
ask the nmc

QUESTION: I’m a salon 
owner and concerned that we’re not properly 
cleaning our pedicure spa tubs. My nail 
technicians have each heard conflicting in-
formation, and I just want to make sure we’re 
doing the right thing—can you help?

ANSWER: The NMC recom-
mends that nail technicians check with 
their local authorities and/or state boards to 
determine the proper procedures for cleaning 
and disinfecting pedicure equipment, such 
as whirlpool units, air-jetted basins, pipeless 
and other foot spas, sinks, bowls, tubs, etc. A 
salon must meet or exceed its state board’s 
requirements. Here’s a brief overview of the 
NMC’s recommendations, which are provided 
as a guide for nail technicians, state boards 
and other agencies. (Log on to probeauty.
org/nmc for more detailed information.)

• On “hard surfaces,” use only EPA-
registered liquid disinfectants with la-
bels showing that they’re bactericidal, 
virucidal and fungicidal 

• Do not depend solely on “water disin-
fectants or sanitizers”—they only treat 

water and, according to the EPA, will 
not clean or disinfect hard surfaces

• Always record the time and date of 
a cleaning procedure in the salon’s 
pedicure cleaning log

After every client:

1Drain all water from the pedicure basin 
and scrub away all visible residue with a 

clean, disinfected brush and liquid soap, then 
rinse the basin with clean water.

2Refill it with water and circulate the 
proper amount (as indicated on the 

label) of an appropriate EPA-registered 
disinfectant for 10 minutes. 

3Drain, rinse and wipe the basin dry 
with a clean paper towel. Note: Do not 

soak clients’ feet in these disinfectants, and 
always wear gloves when handling them to 
prevent skin exposure.

At the end of each day:

1Take out cover screens and other 
removable parts from pedicure spas; 

clean them and the areas behind them with 
a brush and liquid soap to remove all visible 
residue. Replace screens and other parts 
that were removed. 

2Fill the basin with water, add a chelating 
detergent (a cleanser designed for use 

in hard water) and circulate it through the 
system for 10 minutes. If excessive foaming 
occurs, discontinue the circulation and let 
the detergent soak for the remainder of the 
10 minutes, then drain and rinse.

3Repeat steps from the “After every cli-
ent” procedure listed above.

At least once a week:

1Perform the “At the end of each day” 
procedures outlined above, and then 

turn off the unit and leave the disinfecting 
solution in it overnight.

2The next morning, drain and rinse. Then 
refill the basin with clean water, circulate 

and then drain to remove disinfectant before 
a client’s pedicure service.

QUESTION: I’ve been 
using water-sanitizing tablets to disinfect 
my pedicure spas between clients. Is 
this enough?

ANSWER: Water sanitizers or 
disinfectants are commonly used in Jacuzzis, 
hot tubs, swimming pools and hydrotherapy 
units. They will reduce the number of patho-
gens found in relatively clean water, but they 
won’t disinfect hard surfaces and they prove 
to be much less effective when scrubs, oils, 
masks and lotions are present. The tablets 
do provide some additional client protec-
tion (and peace of mind), but they should 
never be used as a substitute for proper 
cleaning and disinfection, nor will they fulfill 
state board requirements. To be effective, 
these products must be used in conjunc-
tion with other cleaners and EPA-registered 
disinfectants, or you may put clients at risk 
of infection.  

Have a Question for the NMC?
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The Nail Manufacturers Council 
(NMC), a subset of the Profes-

sional Beauty Association, is made 
up of industry experts, and most 
are associated with nail product 
manufacturers. The NMC seeks to 
educate nail industry professionals 
and consumers about issues affect-
ing nailcare products and services, 
particularly safety and sanitation. 
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QUESTION: Are the fluff 
brushes I use to dust both my clients’ hands 
and my table safe to use, and should I disin-
fect them?

ANSWER: These brushes 
should not be used to remove dust from 
clients’ skin or nails since they cannot be 
properly cleaned and disinfected between 
each client as required by most state board 
regulations. Nail dust should be removed only 
with a brush that can be properly cleaned and 
disinfected, i.e., nylon brushes. Fluff brushes 
can be used for general nail table dusting and 
should be regularly washed in the laundry with 
detergent and hot water, but they should never 
come in contact with your clients’ skin.  

