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Episode 8: Competitors, Sophistication, and the Angle Left Open


Hair care is one of the most crowded shelves in beauty, and it is also the fastest growing part of prestige beauty. Circana, the market research firm, reported that prestige hair care grew about eight percent in 2025, ahead of fragrance at five, makeup at four and skin care at three, and that hair is the only prestige category where most spending happens online. Growth on that scale invites everyone in, and the result is a market where nearly every claim has been made many times. This episode maps the competitors in Ebb’s lane, explains which claims are worn out, identifies the angle nobody holds, and then deals with price and with the tension between Sephora and the brand’s own store.




How the client sees the landscape

Ebb’s own team commissioned a visual audit of the hair landscape in July 2025, and it sorts the Sephora shelf into four families. The science-forward family, K18, Olaplex, Living Proof, Virtue, Color Wow and Act and Acre, sells patents, lab language and clinical repair in white, minimal bottles. The clean and naturally derived family, Briogeo, Vegamour, Ceremonia, Dae, Necessaire and Uni, sells ingredient lists, founder stories and sunlit lifestyle images. The luxury and sensory family, Oribe, Kérastase, Gisou, Crown Affair, Sol de Janeiro, sells scent and ritual. The trend and lifestyle family, OUAI, amika, Moroccanoil and Emi Jay, sells cultural cachet and social buzz. Ebb sits across the clean family and the lifestyle family: clean labels, an ocean world, a funny founder and a strong scent. That placement is comfortable and crowded, and it is the reason the brand needs a reason to buy that the families around it do not already own.




The competitors that matter, door by door

Kitsch is the best-scaling seller in Ebb’s doors and the closest match on price. It sells clean hair care from about 15 to 28 dollars, plus accessories, pillowcases, bars and a shower filter. Our research found about 12,700 Kitsch ads across 34 Facebook pages in one tracked data set, and on the sixth of October 2026 the US Meta Ad Library showed about 3,400 ads pointing at its domain, about 2,700 of them active. Those are counts of ads the brand printed, unweighted by spend, impressions or sales, so they measure how much Kitsch tests and say nothing direct about how much it sells. Kitsch wins with offers more than with ideas: two-packs, a free gift over 35 dollars, free shipping over 35 dollars, thirty percent off forever on subscription, discount links that apply a code automatically, and problem-first hooks such as “Frizz? Never heard of her” re-cut for months. Its top ads draw fifty thousand engagements and more. Kitsch shows you that a 15 to 28 dollar clean hair line can scale on Facebook when the offer carries the weight.

OUAI, founded by the celebrity stylist Jen Atkin and bought by Procter and Gamble in 2021, sells a leave-in at about 32 dollars, a travel size at 18, and fragrance-led products, mostly through creators. Its detangling messaging exists and draws little engagement; its winners are creator videos and scent. Sun Bum is the surf lifestyle brand most people would expect Ebb to resemble. It sells sunscreen first and hair care second, with a three-in-one leave-in at about 17 dollars that carries 14,705 ratings on Amazon, and its hair ads draw low engagement, a top of about 470, because lifestyle alone does not sell hair care in paid social. Briogeo, founded by Nancy Twine in 2013, owns the clean “six free” story and the Don’t Despair Repair mask. amika’s The Wizard is a popular detangling primer that draws a lot of heavy and greasy complaints. Bumble and bumble sells salon credibility and its Hairdresser’s Invisible Oil. Moroccanoil owns argan oil.

At the treatment end, Olaplex and K18 own the inside of the hair. Olaplex is mentioned 191 times in our corpus and K18 70 times. K18’s leave-in mask costs 75 dollars for 1.7 ounces at Sephora, and the average Sephora price of a bond repair leave-in across two leading products was 76.50 dollars when we checked in October. These brands have taught the market the word “bonds,” and Ebb should leave that word to them.

The kids’ and swim doors are where Ebb’s closest twins live. Evereden, a clean kids’ brand, sells a Kids After-Swim Hair Rescue Duo, an after-swim shampoo plus a four-in-one leave-in detangling spray, for 39 dollars, with 823 reviews averaging about 4.8, and it lists Corallina officinalis, a red alga that Ebb also uses. On Amazon, the SO COZY kids’ detangler carries 13,597 ratings and Sun Bum’s leave-in 14,705, proof that parents buy detanglers in huge numbers. In the swim door, the scaled advertisers are not hair care brands at all. Hairbrella sells satin-lined swim caps with about 970 active ads, built on a founder-inventor story and one ad that reads, in a competitor’s words, “Your child’s hair isn’t the problem, their swim cap is.” Eskiin sells a filtered showerhead at 149 to 169 dollars with about 810 active ads, a sixty day guarantee and advertorials that blame the shower water. UltraSwim, TRISWIM, Malibu C, SwimSpray and Paul Mitchell’s Shampoo Three sell after-swim removal; UltraSwim’s top ad drew 19,104 engagements. A small Amazon brand called Exershield sells a pre and after swim conditioner with 374 ratings, so the before-the-swim idea has been tried in a small way. Cécred, Beyoncé’s brand, runs a strong detangling spray ad and serves textured hair, a market Ebb’s buyers barely touch.




