I'll tell you. Where we're applying knowledge 
from adjacent fields, I'll tell you that too.

Because the evidence standard shouldn't change just because the story is compelling.
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Healthy hair care should not require a child to learn 
that pain is the price of being cared for.

With purpose,

Dr. Bre Hayward, EdD
Founder, Baby Hair®
Phase Theory Beauty Company
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Hair  care  is  one of  the  most  repeated physical-care  routines  many children experience throughout 
childhood. For children with long, curly, coily, highly textured, or easily tangled hair, that routine may 
involve extended periods of washing, conditioning, detangling, sectioning, brushing, braiding, twisting, 
drying, and styling.

Yet conversations about pediatric hair care overwhelmingly focus on the finished result: whether the hair is 
clean, moisturized, detangled, protected, or styled. Far less attention is given to how the child experiences 
the process required to get there.

When Wash Day Hurts examines pediatric hair care through four intersecting lenses: physical mechanics, 
sensory experience, emotional experience, and cultural context.

The paper distinguishes between several experiences that are often treated as interchangeable: ordinary 
resistance to grooming, temporary discomfort, sensory distress, persistent pain, and physical warning 
signs associated with excessive styling tension or scalp concerns. These distinctions matter because they 
require different caregiver responses.

Where the Evidence Is Strongest
Mechanical tension is a recognized cause of traction alopecia, including in children. Hair friction and 
manipulation  influence  breakage  and  detangling  difficulty.  Pediatric  occupational-therapy  guidance 
recognizes that grooming activities such as hair washing, brushing, and cutting may be particularly difficult 
for children with sensory differences. Research on hair-esteem and identity demonstrates that children's 
experiences surrounding their hair extend beyond grooming and can intersect with self-perception, culture, 
belonging, and discrimination.

Where Caution Is Required
Current research does not establish that an unpleasant wash day, painful detangling session, or routine 
hair-care resistance necessarily constitutes psychological trauma. Nor does every complaint of discomfort 
indicate injury or sensory dysfunction. This publication therefore distinguishes direct hair-care evidence 
from  adjacent  research  in  pediatric  sensory  processing,  developmental  psychology,  pain,  and 
interpersonal touch.

Pain and distress contain information. The goal is  
informed care: protecting the scalp and hair while 

respecting the child attached to them.

Key Questions
• What actually causes pain and discomfort during pediatric hair care?

• When does styling tension move from uncomfortable to potentially harmful?

• Why can washing, brushing, detangling, drying, or cutting feel overwhelming for some children?

• How can caregivers distinguish ordinary resistance from persistent distress?

• What role should children have in communicating pain and participating in their own hair care?

• How can culturally significant styling practices be preserved while reducing unnecessary 
tension?

© 2026 Phase Theory Beauty Company. All rights reserved. Page 7



WHEN WASH DAY HURTS Baby Hair® Research & Education Series  |  Publication No. 2 · Research Monograph

• What messages do children absorb when their hair is repeatedly described as "difficult," "bad," 
or "too much"?

• How should caregivers approach a texture or tradition they did not grow up with?

• What does a genuinely child-centered wash day look like in practice?

The Throughline
Publication No. 1 established the principle: Healthy hair begins with a healthy scalp.

This research monograph adds another: The health of the hair-care routine includes the experience of the 
child receiving it.

The objective is not to remove the caregiver's responsibility to care. It is to make how we care part of the 
standard.

© 2026 Phase Theory Beauty Company. All rights reserved. Page 8
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WHEN HAIR CARE BECOMES PAINFUL

The mechanics of pulling, friction, tension, and the difference between discomfort and a warning sign.

Pain Is Information
There  is  a  phrase  many  children  hear  while  getting  their  hair  done:  "You're  just  tender-headed." 
Sometimes that description may be accurate in the most ordinary sense: one child may simply experience 
scalp manipulation as more uncomfortable than another.

But the phrase can also end a conversation that should have started. A child says something hurts. An 
adult interprets the complaint as sensitivity. The styling continues.

That matters because pain during hair care does not have one single explanation. It can come from a comb 
pulling against a knot. It can come from tension transferred through the hair shaft to the scalp. It can come 
from a braid, ponytail, twist, extension, or other style applying sustained force to the follicle. It can occur 
because damaged or highly tangled fibers create greater resistance during combing. It can also reflect a 
scalp condition unrelated to styling itself. And sometimes a child simply does not want their hair done.

Those possibilities should not be treated as interchangeable. The goal of child-centered hair care is not to 
interpret every complaint as evidence of injury. It is to become better at asking a more useful question: 
What is this child experiencing, and is there something about the routine that should change?

What Actually Happens When Hair Is Pulled?
The hair shaft itself is non-living tissue. It does not contain nerves and cannot feel pain. The scalp can. 
Each hair shaft emerges from a follicle embedded within living skin. Pull on the shaft with enough force and 
that force is transmitted toward the follicle and surrounding scalp tissue.

Hair grooming also creates friction. When strands slide against one another, against a comb, or against a 
brush, their surfaces interact. Hair-science research describes this field as hair tribology — the study of 
friction, lubrication, and wear involving hair fibers. As hair weathers and accumulates chemical, thermal, 
environmental, and mechanical damage, surface friction can increase, requiring more force to move a 
comb through the hair.

Conditioner Isn't Just About Softness
Conditioning agents can lubricate the hair surface, decrease friction between fibers, reduce static charge, 
improve combability, and make detangling easier. That means "slip" is not merely a cosmetic preference.

Experimental combing research has found that conditioning can reduce hair breakage. This doesn't mean 
every conditioner performs identically, that more conditioner is always better, or that a conditioned strand 
cannot  break.  But  the  underlying  principle  is  well  supported:  reducing  friction  reduces  one  of  the 
mechanical contributors to difficult detangling.

The goal should never be to overpower a knot. It  
should be to reduce the conditions that made 

overpowering it necessary.

© 2026 Phase Theory Beauty Company. All rights reserved. Page 11
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A Note About Wet Hair
"Never brush wet hair." "Only detangle wet hair." Both statements are too simple. Water changes the 
mechanical behavior of the hair fiber. Wet and dry conditions can produce different patterns of breakage. 
Conditioning and lubrication can improve combability, but simply soaking tangled hair in water does not 
make  it  mechanically  invulnerable.  For  many  curly  and  coily  textures,  conditioned  and  adequately 
lubricated hair may be easier to manage than dry, intertwined fibers. But technique still matters: wet hair 
plus aggressive combing is still aggressive combing.

When Pulling Becomes Traction
The clearest evidence that hair-care pain deserves attention comes from research on traction alopecia. 
Traction alopecia is hair loss caused by repeated or sustained tensile force on the hair follicle. The 
important word is not hairstyle — it is force.

Braids do not  inherently  cause traction alopecia.  Neither  do ponytails,  buns,  cornrows,  locs,  twists, 
extensions, or other culturally meaningful and protective styles. The risk comes from how much tension is 
placed on the follicle, how long that tension continues, how frequently the follicle is exposed to it, and other 
factors affecting the vulnerability of the hair and scalp.

Children Are Not Too Young for Traction Alopecia
Pediatric dermatology literature documents traction alopecia in children and emphasizes that many higher-
risk styling practices begin at young ages. The condition typically develops in stages: early traction may 
produce inflammation around the follicle, redness, scaling, small bumps or pustules, broken hairs, and 
thinning in the areas experiencing the greatest force.

Early traction alopecia may be reversible. Chronic 
scarring traction alopecia may not be.

A styling practice that seems like a cosmetic issue today can therefore become a permanent hair-loss 
issue if excessive tension continues long enough. That is why prevention matters — and why a child saying 
"this is too tight" should never automatically be dismissed.

What Does "Too Tight" Look Like?
Clinical literature describes several signs and symptoms associated with excessive traction:

• Persistent pain or tenderness

• Itching

• Redness around follicles

• Bumps or pustules

• Crusting or scaling

• Broken hairs

• Thinning around areas under tension

• Visible lifting or "tenting" of scalp skin around tightly pulled follicles

"Tenting" is particularly useful for caregivers to understand. When hair is pulled extremely tightly, the skin 
surrounding the follicle can visibly rise with it. That is not evidence that the hairstyle is secure. It is evidence 
of substantial mechanical force.

© 2026 Phase Theory Beauty Company. All rights reserved. Page 12
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D R .  B R E ' S  P E R S P E C T I V E

There is a difference between saying: 'Hold still for a second while I work 
through this knot' and saying: 'It's supposed to hurt. Beauty is pain.' The first  
recognizes that sometimes hair care involves a moment of discomfort we 
need to work through carefully. The second teaches a child to ignore 
information their body is giving them. That's the distinction I want parents to  
understand. I'm not suggesting we stop every time a child says 'ouch' and 
abandon wash day. I am suggesting we stop long enough to ask why. Is there 
a knot? Am I pulling from the root instead of controlling the section? Does 
the hair need more slip? Is this braid too tight? Has this same spot been 
hurting for ten minutes? Do I see redness or bumps? Can I change 
something? Sometimes the answer will be simple. And sometimes that pause 
may prevent a small problem from becoming a bigger one.

Pain, Discomfort, and Injury Are Not the Same Thing
Child-centered hair care does not require turning every complaint into a medical event. But the opposite 
error is equally problematic: assuming pain never matters because hair care sometimes hurts. A better 
framework is to think about what accompanies the complaint.

Momentary discomfort

A brief "ouch" associated with an identifiable knot or movement that resolves when the technique changes.

Repeated discomfort

The same part of the routine repeatedly causes pain — may warrant a change in tool, technique, product, 
pace, or positioning.

Persistent pain

Pain continues after the immediate manipulation stops or remains throughout a hairstyle. This deserves 
more attention.

Pain plus physical signs

Pain accompanied by redness, bumps, pustules, crusting, visible tenting, broken hairs, or thinning. The 
scalp is providing additional information.

Protective Styling Should Protect
The term protective style describes a purpose, not an automatic property. A hairstyle may reduce daily 
manipulation,  protect  the  ends,  preserve  moisture,  or  make  a  family's  routine  significantly  more 
manageable. But a style cannot reasonably be called protective if maintaining it requires sustained force 
that injures the follicle.

