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Executive Summary
In every state and in the District of Columbia, 

manicurists and barbers need an occupational license—
effectively a government permission slip—to do their jobs. 
These licenses, which are often quite onerous to obtain, 
come with high costs for aspiring workers and consumers. 
Licensing proponents say these costs are justified by the 
need to protect public health and safety. Empirical evidence 
for this claim is lacking, however, with vanishingly little 
research exploring the necessity of licensing for workers in 
these or other beauty and personal care occupations. 

This study aims to change that. It uses data on health 
inspection outcomes—a common measure of health and 
safety risks—and a research design that takes advantage of 
variation around state borders to answer the question: Do 
licenses for manicurists and barbers equate to better public 
health and safety outcomes?

For manicurists, this study compares the outcomes 
of 2,148 nail salon inspections in Connecticut and New 
York during a period when Connecticut did not license the 

occupation. For barbers, this study compares the outcomes 
of 3,218 barbershop inspections in Alabama, which licenses 
the occupation less onerously, and Mississippi, which 
licenses it more onerously. If manicurist and barber licenses 
bolster health and safety, then nail salons and barbershops 
in unlicensed or less onerously licensed states should 
exhibit worse inspection outcomes than counterparts who 
need to meet steeper state-imposed requirements.

This study’s results do not support that hypothesis. In 
fact, they suggest licensing and licensing burdens have no 
substantive impact on health and safety risks. Inspection 
outcomes were favorable across the board, regardless of 
licensing regime. Not only that, differences were quite 
small (and in the opposite direction licensing proponents 
would hypothesize). In short, unlicensed nail salons and 
less onerously licensed barbershops were just as clean and 
safe as businesses facing steeper licensing requirements.

These results suggest states are subjecting aspiring 
manicurists and barbers to expensive and time-consuming 
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licensing for no good reason. As such, they add to a growing 
body of research suggesting licensing has few benefits and 
many costs. Licensing requirements are costly in terms of 
time and money for aspiring workers to fulfill, and, in one 
way or another, these costs are passed along to consumers. 
Yet most research, like this study, suggests licensing and 
licensing burdens improve neither service quality in 
general nor health and safety in particular. 

These results also point to an existing regulatory 
alternative that is both less costly than licensing and more 
targeted to protecting the public: health inspections. 
Already widespread, inspections focus on what matters—
safe, sanitary practices at the point of service. Inspections 
are what Connecticut relied on to protect nail salon patrons 
during the period when it did not license manicurists, and 
there is no evidence that this system did not work. Indeed, 
this study’s results suggest the expectation of inspections, 
together with ordinary market incentives, was sufficient to 
ensure safe, sanitary service at Connecticut nail salons.

This is good news. It means that states can eliminate 
occupational licenses for manicurists, barbers, and other 
beauty and personal care workers, and instead rely on 
inspections of the places where they provide their services, 
without sacrificing health and safety. In so doing, they will 
fulfill their duty of protecting the public while opening 
opportunities for people to earn an honest living—without 
bearing unnecessary and often unaffordable costs.
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Introduction
Craig Hunt started cutting hair very young out of 

necessity. Like many boys and men in his predominantly 
black community, he needed frequent haircuts to maintain 
his preferred style, but his family could not afford biweekly 
trips to the barbershop. The solution was for his mom, 
another relative, or a neighbor to cut his hair. Eventually, 
he picked up a pair of clippers and started cutting hair 
himself, becoming a “neighborhood barber.” Craig 
had found his calling. Today, Craig is the owner of two 
successful barbershops in the Des Moines area. Across the 
two shops, he employs around 20 people. Craig is also an 
educator who welcomes apprentices in his shops.

But it has not been an easy road. To legally 
practice his craft for pay, Craig had to get government 
permission in the form of an occupational license. This 
meant fees, exams, and—notwithstanding his years of 
experience—2,100 hours of expensive schooling.1 Craig 
first attempted to fulfill these requirements in 1997. He 
estimates he completed 1,500 hours of the barber program, 
but he was young and could not put off earning a living. So 
he dropped out without finishing. More than a decade later, 
he decided to try again, assuming he would get credit for 
the 1,500 hours he had already completed. He did not. As he 
tells it, “They said my hours didn’t count. They just wanted 
to get the money out of me.” But Craig kept at it, redoing 

the program in its entirety and getting his license in 2015. 
Despite this, Craig feels lucky. When he first attended 
barber school, he paid about $5,000. Aspiring barbers 
in Iowa today are likely to pay quadruple that amount or 
more.2

Craig has seen many other neighborhood barbers give 
up on becoming licensed—or never even try—due to the 
high costs in both time and money. These individuals have 
either opted to work as underground barbers or pursued 
a different occupation altogether. And this predicament 
isn’t unique to barbers. Kristin House, a Tulsa, Oklahoma-
based nail technician and educator with over a decade of 
industry experience across three states, sees the same 
patterns among manicurists. According to Kristin, who 
has worked as a beauty school instructor and an in-house 
trainer for salons, many manicurists start out as “in-house 
techs,” providing unlicensed services from their homes. 
Often, they build their clienteles through word of mouth, 
but customers also find them on social media apps like 
Instagram and TikTok, where nail content is popular. When 
they eventually pursue licensing, many in-house techs are 
frustrated by the cost and poor quality of the schooling 
required for licensure and stay underground or choose 
different careers. 



Craig Hunt
Iowa-based barber  
and educator
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Among low- and middle-income occupations, barbers 
and manicurists, along with cosmetologists and skin care 
specialists, are some of the most widely and onerously 
licensed. These beauty and personal care occupations are 
licensed by every state and the District of Columbia—and 
often quite burdensomely so. In the third edition of the 
Institute for Justice’s License to Work, barber and manicurist 
rank as the 6th and 11th most widely and onerously licensed 
among 102 lower-income occupations.3 Licenses like these 
come with high costs for aspiring workers. And, in one way 
or another, many of those costs are passed on to consumers 
in the form of higher prices. 

