Observations and Analysis
Our fieldwork group collected a total of thirty surveys from nail technicians in the Oakland area, with the aim of determining the relationship between what is taught in cosmetology schools and what is actually enforced by the BBC.  

Our group is comprised of three women: Trang Thy Nguyen, the liaison from ACRJ; Trang Thuy Nguyen, from UC Berkeley; and Chelsea Preble, from UC Berkeley.  Trang Thy Nguyen will from this point be referred to at Trang1, and Trang Thuy Nguyen will be referred to as simply Trang.  Both Trang1 and Trang are Asian, and enter the nail shops greeting the nail techs in Vietnamese.  Chelsea, on the other hand, is obviously Caucasian and does not speak any Vietnamese.  Chelsea, the group members felt, brought something unique to our survey taking.  Before heading out into the field, Trang1, an experienced fieldworker, warned Trang and Chelsea that the Vietnamese community was extremely close-knit, and that it would be hard to break into their realm without being turned away.  As a result, Trang and Chelsea prepared themselves for mass rejection; however, their experience in the field went a little different than expected.  Trang1 and Trang felt that Chelsea’s presence, upon entering the nail shop, brought about a certain type of legitimacy to the survey taking.  Had it been that only Trang1 and Trang were to walk into the nail shop asking to conduct an interview, they felt that they would have immediately been turned away because it would have looked like they were just going to waste time.  However, having Chelsea present, a Caucasian face, sparked a kind of interest in the nail workers, and they were more hard-pressed to turn us away.  Thus, Trang1 and Trang felt that having a White person present made the survey seem more authentic, or professional, making it more likely that a nail salon worker would answer our questions.  At the end of the surveying process, the fieldwork group reflected upon the nail community’s surprisingly welcome response to our surveys.  We concluded that in addition to Chelsea’s presence, since Trang1 had already established some sort of contact with nail shops in these areas in the past, they were already used to contact from external organizations, and as a result, were more open to us due to familiarity.  

Upon entering each nail shop, the initial reaction from the nail workers were more or less the same.  We would enter a nail salon, and, busy or not, they would always greet us with a friendly, “Hi, how are you, what can I do for you,” viewing us as potential clients.  When Trang1 introduced us representatives and interns from ACRJ and UC Berkeley, all but the nail salon owner and a handful of salon technicians would give us the time of day.  Stepping inside the nail salon and arousing interest seemed to be the most difficult part of the surveying process, as we were turned down by many nail shops.  This was understandable, due to the fact that in the nail business, time means money, and when we are taking the time of one worker to take a survey, it takes away one more person who could have serviced a client.  At other nail shops, however, when it was obviously not busy and they still turned us away, we sensed that they thought we either worked for the BBC or some other state organization where their participation in our survey was encouraged, but not required.  And, as we learned after taking a few surveys, the relationship between the state board and the nail shops have not been incredibly friendly.  They did not want to let any outsiders in, especially with the threat of potentially incriminating themselves. We therefore proceeded to collect as many surveys as possible with the time and social constraints we faced.

One of the first questions on the survey related to the proper labeling of “clean” versus “soiled” items at the workstation.  The surveys were written in Vietnamese, and basically asked the technicians if they knew how to label “clean” and “soiled” items in English in the event that an inspector came for a visit.  Just about all of the interviewed nail technicians knew how to properly label these items, and used variations of “clean” and “soiled” such as “clean and dirty” and “sanitized and unsanitized”.  When asked where they learned this, they all said cosmetology school.

The next question dealt with the proper disinfection of a spa chair.  We asked the nail technicians if they knew how to properly disinfect the chair, to put in order the six steps required in cleaning one, and where they learned to do this.  The majority of nail technicians did not answer these questions correctly, and they all expressed that they never learned how to disinfect spa chair at cosmetology of school; they learned either from their peers or the shops they worked at through experience.  Proper disinfection of the spa chair is one of the BBC’s most common health and safety violations, and it is absurd how they expect the nail technicians to know how to clean it when it is not required in the curriculum. Most accessible cosmetology schools do not provide spa chairs for their students to practice on, mainly because they are fairly expensive to purchase, providing the alternative method of buckets instead.  As a result, schools do not typically teach their students how to clean the spa chairs simply because they do not have the resources and as a substitute, teach their students only to properly clean a pedicure bucket.  All the nail shops we visited had between three to twelve spa chairs each, and, if spa chairs are obviously the trend when it comes to the nail industry, cosmetology schools should incorporate them into their academic curriculum. With violations fines ranging up to five hundred dollars for each improperly disinfected spa chair, the disconnect between what is taught at the school and what is mandated by the BBC is most apparent here.

