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INTRODUCTION  

Due to a major gap in federal legislation, known carcinogens, reproductive toxicants and endocrine disruptors 
are prevalent in numerous nail care products. Nail salon workers, the majority of whom are immigrant, low-
income women, handle these products on a daily basis, sometimes for 8-10 hours a day. As a result, nail salon 
workers disproportionately experience significant health issues and health disparities.  

 

To highlight strategies and best practices in patient-centered care for nail salon workers, and to assist existing 
and potential health centers improve care for patients who work in the nail salon industry, AAPCHO has        
compiled this report entitled, “Addressing Nail Salon Worker Patient Health”. This report will provide an        
overview of innovative approaches to nail salon patient engagement and provide useful information on how a  
health center can establish and implement programs to address the health disparities faced by nail salon work-
ers while improving care for this population. To do this, AAPCHO worked closely with Asian Health Services 
(AHS), an AA&NHPI-serving health center, that has spearheaded innovative services and work for its nail salon 
patients. 
 
 
The Role of Health Centers in Providing Care to Nail Salon Worker Patients  
Nationally, there are over 400,000 nail salon workers. The majority of these workers are of Asian descent and a 
significant number are Vietnamese.1

 These workers handle products that contain known carcinogens and repro-
ductive toxicants on a daily basis to help make their customers feel beautiful.  As a result, many workers dispro-
portionately experience a multitude of health issues compared to the general population. These health condi-
tions range from asthma, headaches, respiratory illnesses and chronic dermatitis to cancer and reproductive 
health impacts, including miscarriage and maternal complications.2 Workers are predominantly immigrants of 
reproductive age who have limited English proficiency (LEP). Given that nail salon workers often earn less than 
$23,000 a year, it is not uncommon for nail salon workers to go to health centers for their health care.3 Health 
centers have a unique opportunity to address the health disparities faced by this overlooked population of work-
ers and contribute to local and national advocacy that upholds their health, safety and rights.    

 
 

Promoting Patient-Centered Care  
AHS started in 1974 as a one-room clinic in Oakland Chinatown staffed completely by student volunteers and 
community activists. Currently, AHS provides over 117,000 medical and dental visits to over 27,000 patients   
annually, and is a nationally recognized comprehensive community health center model for serving a primarily 
low-income, limited English-speaking population.  

AHS first noted the epidemic of health issues that nail salon workers were facing in 2005 when its Community 
Health Workers conducted outreach to community members about diabetes education. Recognizing the com-
plex factors that were at the root of the health issues experienced by workers, AHS established a coalition of 
partners to begin addressing these issues, and founded the California Healthy Nail Salon Collaborative. Utilizing a 
public health approach, AHS has implemented numerous strategies to positively impact patients and community 
members who work in the nail salon industry.  
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INTRODUCTION  

This toolkit focuses on providing information and tools that health centers can utilize to support engagement 
with patients who work in the nail salon industry. Since health centers have an opportunity to provide health 
related and focused support for vulnerable community members who work in the nail salon industry, we have 
compiled a menu of potential strategies and activities that health centers can utilize to impact nail salon worker 
health. This toolkit includes health and safety educational materials, a sample workshop curriculum, and a pro-
vider screening process. It also describes ways in which community health center staff can implement both pa-
tient and community focused activities. Given the lack of available health care resources for nail salon workers, it 
is our hope that this toolkit’s resources will lead to new health care and social service programs that are respon-
sive and effective in addressing the unique needs of the nail salon worker population throughout the country. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Nails Magazine (2014) Nail technician demographics. NAILS, Torrance 

2. Quach, T.; Behren, J.; Golberg, D.; Layefsky, M.; Reynolds, P. 2014 “Adverse birth outcomes and maternal complications in 
licensed cosmetologists and manicurists in California” Int Arch Occup Environ Health DOI 10.1007/s00420-014-1011-0. 

3. http://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/10/nyregion/at-nail-salons-in-nyc-manicurists-are-underpaid-and-unprotected.html 
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NAIL SALON WORKER FACTS 

Who are nail salon workers? 
 
Currently there are over 400,000 nail salon workers nationally, the majority of whom are of reproductive age and immigrant 
women of color.1 Many are limited English proficient, lack access to health care coverage, and are unaware of  labor laws de-
signed to protect their rights and safety. On a daily basis, 7-10 hours a day, nail salon workers handle polishes, glues, disinfect-
ants, and other products containing toxic chemicals known to cause asthma, reproductive harm, and cancer. Nail salon workers 
often earn less than $23,000 a year.2 A recent New York Times article reported wages as low as $10-$35 per day. Major gaps in 
federal policy that legally allow harmful chemicals to be placed in nail care products, and the lack of resources and support for 
immigrant workers are key root causes of the health disparities and inequities faced by this workforce. 

