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Background and Purpose. Hair reflects the multifaceted lives of Black people (Jaima,
2020). Black hair refers to “natural hair of people of sub-Saharan African descent’
(Oyedemi, 2016). Black consumers, including those of African descent both born in the
U.S. andabroad, view theirhairas a crucial aspect of theirappearance, carrying symbolic
and sociocultural significance tied to their identity (Johnson & Bankhead, 2014; Patton,
2006). Therefore, hairis used as a tool for self-expression among Black people (Johnson
& Bankhead, 2014), and grooming and hairstyling, as extensions of the self, contribute to
social acceptance and can create opportunities for inclusion in certain social circles and
career advancement (Teteh et al., 2019; Thompson, 2008).

Black hair is characterized as “tightly curled or kinky, in contradiction to white,
straight hair” (Jaima, 2020, p. 283). Because of the unique trait of the hair, ethnicidentity
as a Black person often conflicts with the dominant Western beauty standard that
highlights long and straight hair. For a long time, Black Americans frequently faced hair
discrimination in public settings, such as atwork or school. Such societal pressure forces
Black people to alter their hair to align with the dominantWestern beauty standard (i.e.,
long straight hair) that does not properly resonate with their identity. For those who
chemically alter their hair they tend to be given more opportunities to access education,
housing, employment, and romantic relationships. Therefore, Black women straighten
their hair or wear synthetic hair to be socially accepted by complying with European
beauty standards (Mbilishaka & Hudlin, 2023).

Againstthis mainstream phenomenon of conforming Eurocentric hairstyles, there
has been a growing movement, “going natural,” pursuing natural hair style, not following
the widely accepted beauty standard of hair, such as wearing synthetic hair or
straightening and relaxing one’s hair (Scott-Ward et al., 2022). Although hairhas been
important for Black consumers, little research has examined how they adopt different
hairstyles. Previous studies have largely examinedthe role of hairin shaping sociocultural
identities among Black women (Johnson & Bankhead, 2014; Watson et al., 2019) and its
links to hair product use and health concerns (O’'Brien-Richardson, 2019; Teteh et al.,
2019). Building on this foundation, this research aims to explore the experiences,
perceptions, and decision-making factors influencing Black female college students'
choices between wearing natural and synthetic hair.

Method. An exploratory qualitative approach was used to examine the subjective hair
experiences of Black female college students, given the limited prior research on this
topic (Merriam, 1998). With IRB approval, 11 female participants (Average age of 22)
fromthe Eastern Shore of the USA were recruited. Participants completed an open-ended
questionnaire based on their preferred hairstyle—seven responded on natural hair, and
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fouron synthetic hair. The questionnaire encouraged detailed reflections with questions.
Contentanalysis was used to identify recurring attitudes, revealing that hair is central to
identity and confidence.

Results and Discussion. Most participants agreed that hair is a significant part of their
identity, representing self-expression, cultural pride, personality, and self-love, which is
consistentwith previous study (Johnson & Bankhead, 2014). P6 stated, “Hair represents
self-expression, culture, and confidence. It is a part of my identity, and how | care for it
reflects my self-care routine.” Participants who preferred synthetic hair often associated
it with feeling puttogetherand confident, as P2 noted, “| do my hair because it makes me
feel puttogetherandclassy. Always havingmyhairdoneis my way of self-love.” Similarly,
those who preferred natural hair linked it to confidence and emotional well-being. P9
remarked, “It makes me feel better and more confident when my hair is done.”

When discussing their reasons for choosing synthetic or natural hair, most
participants cited convenience and protection as key factors for wearing synthetic hair.
P2 explained, “l find that synthetic hairrequires minimal upkeep, allowing me to enjoy a
carefree style.” P3 emphasized its protective role, stating, “Synthetic hair helps to keep
my natural hair protected and aids in growth.” In contrast, those who preferred natural
hair valued maintaining healthy hair texture and avoiding exposure to harsh chemicals as
P8 shared, “It embraces my natural beauty, promotes healthy hair growth, and reduces
exposure to harmful chemicals found in relaxers.” Additionally, participants revealed that
their hairstyle choices were sometimes influenced by close friends, family, and social
media. P10 said, “Watching natural hairinfluencers on social media inspires me....which
encourages me to experiment more with my hair.”

Regarding the benefits of synthetic hair, all participants agreed that its primary

advantage is protecting natural hair, along with convenience. P2 stated, “Synthetic hair
protects your hairand promotes little to no manipulation.” However, drawbacks included
cost, upkeep challenges, and skin irritation. P3 noted, “Depending on the hair, it can be
a lot of upkeep and some itchiness if not treated well.” On the other hand, participants
who wore natural hairvalued its versatility in styling, its role in maintaining hair healthy,
and its connection to personal identity. P6 explained, “The biggest benefits include
healthier hair, reduced exposure to harsh chemicals, versatility in styling, and a deeper
connection to my natural beauty.” Still, managing natural hair posed challenges, primarily
due to its high maintenance. P8 acknowledged, “Managing natural hair requires time,
patience, and proper products.”
Implications and Further Research. This study highlights the significantrole of hairin
shapingself-identity, confidence,and cultural pride among Black female college students.
The choice between natural and synthetic hair is influenced by factors such as
convenience, hair health, emotional well-being, and personal expression. Synthetic hair
is valued for its convenience, protective qualities, and minimal upkeep, while natural hair
is preferred forits connection to cultural identity, healthy hairmaintenance, and versatility.
However, both choices present challenges, including maintenanceissuesand,in the case
of synthetic hair, skin irritation. As future research, longitudinal studies tracking hair
choices over time could reveal shifts in attitudes and preferences, particularly as beauty
standards and the natural hair movement evolve (Scott-Ward et al., 2022).
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