Proponents justify the costs of licensing with appeals 
to public health and safety, arguing that licensing protects 
us from incompetent or unscrupulous service providers. 
However, there is a paucity of empirical evidence finding 
that licensing uniquely bolsters health and safety. And very 
little prior research has explored the question of whether 
licensing influences health and safety with respect to the 
manicurist and barber occupations. 

For this study, I used granular, firm-level health 
inspection data from nail salons and barbershops, and a 
research design that takes advantage of variation around 
state borders, to get to the heart of this unanswered 
question. Negative health inspection outcomes are a 
common measure of public health and safety risks. So 

if it is true that licensing or more stringent licensing 
burdens are necessary to protect health and safety, then 
businesses in states that do not mandate licensing or 
that have lower licensing burdens should exhibit more 
negative inspection outcomes—like health and safety 
violations or failed inspections—compared to businesses 
in states that do mandate licensing or that have higher 
licensing burdens. For manicurists, I compared inspection 
outcomes from 2017 to 2018 for nail salons in a then-
unlicensed state (Connecticut) with those for nail salons 
in a neighboring licensed state (New York). The same type 
of comparison—that is, licensed state versus unlicensed 
state—was not possible for barbers. So for that occupation, 
I compared inspection outcomes from 2014 to 2018 for 
barbershops in neighboring states with disparate licensing 
requirements that represent the lower (Alabama) and 
higher (Mississippi) ends of the range. 

The results suggest that licensing and licensing 
burdens have no substantive impact on health and safety 
risks to the public from manicurists and barbers. Indeed, 
they suggest that, if anything, licensing and licensing 
burdens may slightly increase risks. These results undercut 
a core argument in favor of licensing. And together with 
other research, they suggest licensing burdens can be 
reduced or eliminated without harming the public. 

Kristin House
Oklahoma-based 
nail technician and 
educator



The results suggest that licensing and licensing burdens 

have no substantive impact on health and safety risks to 

the public from manicurists and barbers. These results 

undercut a core argument in favor of licensing.
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Gatekeeping Benefits Gatekeepers

Occupational licensing bestows substantial benefits on existing practitioners in an 
occupation. Much prior research has documented how licensing restricts competition, allowing 
practitioners to charge more for their services.4 A 2015 White House paper calling for licensing 
reform reported that licensing increases the costs of services by 3% to 16%, with specific 
estimates varying across time, place, and occupation.5 More recent studies derive estimates in 
the same range.6

Licensing also gives existing practitioners power that they can use to further restrict 
competition within their occupations and even from other occupations.7 This is because 
practitioners often dominate licensing boards and other bodies with the power to create or 
enforce occupational regulations.8 Licensing boards and other regulatory bodies with the power 
to regulate occupations are often able to create new barriers to entry or continued practice. In 
a phenomenon known as “license creep,” they may also be able to reinterpret their license’s 
scope of practice to encompass practices that were not contemplated at the time of their 
license’s creation.9 In this way, licensing boards can sweep similar or related, but ultimately 
distinct, occupations into their domain. Licensing boards for a wide variety of occupations have 
attempted this, often successfully.10 Cosmetology boards have been particularly zealous, with 
cosmetology license creep ensnaring occupations including African-style natural hair braiders, 
eyebrow threaders, eyelash extension specialists, and makeup artists.11

These benefits help explain why existing practitioners are often behind campaigns for 
licensure.12 Although the stated rationales for gatekeeping occupational entry are typically 
the desire to protect health and safety and the desire to “professionalize” occupations not 
traditionally considered high status, there is ample evidence that another motivation is the 
desire to reduce competition or, put more generously, to boost wages in traditionally lower-
income occupations.13 For example, in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, barber unions 
pursued licensure—with great success—to restrict competition from “discount barbers” and 
graduates of barber colleges, then a new route into the occupation and an alternative to lengthy 
apprenticeships under union members.14 The unions often framed this as being necessary to 
protect the public from unsanitary barbers, but research suggests they intentionally overstated 
the risks to achieve their goal—and that barbershop prices went up with licensure.15 

There is a large body of research on occupational licensing across a wide range of 
jobs. Most of this research has explored the economic effects of licensing, providing ample 
evidence that it benefits existing licensees economically—and that these private benefits 
come at a cost to aspiring workers and consumers. Research exploring licensing’s effects 
on health and safety or service quality is comparatively sparse. However, most available 
evidence suggests licensing does little to improve service quality or safety.

Across Occupations, 
Research Finds Licensing 
Benefits Few but Costs Many

Aspiring workers fulfill these requirements 

believing they are investing in their futures, 

but research suggests these investments 

often fail to pay off.



9

Aspiring Workers and Consumers  
Pay the Price

The benefits of licensing to existing practitioners come at a cost to aspiring 
workers and consumers. To work in licensed occupations, aspiring workers must 
fulfill the government’s requirements, which is often a tall order in terms of 
both time and money. People aspiring to work in licensed beauty and personal 
care occupations, for example, generally face fees, exams, and hundreds of 
hours of expensive schooling, among other hurdles.16 A 2021 Institute for Justice 
study found that, as of the 2016–2017 school year, the education required for 
cosmetology licensure cost more than $16,000 on average and took about a year 
to complete for students graduating on time. Aspirants also typically incurred 
significant student loan debt to finance it, borrowing over $7,300 on average.17 

Aspiring workers fulfill these requirements believing they are investing in 
their futures, but research suggests these investments often fail to pay off. For 
example, the 2021 IJ study found that cosmetologists were earning only around 
$26,000 a year on average—less than restaurant cooks, janitors, and concierges, 
occupations without costly and burdensome state licensure or state-mandated 
education requirements.18 Other research finds barber and beauty school 
programs frequently provide a negative lifetime return on investment: 86% of the 
time, the costs of these programs are greater than any increase in earnings over a 
worker’s lifetime.19

Aspirants who cannot or do not want to fulfill licensing requirements are 
shut out of the occupation. With some level of skill, if not formal training, some 
may decide to work in the occupation illegally, putting them at perpetual risk of 
legal sanctions if detected. These sanctions can include heavy fines and even jail 
time.20 To avoid detection, they may not risk advertising their services or building 
a network and, as a result, have a less reliable source of income compared to their 
licensed counterparts. 