 

 

“I started working as a manicurist because I speak little English, but I ended up suffering from asthma and lung 
problems. Twelve years later, I was diagnosed with breast cancer. It was then that I decided to stop working as 
a manicurist after sacrificing my health and my life for a living.” – Nail Salon Technician 

 

 

Common health issues 
Manicurists often work long hours in poorly ventilated salons, resulting in prolonged exposure to dangerous chemicals, such as 
toluene, formaldehyde and dibutyl phthalate, which are linked to poor health outcomes such as cancer and reproductive harm.3  
Acrylates, commonly found in artificial nail treatments, are associated with eczema and contact dermatitis, such as hives, skin 
itching, blistering, and burning.4 Of the more than 10,000 chemicals used in personal care and nail products, 89 percent have 
not been tested independently for their safety or impacts on human health before entering the marketplace.5 Nail salon work-
ers are at risk for occupational-related health impacts due to occupational exposures, low awareness of health risks, and limited 
access to health care. While acute impacts, such as rashes and respiratory ailments have been well-documented, little research 
has been conducted to date on the long-term chronic health impacts of toxic occupational exposures on salon workers.  Addi-
tionally, there remains a paucity of culturally and linguistically appropriate educational and outreach materials intended to build 
awareness about health and safety precautions and the availability of less harmful salon products. 

 
 

“I have been most concerned about how hard it’s been to carry my pregnancy through term. I have had two miscarriages.  
I don’t know if they are due to the chemicals I work with, but I heard they may cause reproductive problems.”   

– Nail Salon Technician 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

1. Nails Magazine (2014) Nail technician demographics. NAILS, Torrance 
2. Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2015). Occupational Employment and Wages, May 2015.  
3. Quach, T.; Behren, J.; Golberg, D.; Layefsky, M.; Reynolds, P. 2015 “Adverse birth outcomes and maternal complications in licensed  
cosmetologists and  manicurists in California” Int Arch Occup Environ Health DOI 10.1007/s00420-014-1011-0 
4. http://scopeblog.stanford.edu/2013/09/12/gel-polish-what-risks-lie-beneath-painted-beauty 
5. Environmental Working Group, Safety in the Hands of the Cosmetics Industry, at http://www.cosmeticsdatabase.com/ research/industry.php 
accessed on March 25, 2010  
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HOW HEALTH CENTERS CAN        
ADDRESS HEALTH DISPARITIES 
FACED BY NAIL SALON WORKERS 

The following are strategies that health centers can tailor and adapt, based on their unique circumstances, to address nail 
salon worker health disparities and inequities at the patient and community level.  
 
PATIENT APPROACH: Addressing the Health of Patients Who are Nail Salon Workers  
Given their occupational exposures, history of immigration, low awareness of health risks, and limited access to health care, nail 
salon workers have complex health profiles that place them at risk for occupational-related health impacts. Health care         
providers at health centers are uniquely positioned to help patients who work in nail salons understand if their medical        
complaint is connected to their work. 
 
Providers 
Using the AHS Provider Screening Tool (see Appendix F), providers can help identify appropriate health and safety tips for pa-
tients experiencing health issues. Providers can also distribute the educational handouts provided in this toolkit detailing how 
patients can take the appropriate measures to reduce their exposure to chemicals, infectious disease and key ergonomic exer-
cises if a patient is experiencing any aches and pains. For more information, see “Appendix F: Key Screening Questions.” If 
Healthy Nail Salons exist in your county or city, a provider can encourage patients to work in a healthy nail salon that emphasiz-
es best workplace practices and utilizes safer products and ventilation. For more information, see “Appendix F: Tips for Primary 
Care Providers.”  

   
Patient Navigators  
Patient Navigators in health centers often assist patients connect to needed social services. Pa-
tient Navigators can support patients working in the nail salon industry who are experiencing 
labor violations (ie. not receiving paid wages, unlawful deductions from paycheck, etc.) to legal 
support service agencies. A Patient Navigator can also provide support to those patients in need 
of transportation or specialty medical appointments due to more severe occupational health 
issues they may be experiencing.  

