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PRACTICE POINTS

. There is a dearth in understanding of hair care practices
in Black women among health care professionals.

. Increased knowledge and cultural understanding of
past and present hair care practices in Black women
enhances patient care.

Patients often ask dermatologists how to best care for their specific
hair type; however, recommendations in the literature are limited
for Black women who utilize styles such as braiding, wigs, weaves,
extensions, dreadlocks, thermal straightening, chemical process-
ing, and/or natural textured hair. A thorough understanding of the
history of hair care in those of African ancestry, different hair types,
and various hair care practices is imperative for counseling Black
patients and establishing trust. In this article, we provide an overview
of evidence-based strategies on how to best care for textured hair
in Black women. We reviewed currently available data via a PubMed
search using terms related to Afro-textured hair and hair care prac-
tices. Knowledge of healthy hair care routines among dermatologists
can aid in the prevention of common hair disorders that dispropor-
tionately affect Black women.

atients often ask dermatologists how to best care

for their specific hair type; however, there are no

formal recommendations that apply to the many
different hair care practices utilized by Black patients,
as hair types in this community can range from wavy to
tightly coiled.! Understanding the the history of hair care
in those of African ancestry and various styling practices
in this population is necessary to adequately counsel
patients and gain trust in the doctor-patient relation-
ship. In this article, we provide an overview of hair care

recommendations based on common styling practices in
Black women.

A PubMed search of articles indexed for MEDLINE
using the terms Black hair care, African American hair
management, hair loss prevention, hair care practices, natural
hair, natural-hair styles, alopecia, hairdressing, hair breakage,
hair fragility, heat-stressed hair, traction alopecia, and natural
hair care yielded 305 results; 107 duplicates were identi-
fied and removed, leaving 198 articles to be screened for
eligibility (ie, English-language studies created in the past
15 years). Sixty-eight full-text articles were screened
against the exclusion criteria, which included case reports
and case series, articles not focused on Afro-textured
hair, and cancer-related hair loss. Three additional full-
text articles were identified via resources from Wayne
State University library (Detroit, Michigan) that were not
available on PubMed. A total of 29 full-text articles were
included in our review.

Background on Hair Care and Styling in

African Populations

It is difficult to understand the history of hair in those of
African ancestry in the United States.? Prior to slavery,
hair styling was considered a way of identification, classi-
fication, and communication as well as a medium through
which to connect with the spiritual world in many parts of
Africa. Hair-styling practices in Africa included elaborate
cornrows, threading, and braiding with many accessories.
Notable hair-styling products included natural butters,
herbs, and powders to assist with moisture retention.
Scarves also were used during this time for ceremonies
or protection.” During the mass enslavement of African
populations and their transportation to the Americas by
Europeans, slaveholders routinely cut off all the hair of
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TEXTURED HAIR CARE PRACTICES

both men and women in order to objectify and erase
the culture of African hair styling passed down through
generations.*® Hair texture then was weaponized to cre-
ate a caste system in plantation life, in which Black slaves
with straight hair textures were granted the “privilege”
of domestic work, while those with kinky hair were rel-
egated to arduous manual labor in the fields.* Years later,
during the 1800s, laws were enacted in the United States
to prohibit Black women from wearing tightly coiled
natural hair in public places.” Over the next few centuries
from the 1800s to the early 2000s, various hair-styling
trends such as the use of hot combs, perms, afros, and
Jheri curls developed as a means for Black individuals to
conform to societal pressure to adopt more European fea-
tures; however, as time progressed, afros, braids, locs, and
natural hair would become more dominant as statements
against these same societal pressures.’