The better question is not: "Is this hairstyle protective?" It is: "Is this hairstyle protective for this child's hair 
and scalp, at this tension, for this amount of time?"

© 2026 Phase Theory Beauty Company. All rights reserved. Page 13
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What the Research Actually Supports

WELL SUPPORTED

• Repeated or sustained 
tension can cause 
traction alopecia

• Traction alopecia 
occurs in pediatric 
populations

• Early traction alopecia 
may be reversible; 
chronic traction can 
result in permanent 
scarring hair loss

• Pain, tenderness, 
inflammation, follicular 
bumps, broken hairs, 
tenting, and thinning 
can accompany 
excessive traction

• Hair friction influences 
combing behavior and 
mechanical damage

• Conditioning can 
reduce interfiber friction 
and improve 
combability

EVIDENCE-INFORMED 
TRANSLATION

• Reducing unnecessary 
pulling and friction 
during children's hair 
care is a sensible 
strategy for improving 
comfort while reducing 
mechanical stress on 
the hair

• A child's repeated 
report of pain should 
prompt a caregiver to 
assess technique, 
tension, hair condition, 
and the scalp rather 
than automatically 
dismissing the 
complaint

NOT ESTABLISHED

• Every painful hair-care 
experience causes 
follicular damage

• Ordinary wash-day 
resistance is evidence 
of trauma

• One particular 
detangling technique or 
tool is universally best 
for every child or 
texture

• Eliminating all 
discomfort is either 
possible or necessary 
for healthy pediatric 
hair care

The goal is not simply to finish the hair. The goal is to 
care for the child attached to it.

© 2026 Phase Theory Beauty Company. All rights reserved. Page 14
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WHY SOME CHILDREN EXPERIENCE WASH DAY 
DIFFERENTLY

Touch, water, sound, smell, movement, predictability — and why the same routine can feel completely 
different to two children.

Wash Day Isn't One Sensation
Adults often describe hair washing as though it were one activity. "It's time to wash your hair." But from a 
child's nervous system, hair washing can involve many different experiences arriving at once: water 
changing  temperature,  hands  touching  the  scalp,  hair  becoming  heavier  as  it  gets  wet,  shampoo 
introducing a smell, water moving toward the forehead, eyes, and ears, head tilting backward or forward, 
the bathroom echoing, a showerhead making noise, a towel touching the face.

For many children, none of this is particularly remarkable. For others, one or several parts of that sequence 
can  feel  intensely  uncomfortable.  Pediatric  occupational-therapy  guidance  recognizes  exactly  this 
problem.

That means when a child says "I hate getting my hair washed," the useful question may not be "Why don't 
you like wash day?" It may be: "Which part don't you like?" Those are very different questions.

The Child Who Hates Wash Day May Not Hate Wash Day
A child may tolerate shampooing perfectly well but panic when water runs over their forehead. Another 
may tolerate water but hate having their scalp scrubbed. Another may dislike the smell of a particular  
conditioner. Another may become uncomfortable when asked to tilt their head backward. Another may 
become distressed during detangling. Another may be fine until the blow dryer turns on. And another child 
may dislike every minute simply because wash day interrupts something more enjoyable.

The behavior at the surface can look remarkably similar: crying, pulling away, covering the ears, refusing to 
sit, turning the head, clenching, asking repeatedly whether the caregiver is finished, trying to leave. But 
identical behavior does not necessarily mean identical experience.

D R .  B R E ' S  P E R S P E C T I V E

If your child says, 'I hate getting my hair washed,' ask another question. 
'What part?' That's such a small shift, but think about what it does. Maybe 
they don't hate getting their hair washed. Maybe they hate when water gets 
in their ears. Maybe they hate leaning backward because they feel like 
they're going to fall. Maybe they hate the smell of the shampoo. Maybe the 
comb is actually pulling. Or maybe they really do just hate wash day. That's 
possible too. But now you know what problem you're trying to solve. I think 
adults sometimes respond to the behavior before we've investigated the 
experience underneath it. Child-centered care asks us to do both.

Touch, Water, Sound, Smell, Movement
The scalp is densely innervated living tissue. Hair-care routines can involve sustained tactile input: fingers 
moving through hair, hands on the head, comb teeth near the scalp, brushes against the skin, clips, towels, 
running water, and repeated sectioning.

© 2026 Phase Theory Beauty Company. All rights reserved. Page 17
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For water specifically — a child may tolerate being wet but react to water running across the forehead, near 
the eyes, or entering the ears. Changing the rinse method (a cup or jug rather than a showerhead, a 
washcloth visor, a forward rinse rather than a backward one) can transform wash-day experience without 
changing any other part of the routine.

Sound also matters. Bathrooms can be loud. Hard surfaces reflect sound. Blow dryers produce sustained 
noise close to the head. For a child sensitive to auditory input, this can substantially increase the sensory 
load of an already tactile activity. Fragrance is another easily overlooked variable — occupational-therapy 
guidance for difficult hair washing specifically includes fragrance as something worth assessing.

Movement and positioning matter too. Tipping the head backward can feel unsafe for some children; 
forward rinsing can remove that stressor entirely. The child may be resisting the position, not the hair care.

Predictability and Control
Pediatric  occupational-therapy  guidance  commonly  recommends  preparing  children  beforehand, 
establishing a regular sequence, using visual supports or simple counting, and telling children what is 
going to happen next. For a young child, there is a meaningful difference between "Hold still" and "Three 
rinses. This is number one." The sensation may be the same. The uncertainty isn't.

Involving the child where possible — letting them hold the washcloth, apply some shampoo, choose 
between two appropriate tools, count the rinses, hold the cup — creates participation within the caregiver's 
authority.  A child does not need unrestricted control  over whether necessary hygiene happens. But 
children can have meaningful control over how they participate in necessary care.

Sensory Difference Is Not Misbehavior — But Not All Misbehavior 
Is Sensory
Once adults learn about sensory differences, it  becomes tempting to explain every difficult  behavior 
through that lens. We should not.

Sometimes a child  doesn't  want  their  hair  washed because they're  tired.  Sometimes they're  bored. 
Sometimes they don't  want  to  stop playing.  Sometimes they're  testing a  boundary.  Sometimes the 
caregiver started wash day too close to bedtime. Responsible care requires avoiding both extremes: 
"They're just being bad" and "Every refusal must be sensory." Neither assumption is sufficiently curious. 
Instead, look for patterns.

Look for the Pattern
One difficult wash day tells us very little. Patterns tell us more. Consider: When does the distress begin — 
before entering the bathroom, when water starts, during rinsing, when detangling begins? Is the response 
consistent? Does the same trigger produce the same reaction repeatedly? Does the child struggle with 
similar sensations elsewhere — hair brushing and tooth brushing, water on the face during swimming, loud 
hand dryers, clothing textures, nail trimming, food textures? Does changing the suspected trigger change 
the response?

Observation turns "my child hates wash day" into information that can actually guide care.

When Sensory Distress Deserves Additional Support
Most  children  who  dislike  some  aspect  of  hair  care  do  not  need  professional  evaluation.  Routine 
adjustments may be enough. But additional support may be worth considering when difficulty is intense 
and  persistent,  interfering  significantly  with  hygiene  or  daily  functioning,  occurring  across  multiple 
grooming or self-care activities, causing substantial distress for the child or family, or part of a broader 
pattern of developmental, behavioral, communication, or sensory concerns. Families can begin with the 
child's pediatric healthcare professional.

© 2026 Phase Theory Beauty Company. All rights reserved. Page 18
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What the Research Actually Supports

WELL SUPPORTED

• Children can differ 
meaningfully in their 
responses to sensory 
input

• Sensory hyper- and 
hyporeactivity occur in 
recognized 
neurodevelopmental 
conditions, including 
autism spectrum 
disorder

• Hair washing and 
grooming combine 
multiple sensory inputs 
simultaneously

• Pediatric occupational-
therapy services 
recognize hair washing, 
brushing, and cutting 
as daily activities that 
can be difficult for 
children with sensory 
differences

• Environmental 
adaptation, 
predictability, and child 
participation are 
commonly 
recommended 
strategies for improving 
functional participation 
in grooming activities

EVIDENCE-INFORMED 
TRANSLATION

• Identifying which 
specific component of 
hair care triggers 
distress, and modifying 
that component, may 
improve participation 
more efficiently than 
redesigning the entire 
routine

• Simple environmental 
adjustments — 
changing the rinse 
method, reducing 
fragrance, reducing 
noise — are low-risk, 
low-cost starting points

NOT ESTABLISHED

• A child who dislikes 
hair washing has a 
sensory disorder

• Hair-care resistance is 
diagnostic of autism, 
ADHD, anxiety, or 
another developmental 
condition

• Every meltdown during 
grooming reflects 
sensory overload

• Any single sensory 
strategy works for 
every child

• A difficult wash day 
causes a sensory 
disorder

Notice what makes the routine harder and change 
what reasonably can be changed.
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DETANGLING IS A MECHANICAL PROCESS

What happens when strands meet resistance — and why technique matters before the comb ever reaches 
the knot.

Good detangling is not about becoming stronger than 
the knot. It is about requiring less force to resolve it.

The Knot Is Not the Problem. Force Is.
Detangling is often treated as a test of patience: find the knot, get the comb through it, move on. But  
mechanically, something more complicated is happening. Individual hair fibers are interacting with one 
another. Their cuticle surfaces create friction. Loose shed hairs can wrap around neighboring strands. 
Curved fibers can intersect repeatedly. Product residue, dryness, weathering, chemical processing, heat 
exposure, and mechanical damage can change how easily those fibers slide past one another.

Eventually,  the  tool  encounters  resistance.  At  that  moment,  the  caregiver  has  choices:  reduce  the 
resistance, work around it, separate the fibers, or apply more force. That final option is where many difficult 
detangling experiences begin.

Why Textured Hair Can Tangle Differently
Hair texture changes the geometry of fiber-to-fiber contact. Straight fibers tend to align more consistently 
with neighboring strands. Curly and coily fibers change direction repeatedly along their length, creating 
more opportunities for strands to intersect, twist around one another, and form complex tangles.

