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Natural hair care had a bad rap, but innovation and awareness 
are changing all that. RANI SHEEN investigates. 

IN A MEMORABLE SCENE FROM THE OSCAR-
sweeping Out of Africa, Robert Redford tenderly 
washes Meryl Streep’s hair by an idyllic stream. He 
lathers up her head generously, rinses with water 
from a metal pitcher and lets the white foam trickle 
away toward the banks. Viewed through one lens, 
the scene is sweet and vaguely erotic; but through 
another, that voluptuous froth sugg ests the shampoo 
he’s using is loaded with synthetic surfactants and 
thus probably not a biodegradable formula suitable 
for run-off  into a peaceful African rivulet.

When washing our hair, most of us are more fo-
cused on shine and shampoo-ad fl ippability than 
the list of ingredients and what happens when they 
slip away down the drain. But now that we’re becom-
ing more interested in what’s in the food we eat, the 
air we breathe and the creams we put on our skin, 
hair care is the next logical place to be subjected to 
such scrutiny. “I think it’s the newer generation,” says 
Luis Pacheco, colourist and founder of Hair On the 
Avenue in Toronto. “We like to know what we’re using 
and we have so many gateways of information online.”

While many of the synthetic ingredients in beauty 
products aren’t currently restricted by Health Cana-
da or must be below a certain concentration to limit 
exposure (a tricky thing to measure when we’re lay-
ering on all kinds of products in a day), formulators 
keep an eye on various “watch lists” for what’s safe 
and what’s not. “Five, 10 years from now, I think am-
monia [a common hair dye ingredient] might not be 
allowed within a confi ned space,” says Pacheco, who 
last year opened Medulla & Co., an ammonia-free 
salon. “It’s like how smoking is not allowed in a con-
fi ned space.”

For some people, there’s a pressing reason to 
go green with their hair care: allergic reactions to 
phthalates in fragrance, cleansing-agent sulfates 
and paraben preservatives. “We are bombarded 
constantly by these chemicals, and every single one 
of us has a tipping point—body burden, it’s called,” 
says hairstylist Brian Phillips, a cabinet member 
of Environmental Defence Canada’s Just Beauti-

ful campaign. He began removing chemicals from 
his Toronto salon, World, in 1993 aft er suff ering a 
nasty case of contact dermatitis due, he thinks, to 
phthalates in perm solution (these chemicals have 
also been linked with infertility in men). “I think 
when you hit that tipping point, all these things start 
to happen. If you don’t really pay attention to that, 
it can get a lot more serious.” 

All-natural skincare has become fairly well-accept-
ed—representing fi ve to seven per cent of the market 
in Canada, according to natural brand Weleda—but 
green hair care is a much smaller segment. “Natural 
shampoos and conditioners have a bit of a bad rap,” 
says Natacha Rey, a Toronto-based homeopath who 
delved deep into formulation research while devel-
oping her natural hair care line, Marulagold. That’s 
partly because we expect hair products to feel and be-
have a certain way. “Women will notice that organic 
shampoos don’t lather as much,” says New York styl-
ist John Masters, who uses cleansers derived from 
corn, coconut and palm in his John Masters Organics 
hair care line. “That’s actually a positive thing, since 
too much of it can strip the hair of its protective oils.” 

As well, much of what was available in the past just 
wasn’t very good, but there has been a lot of progress 
in natural ingredient innovation. Green brand Live 
Clean’s scientists spent years trying to fi nd a biode-
gradable alternative to silicones, which are found in 
most conditioners (made of sand processed with sol-
vents and petrochemicals, they’re thought to build 
up in the environment). The fruits of their search 
appear in its Age Resist conditioner made with cas-
tor oil, fermented wheat and coconut oil. As an alter-
native to parabens, which are suspected endocrine 
disrupters, Marulagold uses a probiotic derived 
from the antimicrobial bacteria used to make kim-
chi, though she admits the shelf life won’t be as long 
as a conventional product’s. And by popular demand 
from loyal customers who were tired of having to use 
its baby shampoo, Weleda launched shampoos and 
conditioners made with oat, millet and wheat, rich in 
silicic acid, which can encourage hair growth and »
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scalp health. Doing away entirely with sulfates, which are potential irritants that 
may be contaminated with cancer-linked toxins, the brand developed an alternative 
from amino acids and sugar tensides. 