QUESTION: Why did the 
California State Board make it a law that we 
cannot use metal implements?

ANSWER: California regula-
tions state: “No establishment or school 

shall have on the premises any razor-edged 
or other device or tool which is designed to 
remove calluses.” The specified fine for the 
use of any metal foot file or abrasive is $500 
per incident. The intent of this regulation is 
to stop aggressive removal of calloused skin 
from the feet, since this practice can lead to 
serious—and in rare cases, life-threatening—
infections. The concern is that razor devices 
or metal files are more likely to remove too 
much of the callus and may cut living skin. 
Therefore, they have been deemed inappropri-
ate for salon use.

It is against federal law for nail technicians 
to “completely remove” a callus from a foot 
since this is considered to be a “medical pro-
cedure.” Removal of calluses, corns, bunions, 
warts, etc. can only be performed by medical 
doctors or under their direct supervision. 

That’s the law in every state in the country, 
so this regulation is good advice for all nail 
professionals. Remember, when it comes to 
calluses, the NMC recommends that they be 
“smoothed, not removed.”

QUESTION: Are hand sanitiz-
ers a good replacement for hand washing and 
when should they be used?

ANSWER: Hand sanitizers 
do not replace hand washing because they 
cannot remove dirt, grease or other debris 
from skin or nails. For this reason, hand 
washing with liquid soap and warm running 
water is the preferred method. However, 
the use of a hand sanitizer following proper 
hand washing can add an extra measure 
of protection. 

Have a Question for the NMC?
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QUESTION: Why is the new 
trend of fish pedicures being approved by 
some state boards? Aren’t we required to use 
EPA-registered disinfectants on everything that 
touches the client’s skin?

ANSWER: The Nail Manufac-
turer’s Council (NMC) does not support fish 
pedicures because the procedure is in clear 
violation of many state board requirements. 
All surfaces and implements that come in 
contact with a client’s skin must be properly 
cleaned and disinfected between uses. Since 
the fish, container and water cannot be 
cleaned and disinfected as required, this is an 
unsanitary and potentially risky procedure that 
should not be allowed or performed in salons.

QUESTION: Should we disin-
fect polish or artificial nail brushes?

ANSWER: Infection causing 
organisms need food and water to survive or 
grow. Nail polish, base coats and top coats 
don’t contain food or water and in this harsh 
environment the “germs” die quickly. The 
same is true for artificial nail products such 
as acrylics and UV gels. Infections are not 
likely to be spread by either type of brush. 
Recent studies have shown that bacteria 
are killed almost as quickly as they come 
in contact with nail polish. However, this 
assumes the product is applied to nails that 
appear healthy. If there is any sign of an 
active infection, nail technicians should not 
apply any product nor should they perform 
any services. If a polish or acrylic brush is 
accidentally touched to a visibly infected 
nail, it should be properly discarded in the 
trash. It’s extremely important to remember 
that nail technicians should never apply 
product to nails that do not appear to be 

healthy. To do so would be a violation of 
state board regulations.

QUESTION: How should I 
properly dispose of any remaining acrylic liquid 
from the dappen dish?

ANSWER: Small amounts of 
acrylic liquid that are left over in a dappen dish 
can be combined with an equal amount of 
acrylic powder and hardened into small inert 
blocks, then disposed of in the trash. However, 
never mix larger quantities (i.e., more than one 
ounce) because the mixture can become very 
hot and may cause burns. Another acceptable 
disposal method is wiping the dappen dish 
with a towel, sealing the towel in a plastic bag 
and putting it in the trash. But care should 
be taken to avoid skin contact with the liquid 
monomer; repeated contact may cause skin 
irritation and/or an allergy.  

Have a Question for the NMC?

If you have a question for this column, send it to “Ask the NMC” at nailpro@creativeage.com, 
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QUESTION: Do autoclaves 
need regular maintenance or testing to verify 
that they are working properly?

ANSWER: The Centers for 
Disease Control (CDC) requires weekly testing 
of autoclaves to ensure that they are properly 
sterilizing implements. Color strips on autoclave 
bags are only an indicator—not proof—that 
the autoclave is working. For this reason, a 
weekly spore test is also required. To perform 
this weekly test, sealed packages containing 
test spores are subjected to a typical steriliza-
tion cycle in the autoclave and then sent to 
a laboratory that specializes in autoclave 
performance testing. (To find such laboratories 
you can do a Web search for “autoclave spore 
testing.”) This is the only way to make sure that 
your autoclave is working properly. 

