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hair care

L
ike Marsha Brady (with her hair of gold — like her 
mother’s) and some of our mothers and grandmothers 
before us, many women once attested that the key to 
healthy, shiny hair was brushing 100 strokes each night 

before bed. But is that really necessary? In fact, is brushing in 
general even necessary?

“I don’t necessarily believe in the 100-stroke idea, but peo-
ple should definitely brush their hair thoroughly every day,” 
says Michael Zaiko, a stylist and colorist at Hair Couture Salon 
in Ridgefield.

Maybe one of the reasons the 100-stroke regimen has fall-
en out of favor is that with all the stress many of us place on 
our hair — the blow drying, the straightening or curling, the 
coloring and the products galore — our hair may be more 

fragile than it was in previous generations.
Plus, people today wash their hair more frequently than 

they once did. In the early to mid 20th century, it wasn’t at all 
unusual for a woman to wash her hair once a week. Frequent 
hair-brushing served an important purpose — it helped dis-
tribute the oils that accumulated on the scalp. In today’s soci-
ety, though, many of us strip away those oils with our daily or 
every-other-day washings.

But while the importance of those meticulously counted 
strokes may have faded, the importance of proper brushing 
persists. “Brushing your hair stimulates the scalp, promotes 
growth, removes tangles, and keeps the hair healthier so it’s 
not prone to breaking,” says Quinn Carroll, a hair stylist at 
the Christopher Noland Salon & Beauty Spa in Greenwich. “It 

locks
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experts say 
brushing is still a 
good way to do it

brings the oil from your scalp all the way to the ends.”
How and when we should brush, however, depends on 

what type of hair we have. “Finer hair or longer hair, I would 
brush it thoroughly so you don’t get any knots, or get it 
matted,” says Zaiko. “Wavy to curly hair, I would brush it a 
lot less. I would be more gentle because you don’t want to 
ruin the curl or wave.”

While people with curly or wavy hair may be leery of 
brushing out their texture, anyone can benefit from a thor-
ough brushing just prior to washing, says Carroll. “Before 
you get in the shower, brush your hair. It will feel good, 
too,” she says. “Brush all the tangles out — if you don’t have 
any hair product in there and it’s soft. Then shampoo and 
condition as usual. When your conditioner is in, you can run 
your fingers through the hair, if you’d like.”

Brushing the scalp itself is vital, both stylists agree. It 
loosens dead skin cells and dirt and promotes circulation. 
Some people recommend taking it one step further and 
massaging the scalp — leaning over to increase the blood 
flow and massaging the scalp in small circular motions.

“It’s important to brush the scalp to get rid of debris and 
buildup of product — especially if someone uses a lot of 
hairspray,” says Zaiko.

Once you finish brushing your hair and scalp, though, 
and hop in that shower, it’s important to exercise some 
caution. Wet hair can be fragile.

“Your hair is more delicate when it’s wet and it stretch-
es more than when it’s dry. You want to be extra gentle,” 
says Carroll, who styled the hair of this month’s HealthyLife 
cover model. “You can use a wide-toothed comb, or we sell 
something called a wet brush, which is designed for use on 
wet hair. It’s very gentle and it has flexible, nylon bristles. 
The denser the bristles, the more damage you can do to 
wet hair.”

Whether your hair is wet or dry, Carroll recommends 
following the same procedure every time you 
brush your hair. 

“Start at the ends and work your way to the mid-shaft,” 
she counsels. “Then, when all your tangles are out and the 
brush is going through easily, you can brush from your 
scalp all the way to your ends.”

For those who don’t need to style their hair, a paddle 
brush is sufficient, she says. Paddle brushes often have 
plastic bristles set in a cushioned base, although both Car-
roll and Zaiko say they favor natural bristles — preferably 
those made from boar’s hair. Paddle brushes can be found 
virtually anywhere that sells brushes, although the boar’s 
hair variety are often sold exclusively at salons, beauty 
supply stores and online vendors. They’re appropriate 
for almost any hair type, and particularly well-suited to 
straightening coarse hair.

If you have straight or wavy hair that you wish to blow 
dry into a style with some movement, Carroll recommends 
using a wide-tooth comb or wet brush, and then drying 

by melinda mcgarty webb



your hair until it’s about 60 or 70 percent dry. At that point, 
you can pick up your round brush and begin to style.

“If you start using the brush when your hair is too wet,  
it will take you forever, so first flip your hair upside down 
and dry it roughly — running your blow dryer all over your 
head,” Carroll suggests. “This is depending on your hair 
type, obviously. If you’re super curly, you’re not going to  
want to do that. But if it’s straight to wavy, you’ll dry the hair  
until there’s just a little bit of moisture left. Then you can sec-
tion off your hair and use a round brush to style it. That’s what  
works the best.”

She suggests that once the section of hair you’ve been 
styling with the round brush is completely dry, leave the 
brush in your hair and allow that section to cool. The curl 
will set as if you’d used a hot roller. It’s a great way to get 
a lot of bounce, she says. But be wary of leaving the brush 
in if your hair is not thoroughly dry. If it’s still wet, the brush 
will likely get tangled and leave you with a mess.

Some people with curly or wavy hair shy away from stan-
dard brushing or combing, sometimes preferring to comb 
through their hair with their fingers. They feel they can be 
more gentle with their hands and better preserve their 
curls. Are they doing their hair a disservice by not brush-
ing it?

“It’s not necessarily hurting the hair if you don’t brush it, 
but I would suggest doing it,” says Carroll. “Even if you just 
do it once — right before you get in the shower.”

A hair pick is another option for people who don’t want 
to flatten their curls, but still need to eliminate tangles and 
remove the hair that has already shed from the scalp, she 
says.