Textured hair also tends to experience greater challenges with natural sebum distribution along the shaft. 
The curvature of the strand makes it more difficult for scalp oils to travel from root to end. A poorly 
lubricated collection of fibers generally does not slide past itself as easily as a well-conditioned one. This is 
one reason a technique that works adequately on one child's hair may be miserable on another child's hair 
— even within the same household.

Start With Slip
One of the simplest ways to change the mechanics of detangling is lubrication. Conditioning products can 
reduce friction between neighboring hair fibers and improve combability. That is the scientific basis behind 
what  consumers call  "slip"  — the practical  sensation of  strands moving past  one another with less 
resistance.  A product  does not  need to  "melt  knots"  in  some mysterious way.  If  it  reduces friction 
sufficiently for intertwined fibers to separate with less force, it has changed the mechanical problem.

This also explains why simply adding more water is not always enough. Water changes the properties of  
hair, but water and lubrication are not the same thing. The useful question is not "Is the hair wet?" It is: "Can 
these fibers move past one another without requiring excessive force?"

Why Section Size and Direction Matter
Working in smaller sections reduces the number of fibers being manipulated at once, making it easier to 
isolate resistance rather than pulling an entire mass of hair because one small portion has snagged. 
Beginning near the ends allows smaller tangles to be resolved before a tool is asked to travel through the 
entire length of the hair — progressing upward breaks the problem into smaller mechanical tasks rather 
than pushing multiple tangles together as a tool drags downward.
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Holding a section securely between the knot and the scalp allows some of the pulling force generated 
below the hand to be absorbed by the caregiver's grip rather than transmitted directly toward the follicle. 
Pediatric occupational-therapy practice guidance recommends holding the top of the hair while brushing 
tangles — mechanically reasonable and practice-informed, not clinically validated.

D R .  B R E ' S  P E R S P E C T I V E

I think this is where adults sometimes underestimate how different the same 
motion feels depending on where the force goes. You may be holding the 
ends of the hair thinking: 'I'm barely pulling.' But the child isn't feeling your 
hand. They're feeling whatever force reaches their scalp. That's why I like 
the idea of asking ourselves a different question during detangling: Where is 
the force going? If the answer is straight to the child's scalp, change 
something. Add slip. Hold the section. Make it smaller. Use your fingers. 
Change the angle. Slow down. The goal isn't to prove you can get through 
the knot. The goal is to get through it without making the child's scalp 
absorb more of the fight than necessary.

Fingers Are Information-Gathering Tools
Fingers have one significant practical advantage: they provide immediate tactile information. A hand can 
feel where strands cross, isolate a single loop, identify a trapped shed hair, reduce tension on one portion 
while separating another. That makes finger separation particularly useful when a caregiver reaches a 
resistant knot — rather than repeatedly pulling a comb against the same obstacle, stop, feel, separate what 
can be separated, then reintroduce the tool if needed.

Shed Hair Changes the Equation
Hair naturally sheds as follicles complete their growth cycles. In highly curly or coily hair, shed fibers may 
remain trapped within neighboring strands rather than dropping freely. By wash day, those loose fibers can 
become part of the tangle itself. During takedown of protective styles, caregivers should expect trapped 
shed hairs and work deliberately to separate them rather than pulling them through neighboring strands. 
Not every hair in the comb represents hair pulled from a living follicle during detangling.

Breakage and Shedding Are Not the Same
Shedding occurs when a complete hair exits the follicle as part of the growth cycle. Breakage occurs when 
the fiber fractures somewhere along its length. Detangling technique primarily affects the second. A child 
may appear to have slow-growing hair even when the follicles are producing normally if repeated breakage 
prevents the strands from retaining length. Reducing unnecessary breakage helps the hair retain more of 
the length it already grows.

The Stop · Slip · Separate · Continue Method
Based on the mechanical principles discussed in this section, this research monograph proposes a simple 
detangling response caregivers can remember. This is an educational synthesis developed for the Baby 
Hair® Research & Education Series — not a clinically validated intervention.
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STOP: When the tool meets meaningful resistance, stop pulling. Resistance is information.

SLIP: Confirm that the section has adequate lubrication and conditioning for the child's hair.

SEPARATE: Use fingers, smaller sections, or another appropriate technique to identify and loosen the 
source of resistance. Control the hair above the working area when helpful.

CONTINUE: Resume detangling gradually once resistance has been reduced.

The point is replacing the instinct to pull harder with a repeatable decision process.

What the Research Actually Supports

WELL SUPPORTED

• Hair grooming involves 
friction and mechanical 
forces

• Combing and brushing 
can contribute to hair-
fiber damage and 
breakage

• Hair condition and 
surface properties 
influence friction and 
combability

• Conditioning agents 
can reduce friction and 
improve combability

• Wet and dry hair differ 
mechanically, making 
absolute grooming 
rules overly simplistic

• Breakage and 
shedding are 
biologically distinct 
processes

EVIDENCE-INFORMED 
TRANSLATION

• Working in manageable 
sections can give 
caregivers greater 
control over the amount 
of hair subjected to 
force at one time

• Progressive ends-to-
roots detangling can 
prevent multiple 
tangles from being 
pushed together during 
a single full-length pass

• Holding the hair above 
the working area may 
reduce the amount of 
pulling force 
transmitted toward the 
scalp

• Finger separation can 
provide tactile 
information about the 
structure of a resistant 
knot before additional 
tool force is applied

NOT ESTABLISHED

• One specific brush is 
universally best for 
children's hair

• 'Pain-free' tools 
guarantee pain-free 
detangling

• Wet detangling is 
universally safer than 
dry detangling

• Finger detangling 
always produces less 
breakage than tools

• A particular section 
size or number of brush 
strokes is optimal for 
every texture
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PROTECTIVE SHOULD NOT MEAN PAINFUL

How to preserve the beauty, practicality, and cultural significance of protective styling without normalizing 
excessive tension.

A protective style should protect the child's hair 
without requiring the child to tolerate preventable 

pain.

Protective Is a Purpose, Not a Guarantee
The phrase protective style carries an assumption in its name. And many styles do deliver on it — braids, 
twists, cornrows, locs, buns, ponytails, extensions, and other low-manipulation styles can reduce daily 
handling, help protect the ends of the hair, simplify family routines, and carry deep cultural meaning.

But a hairstyle does not become biologically protective simply because we call it one. A style that reduces 
manipulation while placing excessive tension on the follicle can solve one mechanical problem while 
creating another. The biology doesn't know what the style is called. A follicle cannot distinguish between a 
culturally meaningful braid and an ordinary ponytail. It responds to force.

What Increases Traction Risk
Traction alopecia occurs when hair follicles experience repeated or sustained pulling. Risk-increasing 
factors include:

• Excessive installation tension

• Repeated tension in the same areas

• Prolonged wear

• Added weight from extensions or accessories

• Tight styling at vulnerable margins — particularly the frontal and temporal hairline

• Combining traction with chemical or thermal damage

• Continuing a style despite persistent pain or inflammatory signs

Two children can wear visually similar hairstyles and experience very different mechanical loads. The 
hairstyle's name therefore tells us less than the scalp's response.

Pain During Installation Deserves a Response
Many adults grew up hearing some version of: "It'll loosen up in a few days." Sometimes a newly installed 
style does feel different simply because the hair has been manipulated and arranged in an unfamiliar 
direction. But persistent pain should not be treated as proof that the style was installed correctly.

A child saying "It's too tight" is giving the caregiver information. That does not automatically mean the entire 
hairstyle must be removed immediately. It does mean the complaint deserves investigation: Where does it 
hurt? Is the pain localized to one braid? Is the hairline pulling? Can the style be loosened? Does the scalp 
look raised around the follicles? Are bumps developing? Does the pain continue when nobody is touching 
the hair? Can the child comfortably sleep?
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D R .  B R E ' S  P E R S P E C T I V E

I think this is one of those places where generations can collide. A parent 
may remember getting braids and hearing: 'They're supposed to be tight so 
they last.' The stylist may have learned the same thing. The grandmother 
may have learned it before either of them. Nobody involved is trying to hurt 
the child. But tradition doesn't make biology disappear. If a child is crying 
because the braid is pulling, the question shouldn't be: 'Can you tolerate this 
long enough for it to loosen?' The better question is: 'Does it need to be this 
tight in the first place?' We can preserve the style. We can preserve the 
culture. We can preserve the tradition. And we can update the technique 
when the evidence tells us something better. Those things can coexist.

The Hairline Deserves Special Attention
Traction alopecia frequently affects areas where tension is repeatedly concentrated, particularly the frontal 
and temporal margins. Caregivers should periodically look rather than relying solely on how the finished 
style appears. Part the hair. Look at the scalp. Look around the edges. Compare density over time. Ask 
whether the area feels tender. Watch for broken hairs.

A beautifully smooth hairline is not necessarily evidence of healthy styling. Sometimes the very amount of 
force required to eliminate every loose hair is the problem. This creates an uncomfortable but necessary 
question: How much tension are we willing to place on a child's follicle for the sake of making the style look 
"neater"?

"It Loosens" Is Not a Safety Standard
A painful style may indeed feel less tight several days after installation. That observation alone does not tell 
us whether the initial level of force was appropriate. The relevant question is what the follicle experienced 
during those days. The safer principle is straightforward: a style should not need several days of significant 
pain before it becomes tolerable.

Cultural Respect and Tension Awareness
Hair-care guidance has not always treated textured-hair practices with appropriate cultural competence. 
That  history  matters.  Clinical  reviews  increasingly  emphasize  culturally  sensitive  prevention  and 
management. The goal is modification, not cultural erasure.

A braid can be loosened. Sections can be made larger. Added weight can be reduced. Tension at the 
hairline can be decreased. Styles can be rotated. Children can be taught to report pain. Caregivers can 
monitor the scalp. Stylists can preserve the aesthetic while changing the force. Evidence-informed hair 
care should expand families' options, not unnecessarily narrow them.

The Styling Warning Guide
The following guide is a Baby Hair® educational synthesis based on warning signs described in traction-
alopecia literature and the child-centered principles developed throughout this research monograph. It is 
not a validated clinical scale and is not intended to diagnose traction alopecia or any other condition. Its 
purpose is to help caregivers decide when a style deserves another look.
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Teach Children the Language of Tension
Children cannot report what they do not have words for. Instead of asking only "Does it hurt?" caregivers 
can help children develop more specific language: Does it feel tight? Is it pulling? Does one spot hurt more 
than the others? Does it hurt when you turn your head? Does your head hurt when you lie down? Show me 
where.