Other aspirants shut out by licensing may reasonably decide to pursue 
a different, unlicensed or less onerously licensed, occupation—perhaps one 
requiring similar skills. Regardless of how aspirants feel about this, it distorts the 
labor market, resulting in spillover effects: Research has shown that licensing 
one occupation depresses wages in occupations requiring similar skills that have 
lower barriers to entry.21 More simply, as those shut out by a license move to other 
occupations, wages in those fields go down.

Consumers also pay the price for licensing. Due to reduced competition, they 
enjoy less choice and pay higher prices in the market for services whose provision 
requires a license.22 This is despite evidence that a service provider’s licensing 
status is not a major factor in consumer decision-making. Instead, consumers 
are more sensitive to price and reputation.23 Nonetheless, consumers are forced 
to subsidize the licensing system, paying a premium for services that, as I discuss 
below, are no better than they would be without licensing. 
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Evidence Is Scarce That        
Licensing Improves Quality       
or Safety   

Although proponents say licensing improves service 
quality and makes the public safer, most available evidence 
suggests it does not. 24 Notably, several studies, including 
some on beauty and personal care occupations, have 
found no substantive relationship between licensing 
and licensing burdens and service quality as rated by 
consumers and even practitioners.25 It seems likely that 
if harms from unlicensed occupations were widespread, 
this would be reflected in consumer ratings. However, if 
these studies speak to health and safety, they do so only 
indirectly.

Unfortunately, there is little research directly 
exploring the health and safety effects of occupational 
licenses and even less directly exploring the health 
and safety effects of beauty and personal care licenses 
specifically.26 As far as I am aware, there is only one.27 
That study, from 2023, looked at historical newspapers 
and found the adoption of barber licensing in the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries was associated with more cases 
of barber’s itch—an infection licensing was supposedly 
necessary to combat—rather than fewer.28  

My study builds on this small body of literature by 
examining how licensing and licensing burdens relate to 
health and safety with respect to manicurists and barbers 
through the use of health inspection outcomes. Inspection 
outcomes offer at least three advantages over consumer 
ratings as a measure of health and safety. First, they are a 
more direct measure of health and safety, as inspectors are 
explicitly tasked with looking for health and safety risks. 
Consumer ratings, on the other hand, often reflect other 
dimensions of service quality. Second, inspections are less 
subjective than consumer ratings. Intuitively, consumers 
are more likely to rate or review service providers when 
they have a notably good experience or a notably bad one. 
Inspectors, meanwhile, are supposed to apply the same 
standards to every business of a certain type that they 
inspect. Third, and related to the first two, inspectors are 
trained. If licensing proponents are right, nail salons and 
barbershops with unlicensed or less onerously licensed 
staff should be engaged in less safe practices. This should 
be apparent to inspectors and reflected in inspection 
outcomes. Comparing inspection outcomes therefore 
allows for a precise test of the claim that licensing and 
licensing burdens produce safer and more sanitary service 
in nail salons and barbershops. Before describing the 
study methods, the next sections describe the licensing 
requirements and inspection systems for manicurists and 
barbers.



11

Comparing inspection outcomes 

allows for a precise test of the 

claim that licensing and licensing 

burdens produce safer and more 

sanitary service in nail salons 

and barbershops.
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Licensing Requirements for Manicurists and Barbers
Both manicurists and barbers are currently licensed 

by all 50 states and the District of Columbia. Both are 
also often subject to onerous education and experience 
requirements, exams, fees, and other hurdles, though 
specifics vary widely.29 Such variation calls into question 
the basis for and necessity of licensing mandates.30 
However, it also enables this study to examine whether less 
burdensome licensing—or, in the case of manicurists, none 
at all—compromises health and safety outcomes.

Although every state and the District of Columbia now 
license manicurists, for roughly 40 years, Connecticut did 
not. After a sunset review finding the state’s manicurist 
license “[could not] be justified in terms of public health 
and safety,” Connecticut eliminated the license in 1980, 

becoming the only state not to license the occupation.31 
It relicensed manicurists only in 2021.32 Connecticut’s 
period without a manicurist license creates an opportunity 
to compare nail salon health inspection outcomes in an 
unlicensed state to those in a neighboring licensed state—a 
strong test of licensing’s efficacy. This study uses New 
York as a comparator because it had the best available data 
among the states that share a border with Connecticut. 
During the study period (and as of 2022), New York’s 
license required 250 hours of education, two exams, and 
$70 in fees, as well as a minimum age of 17 years old.33

Like manicurists, it was only recently that barbers 
came to be licensed by every state and the District of 
Columbia. For more than three decades, from 1981 to 2014, 

Hours requirements varied widely across states, but Alabama’s 
and Mississippi’s were the two most common

Figure 1. Barber Education Requirements During Study Period

Note. Kentucky, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Nevada, North Carolina, North Dakota, and South Dakota required 
experience on top of their education requirements.