It’s perfectly natural to lose 50, 100, even 125 hairs a day. 
So if we’re not washing our hair every day, or are brushing 
minimally to keep our waves intact, those eliminated hairs 
can sometimes add up to a frighteningly large clump in our 
brush or on the shower floor.

“If you’re not washing your hair every day, or if you’re not 
brushing your hair every day, and you have a big clump in 
the shower, that’s probably OK,” Carroll says. “You have 
to remember you’re adding up hairs with every day that 
passes. So there’s probably no reason to stress — unless 
you notice a patch missing.”

If you notice a patch with no hair, or see a dramatic in-
crease in hair loss, then it’s time to call your doctor. A bald 
patch likely has a medical explanation. But if you just notice 
split ends and some breakage, that’s likely within your con-
trol. It may be the result of improper care or overzealous 
brushing.

“If you have split-ends, be really gentle and don’t brush 
the hair as much,” Zaiko suggests, “and use a lot of condi-
tioner to smooth everything down.”  HL
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There’s more to brush shopping than 
you might think. Not only must 

you consider what type of bristles you 
prefer — natural or synthetic — but you 
also have to decide which brush shape 
will best suit your hair type and styling 
preferences.

When it comes to natural bristles, 
boar’s hair is the most common mate-
rial used, although porcupine bristles 
also exist. Stylists say boar bristles add 
shine by smoothing out the hair’s cuticle. 
Boar’s hair is soft and strong and the 
bristles prevent static electricity buildup 
and frizziness. Boar’s hair also is con-
sidered by many to be the most durable 
type of animal hair, while also being 
gentle. This type of brush is best suited 
to straightening and won’t add a tremen-
dous amount of body or curl to straight 
hair. It will, however, grip the hair well 
while it’s being styled, which makes it a 
good choice for coarse hair.

Michael Zaiko of Hair Couture Salon 

in Ridgefield, swears by Mason Pearson 
brand boar’s hair brushes, and says he 
won’t use anything else. Mason Pearson 
is considered by some to be the Cadillac 
of hair brushes.

Nylon bristles are better suited to de-
tangling. Their flexibility makes it easy to 
slide them through knotted hair, minimiz-
ing painful pulling.

Sometimes, a combination is best. “If 
you have medium to coarse hair and you 
want a smoother, bouncier look, I would 
use a brush with boar’s hair and nylon 
bristles mixed together,” says Quinn 
Carroll of the Christopher Noland Salon 
& Beauty Spa in Greenwich. “The nylon 
bristles detangle while you’re using it, 
and the boar’s hair bristles add a lot of 
shine and really smooth out the hair.”

The Mason Pearson site provides these 
general guidelines. They recommend 
pure bristle brushes for fine to normal 
hair, and fine long hair. They steer people 
with normal and short thick hair to 

brushes with a mixture of boar  
bristle and nylon; and nylon bristles  
are suggested for people with very  
thick hair.

Once you determine which type of 
bristle best suits you, you also have to 
decide what size and type of brush will 
help you achieve the style you want. “In 
general, the longer the hair, the bigger 
the brush required. However, if a per-
son is more comfortable with a smaller 
brush, it may be necessary to use a 
smaller mixture model instead of a larger 
pure bristle one,” states the Mason Pear-
son website.

Stylists sometimes suggest that if 
you have long hair and are not getting 
enough of a curl on the ends, use a brush 
with a larger head for the majority of 
your blowout, and then switch to a small-
er-headed brush to complete the ends. It 
will create a more pronounced curl. That 
same method is sometimes suggested 
for use on layers framing the face.

Brush Types
A paddle brush is a 
wide, flat brush, gener-
ally with a rectangular 
head, that’s appropriate for 
virtually any hair type. Its 
purpose is to detangle and 
remove loose or previously 
shed hairs. It’s also good for 
smoothing long straight hair.

Vented brushes have 
(as the name would suggest) 
vents cut in their bodies. 
The idea is that the warm air 
from the hairdryer will pass 
through the holes and get to 
the hair itself more quickly, 
thereby decreasing drying 
time.

Round-barrel  
brushes are one of the 

most commonly used styling 
tools because they allow you 
to roll your hair around the 
brush and essentially set it 
in a curl. There are two basic 
types — those with ceramic 
barrels, and those with metal 
barrels.

“A ceramic-barrel brush 
is good for finer hair when 
you want more body out of 
your style and you’re using 
the brush to blow dry,” says 
Carroll. “It gives more bend 
to the hair and almost acts 
like a curling iron. It will give 
straighter, finer hair more 
curl and lift.”

Metal brushes, while 
generally less expensive, are 
not her recommendation be-

cause they sometimes don’t 
heat evenly, she says.  
“When you’re using the  
blow dryer and the brush to-
gether, some spots can get 
too hot and you can burn 
the hair. If they have some-
thing that says ‘ceramic,’ or 
even ‘ceramic-plated,’ that 
would be better than a metal 
brush.”

Square brushes  
are sometimes used in the 
same manner as round 
brushes — to blow out hair 
and create a wave at the  
end. The difference is that 
with square brushes,  
each corner creates a  
slight resistance as you 
twirl the brush, which means 

it grips better.

Teasing brushes  
have short and long  
bristles that catch the  
hair as you brush it up the 
shaft. They’re used to create  
volume and achieve that  
unmistakable teased look.

Plastic brushes  
can melt under high heat. 
Although it’s a rarity, Carroll 
had that experience in mid-
dle school. While straight-
ening her friend’s hair, the 
plastic brush melted in her 
hands. “Most people don’t 
get that crazy, but I was a 
girl who loved beauty,” she 
jokes. “I wanted that  
hair straight.”

Don’t forget to clean your hair brush! 
Find out why and how best to do it at
healthylifect.com
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hair care

So many 
options!
How to choose a brush.