Takedown Is Part of Protective Styling
A style is not finished protecting the hair until it has been removed safely. Takedown can introduce its own 
mechanical stress — shed hairs may be trapped within the style, product buildup may increase friction, 
ends may be tangled. The principles from Part III still apply: Stop. Slip. Separate. Continue.

D R .  B R E ' S  P E R S P E C T I V E

I don't want a parent reading this section and suddenly being afraid to braid 
their child's hair. That's not the point. I want them to feel more confident 
doing it. Put the braids in. Do the twists. Rock the ponytail. Celebrate the 
culture. Let the child pick the beads. Take the pictures. And while you're 
doing all of that, look at the scalp. Ask whether anything hurts. Loosen 
something when it needs loosening. Don't sacrifice the hairline because we 
want the style to last another week. That's not rejecting our hair traditions. 
That's taking better care of the children we're passing them to.
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What the Research Actually Supports

WELL SUPPORTED

• Repeated or sustained 
tensile force can cause 
traction alopecia

• Traction alopecia 
occurs in children

• Early traction alopecia 
can be reversible when 
the source of tension is 
removed; prolonged 
disease may progress 
to permanent scarring 
hair loss

• Pain, tenderness, 
inflammatory changes, 
follicular bumps, 
broken hairs, tenting, 
and localized thinning 
can accompany 
excessive traction

• Hair margins exposed 
repeatedly to tension 
are common sites of 
traction-related hair 
loss

• Prevention and early 
modification of styling 
practices are central to 
management

EVIDENCE-INFORMED 
TRANSLATION

• Caregivers should 
respond to persistent 
styling pain by 
assessing and reducing 
tension

• Monitoring the hairline 
and other high-tension 
areas can help families 
recognize changes 
earlier

• Reducing added 
weight, increasing 
section size, rotating 
tension-bearing styles, 
loosening margins, and 
avoiding repeated 
stress in identical 
locations are 
mechanically 
reasonable approaches

• Teaching children to 
communicate tightness 
and pain supports 
earlier recognition of 
potentially excessive 
tension

• The Styling Warning 
Guide in this 
publication is an 
educational synthesis 
designed to organize 
these principles for 
caregivers

NOT ESTABLISHED

• Every braid, cornrow, 
twist, ponytail, bun, loc, 
or extension style 
causes traction 
alopecia

• One universal wear-
time limit is appropriate 
for every protective 
style and every child

• A hairstyle must be 
completely tension-free 
to be safe

• Every episode of 
styling pain causes 
permanent follicular 
injury

• The Styling Warning 
Guide is a validated 
medical screening tool

• Protective styling itself 
is unhealthy

Protect the style. Protect the strand. Protect the 
scalp. Protect the child.
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THE EMOTIONAL WEIGHT OF HAIR CARE

What children may learn about their hair — and themselves — from the words, reactions, expectations, 
and experiences surrounding care.

Hair Care Doesn't Happen in an Emotional Vacuum
A child does not experience hair care as a series of mechanical actions alone. There is the comb, the 
water, the pulling, the hairstyle. But there is also the conversation happening around all of it.

"Your hair is so difficult." "Why can't your hair be easy like your sister's?" "You are so tender-headed." "This 
is going to take all day." "Your hair is too much."

Sometimes these statements are made jokingly. Sometimes they come from exhaustion. Sometimes they 
are expressions caregivers heard throughout their own childhood and repeat without considering what 
they communicate. And sometimes no words are necessary — a sigh can communicate frustration, 
avoiding a child's natural texture because it feels intimidating can communicate something too.

None of this means one impatient comment damages a child's self-esteem. Families are human. Parents 
get tired. Children complain. Wash days run late. The question is not whether every interaction is perfect. 
The more meaningful question is: What pattern is the child experiencing over time?

Hair Can Become Part of How a Child Understands Themselves
Research involving Black girls provides some of the clearest evidence that hair can function as part of 
identity and self-presentation rather than merely grooming. Children navigate messages about what kinds 
of hair are considered desirable, what looks "professional," what looks "pretty," what attracts teasing, what 
receives praise, what fits dominant beauty standards — and what does not.

Children do not construct their understanding of beauty independently. They absorb it — from family, 
friends, school, television, advertising, social media, stylists, teachers, and strangers. Hair care at home 
therefore occurs inside a much larger cultural conversation about what hair is supposed to look like.

"Good Hair" Is Not a Neutral Phrase
In many Black and multicultural communities, the phrase "good hair" has historically been used to describe 
hair perceived as softer, looser, longer, straighter, or easier to manage — characteristics that often align 
more closely with Eurocentric beauty standards. Children can learn a hierarchy of texture long before 
anyone explicitly teaches them one. A caregiver may never say "Straight hair is better than coily hair," but a 
child can still  learn that message if  straighter hair  consistently receives praise while tighter textures 
consistently generate complaints.

"Difficult" Hair or an Unfamiliar Technique?
Consider two statements: "Your hair is difficult." And: "I'm still learning the best way to care for your hair." 
The practical situation may be identical. The emotional message is not. The first locates the problem in the 
child. The second locates the challenge in the caregiver's current knowledge. Children should not have to 
carry the emotional burden of an adult's learning curve.
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D R .  B R E ' S  P E R S P E C T I V E

There is a sentence I want parents to stop and think about: Your child can 
hear you learning them. They hear when you're frustrated. They hear when 
you compare. They hear when you say their sister's hair is easier. They hear 
when you tell somebody, 'Whew, this child's hair is a job.' And I'm not saying 
that because I expect parents to become robots who never get tired. I have 
stood over a sink tired too. I'm saying it because sometimes we think we're 
talking about hair, while the child hears us talking about them. That's the 
part worth remembering. You can say: 'This is a lot of hair.' You can say: 'We 
need a break.' You can say: 'This knot is giving us a hard time.' You can even 
say: 'Baby, Mama is tired.' None of that requires telling a child that the hair 
growing naturally from their head is the problem.

Hair-Esteem Is a Real Area of Study
The  relationship  between  hair  and  psychological  wellbeing  is  not  merely  a  beauty-industry  idea. 
Researchers have examined hair-esteem — how individuals evaluate and feel about their hair — as a 
distinct component of appearance-related self-perception.

A 2022 peer-reviewed study of 105 Black/African American and biracial girls ages 10–15 found that hair-
related teasing and social comparison were associated with lower hair satisfaction, while having friends 
who affirmed the girl's natural hair was associated with higher satisfaction. A 2026 peer-reviewed Hair-
Esteem Toolkit study further demonstrates that hair can be intentionally centered in empowerment work 
with Black adolescent girls. That does not mean hair determines a child's mental health. It means hair can 
be one meaningful part of a much larger identity system.

Does Painful Hair Care Cause Trauma?
This question deserves a direct answer. We do not currently have evidence sufficient to say that it does.

There is not a robust body of longitudinal research demonstrating that painful detangling, difficult wash 
days, tight hairstyles, or ordinary hair-care conflict independently causes psychological trauma in children. 
The word trauma has a specific meaning in clinical and research contexts and should not be used casually 
simply because an experience was unpleasant, painful, or memorable.

Some adults describe childhood hair-care experiences as traumatic. Those lived experiences deserve 
respect. But personal testimony and clinical causation are not the same kind of evidence.

The responsible conclusion is narrower: hair-care experiences can carry physical, sensory, relational, 
cultural, and emotional meaning. Those experiences deserve thoughtful care even when the long-term 
psychological effects have not been directly established. That is strong enough. We do not need to  
exaggerate it.

Caregiver Frustration Belongs in This Conversation
Child-centered care is often discussed as though caregivers have unlimited patience. They don't. Hair care 
can be exhausting. A parent may be working after a full day. There may be multiple children waiting. The 
child may not sit still. The hair may be heavily tangled. Money for professional styling may be limited. And 
everyone may already be tired.

When frustration rises, force often rises with it. People move faster. Sections get larger. Voices get louder. 
Patience gets shorter. That is exactly when a pause can become a hair-care intervention. Not because 
every parent needs to be perfectly calm. Because frustration changes technique.
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Language Shifts That Preserve the Truth
Instead of: "Your hair is impossible." Try: "This section needs more time."

Instead of: "You're too tender-headed." Try: "Tell me where it's pulling."

Instead of: "Your sister's hair is easier." Try: "Your hair needs a different routine."

Instead of: "Stop crying. It doesn't hurt." Try: "Show me what hurts so I can check it."

Instead of: "Beauty is pain." Try: "If the style hurts, we need to adjust it."

Describe the problem without making the child the 
problem.

What the Research Actually Supports

WELL SUPPORTED

• Hair can hold 
substantial cultural and 
identity significance, 
particularly within Black 
communities

• Hair-related teasing, 
discrimination, and 
social comparison have 
been associated with 
hair satisfaction and 
aspects of 
psychological wellbeing 
among Black girls and 
adolescents

• Racialized beauty 
standards influence 
children's and 
adolescents' 
perceptions of 
desirable hair

• Natural-hair affirmation 
and supportive social 
environments can 
contribute positively to 
hair satisfaction and 
identity

EVIDENCE-INFORMED 
TRANSLATION

• Repeatedly describing 
a child's natural hair as 
difficult, bad, or 
burdensome may 
communicate negative 
value judgments about 
a feature that can be 
meaningful to identity

• Caregivers can reduce 
unnecessary negative 
framing by separating 
the difficulty of a 
technique or routine 
from the worth of the 
child's hair

• Affirming multiple forms 
of a child's hair can 
avoid creating a single 
narrow definition of 
'good' hair

NOT ESTABLISHED

• One negative comment 
about hair causes low 
self-esteem

• Difficult wash days 
independently cause 
anxiety, depression, or 
psychological trauma

• A child who anticipates 
or avoids wash day 
necessarily has an 
anxiety disorder or 
trauma response

• Hair-esteem 
determines overall self-
esteem or mental 
health

• Positive hair language 
alone can protect a 
child from all effects of 
discrimination or 
broader beauty 
standards
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WHEN YOU DON'T SHARE YOUR CHILD'S TEXTURE

Learning unfamiliar hair without teaching a child that their hair is the problem.