 
COMMUNITY APPROACH: Working with the Nail Salon Community  
Health Educators  
A Health Educator or Community Health Worker can begin hosting health education workshops for nail salon patients by using 
the attached Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) curriculum and handouts titled, “Patients Who Work in Nail 
Salons” (see Appendix C-E) and “Nail Salon Worker and Owner Health and Safety Training” (see Appendix G). These materials 
can serve as the basis for a one to two-hour workshop for patients that can help educate nail salon workers about healthy 
workplace practices. 
 
Strategies for patient recruitment to these workshops include:  
  1) Creating flyers that can be posted in each exam room 
  2) Posting an announcement in ethnic media 
  3) Providing low-cost incentives for personal protective equipment such as nitrile gloves for attending the  
  workshop 
  
Outreach Workers 
Outreach workers can conduct community outreach by visiting nail salons located within the clinic’s service area and providing 
brochures about the health center accompanied by information about workplace health and safety tips (see Appendix A, C, D 
and E). These brochures should include contact information so a worker can connect with someone at the health center. Out-
reach workers can distribute the three different “Patients Who Work in Nail Salons,” handouts to workers. Outreach workers 
can invite nail salon workers and owners to the health center for health care services and to attend health education work-
shops, if available. Health education or outreach workers, can implement nail salon worker health education workshops based 
on the materials presented in this toolkit.   
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HEALTH AND SAFETY TRAINING  

 

Nail Salon Worker and Owner Health and Safety Training  
With support of the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), U.S. Department of Labor, and University of Califor-
nia Berkeley Labor Occupational Health Program, AHS worked with the California Healthy Nail Salon Collaborative, to create a 
training curriculum and educational materials* to educate Vietnamese-speaking nail salon workforce members about occupa-
tional health and safety risks and tips for improving worker health when giving manicures and pedicures. Health centers can 
utilize this curriculum, which is included in this toolkit, to educate low-income nail salon workforce members about key health 
and safety workplace tips. This curriculum was created to promote discussion and interaction so that recommended workplace 
concepts and practices could be easily understood by limited-English and low-literate speaking populations.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“I learned how to prevent my back and  
wrist from hurting. I follow these steps to keep 

from hurting every day.”  
- Nail Salon Worker 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The toolkit includes health and safety educational handouts that can be utilized for worker and owner trainings detailing how 
patients can take the appropriate measures to reduce their exposure to chemicals and infectious disease (see Appendix D). In 
addition to exposure to harmful chemical in products, nail salon workers can be exposed to infectious agents such as human 
immunodeficiency virus (HIV) and Hepatitis B and C if a worker comes into contact with infected blood from a client. Appendix E 
provides information on ways to prevent exposure to biological hazards. Since workers often perform repetitive movements 
and may lean over from long periods of time when servicing clients for pedicures, workers often experience aches and pains. 
Appendix C provides tips to reduce these hazards. Please refer to Appendix C, D, and E for three different handouts “Patients 
Who Work in Nail Salons,” that may be distributed to patients.  
 
 
 
 
*This material was produced under grant number SH-27691-15-60-F6 from the Occupational Safety and Health Administration, 
U.S. Department of Labor. It does not necessarily reflect the views or policies of the U.S. Department of Labor, nor does       
mention of trade names, commercial products, or organizations imply endorsement by the U.S. Government. 2011; This         
material was then revised in 2016 under grant number SH-27691-SH5 for the Occupational Safety and Health Administration, 
U.S. Department of Labor; Also produced with support from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.  
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CASE STUDY 

Spotlight on Asian Health Services and the California Healthy Nail Salon Collaborative 

The California Healthy Nail Salon Collaborative: How it all began  
Founded in 2005, the mission of the California Healthy Nail Salon Collaborative (Collaborative) is to improve the health, safety, 
and workplace rights of the nail and beauty care workforce to achieve a healthier, more sustainable, and just industry. The Col-
laborative was formed when community health workers at AHS, a health center located in Oakland, CA, documented an increas-
ing number of patients and community members working in nail salon shops that exhibited acute symptoms, such as chronic 
asthma, dermatitis, and memory loss with a significant number experiencing reproductive health impacts and other chronic 
issues such as cancer. It was soon discovered that this was an overlooked epidemic--nail salon workers, working long hours, 6-7 
days a week, were unknowingly and chronically exposed to reproductively harmful chemicals and known carcinogens found in 
the nail products and solvents they utilized to pamper clients on a daily basis.  

