
Safer Alternatives for Chemical 
Hair Straightening Products



Background
• Chemical hair straighteners are widely 
used at home and in salons

• Marketed for decades as safe and 
convenient

• Marketed to BIPOC communities
• “Safe and convenient”
• Disproportionately used by Black women 

and children
• Structural drivers influence product use
• Both a public health and equity issue

• Emerging evidence shows serious 
health risks



Chemicals of Concern

• Formaldehyde (known carcinogen in keratin/Brazilian 
hair straighteners)

• Formaldehyde releasers (FRs) – ingredients may 
transform into formaldehyde over time and/or during 
use

• Caustic ingredients (in relaxers)
• Long-chain parabens

• Formaldehyde (known carcinogen in keratin/Brazilian 
hair straighteners)

• Formaldehyde releasers (FRs) – ingredients may 
transform into formaldehyde over time and/or during 
use

• Caustic ingredients (in relaxers)
• Long-chain parabens



Goals and Objectives

Identify and assess safer hair straightening products 
(specifically ones that are suspected of containing 
formaldehyde or FRs) by the end of 2026 so that Haz 
Waste can confidently recommend safer products when 
engaging with local communities and small businesses. 

• Engage with hair professionals.
• Evaluate currently available safer products.
• Test products, or those in use at hair salons, for 
formaldehyde.



Approach

• Hair Stylist Survey
• Hair Salon Inventory
• Chemical Hazard Assessment 
and Product Certification 
Review

• Free Formaldehyde Testing



Cosmetologist Survey

• Surveyed 10 hair professionals
• Topics:

• Product use
• Chemical awareness
• Barriers to safer alternatives
• TFCA awareness

• Incentivized participation ($150 gift card)



Participant #1 Product Name 
Provided Brand Product Type Use Frequency Reapplication

1
Affirm Avlon Relaxer 3 clients per week 6-8 weeks
Smoothing system Keratin Complex Keratin/Brazilian Hair 

Straightener
2 clients per week Every 3 months

4

-2 Affirm Relaxer 4 clients per week 6-8 weeks
- Motions Relaxer 4 clients per week 6-8 weeks
- Ion Keratin/Brazilian Hair 

Straightener
3 clients per week 8 weeks

- Nairobi Relaxer 4-5 clients per week 4-8 weeks
- Bantu Relaxer 3 clients per week 6-8 weeks

5 - Mizani Relaxer 1 client every 2 months 8-10 weeks

6

- Mizani Relaxer No re-application 8-10 weeks
- Nairobi Styling foam 10-20 clients per week -

No answer provided

- Roux Coloring 1-2 clients per week -

7
- Mizani Relaxer 3-4 clients per week 4-8 weeks
Wave Nouveau Soft Sheen Carson Amino Thioglcolate 

Relaxer
1 client per week 8-12 weeks

8
Argan Moroccan Oil Morrocanoil - 4 clients per week None

9

Brazilian Blowout 
Free Smoothing 
Treatment

Brazilian Blowout Keratin/Brazilian Hair 
Straightener

15-20 clients per week Every 12 weeks

10 Chi Chi Enviro - 1 client per week Every 3 months

Table 6. Most Often Used Hair Straightening or Relaxing Products 



Reported Barrier Count (n = 10) Percentage

Lack of information 5 50%
It costs too much 4 40%

Available for purchase 
(availability)

3
30%

Do not know where to 
get safer products

3
30%

Client preference 3 30%
Does not last as long 3 30%
Does not work as well 2 20%

No barriers 2 20%
Brand loyalty 1 10%

Other (please specify) 1 10%

Barriers to Switching to Safer Hair Products 

Method Used to 
Assess Safety Count (n = 10) Percentage

Review ingredients 
label 8 80%

Product labeled 
“natural,” “organic,” or 

“non-toxic”
7 70%

Review information 
online 4 40%

Check information from 
manufacturer (website 

or SDS)
4 40%

Rely on 
recommendations from 

others
2 20%

Look for third-party 
certifications 1 10%

Other (please specify) 2 20%

Not sure 1 10%

How Product Safety is Determined 

Question 30: How do you determine whether a product is 
safe to use? (Select all that apply)

Question 11: What makes it hard for you to switch to safer 
hair products?



Salon Inventory 

• Five salons
• 887 products identified
• Photographed products
• Captured:

• Product name
• Brand/manufacturer
• Product type
• Signal words
• Made In country
• Ingredient list



Chemical Hazard Assessment
• Screened products against 
Certifications 

• EWG, retailer ‘clean’ lists, etc.
• Reviewed formulations through 
Scivera:

• Formaldehyde
• Formaldehyde releasers
• Caustic ingredients
• Other chemicals of high concern

• Still figuring out how to Report…



Formaldehyde Sampling

• Selected products based on:
• Marketed as “safer”
• Use frequency (salon survey)
• Ingredient flags

• Compared:
• Label/formulation vs. lab results
• Collaboration with UW

• Goal:
• Identify hidden or generated formaldehyde
• Identify true safer alternatives



Samples

Product Name Description Purchase location/link
ION Keratin Smoothing 
Treatment (1 of 2 in Kit) 

No formaldehyde or FR was identified on 
ingredient list and is considered a safer 
alternative candidate.