Sometimes Love Comes Before Knowledge
A caregiver can love a child completely and still have no idea what to do with their hair. Those things can be 
true at the same time. A white parent may adopt or foster a Black child whose hair requires techniques they 
have never used. A parent in an interracial family may have children whose textures differ significantly from 
their own — and from one another. A stepparent may suddenly become responsible for wash day for a 
child whose established hair routine, products, and cultural traditions were formed in another household. A 
grandparent,  relative,  or  other  caregiver  may  step  into  hair-care  responsibility  unexpectedly.  Even 
biological siblings can have dramatically different curl patterns, densities, porosity levels, and styling 
needs.

This research monograph adds another dimension to what Publication No. 1 described as "the household 
traditional  hair-care education frequently overlooks."  When the caregiver is learning, what does that 
learning process feel like to the child?

The Knowledge Gap Is Not a Character Flaw
There is no biological reason a person should automatically know how to care for every type of hair. Hair 
care is learned. Someone teaches us — or we teach ourselves. We learn how much product to use. How to 
part. How to braid. How to detangle. How often to cleanse. What wet hair should feel like. What a healthy 
scalp looks like. How tight is too tight. Much of that knowledge is passed informally from one generation to 
another. A caregiver should not be ashamed of not knowing. But not knowing cannot become the endpoint. 
Once you are responsible for the child, learning becomes part of the responsibility.

"I Don't Know How" Is Different from "Your Hair Is Difficult"
Imagine a caregiver looking at a child's tightly coiled hair after shampooing. It has shrunk. Sections are 
intertwined. The caregiver expected the comb to move through it the way it moves through their own hair. It 
doesn't. Frustration follows.

There are two possible conclusions: "Your hair is impossible." Or: "The way I know how to do hair doesn't 
work for your hair." Those statements describe the same moment. Only one turns the child's natural texture 
into the failure. The second creates room for learning.

Difficulty may be evidence of a technique mismatch, 
not a difficult child or defective texture.
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D R .  B R E ' S  P E R S P E C T I V E

I think there's freedom in saying: 'I don't know how to do this yet.' The yet 
matters. Because you don't have to pretend. You don't have to be 
embarrassed. You don't have to know how to braid because you love a Black 
child. You don't automatically understand porosity because your daughter 
has curls. You don't magically inherit somebody else's cultural hair 
knowledge because you married into their family. But once that child is in 
your care, curiosity becomes part of caring for them. Ask. Learn. Watch. 
Practice. Pay somebody who knows what they're doing when you need to. 
And please don't make the child feel like the reason you're struggling is 
because something is wrong with their hair. Their hair existed before your 
skill did. The skill can catch up.

Cultural Competency Is More Than Product Knowledge
Knowing which conditioner works does not automatically mean understanding: why a satin bonnet may 
matter, why certain protective styles are culturally significant, why comments about "professional" or "neat" 
hair can carry racial meaning, why touching a child's hair without permission may feel different from 
ordinary curiosity, why natural-hair representation matters, or why a child may eventually want styles the 
caregiver has never worn themselves.

Technical competence asks: How do I care for this hair? Cultural competence asks: What does this hair 
mean within the child's identity and community? A caregiver may need both.

Foster Care, Adoption, and Blended Families
Hair care can become particularly complicated when a child enters foster care. Placement can happen 
quickly. The caregiver may receive little information about the child's existing hair routine. Hair may be one 
of the few familiar parts of the child's identity still physically present. Whenever circumstances allow, ask: 
"What has this child been used to? What can we preserve while I learn?"

In adoption contexts, love does not require pretending differences don't exist. A white parent raising a 
Black child does not need to say "I don't see race" to demonstrate unconditional love. Hair care is one of  
the places where seeing difference can actually improve care. The child may need different products, 
different  techniques,  different  professional  expertise,  different  cultural  exposure,  and  different 
conversations about discrimination. Recognizing those needs does not make the family less unified. It 
makes the care more individualized.

When families merge, hair routines may merge with them. A familiar hair routine can carry comfort, identity, 
and connection. Change what needs changing. Preserve what still serves the child. The goal does not 
need to be "everybody in this house uses the same routine."

Professional Styling Is Not a Substitute for Caregiver Knowledge
Outsourcing the style is different from outsourcing responsibility. The caregiver still needs to know: how to 
monitor the scalp between appointments, how to recognize excessive tension, when a style needs to come 
out, how to maintain moisture appropriately, how to protect the hair during sleep, what to do if the child says 
something hurts, and when a scalp concern deserves professional healthcare evaluation rather than 
another hair appointment.
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The Caregiver Learning Plan
For caregivers navigating a texture they did not grow up caring for, this research monograph proposes a 
simple learning sequence. This is an educational framework, not a validated clinical intervention.

1. Learn the child

Before buying products, observe. Texture, density, porosity, scalp condition, current routine, past routine, 
what hurts, what works, what the child likes.

2. Learn the basics

Understand cleansing, conditioning, detangling, nighttime protection, tension, and scalp observation. You 
do not need twenty techniques. You need reliable fundamentals.

3. Learn the context

Understand the cultural significance of the child's hair and common styles. Especially when race, adoption, 
fostering, or cultural difference is part of the family story.

4. Find people who know more than you

Stylist,  barber,  braider,  family  member,  community  mentor,  educator,  healthcare  professional  when 
appropriate. Competence grows faster when pride does not interfere with asking for help.

5. Keep learning as the child changes

Hair changes. Age changes. Hormones change. Preferences change. Identity develops. The routine 
should be allowed to change too.
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What the Research Actually Supports

WELL SUPPORTED

• Hair has meaningful 
cultural and identity 
significance in many 
Black communities

• Hair texture, porosity, 
and grooming needs 
can vary substantially 
within the same family

• Hair-related 
discrimination and 
Eurocentric beauty 
standards create a 
broader cultural context 
for how Black and 
textured hair is 
experienced

EVIDENCE-INFORMED 
TRANSLATION

• Caregivers who do not 
share a child's texture 
can benefit from 
education, professional 
instruction, and 
culturally 
knowledgeable 
community resources

• Framing unfamiliarity 
as a caregiver learning 
need rather than a 
defect in the child's hair 
may support more 
respectful 
communication

• Preserving familiar, 
culturally meaningful 
routines where safe 
and practical can be 
particularly valuable 
during major family 
transitions

• Children's existing 
knowledge about their 
own hair should be 
respected while adults 
retain responsibility for 
acquiring the skills 
needed to provide care

NOT ESTABLISHED

• Caregivers of a 
different race or texture 
are inherently less 
capable of caring for a 
child's hair

• A caregiver must share 
a child's racial identity 
to provide healthy hair 
care

• Hair-care competence 
alone creates cultural 
competence

• A child in an interracial, 
adoptive, foster, or 
blended family will 
necessarily experience 
hair-related identity 
difficulties

Your child's hair is not difficult because it is different 
from yours. It is asking you to learn something new.
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CHILD AGENCY WITHOUT GIVING UP CAREGIVER 
RESPONSIBILITY

Listening to children, teaching body awareness, and sharing appropriate control  without abandoning 
necessary care.

Child-Centered Does Not Mean Child-Directed
A child's experience matters. A child's report of pain matters. Their preferences matter. Their developing 
identity matters. Their growing ability to participate in caring for their own body matters. But none of that  
means children are solely responsible for deciding whether necessary hygiene and grooming occur.

The goal is: the caregiver remains responsible for necessary care while giving the child meaningful, 
developmentally appropriate participation in how that care happens. That is agency within care.

Listening Is Not the Same as Agreeing
A child says: "I don't want to wash my hair." The caregiver can listen without necessarily agreeing. Why 
not? Maybe: "Because I want to keep playing." The hair still gets washed. Maybe: "Because the water gets 
in my eyes." The hair still gets washed — but perhaps the rinse changes. Maybe: "Because you pull too 
hard." The hair still gets cared for — but the technique deserves examination. Maybe: "Because I hate this 
shampoo smell." There may be an easy alternative.

Listening does not obligate the caregiver to grant every request. It gives the caregiver information needed 
to make a better decision.

Pain Reporting Should Not Require Adult Permission
Children should be taught that they are allowed to tell an adult when hair care hurts. Not only after the style 
is finished. During it. At home. At the salon. At the barbershop. With a relative. With a braider. With anyone 
touching their hair.

A child should know that saying "That's too tight" is not disrespectful. "That hurts" is not misbehavior. "Can 
you stop for a second?" is not automatically defiance. The adult still determines what happens next. But the 
information should be welcomed rather than punished.

D R .  B R E ' S  P E R S P E C T I V E

I don't want a child learning that the polite thing to do when somebody is 
hurting them during hair care is stay quiet. That's bigger than hair to me. I 
want them to know: You can tell me what your body feels like. That doesn't 
mean you're going to get your way every time. It doesn't mean we're 
skipping wash day because you said no. It means I want the information. If 
you tell me the braid is too tight, I'm going to check it. If you tell me the 
water is too hot, I'm going to check it. If you tell me the comb is pulling, I'm 
going to check what I'm doing. And sometimes I'm still going to say: 'I hear 
you. We still have to finish washing your hair.' Both things can be true. I can 
be responsible for you without teaching you that your voice doesn't matter.
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Offer Choices Where the Answer Can Actually Be Yes
Not: "Do you want to wash your hair?" when the hair needs washing and "no" is not actually an acceptable 
outcome. Instead: "Do you want to wash your hair before dinner or after dinner?" "Do you want the cup or 
the shower sprayer?" "Should we start on the left side or the right?" "Braids or twists?" These are genuine 
choices. The caregiver has already established the necessary boundary. The child gets meaningful control 
inside it. That is different from offering false choice and then overriding the child's answer.

Agency Should Grow With the Child
A toddler and a teenager should not have the same role in hair care.

Toddlers and Preschoolers

The caregiver remains almost entirely responsible. Participation can be simple: holding a towel, choosing 
between two appropriate products, helping wet the hair, selecting beads, counting rinses, or saying when 
something hurts. The goal is familiarity and communication.

