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Episode 4: The Journey, Everything She Tries and Why Each Step Half Works


Every buyer who reaches Ebb has already walked a long road of products, and almost every product on that road worked a little. That pattern is what makes this market hard to sell into and easy to understand once you see it: nobody arrives disappointed by a scam, they arrive tired from a dozen partial wins that never lasted. This episode follows that road in the order most people travel it, names the belief that sends her to each step, explains the mechanism that makes it half work, and gives you the counts from our corpus so you know how crowded each step is. Two branches split off along the way, one for parents and one for swimmers, and I will take each of them in turn.




Step one: more conditioner, and leaving it on longer

The journey nearly always starts in the shower. Her hair feels rough, tangles when wet, or looks dull, so she buys a richer conditioner, uses more of it, and leaves it on for a few minutes. This works, and the reason is real chemistry. Conditioners are built around positively charged ingredients, either cationic surfactants such as behentrimonium chloride or cationic polymers such as polyquaternium-10 and guar hydroxypropyltrimonium chloride. Since the hair surface is negatively charged, and damaged hair is more negative than healthy hair, those ingredients are pulled onto the hair by charge and they land hardest on the damaged sections. A 2019 nanoscale imaging study showed a conditioner evening out the strongly negative patches of bleached hair and shifting them toward positive, and its authors wrote that bleached surfaces are “temporarily repaired to some extent” by it.

The word “temporarily” is the reason this step only half works. The conditioner film is a few billionths of a metre thick, and the next shampoo removes part of it, according to a 2021 study of how cationic polymers wash off. The pool removes some, the sea removes some, and friction during the day wears it thin at the ends. So the hair feels better in the shower and on the first day, and by the next swim or the next wash it is back where it started. Rinse-out conditioner is the right first step, and it is built to fade.




Step two, the parents’ branch: a better brush and a better technique

Parents leave the shower aisle early and head for tools. Our corpus holds 122 records about detangling brushes and brushing technique, and “wet brush” alone appears 47 times. The advice is consistent and correct as far as it goes: start at the ends and work up, hold the hair above the knot so the pull does not reach the scalp, use a flexible brush or a wide-tooth comb, braid long hair before bed and before the pool. Each of these lowers the force on the scalp and reduces breakage, and parents who adopt them do see shorter, calmer sessions.

What none of them changes is the surface of the hair. A flexible brush pulls less hard on a knot; it does nothing about the friction that made the knot. Starting at the ends makes the session gentler and longer. Braiding reduces tumbling overnight, and the braid still comes out with knots inside it if the strands grip each other. The parent then reaches for the gentlest shampoo on the shelf, a children’s “no tears” formula, which a 2014 review found always sits at a near-neutral pH that raises the negative charge and friction between strands. When none of it is enough, the parent decides the child is “tender-headed,” a phrase that appears 105 times in our corpus, mostly said by the adult doing the brushing. The last step on this branch is the scissors, either cutting knots out or cutting the hair short, and thirteen records describe exactly that.




Step three: oils

The next stop for adults is oil: coconut oil from the kitchen, argan or a branded oil such as Gisou’s honey oil, applied to the ends. Oils genuinely help, and coconut oil helps more than most. The Indian research group of Rele and Mohile showed in 2003 that coconut oil applied before and after washing reduced protein loss from both damaged and undamaged hair, and that sunflower oil and mineral oil did not. Coconut oil’s main fat, built on lauric acid, is small and straight enough to soak into the hair and has an affinity for hair protein, while mineral oil sits on the surface. Oils also form a film that slows water moving in and out of hair, and they add shine and slip.

The catch is weight, and it falls hardest on the largest group of Ebb’s buyers. A fine hair is sixteen times easier to bend than one twice as thick, and it offers more surface for every drop. Oil that disappears into thick, coarse hair turns fine hair limp and shiny at the roots. In Ebb’s own reviews, a buyer with fine hair wrote about the Hair Barrier oil, in a buyer quote: “My hair looks like I took a bath in coconut oil.” Oil also has practical problems for this market: it is messy in a swim bag, some buyers say it fades their colour, and the Gisou dripper bottle draws 71 packaging complaints in our Sephora pull for leaking. So oil helps the dry ends and punishes the fine roots, and most buyers end up using too much or too little.




Step four: leave-ins, the category Ebb lives in

A leave-in spray or cream is the logical answer to the rinse-out problem: put the conditioning on and leave it there. The leave-in category is large and busy. In our corpus “leave-in” is the most used product word of all, at 1,045 records. At Sephora the comparable products include amika’s The Wizard detangling primer, OUAI’s leave-in, Moroccanoil’s detangling leave-in, UNITE 7SECONDS, Evereden’s kids’ spray and K18’s leave-in mask.

