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FORMULATOR HANDOUT 
Understanding slip is essential when formulating a conditioner that detangles, smooths and conditions the hair 

without leaving it heavy or coated. 

The formulation goal 
Create enough slip for easy detangling and reduced friction while maintaining movement, volume and a 
clean after-feel appropriate for the hair type. 

 

Key Takeaways 

• Slip is the glide that allows wet hair strands to move past one another and allows fingers, a comb or brush to 
move through the hair more easily. 

• Good slip improves detangling and helps reduce the force needed to comb wet hair, which can help reduce 
mechanical breakage. 

• More slip does not simply mean more oil. A balanced conditioning system is the foundation; other materials 
fine-tune glide, richness and after-feel. 

• Fine, wavy, curly, coily, coarse and damaged hair can need different levels and types of conditioning and 
slip. 
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What Is Slip in a Hair Conditioner? 

Slip describes how easily hair strands slide past one another and how easily fingers, a comb or a brush move 
through the hair. A conditioner with good slip feels immediately easier to distribute and detangle on wet hair. 

What good slip provides Why it matters 

Easy finger-combing Less pulling and snagging 

Improved wet detangling Lower friction during combing 

Smoother feel Improved manageability 

Better conditioner distribution More even conditioning 

Softness and glide A more elegant user experience 

Slip and Wet Hair 

Slip is a key performance quality because wet hair can be vulnerable to mechanical stress. When strands catch 
against one another, more force is needed to separate tangles. A well-formulated conditioner reduces friction so 
the strands move past one another more easily during detangling, combing and brushing. 

A fine balance 
A well-formulated conditioner needs enough slip for easy detangling without weighing the hair down or 
leaving a heavy residue. 

 

More Slip Does Not Mean More Oil 
Plant oils and emollients can add lubrication and softness, but increasing the oil phase is not automatically the 
best way to improve slip. Too much oil, fatty alcohol or highly depositing material can leave some hair limp, 
coated or greasy. 
Think of slip as a layered system: conditioning + lubrication + detangling + the right rinse and after-feel. Each 
component should support the performance goal without overwhelming the hair. 
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Formulating Slip for Different Hair Types 

Hair diameter, damage, porosity, curl pattern and styling practices all affect how much conditioning and slip a 
formula may need. The following are practical formulation targets rather than rigid rules. 

Hair type / condition Slip + conditioning goal Watch for 

Fine + straight Excellent detangling with a light finish; 
preserve movement and volume. 

Too much oil, fatty alcohol or deposition 
can leave hair flat. 

Wavy Light-to-moderate conditioning that 
smooths without stretching out the wave. 

Over-conditioning can reduce bounce 
and definition. 

Curly Good wet slip, finger detangling and 
softness while maintaining curl definition. 

Balance richness with curl movement. 

Coily / highly 
textured 

High useful slip for sectioning, detangling 
and lubrication. 

Avoid residue that builds up without 
adding performance. 

Thick + coarse More substantive conditioning and 
lubrication may be appropriate. 

Evaluate rinse and dry feel so richness 
does not become coating. 

Bleached / 
damaged 

Enhanced combability, lubrication and 
surface smoothing. 

Damaged hair may need more 
conditioning but still test for buildup. 

Where Slip Comes From 

A conditioner can build slip through several ingredient categories. The primary conditioning system creates the 
foundation, while additional materials can improve wet combing, lubrication, smoothness and sensory glide. 

Ingredient category Role in slip / feel 

Cationic conditioning system Substantive conditioning, detangling, softness and 
combability. 

Cationic polymers / quats Can boost wet slip, detangling, deposition and 
manageability. 

Fatty alcohols Add structure, creaminess and lubricity; too much can 
increase weight. 

Lightweight esters / emollients Increase glide and silkiness with less heaviness than 
many rich oils. 

Plant oils Add lubrication and softness; select type and level for 
the target hair. 

Formulator principle 
One of the most important skills of a cosmetic formulator is understanding the characteristics of an 
ingredient, how it performs on the hair and how it affects the entire formula. 
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How to Increase Slip Without Making the Conditioner Heavy 

1. Evaluate the conditioning system first. 
Before increasing oils, determine whether the primary conditioning system is providing enough 
detangling and wet combing. 

2. Adjust richness deliberately. 
Fatty alcohols and oils can increase lubrication and body, but they should match the hair type and 
product goal. 

3. Use targeted slip boosters. 
Conditioning polymers, cationic proteins/quats and lightweight sensory emollients can increase glide 
without simply making the formula richer. 

4. Customize for the hair type. 
A fine-hair conditioner and a coily-hair conditioner may need very different levels of deposition, 
lubrication and after-feel. 

5. Test on hair - not just in the beaker. 
Viscosity and appearance do not tell you whether the conditioner detangles well or whether it leaves 
residue after drying. 

Conditioner Performance Evaluation 

☐  Initial finger slip during application 
☐  Ease of distributing conditioner from roots to ends 
☐  Wet detangling and wet combing 
☐  Amount of pulling or snagging 
☐  Rinse feel and ease of rinsing 
☐  Wet after-feel 
☐  Dry softness and smoothness 
☐  Volume, movement and curl definition 
☐  Residue or coated feel 
☐  Second-day hair feel and manageability 

The real test 
A conditioner can look beautiful and feel luxurious in the jar but still underperform on the hair. Slip, 
combability, rinse and dry after-feel should all be evaluated on the intended hair type. 
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From Formula to Customized Conditioner 

In the Professional Natural Hair Care Formulation Course, I teach the important role slip plays in a well-
formulated conditioner. The conditioner formulations are designed to provide detangling, smoothness and 
manageability while maintaining the right balance for the hair. 
Many conditioning ingredients, oils, fatty alcohols and other materials can weigh the hair down or leave a heavy 
residue when used at the wrong level. I teach students how to balance the formula for effective conditioning 
without unnecessary heaviness, how to adjust slip for different hair types, and how to customize a conditioner by 
changing or adding an ingredient when needed. 
The course includes 15 hair conditioner formulations with step-by-step video instruction, complete formulas and 
procedures that are straightforward to make. These tried-and-tested formulations are designed to nourish, 
hydrate, smooth, condition and improve manageability. 

Customize it for your hair 
One of the best parts of formulating is customizing a conditioner that works perfectly for your hair - and 
loving how your hair looks and feels. 

 

Formulation Notes 

Formula / Product   

Target Hair Type   

Current Slip + After-
Feel 

  

Adjustment to Test   

Results / Next Step   

 

 

PROFESSIONAL NATURAL HAIR CARE FORMULATION COURSE 

The Formulators LAB / Joan Morais Cosmetics School 
Professional training in natural, sustainable and performance-focused cosmetic formulation. 