The hair care giants have taken notice of growing ingredient consciousness and 
many have removed negative buzzwords from their formulas in the past few years. 
TreSemmé launched its lower sulfate and silicone-free Naturals line; Garnier’s Pure 
Clean conditioner is 94 per cent biodegradable and contains no silicones, parabens 
or dyes; L’Oréal Paris’s EverPure shampoo is sulfate-free; and Pantene has removed 
parabens from a number of its products and incorporated non-petroleum resins 
into its packaging. And this spring, Wella Professionals will launch Elements, a 
hair care collection without parabens, sulfates and artifi cial colour. These are sig-
nifi cant adjustments but still baby steps on the natural spectrum. “I understand 
why some companies aren’t going full-tilt into this, because it’s really hard,” says 
Michelle Sparrock of Live Clean. Even with advancements in ingredient technology , 
all-natural formulations are tricky. Plant oils are oft en used to condition and add 
gloss but can weigh down hair if they’re not formulated properly. “When you add 
oil, you get a lot of static,” says Sparrock. “If you add the heavier waxes to eliminate 
the static, then you get coated-feeling, heavy hair.”  Synthetic “cationic compounds” 
deposit only on damaged parts of the hair shaft  and create a smooth feel, whereas an 
oil-based fi lm coats the entire strand, explains Weleda scientist Winnie Hortenbach. 

“Nature cannot repair damage caused by unnatural infl uences, such as bleaching 
and fl attening.” As well, natural compositions don’t stick onto the hair as securely 
as synthetics do, so they’re more likely to be washed away. 

Shampoo is one thing, mousse is quite another. To brands that take being all-
natural very seriously, styling products are seen as an unnecessary use of resources. 

“It’s kind of counter-intuitive to being environmentally friendly,” says Sparrock, 
who admits that Live Clean also hasn’t yet succeeded in making ones that work. 
Phillips has developed his own line of products, including a new sugar-based hair-
spray that is spritzed on before curling or straightening. “It’s a totally diff erent 
strategy  to setting the hair,” he says. Colour is an even more diffi  cult beast, espe-
cially when it comes to “unnatural” tones. “It has to be realistic,” says Jose Bryce 
Smith, founder of Original & Mineral, an Australian “low-chemical” salon colour 
and luxury hair care line, who sports a dramatic white-blonde bob. “I don’t go into 
salons and say, ‘I’m in my garden digg ing it up and mixing it up in my kitchen and 
all of a sudden, I’m platinum blonde.’”

In a salon setting, performance is everything, but it’s not that diff erent for a 
woman trying to get beachy waves at home in her bathroom. “Women really aren’t 
going to give up performance—I mean, some will, but it really narrows the fi eld 
when you say you have to suff er for this process,” says Sparrock. “They’ll buy it the 
fi rst time to save the planet, and they’ll never buy it again if it doesn’t work.” Q 

GREENER PASTURES    
This handful of eco-minded hair care products backs up their beauty 
claims with innovative formulas. 

1. JOHN MASTERS ORGANICS SCULPTING CLAY ($31, JOHNMASTERS.CA); 2. LIVE CLEAN AGE RESIST CONDI-
TIONER ($9, AT DRUGSTORES); 3. WELEDA WHEAT BALANCING SHAMPOO ($14, WELEDA.CA); 4. ORIGINAL & 
MINERAL CONQUER BLONDE SILVER SHAMPOO ($35, ORIGINALMINERAL.COM); 5. WORLD OCEAN SALT SPRAY 
($29, WORLD.CA); 6. MARULAGOLD INTELLIGENT SHAMPOO ($29, MARULAGOLD.COM) 
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