Leave-ins half work for a reason the buyers describe perfectly in their complaints. A leave-in strong enough to give real slip on damaged ends tends to feel heavy, greasy or waxy on fine roots, and a leave-in light enough to vanish on fine hair often does too little. Both complaints fill the reviews. amika’s The Wizard draws 67 heavy or greasy complaints at three stars or below in our pull. A buyer reviewing Kristin Ess’s weightless leave-in on Amazon wrote that it was so weightless “that it ends up doing almost nothing for my hair.” Ebb’s own tonic sits in this squeeze: 153 of its 271 reviews praise the detangling, and a minority of fine-haired buyers call it heavy. Leave-ins are the right product class for the problem, and the buyer’s struggle with them comes from dose and placement far more than from the product being wrong, which is a point episode six turns into the aha.




Step five: masks and deep treatments

When daily products are not enough, she escalates to a weekly mask: Briogeo’s Don’t Despair Repair, a drugstore hair mask, a salon treatment, or Ebb’s own Rescue Mask. Masks carry the same cationic ingredients as conditioners in higher amounts, plus oils, butters and sometimes small proteins. Hydrolysed proteins of small enough size can enter damaged hair; a 2021 study by Malinauskyte and colleagues found that keratin fragments of low and middle molecular weight penetrated into the cortex, larger ones stayed on the surface, and the middle and large fragments reduced breakage. So a good mask does partly fill an opened fibre and coat its surface, and the hair feels markedly softer afterwards.

It half works because the fill and the coat wash out over the following few washes, and because it treats once a week a fibre that is being stripped every day. Masks also carry the weight problem in concentrated form. Ebb’s mask is its best reviewed product, with 159 reviews and only one at three stars or below, and it is strongest with bleached and dry hair. Even so, several unhappy reviews across Ebb’s line describe knots so bad after a mask or leave-in that they had to be cut out, which most likely reflects heavy product meeting fine, tangle-prone hair.




Step six: the hydration aisle

Somewhere around the mask stage she starts buying everything labelled “hydrating” or “moisturising,” because “my hair is dry” sounds like a water problem. The shelf obliges with hydrating shampoos, hydrating masks, moisture mists and water-based creams. This is the step that disappoints most sharply, and the market already half knows it. Dr Michelle Wong, the chemist behind Lab Muffin Beauty Science, published a video titled “Is hydration destroying your hair? The REAL science,” which has drawn about 1.88 million views. The most liked substantive comment under it, with about 8,600 likes, is a buyer quote: “I really wish the haircare companies wouldn’t treat us as stupid so I can just buy the right stuff in the store instead of having to basically do a PhD thesis every time I want to try something new.”

The reason this step fails was in episode two. Hair’s water content follows the humidity of the air, a damaged fibre gives up any extra water within about an hour, and a 2020 vapour sorption study found that ordinary rinse-off conditioner ingredients have limited moisturising ability. What makes hair feel moisturised is a smooth, lubricated surface. Hydrating products that work are working as conditioners; the word “hydrating” on the label is mostly marketing.




Step seven: bond builders

For bleached and chemically treated hair, the next stop is a bond builder. Olaplex, launched in 2014 by chemists Craig Hawker and Eric Pressly, uses a patented ingredient called bis-aminopropyl diglycol dimaleate, a maleic acid derivative that the patent describes as linking to the broken sulfur ends of disulfide bonds. Dozens of brands followed with maleic acid and similar chemistry, and K18 arrived with a peptide it says rebuilds the keratin chain. Our corpus mentions Olaplex 191 times and K18 70 times, and the price is a recurring sore point: K18’s leave-in mask is 75 dollars for 1.7 ounces at Sephora, and it draws 45 price complaints at three stars or below in our pull.

Bond builders half work for a specific reason. They target the inside of the hair, the disulfide bonds broken by bleach and perms, and there is reasonable evidence they reduce damage when used during bleaching, while independent proof that they relink bonds in already damaged hair is thin and argued over by cosmetic chemists. Even where they work, they work on strength, while the buyer’s daily complaints are friction, tangles, frizz and the dry feel, which live on the surface. A bleached blonde can use a bond builder faithfully and still have hair that grips, knots and feels like straw after every swim, because the 18-MEA coat that made it slide is gone and no bond builder restores it.




Step eight: the silicone question, and the purge

Silicones deserve their own step because the buyer’s relationship with them goes in a circle. Dimethicone, amodimethicone and their relatives are the most effective slip, shine and frizz ingredients in hair care. They spread into a smooth film, reduce combing force, hold out humid air, and amodimethicone in particular is drawn to damaged, negatively charged areas and resists washing off. A 2025 review by Carvalho, Melo, Kelati and Tosti in the journal Skin Appendage Disorders concluded that silicones are valuable in hair care when formulated and used properly, and that their main drawback is build-up of the water-insoluble kinds.