Regular maintenance is also required to 
ensure that your autoclave reaches the proper 
temperature and pressure, just like your car 
requires a regular tune-up. Salons should al-
ways follow the manufacturer’s recommended 
schedule for cleaning, changing the water, 

service visits, replacement parts, etc. Be sure 
to keep a logbook of all usage, testing and 
maintenance for State Board inspection. 

QUESTION: How do I know 
if my ventilation system is working properly? 
How do I know if I need better ventilation in 
my salon?

ANSWER: Ask yourself a 
few questions:

• Do strong product odors linger for more 
than 10 minutes after discontinuing use? 
Can you smell the odor in other rooms?

• Are product odors noticeable when the 
salon is first opened in the morning?

• Do clients complain of strong smells or 
offensive odors?

• Do you ever have to open a window or 
door because the odors are too strong?

• Do the walls ever “sweat” with mois-
ture? Do the windows become foggy?

If you answered “yes” to any of these ques-
tions, then an HVAC expert (which you can find 
in the Yellow Pages) should check your system; 
each of these situations could indicate a prob-
lem with the existing ventilation. Also, consider 
improving salon ventilation if any employees 
experience frequent headaches, nausea, sore 
throats, coughing, blurry vision or watery eyes. 
Each of these symptoms could indicate a lack 
of proper ventilation. The NMC wants you to 
work safely and has created a brochure entitled 
“Guidelines for Controlling and Minimizing 
Inhalation Exposure to Nail Products.” This 
valuable guide provides useful information that 

can help improve your salon’s air quality. You 
can download this and other brochures for free 
by visiting probeauty.org/nmc.

QUESTION: Is it best to have 
the client bring her own implements to the salon? 

ANSWER: No. The safety of 
every client is important and allowing clients 
to bring their own implements can be risky for 
others. For all you know, these implements 
were used on the entire family the previous 
day, including the dog! Nail technicians are 
required to properly clean and disinfect all
implements before they are used to perform 
any service. This includes any implements 
your client brings with her. Therefore, if a 
client brings her own implements, she’s going 
to have to wait for 15 minutes while you 
properly clean and disinfect them. This must 
be done because client’s implements could 
bring infectious pathogens into the salon 
and infect other clients. Salons that properly 
clean and disinfect all implements before use 
provide better protection to the client.

Have a Question for the NMC?

Email your question to “Ask the NMC” at nailpro@creativeage.com, or mail it to Nailpro, 7628 

Densmore Ave., Van Nuys, CA 91406. We reserve the right to edit letters for length, grammar 

and clarity.
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QUESTION: There is so 
much information on a disinfectant’s label; 
it’s intimidating and hard to read. Why don’t 
manufacturers make these labels easier to 
understand? 

ANSWER: Manufacturers are 
aware of this problem and often highlight 
salon-relevant information for ease of 
reference. However, the wording on labels 
is strictly controlled by the Environmental 
Protection Agency, so there isn’t much that 
manufacturers can do to change that. If you 
have trouble interpreting the product label, 
call the manufacturer to get answers. It’s im-
portant that all disinfectants be used properly 
or they may not perform correctly and could 
put your clients at risk.

QUESTION: If my client gets 
a fungus or greenie, can I put a nail enhance-
ment on it? How do I treat the infection?

ANSWER: No, you should 
not apply enhancements or try to treat the 

infection. Nail technicians are only licensed to 
work on healthy nails and skin. They should 
not and cannot legally work on any type of 
infected nail because this is considered a 
medical condition.

It is against federal law for any nail 
technician to diagnose a medical condition, 
attempt to treat it or even prescribe any kind 
of treatment. You are not even allowed to 
remove the artificial nail, unless done under 
the specific direction of the client’s treating 
physician. Even if the client asks you to remove 
the enhancement or take care of her infected 
nail, her requests do not give you permission to 
violate the law. Nail technicians who violate the 
law risk legal action in the form of lawsuits and 
losing their licenses.

QUESTION: Is formalde-
hyde a carcinogen? Why is it in nail polish 
and hardeners? 