The epidemic of public health, environmental and         
reproductive justice issues faced by this overlooked       
population of primarily Vietnamese immigrants prompted 
the founding of the Collaborative by AHS to address these 
issues utilizing a multi-tiered approach of community    
organizing, policy advocacy and community based        
research. The Collaborative now serves as a statewide      
coalition of over 20 organizations, and a committee of 
nationwide experts and researchers dedicated to salon 
worker health and safety. The Collaborative also includes 
over 50 salon workers from across California who meet on 
a regular basis. The Collaborative engages its members in 
resource and information sharing, the identification of key 
issues and opportunities, and the development and imple-
mentation of common strategies, language, policies and 
coordinated activities and campaigns. The Collaborative 

has been instrumental in working with County partners in establishing Healthy Nail Salon Recognition Programs, which reward 
and recognize salons for prioritizing health, throughout California.  

 
Establishing Healthy Nail Salon Recognition Programs  
The Collaborative and AHS formed strategic partnerships with local policymakers and key champions in the Departments of 
Public Health and Departments of Environmental Health in 
four counties and one city. The Collaborative and AHS 
shared materials, such as the ones provided in this toolkit, 
with county Departments of Environmental Health and local 
policymakers to provide initial education about health and 
safety issues facing nail salon workers. The Collaborative 
and AHS worked with then San Francisco Board Supervisor 
David Chiu on a Healthy Nail Salon ordinance and once 
passed, worked with the San Francisco Department of Envi-
ronment to establish the first Healthy Nail Salon Recognition 
Program (HNSRP). The HNSRP has been a model program 
that has been replicated by counties and cities throughout 
California. It is a voluntary, incentive-based program that 
rewards salons that promote healthier and safer practices. Nail salons who meet the requirements are certified as Healthy Nail 
Salons by the county/city, promoted on the county/city website, and receive financial rebates for mechanical ventilation units. 
These Healthy Nail Salon certifications are renewed at least once a year. There are now over 100 officially recognized Health 
Nail Salons throughout the state of California.  
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CASE STUDY 

Spotlight on Asian Health Services and the California Healthy Nail Salon Collaborative 

Building structured partnerships with local community organizations and allies 
The Collaborative first began building partnerships with local community allies and organizations interested in helping to ad-
dress nail salon worker health and safety issues. Monthly meetings were scheduled to discuss the issues faced by workers that 
had slowly begun unfolding from AHS’ outreach in nail salons. Initial discussions which focused on outreach strategies and edu-
cation soon evolved into the policy action that needed to occur as well as the research needed in this area. AHS first began 
meeting with four groups, and over time, AHS brought together more than ten organization from across the state to form the 
California Healthy Nail Salon Collaborative. The Collaborative is now a twenty member coalition. Seed funding from The Califor-
nia Endowment and The Women’s Foundation of California was critical to the establishment of the Collaborative. Also critical to 
the success of the Collaborative’s work has been the identification of community leaders and champions within each member 
organization and within policy, research and outreach areas.  
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CONCLUSION 

 
Health centers serve as an important cornerstone in our nation’s health care system. As an important safety-net pro-
vider for vulnerable populations, health centers have a key opportunity to impact the health of patients who work in 
the nail salon industry and are generally low-income and limited English speaking immigrants. Health centers can play 
a critical role in assuring health care access to nail salon workers while providing them with important information 
and education on tips to protect their health in the workplace - from reducing harmful chemical workplace exposures 
to preventing common occupational aches and pains. Health centers also have an important opportunity to leverage 
the “social determinants of health” (ie. the social, economic, and physical conditions that underlie and shape health) 
to impact the health and well-being of nail salon worker patients through the strategies and tools provided in this 
toolkit. Overall, the tools and information presented can help health centers establish ways in which providers and 
clinical staff can prepare to best serve patients who work in the nail salon industry as well as consider options for en-
gaging in partnerships that can impact the social needs of these patients.   
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APPENDIX 

 

AHS’ Health Center Toolkit:  

●  A: Fact sheet on the nail salon worker population  

 
●  B: Resource list  

 
●  C: Health education materials for nail salon workers - Aches and Pains 

 
●  D: Health education materials for nail salon workers - Chemicals 

 
●  E: Health education materials for nail salon workers - Infectious Disease 

 
●  F: Tip Sheet and Screening Tool for Providers 

 
●  G: Intro to OSHA materials  
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