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Sulfate-based shampoo bars will strip colour faster than bars without
sulfate cleansers (aka surfactants). Look for bars that market themselves
as sulfate free. 

Sulfates are not necessarily bad for all hair types; if you have dandruff or
particularly oily hair you might actually prefer them as they clean more
effectively. Sulfates however can be too aggressive if you have dry hair or a
sensitive scalp. 

The three main sulfates to watch out for are: 
Sodium Lauryl Sulfate
Sodium Laureth Sulfate
Sodium Coco Sulfate

And here are some great mild alternatives to sulfates: 
Cocamidopropyl Betaine
Coco Glucoside
Decyl Glucoside 
Sodium Cocoyl Isethionate
Sodium Cocoyl Glycinate
Sodium Laurylglucosides Hydroxypropylsulfonate
Sodium Lauryl Sulfoacetate

1. What to look for if you have coloured hair!

Did you know... surfactant = surface
active agent. It cleans by reducing the
surface tension of water, enabling dirt
and oil to be washed away more easily.



2. Not all shampoo bars will be good for your hair
- they fall into two clear camps!

Soap-based formulas = Bad for your hair. It’s literally just soap. 
Soap free formulas = Will usually be pretty good for your hair, but it
depends on the formulation and what your hair type is.

A soap-based shampoo bar will have an ingredients list composed
mostly of oils, butters and sodium hydroxide (aka lye or caustic soda).
They won’t market the fact that their shampoo bar is just soap!
Checking the ingredients is a must.
Soap free formulated shampoo bars will shout this fact loud and proud
on the front of their packaging, it’ll say ‘SOAP FREE’ or ‘NON SOAP’.
Often the first ingredient will be Sodium Cocoyl Isethionate. This is a
mild cleanser derived from coconut. 

Don’t waste your hard earned money on a shampoo bar that will
actively damage your hair. The two camps are:

How to figure out if a shampoo bar is soap-based or not:

What’s the difference between shampoo and soap? 

They’re not the same thing! Soap is made in a process called saponification,
where oils or butters are reacted with lye. This resulting product is a strong
cleanser which is great for cleaning skin, but it has a pH far too high for the
hair. Shampoo has a much lower pH and contains milder cleansers, which
break up grease and dirt on the hair and scalp gently, so they can be
washed away with water.

What happens when you use soap to clean your hair?

Its high pH and aggressive cleansing capacity will result in open cuticles,
leaving your hair vulnerable to tangling, breaking and damage in the long
run. Soap has a pH around 10, whereas a good shampoo has a pH between
3.5 and 5.5.



There are a lot of cowboy DIY recipes for shampoo bars on the internet
which you might be tempted to try; here’s why it’s best to steer clear. 

First off, a lot of these are actually just soap bars, and as discussed above
you really don’t want to shampoo your hair with soap. 

Second, many are written without precise measurements, making it hard to
scale up and leading to inconsistent results. A proper formulation will be
broken down into phases, with each ingredient measured in a decimal
amount; all the decimals will add up to 1. Or alternatively, each ingredient
will have a gram amount, where they all add up to 100. You can then use
these to scale up to whatever gram amount you want to make. 

Third, DIY recipes will often omit preservatives. Any cosmetic product that
contains water or will come into contact with water should be preserved
for your safety; shampoo bars are no exception. Let’s say you store your
bar incorrectly in a tin when damp and leave it for a couple weeks by
accident… you don’t want mould, yeast or fungus growing on there! 

Fourth, you likely won’t be able to accurately test the pH of your DIY
creation, and ensuring your bar is pH balanced is very important to ensure
it will be great for your hair. You want the bar to sit in the 3.5-5.5 range.
The little litmus tester strips are generally not accurate enough. Ideally to
test the pH you need a 3 point calibration pH meter, buffer solutions and
demineralised water to make a 1:10 part solution of the bar. You can’t test
the pH of a solid product, it needs to be in liquid form.

3. Why you should avoid DIY shampoo bar recipes
from the internet!



4. Keeping a shampoo bar dry is important! It’s
not difficult when you know how.

You can keep a shampoo bar in great condition by simply keeping it
drained and away from water between washes. This could be on a soap
drainer, a diatomite tray or holder, or on a draining shelf built into your
shower. Any large supermarket or department store will have soap
drainers. 

If you don’t have access to any of these, just pat the bar dry with a towel
and keep it in a cool, dry place. Many shampoo bar brands will offer
storage solutions that you can buy with the bars. 

Because shampoo bars often contain many natural ingredients that will
degrade when left in water, your bar will last longer if you keep it out of
puddles of water. Keeping it well drained will prevent it from getting
mushy and wasting your product, and make it easier to handle in the
shower. 

5. Most people don’t realise shampoo bars can
also be used as a body wash!

Any shampoo bar can double up as a body wash if you’ve run out of soap or
shower gel. 

The soap-based shampoo bars will of course be a good body wash as they
are just soap. 

The soap free shampoo bars can also be used as a body wash; they often
contain gentle cleansers and thus will be great if you have particularly
sensitive areas of skin that get irritated by normal soap. 

Using a shampoo bar as a body wash is an expensive way to go about it
though. It will be more cost effective to just buy regular soap at the
supermarket. 



Silicones are a class of ingredients that form a film on the hair strands to
make your hair look glossy; they have great anti-frizz and anti-static
properties. They come in water-soluble and water-insoluble varieties. 

Silicones are in no way harmful but insoluble varieties can build up on the
hair, which have caused them to be much maligned in clean beauty circles.
This can usually be fixed with a clarifying shampoo however. The soluble
varieties on the other hand will wash off the next time you use any
shampoo, and do not build up. 

How to spot a silicone and tell if it’s water-soluble:

Silicones generally have a name which ends in -cone. Here are examples of
water-insoluble ones (the ones that build up):
Dimethicone
Cyclomethicone
Amodimethicone

The water-soluble ones (that don’t build up) will often have a PEG prefix,
i.e.
PEG-12 Dimethicone
Bis-PEG-8 (or higher) Dimethicone
Bis-PEG-18 Methyl Ether Dimethyl Silane

Other examples of water-soluble silicones that don’t have PEG in them:
Lauryl Methicone Copolyol and 
Dimethicone Copolyol.

6. Watch out for ingredients that can build up on
your hair!



In recent years palm oil has acquired a reputation as the ultimate bad guy
when it comes to environmentalism, but it is not necessarily the case. If
you truly want to make the greenest choices, then you will want to seek
out products that have ingredients derived from palm oil which has been
certified with ‘RSPO’ (Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil) over other
alternatives that yield less, or palm oil that is not certified.  

Alternatives like coconut oil derived or colza oil derived sound better, but
actually they require a lot more land to be cleared for farming than palm
oil would; the palm plant yields far more oil per hectare than coconuts or
colza do.  

While the RSPO certification is not perfect, and only a small amount of the
world’s palm oil production is certified, it’s a step in the right direction.
Scaremongering consumers into boycotting all palm oil point blank will
actually have a more detrimental effect on the environment in the long
run, as if all production is switched to alternatives then the land being
cleared would be greatly increased. 

7. Palm oil is NOT always the villain! Why you 
 should seek out ‘RSPO’.

Did you know... A coconut tree is a
type of palm tree, but not all palm

trees are coconut trees!