Many buyers in this market have been taught to avoid them. The Curly Girl Method, from Lorraine Massey’s book in 2001, bans silicones and sulfates, and clean beauty marketing has spent a decade listing “free of” ingredients. So she switches to silicone-free products, loses some slip and frizz control, adds heavier creams and oils to make up for it, gets build-up from those, and then buys a clarifying shampoo to strip the build-up. “Clarifying” appears 235 times in our corpus and “build up” 251 times. A clarifying shampoo removes the residue and also the hair’s own remaining lipids, which a 2019 study tied to routine surfactant washing, so the hair comes out of the clarifying wash barer and grippier than before, and the cycle of adding and stripping begins again. In Ebb’s unhappy reviews you can hear both ends of this circle at once: twelve of 37 say heavy or waxy, and twelve say stripping or like straw.




Step nine, the swimmers’ branch

Swimmers travel their own road, and it runs almost entirely after the water. The first tool is the swim cap, mentioned 141 times in our corpus, which reduces water contact and still lets water in; a TikTok creator’s claim that caps were never meant to keep hair dry reached 10.1 million plays, and a former competitive swimmer’s reply that her cap did keep it dry drew 3,838 likes, which tells you how unsettled the belief is. The second is rinsing in fresh water right after the swim, which is good practice and comes after the soak. The third is a swimmer’s shampoo. UltraSwim, TRISWIM, Malibu C, Paul Mitchell’s Shampoo Three and similar products remove chlorine residue and its smell, and some contain chelating agents that pull metal out of the hair; SwimSpray, invented by a chemist and swimmer named Andrew Chadeayne, uses a vitamin C solution that neutralises chlorine on contact. UltraSwim’s top ad, “daily chlorine removal,” shows 19,104 engagements in our AdSpy pull. These products do useful cleanup, and the oxidation they follow has already happened by the time they are used.

Some swimmers add coconut oil or conditioner before the swim, 97 coconut oil records and 123 pre-swim treatment records in our corpus, which is the one piece of swimmer folk wisdom the science supports in principle, though it is messy, makes caps slide, and a well-liked YouTube comment asks whether conditioner can protect at all when it washes out in the water. Blondes who turn green try ketchup, tomato juice and baking soda; one green hair video built on those tricks has about 159,000 views. And some swimmers, in their own words, simply swim less. A Reddit swimmer wrote, in a buyer quote: “Swimming’s always been my favorite, but I don’t do it as much anymore because chlorine really wrecks my hair.”




A side road for frizz: heat, smoothing treatments and humidity sprays

Buyers whose main complaint is frizz, 157 of Ebb’s reviews and about a thousand records across our corpus, take a side road that runs through heat. The flat iron and the blow-dryer with a round brush give the smoothest result anyone can get at home, because heat drives water out and lets the hydrogen bonds reset with every strand pulled straight and parallel. The result lasts until humidity or a swim lets water back in, and the heat itself costs the hair. Flat irons run at around 200 degrees Celsius, and repeated passes on wet or damp hair can boil the water inside the fibre and leave tiny bubbles in the cortex that hair scientists can see under the microscope. Heat protectant sprays reduce that damage, and many of the most effective ones rely on silicones and film-forming polymers. Ebb’s own Hair Barrier oil is sold at Sephora under a name that includes heat protection, and the tonic’s clinical summary from the client reports less heat damage after one use, which episode nine examines.

Further along the road come salon smoothing treatments, the keratin and Brazilian blowout family, which lay down a heavy protein and polymer film and use heat to set it, and which in their older forms released formaldehyde. They give months of smooth hair and are a big commitment. At the cheaper end sit humidity sprays and anti-frizz serums, at about 30 to 50 dollars at Sephora, most of them silicone based, which coat the hair against humid air for a day. Each of these half works for the reason the whole journey half works: frizz comes from water re-entering a rough, porous fibre unevenly, and each product holds back the water for a while without changing the fibre. Frizz is real and it is a door, and in Ebb’s market it travels with tangles and dryness more often than it travels alone. A buyer who calls her hair frizzy usually also calls it dry and says it tangles, which is why the same coat that solves the knots tends to calm the frizz as well.




Step ten: the exits

At the end of the road there are three exits. The first is the haircut: cutting off the damaged ends does remove the worst of the timeline, and the new growth then meets the same pool, sun and shampoo. The second is giving up the activity, swimming less or skipping the beach, which solves the hair by losing the life. The third is acceptance: “my hair is just dry,” “my daughter is just tender-headed,” “fine hair is just like this.” That third exit is the most important for a marketer, because a buyer who has accepted a fixed identity for her hair has stopped looking, and an ad that offers her one more product will not reach her. Only an ad that changes the explanation can reopen her search.




What the journey teaches

Lay the road out end to end and one pattern runs through every step. Each product is aimed at the moment she notices the problem, in the shower, at the brush or after the swim, and each one lays down something temporary that the next exposure takes away. The products that give the most slip, silicones and rich leave-ins, punish fine hair with weight, and the cure for the weight, clarifying, strips what little coat the hair has left. The swimmers’ tools clean up after an exposure they never prevent. Nothing on the road is fake, and nothing is aimed at the right moment with the right dose. Episode five takes the points on this road where most people stop moving and examines why they stop there.