The next question asked the technicians if they knew how to properly disinfect pedicure and manicure tools and where they learned it.  We left the question as “tools” to keep it open-ended and allow the nail technicians to elaborate.  Most if not all of the workers immediately said that it was illegal to disinfect tools such as files and buffers—one must always dispose of used files and buffers after each use.  However, some nail technicians complained of the rising prices of these nail instruments, and that disposing of them after each and every use creates a cost burden on them, which they must pass on to the consumer.  Some workers said that they save and recycle the old files from their “regulars”, and use these files only on them.  Yet, some nail technicians also stated that if an inspector were to see one tiny scratch on the file, they would immediately deem it as “used”, and fine the nail technician.

The next question dealt with the nail salon worker’s knowledge of illegal versus legal nail instruments.  We asked them to denote the “legal” or “illegal” on a list of tools:  cuticle cutters, razors, needles, buffers/files, and pumice stones.  Every nail technician answered these questions correctly by identifying razors and needles as illegal instruments; however, some nail workers stated that they have been cited for violations dealing with the use of illegal tools.  How could it be that nail workers were fined for violations they knew were illegal?  Our group concluded that the language on the BBC handbook is very arbitrary—they use extremely technical language to obscurely describe tools that could be illegal, whereas our survey was tool-specific.  For example, we asked specifically, if the “cuticle cutter” or if the “razor blade” was illegal.  The BBC’s regulations, however, use the term “razor-edged or other device or tool”, which is relatively verbose and vague at the same time, with possible confusion stemming from “other device or tool.”  This type of ambiguity leads to the violations of nail workers who are not adept in the English language.  Because the BBC is not specific in coding their rules and regulations, they should take this issue into account during the inspection process.

We next asked the nail technicians to answer what they thought were the most common health and safety violations in nail shops.  Many were extremely hesitant in answering this question because by listing what they “thought” were common violations, they could be incriminating themselves, waving a big flag saying “Yes, I know this is common because I do it all the time.”  Also, by describing the conditions of their work and the state’s pursuit to cite them, nail workers would essentially be degrading themselves and their work, as they would be airing their “dirty laundry” to a bunch of strangers.  For those who did answer the question, the answers ranged from not disposing of files and buffers to the improper disinfection of spa chairs, topics we touched on earlier in the survey.  At this time, we also mentioned that another common violation had less to do with the cleanliness aspect of the nail industry, and more toward the administrative, telling them that they must always have their cosmetology licenses on display at their individual workstations.  Without proper display, each “unlicensed” workstation could be fined up to one hundred dollars each.

One dramatic, but not uncommon, example of violations in the nail shop could be seen at a NailA*.  The owner, Lisa*, expressed deep frustration with the BBC.  She had been inspected twice this year, and was cited most recently in March for a number of violations, including having razors on the premises.  She repeatedly said that she had never used these razors on customers, and that the inspectors had found them in the storage closet.  According to her, they belonged to previous employees, but were never even used—the razors were “free gifts” with other nail products they had bought from catalogues, and she never had a chance to get rid of them.  As soon as the inspectors found the razors, they practically turned the place upside down to look for any other violations, both major and minor.  Consequently, Lisa is faced with the prospect of the state closing her shop down.  She broke down in tears at this point, saying that the “system” works against people like her.  She wants to make an honest living, and to not have to depend on government welfare as most of her peers do.  However, the more she tries to make a living for herself, the “system”, or in this case, the state board, prevents her from providing for herself and her family by making a decent living.  

For Lisa, the biggest issue is the communication barrier between the nail shops and the BBC, as well as the BBC’s lack of assistance after citing the salons for violations.  

______________________________________________________________________

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​*Names of nail salons and workers have been changed for confidentiality purposes.