Source: Carpenter, D. M., Knepper, L., Sweetland, K., & McDonald, J. (2017). License to work: A national study of 
burdens from occupational licensing (2nd ed.). Institute for Justice. https://ij.org/report/license-to-work-2/
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Alabama did not license the occupation at the state level, 
though some counties maintained their own licensing 
systems.34 And when the state reintroduced licensing, 
it did so only for full-service (“Class 2”) barbers and 
grandfathered in existing barbers.35 Unfortunately, the 
presence of county-level licensing during the period of 
state-level delicensing, along with other data limitations, 
makes it impossible to compare barbershop health 
inspection outcomes in unlicensed Alabama to those in a 
licensed neighboring state. Instead, this study compares 
inspection outcomes in two neighboring states—Alabama 
and Mississippi—with disparate licensing requirements. 
During the study period, Alabama—like eight other 
states—required 1,000 hours of schooling, plus exams 

and fees, to become a licensed barber.36 While steep, 
Alabama’s education mandate was on the lower end, with 
only four states requiring fewer hours during the study 
period.37 Mississippi required 50% more education—1,500 
hours—plus exams and fees, as did 23 other states and 
the District of Columbia.38 This put Mississippi on the 
higher end of education mandates for barbers, with only 
seven states requiring more schooling during the study 
period.39 Thus, Alabama and Mississippi represented the 
two most common education requirements, as well as both 
relatively low and high burdens.40 Figure 1 illustrates how 
the education requirements for barbers in Alabama and 
Mississippi compared to those in the other 48 states and 
the District of Columbia in 2017. 
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Health Inspections for Nail Salons 
and Barbershops

Nail Salon Inspections in  
Connecticut and New York

Although Connecticut now requires licensure for 
manicurists, it previously relied on inspection systems to 
ensure health and safety. The responsibility for enforcing 
health and safety standards largely was, and is, borne by 
local health departments and districts. For this reason, 
there may be variation in who conducts inspections and 
in the specific standards enforced. The same bill that 
relicensed manicurists required the creation of a more 
uniform inspection form and guidelines for nail salons. 
However, even prior to relicensure, health directors (or 
their representatives) had the power to enforce public 
health regulations in nail salons.44

As one example, the Meriden Health Department 
was, and is, responsible for conducting inspections of nail 
salons, as well as barbershops and hair salons, in the city 
of Meriden, Connecticut. The department’s inspection 
form listed 40 standards, and inspectors reported 
whether a salon was compliant or noncompliant with 
each. If salons were not compliant with certain standards 
(e.g., “Equipment/utensils used on customer cleaned 
and disinfected after each customer”), reinspection 
was required, along with an associated fee. 45 Repeated 
violations could result in suspension and revocation of 
the permit to operate the nail salon.46 See Figure 2 for an 
example of a completed inspection form from Meriden. 

Manicurist and barber licenses often exist 
alongside health inspection systems for nail salons and 
barbershops, and the same can be said for other beauty 
and personal care occupations and establishments. 
State or local governments typically require nail salons, 
barbershops, and similar businesses to adhere to health 
and safety standards, typically promulgated by state and 
local regulators and enforced through inspections. A basic 
and common regulation for such businesses is ensuring 
that hand soap is available in restrooms.41 

Inspections typically occur when a business opens 
and then regularly thereafter (often annually), as well 
as on a case-by-case basis, such as when there is a 
complaint.42 The person doing the inspections is usually a 
representative of the health department or the licensing 
board. When workers in a business must be licensed, 
inspections can involve checking workers’ licensing status 
in addition to looking for health and safety violations.

Although there is some variation in standards 
and inspection forms for nail salons and barbershops, 
they are substantively similar across jurisdictions in 
important ways. First, standards generally emphasize 
adhering to sanitary practices (e.g., properly sanitizing 
implements, maintaining clean and functional restrooms) 
and managing exposure to chemicals and tools that 
can harm people (e.g., formaldehyde, certain types of 
razors). Second, inspection forms generally list possible 
violations, and there is an implicit or explicit scoring 
system that determines the outcome of the inspection.43   
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Figure 2. Completed Inspection Report for a Nail Salon 
 in Meriden, Connecticut

15
Note. Referenced attachment omitted for space and privacy reasons.
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Compared to Connecticut, the New York inspection 
system is more centralized and standardized. The New 
York Department of State operates both the licensing and 
inspection systems.47 Nail salons fall under the umbrella 
of “appearance enhancement businesses.” As such, they 
must adhere to the state’s more general standards for all 
such businesses, as well as to its specific standards for nail 
salons.48 Appearance enhancement businesses are subject 
to inspections at any time, without notice, but inspections 
are typically conducted annually.49 Violations can result in 
license suspension or revocation, as well as fines.50

New York does not make its inspection rubric publicly 
available. However, the Department of State provides a 
self-inspection checklist for appearance enhancement 
businesses that identifies the most common issues 
inspectors look for.51 The second page of the checklist is 
specific to health and safety and is provided in Figure 3. 
In the inspection data the state provided, there are seven 
health and safety violations, which include, for example, 
“No Use / Improper Disinfectants Used” and “Improperly 
Reprocessed / Stored Implements.” 

16

Figure 3. Self-Inspection Checklist for Appearance
Enhancement Business Owners
in New York State (Second Page Only)

Note. First page covers establishment and personal license requirements. 
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Barbershop Inspections in  
Alabama and Mississippi

The Alabama Board of Cosmetology and Barbering 
conducts barbershop inspections in Alabama.52 As shown 
in Figure 4, the board’s inspection form—which is also 
used for hair salons, nail salons, and other beauty and 
personal care establishments—looks for more than 15 
violations.53 Some relate to licensing, but most deal with 
general sanitation practices like “Implements Properly 

Cleaned, Sanitized, Stored, and Used.” Each standard gets a 
weighted score, with sanitary violations generally receiving 
a greater weight than licensing-related violations. A low 
score results in reinspection, with repeated violations 
making disciplinary action, including a fine, more likely.54 
A failed inspection means at least one of the following: (1) 
The shop has unlicensed staff; (2) the shop is providing 
unlicensed services; (3) the shop is violating health and 
safety standards.55  

Figure 4. Sample Inspection/Citation Report for Salons 
 and Barbershops in Alabama

17Note. Referenced opposite side provides explanations of numbered items 1 through 17.
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During the period for the barber comparison, the 
Mississippi Board of Barber Examiners was responsible 
for inspecting barbershops in Mississippi.56 The board’s 
inspection form—the first page of which is shown in Figure 
5—lists over 20 possible violations, including licensing-
related violations and health and safety violations.57 
Similar to Alabama, inspections can be failed, and fines 
imposed, for either or both types of violations, with 
fines compounding for repeated violations. Violations 
categorized as “Class C” are considered most serious and 
those categorized as “Class A” least serious.58 Inspections 

result in an overall grade of A, B, or C, where a grade of 
C is in effect a failed inspection. There are no explicit 
criteria for how the grade is to be calculated. However, 
per the inspection form, an A is defined as “Excellent 
– no violations” and a C is defined as “Bad, must be 
improved” and “Unsatisfactory or subject to closure,” so a 
B presumably means that violations were both minor and 
few (e.g., a single first-time violation for barbers not being
“neatly dressed”). Inspections occur initially and then 
biennially, though they can occur on a case-by-case basis 
for several reasons, including no reason.59

