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Episode 5: The Valley, Where Most People Get Stuck


The journey in episode four had ten steps, and very few people walk all of them. Most stop somewhere in the middle and stay there for years, buying the next product in the same step and never moving to a different explanation. I call that stopping place the valley, because from inside it every direction looks uphill. This episode names the main valley in this market, then the three smaller valleys that each sub-avatar falls into, and for each one it gives you the belief that keeps people there and the evidence from our corpus and from outside that shows they are there. A marketer who knows the valley knows where the money is, because a buyer in the valley is already spending, already frustrated and already looking.




The main valley: the seesaw between heavy and stripped

The largest group of Ebb’s buyers, and of the wider market, stalls at the leave-in and mask stage, and they stall in a specific way, swinging back and forth between two opposite failures. On one side, the products that give real slip and softness feel heavy, greasy, waxy or flat on their hair. On the other side, the cleansers and light products that keep the hair feeling clean leave it bare, knotted and rough, which buyers describe as straw. The buyer moves from one side to the other, never settling, and blames each product in turn.

Ebb’s own unhappy reviews are the clearest evidence, because they show both sides of the swing inside a single brand. We read all 37 reviews at three stars or below, by hand, and coded every theme. Twelve said the conditioner, leave-in or oil was too heavy, greasy, waxy or left residue. Another twelve said the shampoo was stripping or drying or left the hair like straw. Eight said tangles got worse, and three said the leave-in gave no slip at all. One buyer called the detangling spray an absolute miracle in the same review where she gave the shampoo and conditioner one star. And the hair type of these unhappy reviewers tells you who lives in the valley: thirteen fine, twelve medium, two thick and ten who did not say. Fine-haired women are the largest group in Ebb’s Sephora reviews, at 292, and also the largest group among its complaints.

The wider corpus says the same thing at scale. Across about 10,500 customer records, “greasy” appears 496 times, “weighs my hair down” 424 times, “build up” 251 times, “clarifying” 235 times, “strips” or “stripped” 126 times, “like straw” 53 times and “residue” 83 times. In the Sephora reviews of comparable products at three stars or below, heavy, greasy, residue and build-up complaints number 279, led by amika’s The Wizard with 67, Gisou’s oil with 47 and amika’s Hydro Rush shampoo with 42, and dried out or stripped complaints number 84. A further 139 say the product made no difference at all, which is often the sound of a light product that was too light.




The belief that keeps her on the seesaw

She believes her hair is a fixed type with a fixed flaw, and that the right product is the one made for her type. The shelf teaches this belief directly, because it is organised by type: products for fine hair promise volume and weightlessness, products for dry or damaged hair promise moisture and repair, and products for curly hair promise definition. So she reads her own hair, picks a type, and buys for it.

The trouble is that her hair is two types at once, and the shelf has no product for that. Remember from episode two that hair is a timeline. Near the scalp, a fine-haired woman’s hair is young, mostly intact, still carrying much of its fatty coat, and it gets oily from the scalp quickly. At the ends, the same strands are two or three years old, stripped by pools, sun, colour and shampoo, rough, porous and grippy. Her roots are fine and oily; her ends are damaged and dry. A product made for “fine hair” is right for the root and too weak for the ends, and a product made for “damaged hair” is right for the ends and too heavy at the root. Whichever she picks, half of every strand is wrong, so she swings.

She stays because every swing confirms the belief. A heavy leave-in flattens her roots, and she concludes that fine hair cannot take leave-ins, so she stops using one and her ends tangle and break. A clarifying wash strips her ends to straw, and she concludes her hair is damaged beyond saving, so she buys a richer mask, which flattens her roots again. She switches brands, because the explanation available to her is that the last brand was wrong for her type. She almost never changes the two things that would get her off the seesaw, which are the amount of product and where on the strand it goes.




The parents’ valley: “she’s tender-headed” and “I’m doing it wrong”

Parents stall at the tool stage, and their belief points at a person: either the child has difficult, sensitive hair, or the parent is brushing badly. “Tender-headed” appears 105 times in our corpus, and almost always it is the adult describing the child. Brush technique and detangling brushes come up 122 times. Screaming, crying and tears at brushing come up 108 times. Thirteen records describe cutting the knots out or cutting the hair short.