She said that after the state board had cited her for possessing razors in the workplace and for not posting the appropriate BBC regulations bulletins, they did not give her any information about where to get help or how to fix these problems.  The inspectors did not explain anything—they simply walked into the shop, cited the infraction, fined the shop owner, and left the premise.  It was necessary for Lisa to depend on herself to determine and comprehend the procedures that followed the citation.  Consequently, she searched the Internet to look up where to find these necessary posted documents, and why she was cited for such violations.  Although Lisa’s English is very good, she said the terminology on the BBC website was very complicated and looked toward the refuge of her 12-year-old son to translate the regulations into the Vietnamese she could better comprehend.  When we asked about the last time she received information directly from the BBC, she said she was not sure because mail can get convoluted, especially at the nail shop, so it is difficult to distinguish important versus insignificant mail.  As a result, she didn’t have much of an idea about any recent updates from the BBC in terms of health and safety and code violations and policies until she was actually inspected.

The next couple of questions dealt with the updated 2007 health and safety violations schedule governed by the BBC, and when the last time the workers had received such materials.  Twenty-eight of the thirty technicians said they had never received information directly from the BBC, while the remaining two reported that they received information from the BBC only after they received a violation.  As a result, when the inspector asks for the proper paperwork that the BBC mailed months before, the nail technicians do not have it on hand and pay the citation instead, as it is more convenient than wasting time by sorting through endless mail that appears to be junk.  This reveals another example of the divide between the nail salon community and the BBC.  The BBC expects nail salons to adhere to rules and regulations that they not only make difficult to comprehend, but also difficult to obtain.  The state board administration forces the nail community to fear such inspections because they do not know what kind of new regulations may have come about, and what rules they may have unintentionally violated.  

The next question focused on the personal concerns of the workers about health and safety in the workplace, shifting away from the administrative aspects of the nail industry and more towards life in the shop.  Some nail technicians expressed apprehension regarding their health, including symptoms such as headaches, dizziness, shortness of breath, vomiting, lack of appetite, muscle fatigue, inability to sleep, and depression.  One nail tech even mentioned suffering from a miscarriage!  In addition, workers were concerned about their livelihood; most nail workers make less than $250 a week, which is below the U.S. poverty line for a family of four (U.S. Census Bureau).  When faced with the prospect of being inspected, they must plan on spending up to 1500 dollars on any random month for possible fines regarding violations, according to ACRJ.  And, once cited for a violation, it is likely that they will be inspected within the year, as the BBC keeps a closer eye on a cited nail salon.  According to some nail technicians, the fines are too expensive to pay with the income the industry affords them.

For other nail workers, the state board’s administration and inspections process were of greater concern for them, and not the actual health and safety in the workplace.  This group of nail salon workers said they were generally happy working under their current conditions, and only had issues with the BBC.  We figured that they could have been saying this because their bosses were hovering over them and they did not want to sound like they were complaining, but most said that they were extremely happy where they were.  Others seemed to be content with their jobs, however, provided that their employers were fair.

One example of this was at NailB*, where when asked about their working conditions, the workers let us know that while all the nail technicians were Vietnamese, the owner of the salon was actually Caucasian. The nail technicians stated that the owners provided health insurance for them, and in general, they were happy in the workplace.  One of the ladies, Sasha*, said that she used to work for a nail salon in Alameda that she dreaded coming to—the owners were rude and the work environment was simply unpleasant.  However, her experience at NailB was the complete opposite.  She said that she got along with all the other girls, and many of them even hung out outside of work, either going to each other’s homes for dinner or going out for a night of karaoke.  Another lady, Lauren*, said that if all nail salon workers experienced the same kind of happiness the workers at NailB had, the workplace would satisfy the workers’ needs, making the workplace more enjoyable and thus more productive.

 
The final question asked if the nail technicians knew how and where to get assistance about appealing a citation or updated regulations.  Many of them said they would either ask their storeowners to translate and explain the material to them, or they could go online themselves to find out and comprehend what exactly they did wrong.  Their answers steered away from asking the BBC, the ones that distribute and administer the citations themselves, and more toward looking for their own resources.  Lisa, the above-mentioned worker from NailA, said that upon receiving her citation, she looked up the information online and asked her twelve-year-old son to translate the information she found!  This example shows the extensive gap between the nail shop and the BBC—what the nail technicians should know as a professional service provider, and what and how the BBC distributed information that they expect technicians to know.  As for the appeals process, many workers did not know they were given the opportunity to dispute their citation in court.  However, as previously stated, since they are not strong English-speakers, they would be too intimidated to confront a judge anyway and would prefer to pay the fine instead.  As a result, it appears that the BBC takes advantage of nail shops because of the tacit misunderstanding and disconnect between the two, as well as since the money raised from paying these citations does little to nothing to serve the nail workers.
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