ANSWER: You may be 
surprised to learn that formaldehyde is not an 
ingredient in nail polish, hardeners or any other 
nail product. Until recently, manufacturers were 

required to list “formaldehyde” on the label 
even though the actual name of the ingredient 
is methylene glycol, a different chemical that 
is created by reacting formaldehyde and 
water. It’s strange, but true! No one cared 
about the difference until it was reported that 
inhaling large amounts of “dry formaldehyde 
gas” can cause a rare type of nasal cancer. 
Manufacturers became concerned that nail 
technicians might hear about this, get the 
wrong impression and mistakenly believe 
that this danger also applied to nail polish 
and other products. Over the last few years 
the NMC has worked tirelessly to get this 
error fixed, and we’re happy to report that we 
were finally successful in getting an official 
correction. Now, manufacturers can use the 
correct ingredient name, methylene glycol on 
labels. You should see packaging labels begin 
to change in 2009. 

Don’t believe the recent hype—nail pol-
ish neither causes cancer nor birth defects. 
Polish has a very long history of safe use 
and—when used according to directions—is 
among the safest consumer products that you 
can buy or use.  

Have a Question for the NMC?

If you have a question for this column, send it to “Ask the NMC” at nailpro@creativeage.com, 
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QUESTION: Why should nail 
technicians who have been licensed for more 
than 10 years without incident have to take 
continuing education classes?

ANSWER: Many professions re-
quire continuing education. Continuing education 
is not a punishment for having received a state 
board citation. States that require continuing 
education to keep your license current under-
stand how important it is for nail professionals 
to keep their knowledge up-to-date, especially 
concerning infection control—an area in which 
several new dangers have appeared over the last 
10 years—and working safely. This benefits both 
the technician and clients. 

Rules, regulations and information 
change, as do the challenges facing nail 
technicians. Having a license for more than 
10 years does not mean that a nail techni-
cian knows everything they need to know. 
Even if your state does not require continuing 
education, it’s very important for all nail 
technicians to keep their knowledge current 

and the best way to do this is by taking one 
or more nail-related classes each year.

QUESTION: Are UV gels better 
for nails than other types of enhancements?

ANSWER: All nail enhancement 
products are safe for the natural nail if properly 
applied, maintained and removed. No type of 
artificial nail is safer or better for the natural 
nail than another. If nail damage occurs due 
to enhancements, it is usually from over-filing 
or other improper practices during product 
application or removal. To prevent this, nail 
professionals should work in a manner that 
protects the natural nail.

QUESTION: Do nail products 
have a shelf life? If so, how can I tell if my prod-
ucts have expired?

ANSWER: All nail products have 
a shelf life. Different companies have different 
policies but, in general, you can expect to have 
at least one year to use your products, assuming 
they are properly stored. Improper storage can 
dramatically shorten the shelf life of a product. The 
length of that shelf life also depends on the type 
of product. Nail glue, for example, has a very short 
shelf life, while acrylic powders may be usable for 
more than three years. Any product’s shelf life will 
be extended if it is stored in a cool, dry location, 
out of direct sunlight. To ensure the utmost in 
quality, it’s important to use products quickly while 
they’re fresh and at peak performance.

There is no easy way to tell just by looking if 

a product has expired unless something is no-
ticeably wrong. Usually the product performance 
will suffer or it will change in color, odor and/or 
appearance. Examples are:
• Monomer or nail glue solidifies in the container
• Artificial nail products set up or cure slower 

than normal
• Hand lotion separates into two layers or 

develops an unusual odor
• Nail polish shifts color or fades

If in doubt, call the manufacturer, and be 
sure to have the lot or batch number from the 
container so they can look it up.  

Have a Question for the NMC?

If you have a question for this column, send it to “Ask the NMC” at nailpro@creativeage.com, 

or Nailpro, 7628 Densmore Ave., Van Nuys, CA 91406. We reserve the right to edit letters for 

length, grammar and clarity.

104  n a i l p r o   j u N e  2 0 0 9

The Nail Manufacturers Council 
(NMC), a subset of the Profes-

sional Beauty Association, is made 
up of industry experts, and most are 
associated with nail product manu-
facturers. The NMC seeks to educate 
nail industry professionals and con-
sumers about issues affecting nailcare 
products and services, particularly 
safety and sanitation. Visit probeauty.
org/about/committees/nmc.

p
h

o
to

s
: 

©
is

to
c

k
p

h
o

to
.c

o
m

ask the nmc

* Reproduced by Nail Manufacturers Council with permission from Nailpro magazine for limited distribution. © 2009 by Creative Age Publications.  
No part of this article can be altered, changed, or reused in any way without the express consent of the publisher.