You can hear the valley in the parents’ own questions. A buyer quote, a post on r/HaircareScience: “my daughters straight hair tangles every night. what is the science behind this?” A buyer quote from a parenting thread on Reddit: “She’s pretty tender headed too, so I am very careful. I have been planning to cut it soon because I feel like it’s becoming a burden for her.” A YouTube comment with 407 likes, under a detangling tutorial, reads in full, as a buyer quote: “S/O to all the dads watching this vid trying to figure how to de-tangle your daughters hair. You ain’t alone.” And on Amazon, a four star review of a best-selling kids’ detangling spray, with 18 people marking it helpful, says, as a buyer quote: “Maybe works best on wet or damp hair? … I’ve only ever applied this to her hair dry.” That parent had the right product and was using it at the wrong moment, after the knots had already formed and set.

Our philosophy work scored this market’s blame state as about seventy percent helpless and thirty percent hopeless. Helpless means she believes a fix exists and she cannot reach it; hopeless means she believes there is no fix. Parents mostly believe a fix exists, which is why they keep buying brushes and sprays, and the hopeless edge is the haircut. They stay in the valley because the label “tender-headed” closes the question. Once the problem is the child’s nature, nobody asks what changed in the hair after a summer at the pool.




The swimmers’ valley: “chlorine wrecks hair, and the fix comes after”

Swimmers stall on the after-water branch, and their belief is half right. They name the correct villain, the pool, and they put the fix in the wrong place in time. Their tools, the cap, the rinse, the swimmer’s shampoo and the clarifying wash, all act after the soak, and the oxidation they follow has already happened. Our corpus holds 141 records about swim caps, 15 complaining that the cap still lets hair get wet, 29 about putting conditioner on before swimming, and 123 about pre-swim treatment in general, 83 of those on Reddit.

The tone in this valley is fear more than frustration. As buyer quotes from r/Swimming: “How are you guys swimming and keeping your hair from getting trashed?” and, from a swimmer with thinning hair, “I’m honestly worried I’m Going to go bald from swimming but I love swimming so much it’s hard to give it up.” The objection that keeps swimmers from moving to the before-water fix is stated precisely in a YouTube comment with 177 likes, a buyer quote: “Even when you do apply the conditioner isn’t it still going to come out when your swimming?” And r/Swimming carried a post in July 2026 titled “Wetting hair before swimming does not prevent chlorine damage,” which shows the before-water idea is known and contested.

We scored this blame state at about sixty percent hopeless and forty percent helpless. Many swimmers have concluded that hair damage is the price of the sport, and the bleakest of them quietly swim less. They stay in the valley because the after-water tools give a felt result, the smell is gone and the hair feels clean, and because the one before-water idea they have heard, wet it and coat it, sounds like it should wash off.




The bleached and sun-worn valley: “I fried it, so it needs moisture”

The bleached, highlighted and sun-worn buyer stalls in the hydration aisle and at the bond builder. Her belief has two parts: she did this to herself with bleach and heat, and the damage means her hair lacks moisture. Both parts send her the wrong way. The first makes her hopeless, because if she caused permanent damage then nothing can fix it. The second sends her to products that add water to a fibre that loses it within the hour, and to bond builders that work on strength inside the hair while her daily complaints, roughness, knots and the straw feel, live on the surface.

The evidence includes the 8,600-like comment under Lab Muffin’s hydration video from episode four, the 1.88 million views on that video, 14 records that say the hair was still dry after moisturising, 191 mentions of Olaplex and 70 of K18, and Sephora’s own tick boxes, where Ebb reviewers chose damage and split ends 246 times, dryness 119 times and brassiness 69 times. A Sephora buyer of a comparable mask wrote, as a buyer quote: “My hair is dry and needs a lot of moisture, this did not really do it for my hair. It was still dry after using it.” Another, in a five star review of Ebb’s conditioner, described the identity she had settled into, a buyer quote: “After bleaching my hair my texture has never been the same. Every time I use anything else to wash it, it’s like straw.”