The natural hair movement, which emerged in the
United States in the 2000s, encouraged Black women
to abandon the use of toxic chemical hair straighteners,
cultivate healthier hair care practices, disrupt Eurocentric
standards of wearing straightened hair, and facilitate
self-definition of beauty ideals from the Civil Rights
Movement of the 1960s.*® It is estimated that between
30% and 70% of all Black women in the United States
wear natural hair, including 79% of millennial Black
women younger than 30 years®, however, several new
trends such as wigs and weaves have grown in popularity
since the early 2000s due to mainstream pop culture and
improvements in creating natural hairlines.”®

Key Features of Afro-Textured Hair
Individuals of African descent have the most diverse hair
texture phenotypes, ranging from straight to tightly coiled.’
Although hair is chemically similar across various racial
groups, differences are noted mainly in the shape of the
hair shaft, with elliptical and curved shapes seen in Afro-
textured hair. These differences yield more tightly curled
strands than in other hair types; however, these features
also contribute to fragility, as it creates points of weakness
and decreases the tensile strength of the hair shaft." This
inherent fragility leads to higher rates of hair breakage as
well as lower moisture content and slower growth rates,
which is why Afro-textured hair requires special care.’
Afro-textured hair generally falls into 2 main cat-
egories of the Andre Walker hair typing system: 4A-4C
and 3A-3C." In the 4A-4C category, hair is described
as coily or kinky. Common concerns related to this hair
type include dryness and brittleness with increased sus-
ceptibility to breakage. The 3A-3C category is described
as loose to corkscrew curls, with a common concern of
dryness."? Additionally, Loussouarn et al®® established
a method to further define natural hair curliness using
curve diameter and curl meters on glass plates to mea-
sure the curvature of hair strands. This method allows for
assessing diversity and range of curliness within various
races without relying on ethnic origin."
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Common Hair Care Practices

A description of each hair type and recommended styling
practices with their levels of evidence can be found in
the eTable.

Natural Hair—Natural hair is classified as hair that
has not been chemically changed by perms, heat, or other
straightening treatments.'>"* For natural hair, retaining the
moisture of the hair shaft should be the main focus, as
moisture loss leads to considerable dryness.'* Generally, it is
recommended to wash natural hair once per week or every
other week; however, this can change based on hair length
and oil production on the scalp. Washing daily may be ideal
for shorter hair and monthly for longer hair to help prevent
product build-up that can have a drying effect.”” Avoid
shampoos that are drying (eg, sulfate and silicone products).
The co-washing method also can be utilized, which entails
washing the hair with a conditioning cleanser instead of
shampoo and conditioner. However, this technique is not
meant to completely replace shampoo.’ In fact, a clarifying
shampoo is recommended after co-washing 3 or 4 times.*®
The use of a hot oil treatment twice per month can promote
moisture retention and reduce split-end formation."” For
maintenance between washes, many utilize the liquid, oil,
cream (LOC) or liquid, cream, oil (LCO) methods, which
describe regimens that utilize water, an oil of choice, and
cream such as shea butter to lock in moisture.'® This method
can be used as often as needed for dry hair.

Due to the susceptibility of Afro-textured hair to tangle
and knot, using a wide-tooth comb, detangling brush, or
detangling conditioners is a grade B recommendation for
care (eTable). Though not widely documented in the lit-
erature, many of our patients have had anecdotal success
detangling their hair simply by pulling hair strands apart
by hand or “finger detangling” as well as using wide-tooth
combs. Although both hair types are healthier in their
natural states, kinky hair (type 4A-4C) is extremely fragile
and more difficult to manage than less kinky hair (type
3A-30)."® Special care is needed when detangling due to
strands being weaker when wet."” Detangling should be
performed in a retrograde fashion. Deep conditioning can
aid in moisture retention and should be performed weekly
or biweekly."”?” Depending on the health of the hair, protein
treatments can be considered on a monthly basis to help
preserve the cuticle. Styling with braids, twists, or other pro-
tective styles can then be completed on an individual basis.