QUESTION: I am an indepen-
dent contractor renting a space in a salon. Who 
is responsible for providing the disinfectants 
and/or autoclaves?

ANSWER: Salon owners have 
a responsibility to ensure that the services 
provided are safe and in accordance with state 
rules and regulations. However, regardless of 
your work situation, it’s up to the nail technician 
to follow the state’s rules and regulations to 
protect the client’s safety. Independent contrac-
tors are responsible for providing their own 
tools and equipment, therefore both the salon 
owner and nail professional are responsible to 
ensure the client’s safety. It’s a good idea to 
clarify this in writing in the rental contract. 

If a salon owner refuses to provide the 
necessary supplies or tools to ensure that all 
services are safe, proper and sanitary, this 
refusal does not relieve the nail professional 
of her responsibilities. In such a case, the nail 
professional is required to either provide her 
own cleaning supplies, disinfectants and/or 

autoclave, or find employment elsewhere. 
Under no circumstances are nail professionals 
allowed to provide services that are not in strict 
accordance with state board rules and regula-
tions. Of course, you should check your state 
board for any additional requirements.

QUESTION: Why are state 
board regulations written so badly? They are so 
difficult to understand; how are nail technicians 
supposed to know what to do?

ANSWER: That is a difficult 
question. State boards try to write their regula-
tions to be understandable, but they also have 
to be phrased correctly in order to be legal. If a 
nail professional does not understand a rule or 
regulation, she may not be the only one having 
difficulty. The NMC recommends that you write 
to your state board and ask for clarification. 
This will help the state board understand when 
nail technicians are confused by the wording of 
a particular rule or regulation and they can then 
issue a public communication or advisor state-
ment that will provide a better explanation. This 
way, all nail professionals will better understand 
their responsibilities.

QUESTION: I have a vented 
nail table with a filter at my salon in New York. 
I was recently told that my table had to be 
vented to the outside of the shop through a 
hose attached to my table. Is this true? 

ANSWER: Proper and effec-
tive ventilation is important to working safely 

with professional salon products. Ventilated 
nail tables use activated charcoal filters that 
act like sponges to absorb vapors from the 
air. Similar to how a sponge becomes filled 
with water, activated charcoal filters also 
become saturated with vapors and lose their 
effectiveness. Thinner beds of activated 
charcoal become ineffective more quickly 
than thicker beds. 

The NMC recommends that you check your 
state and local regulations to determine if there 
are any requirements to vent to the outdoors. 
If you have a nail table with a filter that is less 
than 2 inches thick, such filters can quickly 
lose effectiveness in a short period of time. 
Ventilating vapors and dusts to the outdoors 
can overcome this problem and is considered 
a more effective way to properly ventilate. 
However, you should consult with a ventilation 
specialist to ensure this is done properly. You 
can find a ventilation specialist in the Yellow 
Pages under the listing “HVAC.” 

If ventilation to the outdoors is not 
possible, another solution might be to use a 
filter that has at least a 4-inch thick bed of 
activated charcoal. To maintain proper effec-
tiveness, change the filter several times per 
year and follow the manufacturer’s instruc-
tions. For more information on improving 
salon air quality, go to the NMC website 
and read the brochure co-authored by the 
NMC and the International Nail Technicians 
Association (INTA) entitled “Guidelines for 
Controlling and Minimizing Inhalation Expo-
sure to Nail Products.”   

Have a Question for the NMC?

If you have a question for this column, send it to “Ask the NMC” at nailpro@creativeage.com, 
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QUESTION: Will sterilizing 
metal implements in an autoclave make 
them dull?