Ion Keratin Smoothing Treatment Kit 
by Smooth Solutions | Treatments | 
Sally Beauty

ION Keratin Smoothing 
Treatment Clarify 
Shampoo (2 of 2 in Kit) 

No formaldehyde or FR was identified on 
ingredient list and is considered a safer 
alternative candidate. This product supports 
the main smoothing product.

Ion Keratin Smoothing Treatment Kit 
by Smooth Solutions | Treatments | 
Sally Beauty

Cezanne Classic Keratin 
Smoothing Treatment 
Formaldehyde Free

No formaldehyde or FR was identified on 
ingredient list and is considered a safer 
alternative candidate. Includes an FR 
(Glyoxylic Acid), which is not regulated in 
Washington State.

Cezanne Classic Keratin Smoothing 
Treatment Formaldehyde-Free 10 
Fl.Oz.~sealed~ | eBay

DAMANCI ZERO Keratin 
Treatment, Formaldehyde 
Free Keratin Hair 
Treatment, Anti Frizz, 
Revitalizing, Organic Hair 
Smoothing Treatment

No formaldehyde or FR was identified on 
ingredient list and is considered a safer 
alternative candidate. Amazon.com: DAMANCI ZERO Keratin 

Treatment, Formaldehyde Free 
Keratin Hair Treatment, Anti Frizz, 
Revitalizing, Organic Hair Smoothing 
Treatment with Coconut Oil, Stem Cell 
Peptides and Collagen (10 OZ) : 
Beauty & Personal Care

Keratin Complex NKSTB 
Natural Keratin 
Smoothing Treatment for 
Blonde Hair - NKST 
Blonde with KC Primer (1 
of 3 products in Kit)

Product was used by a survey participant. 
Includes an FR (Diazolidinyl Urea), which is 
regulated in Washington State. Keratin Complex NKSTB Natural 

Keratin Smoothing Treatment for 
Blonde Hair (System Kit) NKST 
Blonde with KC Primer & Keratin 
Obsessed : Target

Keratin Complex NKSTB 
Natural Keratin 
Smoothing Treatment for 
Blonde Hair - Keratin 
Obsessed (2 of 3 
products in kit) 

Product was used by a survey participant. 
Includes an FR (Diazolidinyl Urea), which is 
regulated in Washington State. Keratin Complex NKSTB Natural 

Keratin Smoothing Treatment for 
Blonde Hair (System Kit) NKST 
Blonde with KC Primer & Keratin 
Obsessed : Target