What every scaled seller has that Ebb lacks

The scaled sellers in Ebb’s doors share four habits. Each runs a guarantee: Eskiin sixty days, Hairbrella thirty days, BondiBoost a full money-back promise. Each sells bundles and quantity breaks. Each gives a reason to buy now: a gift, a threshold, a sale or a forever discount on subscription. And each runs mostly video; in the top AdSpy ads, Eskiin was forty of forty video and Hairbrella thirty-nine of forty. When we audited Ebb in October it had no guarantee, no bundles beyond a travel kit, subscription plans configured in Shopify but hidden from shoppers, no stated free shipping line, and no ads we could find in the Meta Ad Library or AdSpy under eight different searches. Ebb is starting from zero creative history in a lane full of brands with years of tested hooks.




What the competitors’ ads teach about creative

The winning ads in these doors share a grammar you can borrow without borrowing any of their words. They open on a problem the viewer recognises within a second, frizz, a chlorine-soaked child, a tangled brush, and only then show a product. Kitsch’s frizz hooks and its “healthier hair in a few washes, guaranteed” line both lead with the problem and the promise, and Kitsch re-cuts the same winning hook dozens of times over months instead of chasing new ideas. The founder-inventor story is a proven format in the swim door: Hairbrella’s top ad is its founder explaining that the world did not build a swim cap for her hair, so she invented one, and Eskiin’s founder siblings appear in their own advertorial about a sister’s hair loss and the shower water they blamed. Ebb has a founder with a better swim story than either, and has never put it in an ad.

The scaled brands also multiply where their ads come from. Kitsch runs ads through pages with names like Long Hair Goals, Your Trichologist Says and The Essential Hair Guide, and through about seventeen named creators, so the same product reaches people through different voices. Eskiin pairs each advertorial with two audiences and two offers. OUAI’s best ad is a creator’s video, and its own brand ads draw far less. Ebb’s natural version of this is the founder’s podcast audience, the surfers it already works with, and parents filming the half-head test at a pool. Finally, the money in these ads is in video: Eskiin’s top forty ads were all video, Hairbrella’s thirty-nine of forty, and Kitsch’s mostly video. A detangling result is one of the most filmable outcomes in beauty, because a comb either glides or stops on camera, and a parent’s face during brushing tells the story without a word of copy.




Sophistication: which claims are worn out

Eugene Schwartz, in Breakthrough Advertising, described how markets grow more sophisticated as they hear the same claims. In the first stage a simple claim works. In later stages the claim must be enlarged, then explained with a new mechanism, then the mechanism must be improved, and in the most sophisticated markets buyers stop believing claims and respond to identification, a brand that feels like them. Hair care in 2026 sits at the top of that ladder. The claims below are worn out, and each one lands on a buyer who has heard it many times and owns a bottle that made it.

“Hydrating” and “moisturising” are worn out, and a growing share of buyers now distrust them, as the Lab Muffin video and its 8,600-like comment show. “Repair” is worn out and, after a decade of bond builders, points buyers toward Olaplex and K18. “Bond building” belongs to those two brands. “Clean,” “free of sulfates, parabens and phthalates” and “silicone free” are table stakes at Sephora, since the retailer’s own Clean at Sephora programme sets a floor many brands meet, and the science-literate buyers in r/HaircareScience treat them as marketing. “Detangling” on its own is generic and shared with pet grooming, which supplies fifteen of the first 25 Amazon suggestions for “detangling spray.” “Weightless” has been promised so often that fine-haired buyers now read it as “does nothing.” “Frizz control” belongs to silicone serums and smoothing treatments. “Reef safe” has no agreed definition for hair care, and buyers rarely search for it; it appears in 27 records in our corpus, 22 of them Ebb’s own reviews. And “hair barrier,” the brand’s own phrase, appears only twelve times in all of our customer text, which tells you it is the brand’s word and has not yet become the buyer’s.




The angle that is left open

Three angles are open, and they line up with the three philosophies.

The first and largest is the moment. Every competitor in this lane sells either a better product for the shower or a cleanup after the water. Nobody in hair care owns the idea that the coat goes on before the water and again after every wash, the way sunscreen does. The swim door is owned by a cap and a showerhead, whose buyers already accept the villain, the water, that Ebb’s founder story is built on. Our AdSpy sweep found no ads in the United States over the past year for “swimmers hair,” “salt water hair,” “hair barrier” or “tender headed.” An ocean brand founded by a national team swimmer who sprays her hair before she dives is the natural owner of the before-the-water ritual, and nobody else is claiming it.