Early Elementary Years

Children can begin participating more actively — applying leave-in conditioner, holding sections, choosing 
between appropriate styles, helping remove accessories, brushing easy sections, identifying discomfort, or 
participating in simple scalp checks.

Later Elementary / Preteen Years

Children can begin learning complete components of their routine — cleansing the scalp, conditioning, 
basic detangling, nighttime protection, recognizing buildup, communicating styling tension, maintaining 
simple styles. The caregiver shifts from doing everything toward teaching and checking.

Adolescence

For many teens, the goal becomes increasing independence. The adolescent may make substantial 
decisions about style, products, maintenance, and identity. Caregivers can remain resources for safety, 
finances, transportation, professional care, and health concerns while respecting the teenager's growing 
ownership over their appearance.

The Child Hair-Care Check-In
As a practical application of this section, Baby Hair® proposes a simple set of questions caregivers can 
use throughout a routine. This is an educational tool, not a clinical assessment.

Before

How does your scalp feel today? Fine? Dry? Itchy? Sore? Tight? Is there anything from last wash day you 
want me to do differently?

During

Does anything hurt? Where? Does it feel like pulling, burning, itching, or something else? Do you need a 
short break?

After

Does anything still feel tight or sore? Can you move your head comfortably? How does the style feel?

For younger children, simplify: Good? Tight? Hurts? The purpose is normalization — a child should come 
to expect that their physical experience is part of hair care.
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What the Research Actually Supports

WELL SUPPORTED

• Children's participation 
in decisions can 
appropriately increase 
with developmental 
capacity

• Pediatric care models 
recognize the value of 
involving children in 
decisions even when 
adults retain ultimate 
responsibility

• Body awareness and 
self-advocacy are 
important 
developmental skills

• Pediatric traction 
guidance supports 
teaching children to 
report pain or 
excessive tightness 
associated with 
hairstyles

• Occupational-therapy 
guidance commonly 
recommends offering 
children appropriate 
choices and 
participation during 
difficult grooming 
activities

EVIDENCE-INFORMED 
TRANSLATION

• Offering bounded 
choices can create 
meaningful 
participation without 
making necessary 
hygiene optional

• Teaching children 
language for scalp 
sensations may help 
caregivers identify 
discomfort and 
potential concerns 
earlier

• Hair-care responsibility 
can be transferred 
progressively as 
children develop the 
skills needed to 
manage their own 
routines

• The Child Hair-Care 
Check-In is an 
educational synthesis 
designed to normalize 
communication about 
comfort, pain, and 
scalp condition

NOT ESTABLISHED

• Every hair-care 
decision requires a 
child's permission

• A young child's refusal 
means necessary 
hygiene should not 
occur

• A child's preference 
should override 
reasonable caregiver 
safety concerns

• Offering choices 
guarantees cooperation

We are not only caring for children's hair. We are 
teaching children how to care for themselves.
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REBUILDING WASH DAY

Turning everything we know about mechanics, sensory experience, tension, identity, and child agency into 
a routine families can actually use.

A Better Wash Day Starts Before the Water
A difficult wash day rarely has only one variable. The hair may be tangled. The child may be tired. The 
caregiver may be rushed. The bathroom may be loud. The shampoo may smell stronger than the child 
likes. The detangling section may be too large. A previous wash day may have hurt, so the child expects 
this one to hurt too. And everyone may be trying to finish before bedtime. No conditioner can solve all of  
that.  Sometimes improving  wash day means changing the  hair.  Sometimes it  means changing the 
environment. Sometimes it means changing the technique. And sometimes the most important adjustment 
is the adult recognizing: we are trying to do too much, too quickly, under terrible conditions.

Step 1: Check the Conditions
Before starting, ask three questions: What does the hair need? What does the child need? What does the 
caregiver realistically have time and capacity to do?

Does the scalp actually need cleansing? Is there substantial buildup? Is the hair heavily tangled? Are 
adults combining tasks out of habit? Is the child hungry, tired, overstimulated, or already upset? Does the 
caregiver have enough time, the right products, tools nearby, a realistic hairstyle in mind?

D R .  B R E ' S  P E R S P E C T I V E

Some wash days don't need a better product. They need a better time. I think  
parents — including me — sometimes create impossible conditions and then 
wonder why everybody is frustrated. It's late. We're tired. The hair needs 
everything. And somehow tonight is also the night we decided we're doing 
twelve perfect braids. No. Sometimes the child isn't the problem. Sometimes 
the routine we planned was unrealistic. There is nothing wrong with saying: 
'Tonight we're washing and detangling. Tomorrow we'll style.' Healthy hair 
does not require finishing every task in one sitting.

Steps 2 Through 4: Prepare, Inform, Check In
Prepare the environment: comfortable water temperature, a rinse method the child tolerates, products with 
tolerable  fragrance,  adequate lighting,  tools  prepared before  starting,  a  stable  comfortable  position, 
entertainment when appropriate. Reducing avoidable irritants is not creating a sensory laboratory — it is 
removing unnecessary sources of conflict.

Tell  the child what is happening: "First  shampoo. Then conditioner.  Then we're going to comb four 
sections. Then we're done washing." For an older child: "We need to take these twists down, wash, 
detangle, and decide what we're doing for school. Do you want to finish the style tonight or tomorrow 
morning?" A child should not have to repeatedly ask "Are we almost done?" because nobody has given 
them any idea what "done" looks like.
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Check in before you begin using the Child Hair-Care Check-In introduced in Part VII. If the child says a 
particular area hurts before hair care even begins, look. Do not wait until shampoo, combing, or styling 
adds more input.

Steps 5 Through 8: Hair, Cleanse, Condition, Detangle
If hair is heavily tangled, assess before fighting it. Is there trapped shed hair from a protective style? Are the 
ends intertwined? Does the hair  need lubrication before manipulation? Coconut oil  in particular has 
evidence supporting reduction of protein loss and grooming-related damage when used as a pre-wash 
treatment.

Cleansing should focus on the living tissue that needs cleansing: the scalp. Wet thoroughly using a method 
the child tolerates. Apply an appropriate cleanser. Use fingertips rather than nails. Work deliberately. Rinse 
completely.

Conditioning is not merely a cosmetic finishing step — it changes the mechanics of detangling. Apply  
enough product to provide appropriate coverage and lubrication. If the hair still doesn't feel manageable, 
adding more force is not the next step. Reassess. Condition should help create conditions for detangling — 
it does not grant permission to pull harder.

Detangling: work in manageable sections, generally progress from the ends upward, control the section 
above the working area when useful, and when meaningful resistance occurs — Stop. Slip. Separate. 
Continue. Ask what the child feels throughout. The goal is not zero sensation. It is avoiding unnecessary 
force.

Steps 9 Through 11: Breaks, Style, Learn
A break works best before the routine has completely deteriorated. For long sessions, build pauses 
intentionally. The child may need the break — the caregiver may need it more. Remember: frustration 
changes technique.

Style for the child, not only the photo. Before calling a style finished, ask: Does it hurt? Is anything pulling? 
Can the child move their head comfortably? Is the hairline under unnecessary tension? Can the child sleep 
comfortably? A finished style should pass the scalp test, not only the mirror test.

End with information: What worked? What didn't? Which section tangled most? Was the new tool better? 
Did the rinse change help? Hair care improves when families stop starting from zero every wash day.

When Wash Day Keeps Going Badly
One difficult wash day is ordinary. A persistent pattern deserves investigation. Ask which category the 
problem belongs  to:  mechanical  (detangling  hurts,  styles  too  tight,  technique  creating  unnecessary 
pulling),  sensory (consistent reaction to water,  touch, sound, fragrance, temperature, or positioning), 
routine (too long, too late, too many tasks combined), communication (child doesn't know what's coming, 
adults offering false choices), knowledge (caregiver needs instruction in the child's texture), or health 
(persistent scalp pain, inflammation, hair loss, or other concerns requiring professional evaluation).

Sometimes the problem lives in more than one category. That is precisely why "my child hates wash day" is 
not specific enough to solve.

The Minimum Viable Wash Day
There will be days when the ideal routine is unrealistic. Families need a fallback. The goal is not to abandon 
care. It is to identify what is necessary and postpone what is optional.

Necessary today: cleanse the scalp, condition, gently detangle enough to prevent worsening matting, 
protect overnight.
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Can wait: elaborate styling.

A shorter, calmer routine is sometimes better care than forcing an elaborate plan because it was on the 
schedule. Consistency matters more than perfection. That is the Repeat in C.H.O.P.R.™.

D R .  B R E ' S  P E R S P E C T I V E

I want to normalize something for parents: you can change the plan. You can 
decide halfway through that you're not doing the style tonight. You can 
realize the child needs a break. You can realize you need a break. You can 
admit that the YouTube hairstyle you saved was wildly ambitious. None of 
that means wash day failed. Did we care for the scalp? Did we protect the 
hair? Did we listen when something hurt? Did we avoid unnecessary 
damage? Did we get everybody through it reasonably intact? Sometimes 
that's the win. And honestly, that's a pretty good win.

What the Research Actually Supports

WELL SUPPORTED

• Conditioning and 
lubrication can reduce 
hair friction and 
improve combability

• Repeated excessive 
traction can injure hair 
follicles

• Children may differ in 
their responses to 
sensory input during 
grooming

• Pediatric occupational-
therapy guidance 
commonly 
recommends 
predictability, 
environmental 
adaptation, 
participation, and 
appropriate choice for 
children who struggle 
with grooming tasks

• Developmentally 
appropriate child 
participation is 
consistent with broader 
pediatric approaches to 
self-care and growing 
autonomy

EVIDENCE-INFORMED 
TRANSLATION

• Preparing the 
environment and tools 
before wash day may 
reduce unnecessary 
disruption and sensory 
load

• Breaking long routines 
into manageable 
stages may reduce 
caregiver and child 
fatigue

• Using routine check-ins 
can help caregivers 
identify physical 
discomfort and 
recurring problems

• Recording what worked 
can help families 
progressively 
individualize routines

• A 'minimum viable 
wash day' can preserve 
necessary care without 
requiring every 
cosmetic styling task to 
occur in the same 
session

NOT ESTABLISHED

• One universal wash-
day sequence is 
optimal for every child

• Every child benefits 
from the same sensory 
accommodations

• Wash day must be 
completed in a single 
session

• A child-centered 
routine guarantees 
cooperation
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Success is not measured by perfect behavior. It is 
measured by appropriate care.
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THE C.A.R.E. CHILD-CENTERED HAIR CARE 
FRAMEWORK

Care for the hair. Respond to the child.