Thermal Straightening—A blowout involves straighten-
ing the hair after a wash with the use of a hair dryer.”! This
common hair-styling method does not employ the use
of chemicals beyond light hair oils and heat-protectant
creams or sprays, typically resulting in a less kinky afro or
semi-straight hair. Thermal straightening utilizes heat to
temporarily straighten hair strands. Flat irons with heated
metal plates then can be used after blow-drying the hair
to fully straighten and smooth the strands. These processes
combined commonly are known as a silk press.?*

For thermally straightened hair, it is recommended
to either wrap the hair around the scalp to keep it flat
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or pin curl the hair and cover with a bonnet to sleep.
Safe straightening techniques with the use of a flat iron
include setting the temperature no higher than 175 °F
or a low/medium setting while also limiting use to once
per week if possible.”® The number of passes of the flat
iron also should be limited to 1 to 2 to reduce breakage.
A heat-protectant cream or spray also can be applied to
the hair before flat ironing to minimize damage. Applying
heat protectant to the hair prior to styling will help mini-
mize heat damage by distributing the heat along the hair
fiber surface, avoiding water boiling in the hair shaft and
the development of bubble hair leading to damage.*

Chemical Straightening—Similar to how relaxers, perms,
and Jheri curl treatments chemically modify hair texture
using distinct chemicals yielding different curl patterns,
the Brazilian blowout similarly straightens hair using
a hair dryer and chemicals applied to hair strands
after washing.”** Relaxers utilize sodium or guanidine
hydroxide for straightening, perms use ammonium thio-
glycolate for curling, and Jheri curl treatments employ
thioglycolates or mercaptans for defined curls. However,
these treatments generally are cautioned against due
to potential hair damage and recent associations with
uterine and breast cancer in Black women. Research has
suggested that endocrine disrupters in these products,
especially those marketed to Black women, contribute to
hormone-related disease processes.”* One study found
higher concentrations of alkylphenols, the fragrance
marker diethyl phthalate, and parabens in relaxers?;
however, more research is needed to determine specific
chemicals associated with these cancers.

Braids and Locs—Braiding is a technique that involves
interlocking 3 or more sections of hair that may or may not
be fixated to the scalp like a cornrow,"" and one can utilize
extensions or natural hair depending on the desired out-
come. Intended for long-term wear (ie, weeks to months),
braids minimize breakage and reduce daily styling needs.
Two popular styles—cornrows and individual braids—
differ in preparation and weaving techniques. Cornrows
are an Afro-centric style involving uniform, tightly woven
braids that are close to the scalp, creating distinct pat-
terns. Conversely, individual braids weave separate hair
sections, offering diverse styling possibilities. Braiding
practices should exclude hairline edges—often termed
baby hairs—to prevent traction alopecia. Minimal use
of edge gel, which helps to tame the vellus hairs at the
frontotemporal scalp, as well as mindful weave volume,
weight, and length are recommended to avert breakage.
Braids that cause pain are too tight, can damage hair, and
may cause traction alopecia.’ Braids should not be worn
for longer than 3 months at a time and require biweekly
washing with diluted shampoo and conditioner. Proper
drying by wringing the hair with a microfiber towel is
essential to avoid frizz and mold formation.

Locs are a low-maintenance hairstyle considered per-
manent until cut.”® This style involves twisting, palm roll-
ing, or using tools such as crochet hooks to“lock”the hair.
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Regular maintenance with retwisting and cleaning is vital
for loc health. Increased weight and tight twisting of locs
can cause damage to the scalp and hair strands; however,
locs are known to increase hair volume over time, often
due to the accumulation of hairs that would otherwise
have been shed in the telogen phase.”

Wigs and Weaves—Wigs consist of synthetic or human
hair that can be strapped to the head with an adjustable
band or glued to the scalp depending on the desired
style.” Wigs are removed daily, which allows for quick
access to hair for cleansing and moisturizing. In contrast,
weaves typically are sewn into the natural hair, which
may make it difficult to reach the scalp for cleansing,
leading to dryness and product build-up.?’ Notably, there
is evidence of a relationship between long-term use of
weaves and traction alopecia.*

Wigs can have a fully synthetic hair line or lace hair
line and can range from very affordable to expensive.
When applied correctly, both styles offer an easy way to
cover and protect the natural hair by reducing the amount
of physical trauma related to daily hair styling. A lace-
front wig contains a frontal thin mesh or lace that camou-
flages the natural frontal hairline.**® A risk of lace-front
wigs is that they can cause friction alopecia secondary to
repeated use of adhesives and repeated friction against
the hairline. Generally, wigs and weaves should be cared
for as one would care for one’s own hair.