ANSWER: Yes, steam auto-
claves can cause corrosion and dulling of the 
edges of some metal instruments. Several 
steps can be taken to minimize this problem:
• Purchase instruments made of stainless steel 

rather than high-carbon steel
• Avoid using abrasive cleansers, wire brushes 

or steel wool to clean tools
• Thoroughly rinse instruments after pre-

cleaning. Traces of detergent can cause or 
promote corrosion, and salt (from sweat) can 
even attack stainless steel

• Use distilled or de-ionized water only to rinse 
instruments after pre-cleaning and in the 
autoclave itself

• Perform regular maintenance on your 
autoclave according to the manufacturer’s 
instructions 

• When presoaking, separate instruments 
made of different metals

• Autoclave manufacturers can recommend 
a medical-grade rust inhibitor solution to be 
used before autoclaving

• When purchasing an autoclave, select one 
with a faster drying time 

QUESTION: My client’s nails 
are lifting; do I need to etch them more?

ANSWER: No! Lifting prob-
lems are usually caused by improper nail 
preparation, i.e. improper cleaning to remove 
surface oils and/or cuticle tissue from the nail 
plate. Proper preparation is the key to lifting 
prevention, not etching. 

It’s a common misconception that the 
nail plate should be “etched,” which usually 
translates to over filing the natural nail or 
using nail primer. It’s a myth that nail primers 
etch the nails—these products are “adhesion 
promoters,” they do not etch. Heavy and/or ex-
cessive filing on the natural nail can also cause 
damage, which is why this practice should be 
avoided. Coarse-grit bits can quickly remove 
many layers of the nail plate leaving it thinner 
and weaker. Likewise, a heavy hand with 
lower grit files or fine bits can cause the same 
damage, so all filing should be done carefully. 
Nail technicians experiencing lifting problems 
should consider taking an educational class 
that will help them to improve their nail prepa-
ration and product application techniques.

QUESTION: Should nail 
professionals be moisturizing and softening the 
cuticle or removing it? I’m confused!

ANSWER: The cuticle is dead 
skin that is directly attached to the nail plate 
and if not properly removed, it can cause 
enhancements to lift and nail polish to chip. 
Proper nail preparation requires careful removal 
of the cuticle from the nail plate; this will help 
prevent lifting. The cuticle is generally removed 
with cuticle remover and a wooden stick.

Confusion arises because many nail 
technicians mistakenly believe the living skin 
at the base of the nail plate is the “cuticle” and 
therefore want to use a “cuticle moisturizer.” 
The correct name for the living skin that covers 
the base of the nail plate is the eponychium and 
nail professionals should refer to it by its proper 
name. The cuticle is dead tissue and does not 
need moisturizing, but the eponychium is living 
skin, so the use of moisturizing products on this 
area can provide benefits for clients, such as 
the prevention of hang nails.  

Have a Question for the NMC?
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QUESTION: Do I have to 
disinfect my electric file bits every time I 
use them?

ANSWER: Yes! Nail profession-
als are required to use a properly cleaned and 
disinfected bit on each client, and the same 
is required for any type of nail or foot file. All 
nail bits must be completely cleaned, properly 
disinfected and rinsed before use on any client. 
Bits can be cleaned by soaking them in a small 
amount of solvent, such as acetone. But this 
step only cleans them, it does not disinfect 
them; they must be completely immersed in 
an EPA registered disinfectant for the length 
of time required on the product’s label, usually 
10 minutes. Because there is a risk of cutting 
a client’s skin, there is an increased risk for 
transmitting blood-borne pathogens. This is 
why it’s so important to adhere to your local 
regulations and always properly clean and 
disinfect all tools, equipment and any other 
surfaces that could come in direct contact with 
the client’s skin. 

QUESTION: In nail techni-
cian terminology, what is the difference be-
tween sanitation, disinfection and sterilization? 

ANSWER: Sanitation is another 
word for cleaning. Both words have the same 
meaning: removing visible contamination and 
debris and dramatically lowering the number 
of germs on the surface. Washing hands, 
brushing teeth and washing any object with 
soap and water are all examples. Clean-
ing is the first and most important step for 
controlling the spread of infectious germs 
in the salon. Furthermore, if you don’t clean 
your implements first, disinfectants may be 
deactivated and/or blocked by soap films, dirt, 
grease or oil. 

Disinfection is the destruction of viruses, 
bacteria and fungi on surfaces that have come 
in contact with a client’s skin. Proper disinfec-
tion leaves a surface highly unlikely to transmit 
infection or cause disease. Disinfection is only 
for non-living surfaces because disinfectants 
are damaging to living skin and may lead to 
irritation or allergic reactions. The combina-
tion of proper cleaning and disinfection of 
tools, surfaces and equipment with an EPA 
registered disinfectant is highly effective in the 
salon environment. 