The second is the absolution for parents. The tangles door is the biggest in Ebb’s own reviews and the YouTube cluster around it has about 19 million views, and yet the paid ads in it sell tools, brands or caps. Hairbrella’s line about the swim cap comes close to the absolution and points it at a cap. An argument that tells the parent her child’s hair was stripped by the pool and the sun, and offers the half-head test as proof, is unclaimed.

The third is the honest dose for fine hair. Every brand promises weightlessness; none teaches the buyer how much to use and where. A brand that says plainly “one or two sprays, lengths and ends, never the roots,” and explains why fine hair bends so easily, would be the first to treat the fine-haired buyer as an adult, and would cut its own largest complaint at the same time.

There is also a fourth asset that is not an angle but a credential: the founder. Most competitor founders are stylists, chemists or celebrities. Khalyla is a former national team swimmer and a working freediver, and for the swim and beach doors that is a credential no rival can copy.




Price

Ebb’s prices, 21 to 29 dollars, sit in an interesting place. Against the drugstore and against Kitsch and Sun Bum, at roughly 5 to 17 dollars, Ebb is a step up. Against Sephora’s shelf it is cheap. When we averaged Sephora prices in October, a shine spray was about 29 dollars, an air-dry cream about 33, a UV protection spray about 38, an anti-frizz spray or serum about 41, and a bond repair leave-in about 76.50. OUAI’s leave-in is about 32 and Cécred’s spray 28. Ebb’s tonic at 21 dollars is one of the least expensive leave-ins in the store. That gives you a value story inside Sephora and an offer problem outside it: a single 21 dollar bottle does not leave room for paid social to make money on the first order. The brands that scale at this price raise the order value with sets, two-packs and gifts, and keep the customer with subscriptions. Ebb’s product logic, a coat that is reapplied every wash and every swim, is a natural fit for a subscription and for a before-and-after duo, the tonic plus the shampoo, which is exactly what Evereden sells to parents at 39 dollars.




Sephora against the brand’s own store

Sephora gives Ebb three things the brand could not buy for itself: trust, discovery and the coasts. A Sephora listing tells a buyer the product passed a gatekeeper. The store’s reviews give social proof at a scale the brand’s own site cannot match, 855 against 194. And 58 doors in California, Florida, New York, Massachusetts and Hawaii put the product where its buyers live.

The Sephora reviews also need careful reading. Of the 855, 740 arrived in January and February 2026, the launch window, with an average rating of 4.93, and 334 of those carry Sephora’s badge for incentivised reviews from a sampling programme. From March to October, 115 reviews arrived with an average of 4.23, including twenty at one or two stars. The launch average is inflated by seeded reviews, and the honest current rating sits closer to 4.2. That matters for any ad that quotes a star rating.

The brand’s own store, when we audited it on October 6, was not ready to receive paid traffic. Five of the six products were sold out, only the mask could be bought, the loudest button on every product page sent shoppers to Sephora, and none of the offer devices the scaled sellers use were live. Our team has since rebuilt the site to the client’s 2026 brand guide, and the direction moves Sephora out of the buy box to a store finder and the footer, puts sets and visible subscription under every add to cart button, and organises the site by doors: tangles, swim and chlorine, salt and beach, dry and bleached, kids and travel. Right now the client is also running a Sephora Savings Event through November 9, with creative that sends buyers to Sephora.

The decision you will need from the client is which channel paid media serves. If the goal is Sephora sell-through, ads drive awareness and send buyers to Sephora, and the DTC store becomes a brand site. If the goal is DTC growth, the store must hold stock, sell routines and subscriptions, and keep Sephora as a fallback for sold-out items. The two goals can coexist if they are split by product: Sephora sells singles and trial sizes to new buyers in the coastal doors, and the brand’s own store sells the routines, the duo and the subscription that the reapply logic calls for. There is also a third channel to settle: Ebb’s six listings on Amazon are sold by a third-party seller called Poshello with no ratings, and the client needs to say whether that seller is theirs.




What to carry from this episode

The lane is crowded with brands that sell either a better bottle or a cleanup, and almost every product claim is worn out. The open ground is an explanation and a ritual: the coat that goes on before the water and after every wash, the absolution for parents, and the honest dose for fine hair, carried by a founder who swims. The price is low for Sephora and too low for a single-bottle offer in paid social, so the money is in sets, duos and subscription. The final episode runs through the myths of this market at speed and then takes an honest inventory of Ebb’s products, its claims and its gaps.