https://www.sallybeauty.com/hair-care/shop-by-product/textured-and-curly-hair-care/perms-and-straighteners/hair-straighteners-and-relaxers/keratin-smoothing-treatment-kit/SBS-302890.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.sallybeauty.com/hair-care/shop-by-product/textured-and-curly-hair-care/perms-and-straighteners/hair-straighteners-and-relaxers/keratin-smoothing-treatment-kit/SBS-302890.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.sallybeauty.com/hair-care/shop-by-product/textured-and-curly-hair-care/perms-and-straighteners/hair-straighteners-and-relaxers/keratin-smoothing-treatment-kit/SBS-302890.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.sallybeauty.com/hair-care/shop-by-product/textured-and-curly-hair-care/perms-and-straighteners/hair-straighteners-and-relaxers/keratin-smoothing-treatment-kit/SBS-302890.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.sallybeauty.com/hair-care/shop-by-product/textured-and-curly-hair-care/perms-and-straighteners/hair-straighteners-and-relaxers/keratin-smoothing-treatment-kit/SBS-302890.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.sallybeauty.com/hair-care/shop-by-product/textured-and-curly-hair-care/perms-and-straighteners/hair-straighteners-and-relaxers/keratin-smoothing-treatment-kit/SBS-302890.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.ebay.com/itm/257034721173?_ul=US&mkevt=1&mkcid=1&mkrid=711-53200-19255-0&campid=5339046648&toolid=10001&customid=eb%3Ab%3Avms%3Aeb%3Ap%3A257034721173%3Ba25465d1a35f163e31e00cfec432669b&loc_physical_ms=111448&loc_interest_ms=&msclkid=a25465d1a35f163e31e00cfec432669b&utm_source=bing&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=PLA%20-%20US&utm_term=4575961264062163&utm_content=Ad%20group%20%231
https://www.ebay.com/itm/257034721173?_ul=US&mkevt=1&mkcid=1&mkrid=711-53200-19255-0&campid=5339046648&toolid=10001&customid=eb%3Ab%3Avms%3Aeb%3Ap%3A257034721173%3Ba25465d1a35f163e31e00cfec432669b&loc_physical_ms=111448&loc_interest_ms=&msclkid=a25465d1a35f163e31e00cfec432669b&utm_source=bing&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=PLA%20-%20US&utm_term=4575961264062163&utm_content=Ad%20group%20%231
https://www.ebay.com/itm/257034721173?_ul=US&mkevt=1&mkcid=1&mkrid=711-53200-19255-0&campid=5339046648&toolid=10001&customid=eb%3Ab%3Avms%3Aeb%3Ap%3A257034721173%3Ba25465d1a35f163e31e00cfec432669b&loc_physical_ms=111448&loc_interest_ms=&msclkid=a25465d1a35f163e31e00cfec432669b&utm_source=bing&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=PLA%20-%20US&utm_term=4575961264062163&utm_content=Ad%20group%20%231
https://www.ebay.com/itm/257034721173?_ul=US&mkevt=1&mkcid=1&mkrid=711-53200-19255-0&campid=5339046648&toolid=10001&customid=eb%3Ab%3Avms%3Aeb%3Ap%3A257034721173%3Ba25465d1a35f163e31e00cfec432669b&loc_physical_ms=111448&loc_interest_ms=&msclkid=a25465d1a35f163e31e00cfec432669b&utm_source=bing&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=PLA%20-%20US&utm_term=4575961264062163&utm_content=Ad%20group%20%231
https://www.ebay.com/itm/257034721173?_ul=US&mkevt=1&mkcid=1&mkrid=711-53200-19255-0&campid=5339046648&toolid=10001&customid=eb%3Ab%3Avms%3Aeb%3Ap%3A257034721173%3Ba25465d1a35f163e31e00cfec432669b&loc_physical_ms=111448&loc_interest_ms=&msclkid=a25465d1a35f163e31e00cfec432669b&utm_source=bing&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=PLA%20-%20US&utm_term=4575961264062163&utm_content=Ad%20group%20%231
https://www.amazon.com/DAMANCI-Treatment-Formaldehyde-Revitalizing-Smoothing/dp/B0CP4H91ZV?th=1
https://www.amazon.com/DAMANCI-Treatment-Formaldehyde-Revitalizing-Smoothing/dp/B0CP4H91ZV?th=1
https://www.amazon.com/DAMANCI-Treatment-Formaldehyde-Revitalizing-Smoothing/dp/B0CP4H91ZV?th=1
https://www.amazon.com/DAMANCI-Treatment-Formaldehyde-Revitalizing-Smoothing/dp/B0CP4H91ZV?th=1
https://www.amazon.com/DAMANCI-Treatment-Formaldehyde-Revitalizing-Smoothing/dp/B0CP4H91ZV?th=1
https://www.amazon.com/DAMANCI-Treatment-Formaldehyde-Revitalizing-Smoothing/dp/B0CP4H91ZV?th=1
https://www.amazon.com/DAMANCI-Treatment-Formaldehyde-Revitalizing-Smoothing/dp/B0CP4H91ZV?th=1
https://www.target.com/p/-/A-92394348?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.target.com/p/-/A-92394348?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.target.com/p/-/A-92394348?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.target.com/p/-/A-92394348?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.target.com/p/-/A-92394348?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.target.com/p/-/A-92394348?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.target.com/p/-/A-92394348?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.target.com/p/-/A-92394348?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.target.com/p/-/A-92394348?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.target.com/p/-/A-92394348?utm_source=chatgpt.com


Results

Sample Name Product Name
Free 

Formaldehyde 
Result (ug/g)

Duplicate 
Result 
(ug/g)

FR 
identified 

on 
Ingredient 

List

MP_251218_CHP1 ION Keratin Smoothing 
Treatment (1 of 2 in Kit) < 5 < 5 -

MP_251218_CHP6
ION Keratin Smoothing 
Treatment Clarifying 
Shampoo (2 of 2 in Kit) 

< 5 < 5 -

MP_251218_CHP2
Cezanne Classic Keratin 
Smoothing Treatment 
Formaldehyde Free

11 11 -

MP_251218_CHP3

DAMANCI ZERO Keratin 
Treatment, Formaldehyde 
Free Keratin Hair 
Treatment, Anti Frizz, 
Revitalizing, Organic Hair 
Smoothing Treatment

31 34 -

MP_251218_CHP4

Keratin Complex NKSTB 
Natural Keratin Smoothing 
Treatment for Blonde Hair - 
NKST Blonde with KC 
Primer (1 of 3 products in 
Kit)

28,800 27700 Timonacic

MP_251218_CHP5

Keratin Complex NKSTB 
Natural Keratin Smoothing 
Treatment for Blonde Hair - 
Keratin Obsessed (2 of 3 
products in kit) 

334 339 Diazolidinyl 
Urea



Next Steps
• Finish Report

• Conclusions and 
Recommendations

• Monitor for FRs in products in 
2027

• Public education to share what 
we learned

• Roll this into a broader look at 
products in hair and nail Salons
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