After  Parts  I–VIII,  the  repeated  behaviors  are  clear  enough  to  organize  into  a  simple  educational 
framework:

C — Check In  ·  A — Adjust  ·  R — Reduce the Load  ·  E — 
Empower

Why Another Framework?
Publication No. 1 introduced C.H.O.P.R.™: Cleanse, Hydrate,  Observe, Protect,  Repeat.  Those five 
actions organize the care of the scalp and hair. But this research monograph has established another set 
of questions.

What happens when detangling hurts? What happens when the water itself is overwhelming? What should 
a caregiver do when a child says a braid is too tight? How much choice should children have? What 
happens when the caregiver doesn't understand the child's texture? How do we preserve cultural hair 
practices while responding to physical warning signs?

C.H.O.P.R.™ was not designed to answer all of those questions. It shouldn't have to. The child-centered 
framework sits around the scalp-first framework. Every time a caregiver Cleanses, Hydrates, Observes, 
Protects, and Repeats, they can also: Check In, Adjust, Reduce the Load, Empower.

C — Check In
Do not assume. Ask and observe. Before, during, and after hair care, gather information from both the child 
and the scalp. A check-in can be verbal: "How does your scalp feel?" "Is anything pulling?" "Does that 
hurt?" "Do you need a short break?" It can also be observational — look for redness, tenderness, flaking, 
bumps, crusting, tension, broken hairs, thinning, or changes from the child's usual scalp condition.

The research behind it: Parts I and IV established that pain can accompany excessive mechanical tension 
and that early recognition matters. Part II established that what appears to be general resistance may 

© 2026 Phase Theory Beauty Company. All rights reserved. Page 56



WHEN WASH DAY HURTS Baby Hair® Research & Education Series  |  Publication No. 2 · Research Monograph

sometimes be linked to a specific sensory component. Part VII established that children can gradually 
develop useful language for communicating what their bodies are experiencing.

A — Adjust
When the information changes, the care can change. The adjustment may involve the tool, technique, 
product, section size, water temperature, rinse method, body position, fragrance, noise, pace, hairstyle, 
tension, timing, or even the plan for the day. A child saying something hurts does not automatically mean 
hair care stops. It means the caregiver determines whether something should change before continuing.

Adjustment is therefore not indulgence. It is responsive caregiving.

R — Reduce the Load
Remove unnecessary physical,  sensory, and emotional burden. This is perhaps the most distinctive 
principle in the framework because the word load has several meanings: mechanical load (pulling, friction, 
repeated brush passes, tight styling, added extension weight), sensory load (running water, noise, strong 
fragrance, uncomfortable positioning, unexpected touch), routine load (too many tasks, too little time), and 
emotional load (frustration, comparison, shame, conflict, language framing the child's hair as a burden).

Not every load can — or should — be eliminated. Hair still needs care. But unnecessary load can often be 
reduced. Sometimes better care is subtraction.

E — Empower
Build  the  child's  ability  to  understand,  communicate  about,  and  eventually  care  for  their  own  hair. 
Empowerment means increasing meaningful participation as capacity grows — not unrestricted choice, 
but growing independence. A toddler can point to where something hurts. A five-year-old can choose the 
rinse cup. An eight-year-old can learn to recognize an itchy scalp. A ten-year-old can help detangle 
manageable sections. A teenager can increasingly take ownership of cleansing, styling, product selection, 
and scalp observation.

C.A.R.E. + C.H.O.P.R.™
The two Baby Hair® frameworks answer different questions. C.H.O.P.R.™ asks: What does healthy scalp-
first care require? C.A.R.E. asks: How should we deliver that care to the child? Put them together:
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SCALP-FIRST + CHILD-CENTERED
One framework protects the routine. The other protects the experience. Together, they create what Baby 
Hair® means by scalp-first, child-centered hair care.
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D R .  B R E ' S  P E R S P E C T I V E

This is the framework I wish existed when somebody first handed me a comb.  
Not because C.A.R.E. makes wash day easy. It won't. There will still be knots.  
There will still be children who don't want to sit down. There will still be 
mornings when nobody can find the bonnet. The framework isn't designed to 
eliminate real life. It's designed to give us four questions inside it: Did I 
check in? Did I adjust when something wasn't working? Did I reduce what 
didn't need to be hard? Am I teaching this child how to eventually do this 
without me? If the answer is yes, I think we're moving in the right direction.

This Is a Caregiver Framework, Not a Clinical Intervention
C.A.R.E. is an original educational framework developed by Dr. Bre Hayward for the Baby Hair® Research 
& Education Series. It synthesizes principles drawn from hair-fiber mechanics, pediatric traction-alopecia 
literature, occupational-therapy grooming guidance, child participation and self-care concepts, hair-esteem 
research, and the cultural and family-care literature reviewed throughout this research monograph.

C.A.R.E. has not been clinically validated as an intervention. It is not a medical treatment, a psychological 
intervention, a sensory-processing assessment, a pain scale, a diagnostic instrument, or a substitute for 
pediatric, dermatologic, occupational-therapy, psychological, or other individualized professional care. Its 
purpose is narrower: to give caregivers a memorable structure for applying evidence-informed, child-
centered principles during ordinary hair care.

Future  research  can  evaluate  whether  teaching  this  framework  improves  caregiver  knowledge, 
confidence, technique, child participation, or other measurable outcomes. For now, it should be described 
exactly as it is: an evidence-informed educational framework.

C.A.R.E. is presented throughout this publication without a trademark designation, pending separate name 
and trademark clearance.
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PUTTING C.A.R.E. INTO PRACTICE

Practical tools for turning child-centered hair care from a philosophy into something families can actually 
use.

A Framework Only Matters If It Works at the Sink
C.A.R.E. is intentionally simple: Check In. Adjust. Reduce the Load. Empower. But families do not live 
inside  frameworks.  They  live  inside  Monday  mornings,  Saturday  wash  days,  school-picture  weeks, 
swimming lessons, braid appointments, sleepovers, sports practices, foster placements, vacations, and 
evenings when everyone is tired. The purpose of this final section is to translate the principles developed 
throughout this research monograph into tools families can use without rereading the research every time 
they reach for a comb.

These tools are not clinical assessments. They do not diagnose scalp conditions, sensory differences, 
developmental conditions, or psychological concerns. They are caregiver education tools designed to 
make observation, communication, adaptation, and child participation easier to remember.

The Wash Day Comfort Plan
Know the child before you start the routine. The Wash Day Comfort Plan is designed to be completed once 
and updated as the child's needs change. It is not a checklist requiring every accommodation listed — most 
children will not need most of them. The purpose is to identify what this child has already taught the 
caregiver about their hair-care experience.

M Y  C H I L D ' S  H A I R - C A R E  P R O F I L E

Child's name:  ______________________________

Date updated:  ______________________________

Texture/curl pattern:  ______________________________

Known porosity:  Low   Medium   High   Unsure:  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ______________________________

Typical cleansing rhythm:  ______________________________

Current protective style (if any):  ______________________________

Areas that tangle most:  ______________________________

Areas of the scalp we monitor closely:  ______________________________

C.A.R.E. Check-In Questions by Phase

C — Before hair care

 How does your scalp feel today? (Fine / Dry / Itchy / Sore / Tight / Something else)☐

 Is there anything from last wash day you want me to know?☐

What commonly makes hair care easier for this child: ___________________________________
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A — During hair care

 Does anything hurt? Where? What does it feel like? (Pulling / Tight / Burning / Itching / Sore)☐

 Would more slip/conditioner help?  Smaller section?  Different tool?  Short break?☐ ☐ ☐ ☐

R — What is the biggest load to reduce today?

 Pulling / tangling   Length of routine   Water / rinsing   Noise   Product smell☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐

 Sitting / positioning   Styling tension   Fatigue   Caregiver time pressure☐ ☐ ☐ ☐

One thing we can remove or simplify today: ___________________________________

E — After hair care

 Does anything still feel tight or sore?  Can you move your head comfortably?☐ ☐

 How did wash day feel? (Good / Okay / Hard)☐

The next self-care skill we're working toward: ___________________________________
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The Child Hair-Care Check-In
A printable quick-reference for caregivers. See the standalone resource for the full printable version.

B E F O R E

How does your scalp feel 
today?

Fine? Dry? Itchy? Sore? Tight?

Is there anything from last time 
you want me to know?

D U R I N G

Does anything hurt? Where?

Does it feel like pulling, 
tightness, burning, itching, or 
soreness?

Do you need a short break?

A F T E R

Does anything still hurt or feel 
tight?

Can you move your head 
comfortably?

How did wash day feel? Good · 
Okay · Hard
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C.A.R.E. Across Childhood
The framework remains the same. What changes is how much responsibility belongs to the caregiver and 
how much increasingly belongs to the child.

AGE STAGE CHECK IN ADJUST REDUCE LOAD EMPOWER

Toddlers & 
Preschoolers

Simple language: 
'Good? Itchy? 
Hurts?' Observe 
behavior as well as 
words.

Caregivers make 
nearly all technical 
decisions. Change 
rinse method, 
environment, or 
tools when needed.

Keep routines 
reasonably short. 
Avoid unnecessary 
steps. Choose 
practical styles.

Offer small choices: 
blue towel or 
yellow, cup or 
sprayer, left side or 
right, which beads.

Early Elementary Teach: dry, itchy, 
sore, tight, pulling. 
Ask children to 
show where 
something feels 
different.

Begin involving 
them in identifying 
what helps: 'Was 
the cup rinse better 
than the sprayer?'

Introduce breaks 
before frustration 
peaks. Keep styles 
appropriate for the 
child's ability to 
maintain.

Children may apply 
leave-in, hold 
sections, choose 
accessories, help 
remove beads, 
brush manageable 
areas.