Figure 5. Blank Inspection Report for Barbershops
in Mississippi (First Page Only)

18
Note. Second page covers additional violations.
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Methods
If licensing and licensing burdens are necessary to 

protect health and safety, this would mean that businesses 
like barbershops and nail salons with unlicensed or less 
onerously licensed staff present a greater threat to health 
and safety than similar businesses with licensed or more 
onerously licensed staff. Using inspection outcomes as a 
measure of health and safety risks, I test whether licensing 
and licensing burdens are related to inspection outcomes. 

To do this, I employed a design that approximates 
a randomized controlled trial. In a true randomized 
controlled trial, I would randomly assign nail salons and 
barbershops to states with different licensing conditions 
and compare their inspection outcomes. This would allow 
me to attribute any differences in inspection outcomes 
between businesses in the states to their licensing 
conditions and not to other potential differences between 
the states. Obviously, such a research design was not 
feasible. However, there are various ways to approximate a 
randomized controlled trial, and one of those ways is to use 
a geographic regression discontinuity design, a research 
design that takes advantage of variation around geographic 
boundaries.60 Subject to qualifications, the basic idea is 
that, on average, businesses and business environments 
equidistant from the border between two states are similar, 
with that similarity increasing as the distance to the border 
decreases. Intuitively, this makes sense. For example, one 
would expect businesses and business environments in 
Kansas City, Kansas, to be more comparable to businesses 
and business environments a few miles away in Kansas 
City, Missouri, than to those hundreds of miles away in St. 
Louis. 

The reason the design approximates a randomized 
controlled trial is that, within a certain, relatively short, 
distance of the border—known as a “bandwidth”—it is as 
if the businesses were randomly assigned to one side of the 
border or the other. Assuming this is true, it is possible to 
estimate the expected difference in inspection outcomes 
between a business with unlicensed or less onerously 
licensed workers on one side of the border and a business 
with licensed or more onerously licensed workers on the 
other. In essence, each inspection outcome receives a 
weight that is a function of the businesses’ distance to the 
border. The estimated expected difference is a weighted 
average effect of licensing requirements on inspection 
outcomes, with more weight given to businesses assumed 
to be more similar (i.e., those closer to the border) and less 
weight given to businesses assumed to be less similar (i.e., 
those farther from the border). In this way, this design 
allows us to attribute differences in health and safety 
outcomes, as measured by inspections, to differences in 
licensing regimes. 

This study uses nail salon inspection data from 
Connecticut and New York and barbershop inspection data 
from Alabama and Mississippi to answer this question: All 
else constant, do businesses with licensed staff or more 
onerously licensed staff commit fewer violations and have 
a greater probability of passing inspections compared to 
businesses with unlicensed staff or less onerously licensed 
staff? 

This study uses inspection data to answer this question: 

All else constant, do businesses with licensed staff or more 

onerously licensed staff commit fewer violations and have a 

greater probability of passing inspections compared to businesses 

with unlicensed staff or less onerously licensed staff? 
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Comparing Nail Salon 
Inspection Outcomes in 
Connecticut and New York

IJ obtained inspection data from local health 
agencies in Connecticut and from the Department of 
State in New York. The full dataset for Connecticut 
and New York comprises 2,594 inspections across 
1,988 firms for 2017 and 2018, years during which 
New York licensed manicurists and Connecticut 
did not. However, I excluded firms on Long Island 
from the analysis because they are separated by 
the Long Island Sound.61 This reduced the sample 
to 2,148 inspections across 1,604 firms. Figure 6 
displays the geographic location of inspections, with 
the color of the dots representing the distance to the 
Connecticut/New York border. Dots with similar colors 
are assumed to reflect more similar businesses and 
business environments, whereas dots with different 
colors are assumed to reflect less similar businesses 
and business environments. As described above, 
inspections of businesses closer to the border (i.e., 
the blue dots) receive greater weight in my analysis. 
Despite differences in the states’ inspection regimes, 
their forms are similar in that they list possible 
violations and require inspectors to identify actual 
violations. Thus, health and safety violations can be 
distinguished from other types of violations (like 
licensing violations) in the data, quantified, and 
compared across states. 

There are more possible health and safety 
violations in Connecticut (roughly 30 to 40, 
depending on the locality) than in New York (seven), 
so comparing the raw count of violations per 
inspection would be misleading. I therefore created 
two standardized variables that account for the 
different numbers of possible violations. The first 
outcome variable I created by transforming the count 
of violations into standard deviation scores, often 
called “z-scores,” specific to each state. A score of 
zero for a given inspection would mean the inspection 
resulted in the average number of health and safety 
violations per inspection for the state, while a positive 
or negative score would mean the inspection resulted 
in an above or below average number of health and 
safety violations for the state. The second outcome 
variable I created by dividing the number of violations 
by the number of possible violations (i.e., the rate 
of violations per possible violation). Higher values 
indicate an inspection resulted in a higher rate of 
violations.

Figure 6. Locations of Connecticut
and New York Nail Salon 
Inspections

The analysis weights nail salons 
closer to the border more heavily, 
as they, and the locations in which 
they operate, are assumed to be 
more similar
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My analytical strategy started with simple 
comparisons of inspection outcomes and then proceeded 
to the regression discontinuity analysis. First, I calculated 
descriptive statistics, including the average violation 
z-score and the average rate of violations for nail salon 
inspections in Connecticut and New York. I calculated 
the same statistics restricted to nail salons within the 
bandwidth around the border—the businesses and business 
environments assumed to be most similar. Second, I 
estimated the relationship between the salons’ distance 
to the border and inspection outcomes in each state. The 
expected outcome of an inspection for a nail salon in 
Connecticut compared to New York is estimated as the 
difference between the predicted outcome in Connecticut 
and the predicted outcome in New York for a hypothetical 
nail salon that is located on the border. For both the simple 
comparisons and the more sophisticated analyses, I used 
both the violation z-score and violation rate as outcome 
variables. 