Hair Care in Black Children—Children’s hair care begins
with washing the hair and scalp with shampoo, applying
conditioner, and detangling as needed.*! After rinsing out
the conditioner, a leave-in conditioner can assist with
moisture retention and further detangling. The hair is
then styled, either wet or dry. Recommendations for hair
care practices in Black children include loose hairstyles
that do not strain hair roots and nightly removal of root-
securing accessories (eg, barrettes, elastic hairbeads).
Frequent cornrow styling and friction on chemically
straightened hair were identified by a survey as consid-
erable traction alopecia risk factors.”” Thus, educating
caregivers on appropriate hair-grooming practices for
children is important.

Hair Protection—Proactive steps to reduce hair loss
include wearing satin bonnets and/or using satin pil-
lowcases while sleeping regardless of hairstyle. Although
evidence is limited, it is thought that satin and silk allow
the hair to retain its moisture and natural oils, preventing
breakage and friction.®** Frequent hair trimming every
2 to 4 months can reduce breakage when doing thermal
treatments.®* When prolonged or repetitive styles are
used, it is encouraged to give the hair a break between
styles to recover from the repeated stress. Wearing an
intermittent updo or high bun—a hairstyle in which the
hair is pulled upward—can prevent breakage by reducing
heavy strain on the hair; however, it is important to avoid
the use of rubber bands due to friction and risk for tan-
gling of hair strands. Instead, the use of covered elastic ties
and/or those without metal is preferred." Alternatively, if

VOL. 115 NO. 3 | MARCH 2025 97

Copyright Cutis 2025. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted without the prior written permission of the Publisher.



TEXTURED HAIR CARE PRACTICES

a polished and neat appearance with slicked-back hair is
desired, the practice of tautly pulling the hair is not recom-
mended. Instead, use of an alcohol-free gel is suggested
along with a satin scarf wrapped around the hairline to
facilitate the setting of the hair in place."

A common practice to preserve curly hairstyles while
sleeping is known as the pineapple method, which
protects the hair and aids in preserving the freshness
and style of the curls.”” It consists of a loosely tied high
ponytail at the top of the head allowing the curls to fall
forward. This minimizes frizz and prevents the curls from
forming knots.

Conclusion

Hair care recommendations in Black women can be com-
plex due to a wide range of personal care preferences and
styling techniques in this population. While evidence in
the literature is limited, it still is important for dermatolo-
gists to be familiar with the different hair care practices
utilized by Black women so they can effectively counsel
patients and improve hair health. Knowledge of optimal
hair care practices can aid in the prevention of common
hair disorders that disproportionately affect this patient
population, such as traction alopecia and trichorrhexis
nodosa or breakage.
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APPENDIX

eTABLE. Care Recommendations for Common Hair-styling Practices and Techniques in Black Patients

Styling practice

or technique Description Care recommendations SOR?
Natural hair Hair that has not been Avoid shampoos that are drying (ie, contain harsh sulfates and silicones) A
chemically or thermally
processed Wash hair once per wk or every other wk B
Use protein treatments monthly B
Use a wide-tooth comb to detangle in a retrograde fashion (ie, from ends to roots of hair) B
Use a deep conditioner once per wk or every other wk B
Use a flexi rod set of foam curlers to attain more formed curl patterns B
Utilize the LOC/LCO method for maintenance between washes C
Use manual detangling in addition to detangling conditioners C
Thermal Process in which hair is Limit use of flat iron to once per wk if possible A
straightening pulled between 2 heated
metal plates resulting in Limit no. of passes with the flat iron A
straight hair (“flat-ironing”
or “silk press”) Apply heat protectant cream or spray before flat iron use A
Wrap the hair around the scalp to keep it flat or pin curl hair and cover with a bonnet before sleep B
Limit flat iron temperature to <175 °F or use low/medium setting B
Utilize co-washing method B
Use clarifying shampoo after 3-4 co-washes B
Hot oil treatment twice monthly can promote moisture retention and reduce split-end formation B
CONTINUED
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eTABLE. (continued)

