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Our New Normal
Navigating ethical salon ownership during—and after—COVID-19
by Jaime Schrabeck, PhD

s a licensed manicurist and salon owner, I get paid to do
nails—as do thousands of my colleagues in salons across
the country. Except now. Nearly all of us are not doing much
business at all because the personal contact inherent in providing nail
services makes our work incompatible with the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC) social distancing guidelines, and most
governors have specifically ordered salon and spa businesses to
remain closed until further notice.
Adding professional insult to economic
injury, our work does not meet the
standard of being “essential.” Despite
the value clients place on us—and we on
ourselves—we are not as important as we
thought. But we are not being singled out.
Hair, skin care, and massage professionals
cannot provide services while maintaining
social distance either. Who could have
imagined that the very thing that gave us
confidence we could never be outsourced
would eliminate us from the workforce?

THE NEW NORMAL
Our sense of normalcy has been destroyed.
We are forced to confront everything we
may lose (or have already lost), and we
cannot possibly expect—in such a diverse
industry—that we all will be impacted
equally. Experiences will obviously differ
according to variables like geography,
health, ethnicity, finances, resiliency, and
information access. Existing disparities
have already resulted in more negative
outcomes for the most vulnerable among us.

Who could have
imagined that the
very thing that
gave us confidence
we could never be
outsourced would
eliminate us from
the workforce?
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In many ways, my experience in the
beauty industry has prepared me for this
moment. Besides working directly with
clients, I spend most of my time advocating,
advising, and educating on behalf of other
pros and salon owners. In particular, I focus
on the business of beauty, like licensure, salon
safety, labor, and tax laws—all the parts of
our industry devoid of glamour. Over my last
13 years of advocacy, I have participated in
more than 60 board meetings and contributed
to more than 25 cases as an expert witness.
For our industry, the abrupt cancellation
of the Beauty Experience New York show (on
March 7, 2020) foreshadowed the seriousness
of this pandemic. Unable to teach my classes,
I stayed through the weekend and traveled
home with a strange mix of relief and dread.
The following week, when nearby counties
issued the first shelter-in-place orders in the
country, I anticipated that my county would
quickly act. The very next day, Tuesday,
March 17, 2020, would be our last at the salon.
Within hours of the county order, we sent an
email to clients scheduled through the end
date of the initial order (April 8), announcing
the cancellation of their appointments. When
the order was later extended indefinitely,
all appointment reservations for the
remainder of the year were canceled, to be
rescheduled upon resuming operations.

WIDE-RANGING EMOTIONS
The response of beauty professionals to
COVID-19 has been sometimes enlightening
and, at times, encouraging. More often,
though, the response has been discouraging.
For every expression of empathy, I observe
multiple expressions of denial and anger.
What began as wishful thinking that the
coronavirus would go away without affecting
businesses has given way to feelings of
entitlement (to provide services in violation of
orders) and even hatred for those individuals
who have qualified for and received assistance.
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The disruption to our lives is
compounded by the uncertainty of what
happens next. The worst may not be over.
How do we cope with what has already
happened and not become completely
overwhelmed? Understandably, comparisons
have been made to moving through the
stages of grief. Processing grief takes time,
but rather than be consumed with negative
emotions, let us start with acceptance and
move through the other stages as needed.
Regardless of our individual
circumstances or response, what I know
to be true about our industry has not
changed. When we chose to be licensed
beauty professionals, we obligated
ourselves to comply with the relevant laws
and regulations at the local, state, and
national levels, no matter how inconvenient
or expensive. The more we embrace
compliance, the better we can adapt.

TAKE ACTION
Sustaining our beauty businesses has
never been more challenging. Some have
tried to compensate for lost income by
promoting retail products, gift cards, or
press-on nails. That did not interest me,
nor would it suit the needs of my clients.
Certain aspects of my business will not
require any changes. The salon already
functions by appointment only, with
standings scheduled a year in advance. We
control all appointment reservations (no
online booking). A magnetic door lock
prohibits anyone from entering without
our permission. We wash our hands, wear
gloves, use a new file for every service,
and autoclave-sterilize metal tools. Clients
receive services in leather recliners spaced
12 feet apart. Many of our clients prepay,
minimizing transactions at the front desk.

I have taken this opportunity
to review every aspect of
my business to determine
which actions would be most
beneficial. Since the closure,
I have stayed busy with the
following to-do list:
• Apply for assistance as needed
• Cancel redundant/unnecessary outside
services
• Change business travel plans
• Check workers’ compensation
insurance rates
• Connect with local small business
development center
• Edit salon website
• Engage landlord to explore options if
unable to pay rent
• Inventory entire salon
• Maintain contact with clients scheduled
through the end of the year
• Participate in webinars and town halls
presented by reliable sources
• Research new suppliers, products, and
pricing
• Review liability insurance policy
• Share experiences with local chambers
of commerce, legislators, and
journalists
• Stay informed
• Sort products for donation
• Transition to new salon software with
current client info only
• Update binder of Safety Data Sheets
(SDS)
• Upgrade payroll service

CONSIDERATIONS BEFORE
RETURNING TO WORK
Protecting ourselves and our clients must
be our first priority. In preparing to return
to work, we will be bombarded with lots of
advice, predictions, and promises. I choose
to listen to experts like Leslie Roste of
BlueCo Brands (Barbicide), who routinely
advises state boards about infection control.
Investing in personal protective equipment
(PPE) or any partitions/other equipment
before we know what is required could be
a waste of money and a drain on resources
needed elsewhere. Petitions that promise
adherence to “rules” often reinforce how little
licensed beauty professionals and consumers
actually know about infection control.
We must earn and maintain the trust
of our clients through compliance. We
cannot guarantee complete safety when
services resume, but we should make every
effort to reduce risk to a reasonable level.
The liability involved in professional
beauty services may never be greater; please
read and understand the limitations and
exclusions of any insurance coverage.
We are not required to reopen when given
permission, nor should we feel pressured
to serve anyone if it is not safe. Because our
industry has earned a reputation for noncompliance, we have even more work to
do. We must commit now to ethical salon
ownership and meet our obligation to follow
health and safety, labor, and tax laws. Our
industry and our lives depend on it.

We cannot guarantee complete
safety when services resume, but
we should make every effort to
reduce risk to a reasonable level.