Whether licensing is the cause of any differences 
in inspection outcomes depends on the extent to which 
businesses on either side of the border are essentially 
similar but for licensing conditions (i.e., randomly 
distributed within the bandwidth around the border). I 
therefore conducted tests to assess the validity of the study 
design. First, I examined whether census block groups 
near the border were similar in population size, percentage 
of the population with a bachelor’s degree, and median 
household income; I reran my analysis adjusting for these 
characteristics. Second, to account for the possibility that 
some business owners might have chosen to set up shop 
in Connecticut rather than New York precisely to avoid 
New York’s license, I reran the analysis excluding those 
businesses closest to the border.

Comparing Barbershop 
Inspection Outcomes in 
Alabama and Mississippi

IJ obtained inspection data from the boards 
responsible for licensing barbers in Alabama and 
Mississippi. The full dataset for Alabama and Mississippi 
includes 3,218 inspections across 1,748 firms for the years 
2014 through 2018. Figure 7 illustrates the geographic 
location of inspections. As in Figure 6, the dots’ color 
represents the distance to the border between the states, 
with inspections closer to the border receiving greater 
weight. During the years analyzed, licensure was required 
in both Alabama and Mississippi, but the amount of 
schooling hours required to obtain licensure was 50% 
higher in Mississippi. 

The barbershop inspections data IJ received from 
Mississippi are comparable in detail to the nail salon 
inspections data IJ received from Connecticut and New 
York. However, the barbershop inspections data IJ received 
from Alabama are less detailed. Specifically, the Alabama 
data indicate only whether an inspection was passed or 
failed. I therefore could not compare the number of health 
and safety violations across Alabama and Mississippi. 
Instead, I examined whether inspections were more likely 
to be passed in Mississippi compared to in Alabama. To 
make outcomes in Mississippi comparable to those in 
Alabama, I treated inspection grades of an A or a B as a pass 
and grades of a C as a fail, which, as described above, is 
consistent with how the grades are treated in the state. 
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Figure 7. Locations of Alabama and Mississippi
 Barbershop Inspections

During the years analyzed, licensure was required in both 

Alabama and Mississippi, but the amount of schooling hours 

required to obtain licensure was 50% higher in Mississippi. 

23

The analysis weights barbershops closer to the 
border more heavily, as they, and the locations in 
which they operate, are assumed to be more similar
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I followed a similar analytical process for the 
comparisons of barbershop inspection outcomes in 
Alabama and Mississippi as for the comparisons of nail 
salon inspection outcomes in Connecticut and New 
York. That is, I started with descriptive comparisons of 
barbershop inspections throughout the whole of each state 
and then restricted to barbershops within the bandwidth 
around the border, before conducting a regression 

discontinuity analysis and performing tests to evaluate the 
design. There were some minor differences, however. For 
example, there was only one outcome variable, and it was 
binary (inspections passed or failed). 

For full details of my methods, see Appendix A, and for 
full details of my results, see Appendix B. 
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Results: Licensing Has Little Impact on Health 
and Safety

Put simply, this study finds no substantive evidence 
that licensing or more stringent licensing is necessary 
to protect public health and safety. Specifically, it finds 
no substantive difference in health inspection outcomes 
for businesses in licensed or more stringently licensed 
states and businesses in unlicensed or less stringently 
licensed states. This holds true whether looking at the raw 
numbers or the results of my more sophisticated analysis 
focused on businesses likely to be most similar based on 
their proximity to the border. These results suggest that 
businesses with unlicensed or less onerously licensed 
workers do not present a greater risk to public health and 
safety than do their counterparts with licensed or more 
onerously licensed workers. 

By the raw numbers, inspection outcomes were 
favorable across the board, regardless of licensing 
conditions. Looking at all businesses, most nail salon 
health inspections in both Connecticut and New York 

resulted in zero violations. Similarly, in both Alabama and 
Mississippi, virtually all barbershop health inspections 
were passed. This was also the case when looking at 
businesses within the relatively short distance on either 
side of the state borders for which businesses and business 
environments are likely to be most similar. Within that 
bandwidth, not only were inspection outcomes again 
favorable across the board, but outcomes were actually 
better, if only slightly, where licensing was absent or less 
burdensome. Figure 8 shows the average rate of violations 
per possible violation for nail salons within the bandwidth 
around the Connecticut/New York border. In Connecticut, 
salons near the border passed 98% of standards per 
inspection on average, while in New York, they passed 95%. 
Figure 9 shows that 98% of inspections for barbershops 
within the bandwidth were passed on the Alabama side, 
compared to 95% on the Mississippi side.

Figure 8. Average Nail Salon Violation Rates

On average, nail salons near the border had low violation rates in both 
Connecticut and New York, though Connecticut’s rate was slightly lower

Connecticut (unlicensed)

New York (licensed)

Average percent of standards failed per inspection
Average percent of standards passed per inspection

95%

98%

5%

2%
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Alabama (1,000 hours)

Mississippi (1,500 hours)

Percent of inspections failed
Percent of inspections passed

95%

98%

5%

2%

Figure 9: Barbershop Inspection Pass Rates

Barbershops near the border had high inspection pass rates in both Alabama and 
Mississippi, though Alabama’s rate was slightly higher

These results were borne out by those from my more 
sophisticated regression discontinuity analyses. In fact, 
the results suggest that the presence of licensing was 
associated with more violations among manicurists and 
that greater licensing burdens were associated with more 
failed inspections among barbers. The differences were 
statistically significant, though their magnitudes were 
small. In other words, the differences are likely real—
that is, more than just statistical noise—but they are not 
practically meaningful. Thus, the more sophisticated 
analyses confirm what the raw numbers show: There was 
very little difference in inspection outcomes on either side 
of the borders. 