Sterilization is the complete destruction 
of all microscopic life on a surface. Hospitals 
use sterilization on surgical tools. Chemi-
cal sterilization is too hazardous for salons; 
however, pressurized steam sterilization 
(autoclaving) of nippers, files, and other tools 
is required in some areas and preferred by 

some salons. Surfaces such as table tops and 
foot spas can’t fit into an autoclave and must 
be disinfected instead.

QUESTION: Is UVA light 
from a gel nail lamp safe for the skin and eyes?

ANSWER: The amount of UVA 
exposure from a nail curing lamp is comparable 
to the UVA exposure that a client’s hands would 
get from a few minutes in the summer sun. 
Even fluorescent lights emit low levels of UVA, 
so during the two weeks between appoint-
ments the client will be exposed to about the 
same level of UVA from fluorescent light as they 
receive from these services. As with the sun, 
it’s not a good idea to stare at the lamps, but 
casual exposure should cause no harm. 
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Question: My state board 
says that I need to use a tuberculocidal 
disinfectant for my foot spa. How can I 
determine if I’m using the right disinfectant?

Answer: Disinfectants must be 
registered with the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency (EPA) and the EPA must allow 
their use in a specific application. In other 
words, the EPA must allow a disinfectant to 
be used in foot spas. The NMC is currently 
unaware of any tuberculocidal disinfectants 
that are allowed for use in pedicure foot 
spas, particularly because these types of 
disinfectants can damage some foot spas. 
Three states require the use of tuberculo-
cidal disinfectants for pedicure foot spas, 
but since no tuberculocidal disinfectants 
currently on the market are EPA registered 
for this use, we recommend contacting your 
state board for guidance. 

Question: After I remove nail 
polish on some of my clients, I’ve noticed 

a dry white coating/spots on some of their 
nails, especially on the toes and if the nails 
have ridges. When I lightly buff the nail some 
of the white spots come off. What causes 
this and how do I get rid of it? I would 
appreciate any advice. This is driving me 
(and my clients) crazy!

Answer: White spots that don’t 
come off with a light buffing are probably 
inside the nail plate. These are generally 
caused by minor damage to the nail matrix. 
If the spots are found on the nail’s surface, 
they could be caused by temporary dryness, 
often caused by a lack of oil in the nail plate. 
Applying high quality nail oil will make these 
spots disappear after one or two applica-
tions. If not, the cause could be a type of nail 
fungus called white superficial onychomy-
cosis (WSO). Only a doctor or podiatrist can 
diagnose or treat a nail infection. Therefore, if 
you have a client with white spots that come 
off when lightly buffed but do not disappear 
with the use of nail oil, recommend that the 
client be examined by a qualified medical 
professional who can provide a diagnosis and 
proper treatment if required.

Question: I just found out 
that I’m pregnant with my first child, but I’m 
worried about working in the salon. What do 
I need to beware of and can I keep working?

Answer: Mothers-to-be should 
always consult with their physician when 
seeking advice related to their pregnancy. 

It is possible to continue working safely 
during pregnancy; many nail technicians 
have done so. The NMC recommends that 
you get material safety data sheets (MSDS) 
for each of the products you work with. A 
MSDS is a form that contains data regarding 
a product’s composition and properties. You 
can usually get these from the manufac-
turer. Take the MSDS forms to your doctor, 
as s/he is best qualified to advise you on 
such matters. 
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QUESTION: Are all disinfectants 
“hospital grade”? How do you know if it is? 
What does that mean?

ANSWER: There is no such thing 
as “hospital grade” or a “hospital strength” 
disinfectant. Furthermore, these terms are not 
allowed. The Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) forbids manufacturers from marketing or 
educating the public that one disinfectant has 
higher effectiveness than another. It’s a myth 
that some disinfectants are “hospital grade,” 
while others are not. 

The disinfectant’s label must carry an 
EPA registration number or the product 
cannot be legally sold. The EPA does use 
the terms “hospital use” and “hospital type” 
to indicate that these products are effective 
against microorganisms commonly found in 
the healthcare setting. These disinfectants 
are appropriate for use in salons if they 
have been properly registered with the 
EPA for use in salons. The best way to 
determine whether a product meets the 

“hospital type” disinfectant level is to check 
the label.