Later Elementary / 
Preteen

Children can 
increasingly 
perform their own 
scalp observations 
— buildup, itching, 
tenderness, 
unusual flaking.

Ask them what they 
think needs 
changing. They 
may recognize that 
one tool or 
technique works 
better.

Teach efficiency 
without teaching 
force. More skill 
should make hair 
care easier, not just 
faster.

Children may begin 
washing their own 
scalp, conditioning, 
detangling sections, 
maintaining simple 
styles.

Teens & 
Adolescents

The teen checks 
their own scalp. 
The caregiver 
becomes someone 
they can consult 
when something 
changes.

Adolescents begin 
adjusting their own 
routines based on 
activity, oil 
production, style, 
and preference.

Teach that more 
products, tighter 
styles, more heat, 
or more 
manipulation do not 
produce better 
results.

Adolescent 
increasingly owns 
style selection, 
routine, products, 
stylist 
communication, 
and appearance 
decisions.

The C.A.R.E. Reset
Some families reading this research monograph may already be in a difficult cycle. The child expects wash 
day to be miserable.  The caregiver expects resistance. Everyone enters the bathroom prepared for 
conflict.

You do not have to fix that relationship in one wash day. Start smaller. Next wash day: Check In — ask 
what part is hardest. Do not argue with the answer. Adjust — change one thing. Not ten. One. Reduce the 
Load — make the routine slightly easier, shorter, or less ambitious. Empower — give one meaningful 
choice.

The goal is not: "We will never have another difficult wash day." The goal is: "We are going to stop 
repeating the same difficult wash day without learning anything from it." That is progress.
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D R .  B R E ' S  P E R S P E C T I V E

If you've read this entire research monograph and you're thinking about all 
the wash days you wish you had handled differently, I don't want that to be 
what you leave with. Parents learn too. I have. The point of research isn't to 
make us feel guilty about what we didn't know. It's to change what we do 
once we know better. Maybe your next wash day is only five percent better. 
You use a smaller section. You loosen one braid. You stop saying 'tender-
headed.' You let your child hold the rinse cup. You realize everybody is tired 
and decide the style can wait until tomorrow. That's still change. And 
repeated change becomes a different routine. That's how habits are built.

And eventually, we hand them the comb.
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LIMITATIONS & EVIDENCE BOUNDARIES

Evidence-informed education requires more than citing research that supports an idea. It requires being 
equally clear about where the evidence stops.

Hair-Care Pain and Psychological Trauma
This research monograph does not conclude that painful detangling, difficult wash days, tight hairstyles, or 
childhood resistance to grooming causes psychological trauma. Adults may understandably describe 
painful childhood hair-care experiences as traumatic when recounting their lived experiences. Those 
accounts deserve respect. But lived experience and evidence of clinical causation are different things. 
There is currently insufficient direct longitudinal research establishing that difficult  pediatric hair-care 
experiences independently produce psychological trauma, anxiety disorders, depression, or other specific 
mental-health outcomes.

Sensory Processing and Hair Care
Pediatric occupational-therapy resources recognize that grooming activities can be difficult for children 
who respond strongly to particular sensory inputs. However, many practical strategies discussed in this 
research monograph come from professional practice guidance rather than randomized clinical trials 
specifically evaluating pediatric hair-care interventions. Their inclusion should be understood as practice-
informed guidance, not proof that a particular strategy will produce a particular outcome. A child who 
dislikes water, brushing, fragrance, dryers, clippers, or scalp manipulation should not be diagnosed with a 
developmental or sensory condition on that basis alone.

Hair Mechanics
The scientific literature provides substantial information about hair-fiber structure, friction, conditioning, 
combability, breakage, and mechanical behavior. Much of that research is laboratory-based and not 
conducted  specifically  during  children's  wash-day  routines.  Techniques  such  as  smaller  sections, 
progressive  ends-to-roots  detangling,  anchoring  above  the  working  area,  and  finger  separation  are 
presented as mechanically reasonable practical translations where direct pediatric trials are unavailable. 
They should not be interpreted as clinically validated protocols.

Traction Alopecia
The relationship between sustained or repeated tensile force and traction alopecia is comparatively well 
established, including in pediatric populations. Even here, individual risk varies. The Styling Warning 
Guide developed in this publication organizes recognized warning signs into a caregiver-friendly format. It 
is an educational synthesis, not a validated diagnostic scale. A caregiver should not use the guide to 
diagnose traction alopecia or rule out another scalp or hair condition.

Hair, Identity, and Emotional Wellbeing
Research supports the cultural and identity significance of hair and documents relationships among hair 
satisfaction,  teasing,  social  comparison,  discrimination,  racial  identity,  and  aspects  of  psychological 
wellbeing, particularly among Black girls and adolescents. These findings should not be interpreted to 
mean that hair determines mental health or that any single caregiver comment produces a particular 
psychological outcome. Identity develops within a much larger system of family, peers, culture, community, 
media, discrimination, personality, and individual experience.
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Family Structure
This research monograph devotes particular  attention to interracial,  multicultural,  blended,  adoptive, 
foster, and texture-diverse households. It does not assume that caregivers who do not share a child's  
texture or racial identity are less capable of providing healthy hair care. Nor does it assume that children 
raised in these households necessarily  experience identity  or  hair-care difficulties.  The focus is  the 
knowledge gap that can occur when lived experience and generational hair-care knowledge are not 
shared, and the resources caregivers can use when that gap exists.

The C.A.R.E. Framework
C.A.R.E.  — Check  In,  Adjust,  Reduce  the  Load,  Empower  — is  an  original  educational  synthesis 
developed by Dr. Bre Hayward for the Baby Hair® Research & Education Series. It has not been clinically 
validated. It is not a medical treatment, psychological intervention, sensory-processing assessment, pain 
scale,  diagnostic  instrument,  or  substitute  for  individualized professional  care.  Future  research may 
evaluate whether teaching C.A.R.E. affects outcomes such as caregiver knowledge, confidence, hair-care 
technique, child participation, reported comfort, or recognition of scalp concerns. Until such research 
exists, those outcomes should not be claimed.

An Evidence Base That Still Needs to Grow
Perhaps the largest limitation identified by this research monograph is also one of its most important 
conclusions: we need more direct research on children's actual hair-care experiences. Future research 
could examine: How frequently do children report pain during routine detangling and styling? Which 
grooming  techniques  produce  different  levels  of  mechanical  force  at  the  scalp?  How  do  children 
themselves describe difficult wash-day experiences? How does sensory sensitivity affect participation in 
hair care? Which interventions meaningfully improve caregiver technique or child comfort? How does hair-
care education affect caregivers learning textures they did not grow up managing?

Evidence-informed care means using what we know 
without pretending we know what we don't.
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A Movement, Not a Moment

Publication No. 1 began with a biological premise: Healthy hair begins with a healthy scalp.

This research monograph adds a human one: Healthy hair care should consider the experience of the child 
receiving it.

Those principles belong together. A perfectly cleansed scalp does not require an unnecessarily painful 
detangling session. A culturally meaningful protective style does not require excessive tension. A parent 
can maintain necessary hygiene while listening to the child. A caregiver can admit they do not know how to 
manage a texture yet without making that texture the problem. A child can learn that their hair requires care 
without learning that their hair is a burden.

That is the change this research monograph is asking for. Not perfect parents. Not perfect wash days. Not 
the  elimination  of  every  complaint.  Better  questions.  Better  observation.  Better  technique.  Better 
communication. And a willingness to change something when the child or the scalp tells us that something 
isn't working.

C.H.O.P.R.™ gave families a structure for scalp-first care: Cleanse. Hydrate. Observe. Protect. Repeat. 
This research monograph proposes a complementary structure for the experience surrounding that care: 
Check In. Adjust. Reduce the Load. Empower.

Together, they represent what Baby Hair® means by scalp-first, child-centered hair care.

There is still work to do. There are research questions we cannot yet answer. There are families whose 
experiences remain underrepresented in the literature. There are caregivers learning textures they were 
never taught to care for. There are children who still believe that getting their hair done is supposed to hurt.

The goal is not to judge the generations who came before us. Most people cared for children using the 
knowledge, products, traditions, and techniques available to them. We know more now. So we can do 
something with what we know.

Maybe it begins with loosening one braid. Changing one rinse. Working through one knot differently. 
Asking one more question. Taking one break. Learning one unfamiliar texture. Replacing "You're tender-
headed" with "Show me where it hurts."

Small changes become routines. Routines become expectations. And expectations become what the next 
generation believes hair care is supposed to feel like.

That is how culture evolves without being erased. That is how knowledge moves from research into 
households. And that is how care gets better.

Healthy hair begins with a healthy scalp. Child-
centered hair care begins by remembering there is a 

child attached to it. And eventually, we hand them the 
comb.

— Dr. Bre Hayward, EdD
Founder, Baby Hair®
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ABOUT BABY HAIR®

Baby Hair® is a scalp-first hair-care brand developed for children and families across texture types.

The brand's educational philosophy begins with a simple premise: healthy hair begins with a healthy scalp. 
Through products, research, practical tools, and the Baby Hair® Research & Education Series, Baby 
Hair® seeks to make evidence-informed hair and scalp education more accessible to real households — 
including  multicultural,  interracial,  blended,  adoptive,  foster,  and  texture-diverse  families  navigating 
different hair needs under one roof.

The Baby Hair® Research & Education Series translates research across hair science, scalp health, child 
development, identity, culture, and family care into practical resources designed for real households.

Baby Hair® Research & Education Series
Publication No. 1  ·  White Paper

Scalp-First Hair Care: Understanding Pediatric Scalp Health Across Texture Types, Multicultural Families, 
and Texture-Diverse Households

Publication No. 2  ·  Research Monograph

When Wash Day Hurts: The Physical, Sensory, and Emotional Experience of Pediatric Hair Care

Baby Hair® is a registered trademark of Baby Hair LLC. C.H.O.P.R.™, the C.H.O.P.R.™ Scalp-First Framework, and The Scalp-First 
Parent Checklist™ are trademarks of Baby Hair LLC.

C.A.R.E. is used in this publication as the descriptive name of an original educational framework pending separate trademark clearance. 
© 2026 Phase Theory Beauty Company. All rights reserved.
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