For the comparison of nail salons in Connecticut and 
New York, results for both the model using the violation 
z-score and the one using violation rate indicated that 
licensing was associated with increased violations. This 
was also true when I reran the analysis adjusting for 
income, education, and population, as well as when I reran 
the analysis with businesses closest to the border excluded. 
These results offer support for the conclusion that licensing 
increases health and safety violations among manicurists. 
However, as noted, the effect was very small. Compared 
to a comparable nail salon in Connecticut, a nail salon in 

New York might exhibit one more violation over the course 
of nearly two dozen inspections—and those inspections 
would typically result in zero violations. Considering the 
results holistically, a conservative conclusion is that there 
is no substantive difference in health and safety violations 
for nail salons with licensed workers compared to ones 
with unlicensed workers. 

For the comparison of barbershops in Alabama and 
Mississippi, results again indicated that licensing was 
associated with worse inspection outcomes. Inspections 
at barbershops in Mississippi were about 8% less likely to 
result in a pass compared to inspections at barbershops in 
Alabama. My results were about the same when adjusting 
for income, education, and population and when excluding 
businesses closest to the border. However, with the base 
rates for passing an inspection hovering close to 100%, one 
could predict the outcome of any given inspection without 
any other information, such as licensing conditions. Thus, 
as with the comparison of nail salons in Connecticut and 
New York, a reasonable and conservative conclusion is that 
licensing has no meaningful impact on health inspection 
outcomes. See Appendix B for the full details of my results. 
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Why Licensing Has Little Impact on Health and 
Safety

When Alabama relicensed barbers and Connecticut 
relicensed manicurists, the expressed motivation 
was to protect public health and safety. The Alabama 
state legislator who introduced the bill to relicense 
barbers described barbers as operating “without any 
accountability” and stressed a “duty to make those 
services safe and sanitary with the highest level of care.”62 
Similarly, one sponsor of the legislation to relicense 
manicurists in Connecticut said, “Through licensing . . . 
we would surely increase the health and safety quality of 
salons across our state.”63

Anecdotes and speculation about alleged harms 
abounded. Absent were hard data. Proponents of 
relicensure failed to present any empirical evidence of 
supposed harms—nor of how licensing would address 
them.64 The likely reason for this lapse is that such 
evidence does not exist. Indeed, the claim that licensing 
and licensing burdens ensure safe and sanitary service is at 
odds with empirical evidence. Instead, this study, as well 
as others, suggests the assumed impact of licensing and 
licensing burdens on health and safety is often overrated.65 
But why might this be? As it happens, there are several 
possible, and complementary, explanations for why 
licensing appears to have little impact on health and safety. 

First, it is possible that ordinary market competition, 
along with the promise of health inspections, is sufficient 
to motivate safe, sanitary service in barbershops and nail 
salons. As I discuss in greater detail in the next section, 

the need to compete for customers gives businesses every 
incentive to work cleanly and safely. Visits from the health 
inspector give barbershops and nail salons additional 
reason to stay on their toes.

Second, licensing is not narrowly targeted to health 
and safety. Much of aspiring barbers’ and manicurists’ 
time in mandatory schooling is spent learning hair or nail 
techniques and business practices—things consumers can, 
and do, judge for themselves. Comparatively little time 
is spent on topics related to keeping consumers healthy 
and safe. A 2021 study found that, on average, only about 
26% of barber (or cosmetologist) curricula and 40% of 
manicurist curricula teach about health and safety.66 This is 
not to say that curricula spend too little time on health and 
safety (Nebraska, for example, requires about 600 hours67), 
but rather to point out that state-mandated barber and 
beauty education is mostly about other matters.

Moreover, many of the practices barbers and 
manicurists must follow to keep customers safe are 
relatively simple.  For example, they should wash their 
hands frequently; they should clean and disinfect their 
tools between customers; and they should read the labels 
of chemical products and follow the instructions for use.68 
A lot of this is common sense. Not only that, but there are 
inexpensive courses that teach the basics in very little 
time.69 And after all, my findings show that nail salons and 
barbershops in different jurisdictions have little trouble 
complying with health and safety regulations.
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Third, licensing shuts aspiring workers out of 
occupations for reasons that have nothing to do with 
safe practice, like whether they are willing and able to 
complete an expensive and time-consuming barber or 
beauty school program.70 And it does so regardless of their 
knowledge, their skills, and, perhaps most importantly, 
their conscientiousness, to say nothing of the existence 
of alternative, more affordable ways to learn. Having the 
disposable income, or the ability to qualify for student 
loans with which to pay for school, does not mean a 
person will be more motivated to adhere to health and 
safety rules when later employed at a barbershop or nail 
salon, and neither does having the English language 
proficiency needed to complete school, to name but two 
possible obstacles that can thwart aspirants. If a person 
is not conscientious, a license is not going to make them 
conscientious. On top of that, skilled or conscientious 
workers may decide the opportunity costs of fulfilling 
licensing requirements are too steep and choose other 
occupations instead.71 Thus, licensing may exclude aspiring 
workers willing and able to provide safe, high-quality 
service as much it includes them. 