QUESTION: Should clients be 
advised to wash their hands prior to a fill? I’ve 
been told that we should not wash because of 
possible “greenie” infections under the nails?

ANSWER: Yes, the NMC 
recommends that both the client and nail 
technician wash their hands before any service. 
Proper hand washing is one of the most 
effective ways to prevent nail infections from 
occurring under a nail enhancement. Clients 
should be given a clean and disinfected soft 
bristle nail brush and be instructed to carefully 
and gently scrub both on top of and underneath 
the nails, and thoroughly wash their hands, 
rinsing with warm water and drying with a 
disposable paper towel. The nail brush should 
be put into a container marked as dirty, so that 
it will not be reused until properly cleaned and 
disinfected. Liquid soaps are more sanitary 
and hygienic than bar soap and therefore 
recommended. Through a combination of 
proper hand washing and nail preparation, all 
types of nail infections can be avoided.

QUESTION: Why can I do a 
client’s nails for years and all of a sudden she 
develops a skin allergy?

ANSWER: It’s unlikely that a client 
will “suddenly” develop skin allergies, since 
the probable cause is repeated skin contact 
over a prolonged period of time. (For 

example, getting the skin wet with product 
during application.) Repeatedly exposing 
sensitive clients to nail enhancement 
products can increase the risk of developing 
a skin allergy. Allergic reactions of this 
type can appear as dry or flaking skin, 
rash, redness, swelling and blisters, and 
may worsen with additional skin exposure. 
Avoiding skin exposure to monomer liquids, 
UV gels, dusts and filings is an excellent 
way to prevent these types of skin allergies. 
For more information, please read the NMC 
brochure, “Guidelines for Controlling and 
Minimizing Skin Exposure to Nail Products,” 
which can be downloaded for free at 
probeauty.org/nmc.  
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QUESTION: Can nail 
technicians remove calluses from feet? 

ANSWER: No, complete removal of 
a callus is considered a medical procedure. 
Nail technicians are only licensed to perform 
cosmetic procedures and may not remove 
calluses, nor may they cut any living skin. 
Calluses are a protective layer of skin that 
prevents clients from developing blisters 
or other similar injuries to their feet and 
should never be completely removed. It 
is permissible for a nail technician to use 
an abrasive (not a blade) to gently smooth 
down rough calluses to make them more 
acceptable to the client, but complete 
removal is forbidden by federal regulation. 
Remember, when it comes to calluses, 
smooth them but don’t remove them!

QUESTION: Do I have to do 
anything to prep my implements before I put 
them in an autoclave?

ANSWER: Yes, implements 
must be properly cleaned before they can 
be autoclaved. Proper cleaning requires 
removal of all visible debris. If this step is 
not performed correctly, the implements 
will not be sterilized upon removal. When 
pre-cleaning your implements, avoid 
using abrasive cleansers, wire brushes or 
steel wool. It’s also best to use distilled 
or deionized water only, both for rinsing 
instruments after pre-cleaning and in the 
autoclave itself. Also, don’t forget to perform 
regular maintenance on your autoclave 
according to manufacturer’s 
instructions. Without regular 
maintenance, there’s no way to 
be assured that the autoclave is 
functioning properly. 

QUESTION:
Why do we have to use 
liquid disinfectants in our 
pedicure tubs/thrones instead 
of disinfecting tablets or 
powders, which are much more 
convenient? Can I put them in 
the water with my client’s feet 
instead of wasting so much 
time cleaning and disinfecting 
between clients?

ANSWER: Powders 
and tablets sold for use in salons 
are “water sanitizers,” much like 
those used in pools and hot tubs. 
They are not EPA- registered 

as footspa disinfectants, cannot clean or 
disinfect pedicure equipment and should 
never be used in place of proper cleaning 
and disinfection. Additionally, client’s feet 
should never be placed into water containing 
a disinfectant because it is not safe for direct 
skin contact. Nail technicians should wear 
gloves when handling disinfectants and must 
never stick their fingers or hands into these 
solutions. The NMC recommends contacting 
your state board and the disinfectant 
manufacturer for further guidance 
concerning disinfection.  
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