We scored this state at fifty percent helpless and fifty percent hopeless. She stays because the hydrating products feel good in the shower, which keeps her buying, and because the explanation she holds, that her hair is simply dry now, cannot be tested or disproved.




The occasion buyer, who has no valley

One group in this market barely stalls at all, and you should know why. The beach and travel buyer, 87 and 81 of Ebb’s reviews, is buying for an occasion: a holiday, a beach bag, a carry-on, a pool day. She is not in a long fight with her hair, so she has no valley, and she buys quickly when the product is the right size, smells good and fits the trip. Her reviews talk about minis, TSA, bags and scent far more than about damage. She is easy to convert and easy to lose, because she has no pain that brings her back once the holiday is over. For a marketer she is the trial buyer, the person who discovers the mini set at Sephora before a trip, and the job of every later message is to move her into one of the valleys’ explanations, usually the swimmer’s or the bleached buyer’s, so that she has a reason to keep using the product at home.




Reading the valley from her first sentence

Because each valley has its own vocabulary, you can usually tell which one a buyer is in from the first sentence she writes, and that matters when you read comments under ads or brief a creator. A buyer who says her hair is greasy, flat, weighed down or limp, and in the same breath says it is dry or tangles, is on the seesaw, and the message she needs is dose and placement. A buyer who says “my daughter,” “screaming,” “tender-headed,” “the brush” or “rats nest” is in the parents’ valley, and the message she needs is the absolution and the half-head test. A buyer who says “chlorine,” “swim cap,” “after the pool,” “green” or “trade-off” is in the swimmers’ valley, and the message she needs is the timing reversal. A buyer who says “straw,” “fried,” “cotton candy,” “bleached,” “hydrating” or “Olaplex” is in the bleached valley, and the message she needs is fill and coat. And a buyer who says “carry-on,” “beach bag,” “mini” or “vacation” is the occasion buyer, who needs the product and the size more than any argument. Each valley also has a tell for how hopeless the buyer has become: “it’s just my hair,” “she’s just tender-headed,” “I’ll have to cut it” and “I don’t swim as much anymore” are the sentences of people who have stopped looking, and they are reached only by a new explanation.




What the valleys have in common

Set the four valleys side by side and the same two errors appear in each. The first is the moment. The parent sprays dry hair after the knots have set, the swimmer cleans up after the soak, the bleached buyer treats once a week in the shower, and the fine-haired buyer judges every product by how it feels at the root the next morning. In every case the product is applied at the moment the problem is noticed, while the problem is created at a different moment, when the hair is wet and moving or meeting chlorine, salt and sun.

The second error is the belief in repair. Each buyer expects a product to fix her hair, and when the effect fades she concludes the product failed or her hair is beyond help. Hair is dead, and nothing topical repairs it in the sense she means. What products do is replace, for a while, the coat the hair has lost. A buyer who expects a repair and gets a coat will feel cheated every week. A buyer who expects a coat, and applies it the way she applies sunscreen, before the exposure and again after the water, will be satisfied by exactly the same product.




Outside evidence that the valley is real

Two outside sources back up what our corpus shows. The first is the r/HaircareScience community, the largest subreddit in our pull with 555 records, where the regulars argue against easy villains: they push back on the idea that hard water is ruinous, and on the idea that silicone free is automatically better. That community is where buyers go after they leave the valley, and its tone tells you the valley’s beliefs are the ones it spends its time correcting. The second is the shape of the content market. The YouTube cluster on tangles, matted hair and tender-headed children holds about 85 videos with about 19 million views, and the most viewed are routines and techniques, while almost none explain why the hair tangles. Buyers are being fed more steps for the same step, which is exactly what keeps them in the valley.




What this means for the marketing

The buyers in these valleys are not unaware of the problem or of products. They are deep into solutions, tired and skeptical, which in the language of Eugene Schwartz makes this a highly sophisticated market. A new product claim, “the best detangler” or “deep hydration,” lands on someone who has heard it twenty times and owns three bottles that made the same promise. What moves a buyer in a valley is a new explanation that accounts for her past failures without blaming her, then a change of moment or dose she can test on her own hair in one use. Episode six lays out that explanation, the aha, piece by piece, and separates the parts that are hard science from the parts that are framing.