Styling practice

Care recommendations

or technique Description SOR®
Chemical Hair texture is altered using Use caution with chemical straighteners due to the potential risks for breast and uterine cancer A
straightening chemical relaxers, permanents
(perms), and Jheri curls; If possible, have chemical straighteners applied by a professional stylist A
each technique differs
with regard to the specific Use a pretreatment to protect your scalp and hair; this can include a base cream on the scalp and/or a protein B
chemicals used and the treatment for hair
resulting changes to the o i i )
natural curl pattern Use deep-conditioning and protein treatments to restore moisture and strength of the hair shaft B
Wait at least 6-8 wk between applications, as overuse of chemical relaxers can cause severe damage B
Always do a patch test before applying a new product to the entire scalp C
Braids Three or more interlocking Leave the edges (vellus and terminal hairs at the frontotemporal hair line) of the hair out A
sections of hair that may or
may not be fixated to the Style edges with edge control (gel that helps to tame the vellus hairs at the frontotemporal scalp) and a A
scalp (eg, cornrows) toothbrush or comb
Do not wear braids for >3 mo at a time A
Wash braids every 2 wk; can wash more often in cases of active lifestyle (eg, exercise) A
Avoid wearing tighter braids with high volume and length, which can lead to breakage A
Use clarifying shampoo and conditioner diluted with water to ensure that products rinse out of the braids C
Dry braids by wringing with a microfiber towel C
Locs A permanent hairstyle in Perform regular maintenance with retwisting and washing A

which sections of uncombed
hair are intertwined into
clusters' by twisting,
palm-rolling, or using tools
such as crochet hooks to
“lock” the hair

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE

S3011L0VHd 3dVO dIVH d3dNixX3l



"J18ysl|gnd 8y} Jo uoissiwiad uapim Joud ay) Jnoyum pajiwsuel} Jo ‘palols ‘paonpoidas aq Aew uopeslignd siyy jo yed oN "Gz0g siind wbuAdon

8

@SILNO |

SILNO/WOO IOAIAN MMM

eTABLE. (continued)

Styling practice

Care recommendations

or technique Description SOR®
Wigs Scalp covering made of Care for wigs in the same manner as one would care for their own hair A
synthetic or human hair that
can be strapped with an Store wigs on a mannequin head when not being worn A
adjustable band or glued to
the scalp; a lace-front wig Wash human-hair wigs bimonthly with sulfate-free shampoo and conditioner A
has a thin frontal mesh or
lace that blends in with the Use rollers or flexi rods to style synthetic wigs; do not use heat tools A
frontal hairline." ) ) . o
Avoid using creams and oils on synthetic wigs A
Weaves Sections of synthetic or Avoid using bonding glue and opt for a sew-in weave as glues can cause damage due to difficult in removal A
human hair that can be
sewn, braided, glued, taped, ~Shampoo hair every 7-14 d A
or clipped to the natural hair
to increase length or fullness ~ Use hooded dryer after washing to ensure no residual moisture A
of hair as desired
Wrap hair for preservation overnight A
Maintain natural hair underneath the weave appropriately A
Hair oils can be added to the scalp to decrease itching and dryness A
If the hair is braided, periodically wash in between the braids with a spray bottle of water and shampoo B
Protection Proactive steps to reduce Avoid use of rubber bands; instead, use covered elastic ties and/or hair ties without metal A
hair loss
Wear satin bonnets and/or use satin pillowcases while sleeping regardless of the hairstyle B
Trim hair every 2-4 mo B
Wear an updo or high bun B
If a sleek; slick-back look is desired, utilize alcohol-free gel and a satin scarf around the hairline to help set the hair in place B
Utilize the pineapple method: flip the hair over and tie a bonnet around it to allow hair to plop forward instead of down. B

Abbreviations: LCO, liquid, cream, oil; LOG, liquid, ail, cream; SOR, strength of recommendation.

aStrength of recommendation is classified as the following: A, based on good quality evidence; B, based on limited-quality, patient-oriented evidence; C, based on patient experience.
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