Finally, licensing may just be a fundamentally 
misguided approach. Licensing is premised, in part, on 
the notion that health and safety risks can be mitigated by 
policing who can enter an occupation. But regardless of 
who provides them, beauty and personal care services like 
manicuring and barbering are going to involve potentially 
risky things like using toxic chemicals or sharp objects 

on or around people. Whether workers are licensed or 
unlicensed, accidents can happen. In her testimony 
opposing relicensure of manicurists in Connecticut, one 
salon owner neatly summed up the problem: 

Anecdotal stories of unclean salons and services 
that have caused harm are not unique to this 
industry. Licensed trades have plenty of lousy 
technicians and improper work resulting in bad 
experiences. Many people have stories for just 
about any industry and beauty is no exception. 
With over twenty years’ experience and a very 
successful business, I have seen many people 
who have had unpleasant experiences. . . . In 
all of the years and cases I have seen, every 
single one has been performed by [a] trained 
and certified or licensed individual. It is in 
my experience serving well over a thousand 
clients that this is not an issue of untrained or 
unlicensed technicians but simple mistakes or 
unforeseen reactions or allergies that are part of 
the risk in this business.72 

Given the nature of the risks involved, it just does 
not make sense to rely on barriers to occupational entry 
to protect the public. Fortunately, there are other ways 
to mitigate risks that are more targeted to health and 
safety and the actual practice of these occupations than 
licensing—and that do not come with licensing’s costs.

The claim that licensing and licensing burdens 

ensure safe and sanitary service is at odds 

with empirical evidence. Instead, this study, as 

well as others, suggests the assumed impact 

of licensing and licensing burdens on health 

and safety is often overrated.
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Promoting Safety and Quality Without Licensing
In general, there exists a range of less burdensome alternatives to licensure, including fully voluntary ones and ones 

involving government intervention (see Figure 10).73 Among alternatives involving government intervention, inspection 
systems are one of the least restrictive and most targeted to addressing health and safety risks in beauty and personal care 
occupations, as well as many others.74

Figure 10. Less Restrictive Alternatives to Licensing 

A first reason point-of-service inspection systems 
are a good alternative to licensing beauty and personal 
care occupations is that they provide opportunities for 
problem detection. In fact, this is in large part what existing 
inspection systems, of nail salons, barbershops, and other 
beauty and personal care establishments, are designed 
to do—identify problematic conditions of service that 
could lead to harm before harm is caused. Detecting the 
proximate causes of harm early means the risk of later harm 
can be mitigated.

A second, and related, reason, is that inspection 
systems provide opportunities for education and 
persuasion, as well as escalated actions when necessary. 
When inspectors detect a problem, that gives them an 
opportunity to educate business owners and workers on the 
nature of the problem, the appropriate way of handling the 
problem, and how policies and procedures can minimize or 
eliminate the problem. Reinspections provide businesses 
with the opportunity to show that they have fixed the 

problem and, if needed, receive additional feedback. And if 
serious problems persist, inspectors can impose sanctions, 
including suspending or revoking a business’s permission 
to operate. They can also publicly recognize businesses 
that perform well on inspections and encourage them to 
post their inspection results as a signal to consumers.75 
Research bears out the effectiveness of inspections, finding 
that repeated inspections tend to produce more favorable 
inspection outcomes.76 This suggests that business owners 
and workers learn from inspections and modify their 
practices in response. 

A third reason is that inspection systems are less 
burdensome than licensing, and they do not stop anyone 
from entering an occupation. Maintaining compliance with 
health and safety standards and undergoing inspections 
are inherently burdensome to an extent. However, 
inspection systems are less burdensome than licenses 
requiring months or years of education and experience. 
And inspections’ costs are more acceptable given that they 

Voluntary or 
Non-Regulatory 
Options

Government 
Interventions

Market competition

Quality service self-disclosure

Voluntary, third-party professional certification and maintenance

Voluntary bonding or insurance

Private causes of action

Deceptive trade practice acts

Inspections

Mandatory bonding or insurance

Registration

State certification

Licensure
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are also more targeted to health and safety than licensing 
systems.

A fourth reason, and one already alluded to, is 
a practical one: Inspection systems for nail salons, 
barbershops, and other beauty and personal establishments 
typically already exist. This means that, in general, 
policymakers would at most have to tweak an existing 
system rather than create an entirely new one. And if a state 
does not have an appropriate inspection system already in 
place, it almost certainly has inspection systems for other 
types of businesses on which to model a system for beauty 
and personal care businesses. The food service industry 
is perhaps the most obvious example. Rather than tightly 
controlling who gets to be a chef, the government regulates 
the conditions of service, such as the environment in which 
food is prepared.77 Looking to other states for models is also 
an option.

In conjunction with inspection systems, there are 
also ways for people to voluntarily obtain education or 
training and receive certification or another credential. 
For example, the United Kingdom does not license barbers 
or hairdressers. Instead, barbers and hairdressers can 
voluntarily register with the Hair & Barber Council when 
they meet certain education and experience requirements.78 
This allows them to call themselves “State Registered” 
and thus to distinguish themselves from other barbers and 
hairdressers who have not met the Council’s requirements 
(or who have but have not bothered to register). Although 
called registration, this is, in effect, a state certification 
program that restricts the use of a particular title (“State 
Registered Barber” or “State Registered Hairdresser”). 
At any rate, barbers and hairdressers have the option to 
obtain certification if they are interested, willing, and able; 
employers have the option to hire certified employees if 
that is what they desire; and consumers have the option 
to patronize certified barbers and hairdressers if they 
are willing and able. But certification does not stand as 
a barrier to entering the occupations, hiring workers, or 
patronizing the barber or hairdresser of one’s choice.

Although it operates in addition to a licensing system, 
California’s Healthy Nail Salon Recognition Program 
illustrates a similar approach. In participating jurisdictions, 
salon owners can voluntarily apply for certification as 
a “Healthy Nail Salon,” which means the business goes 
above and beyond minimum health and safety standards. 
As part of the program, owners and workers receive 
specialized training, after which the business must pass a 
special inspection to receive certification. Once certified, 
businesses are subject to annual compliance audits, 
which go beyond a typical inspection. For example, the 
inspection is meant to be unannounced, and the criteria 
are much more comprehensive and stringent, particularly 
for salons wishing to obtain or maintain the higher tier 
“Gold Certificate.” For example, salons cannot have any 

outstanding health violations. A benefit of being certified 
is advertising—salons receive a certificate that they can 
display to potential customers. In addition, the salons are 
highlighted on local government websites.79 

Training resources tailored to managing risks to health 
and safety in an occupation are available from several 
sources. And they are often low duration and low cost 
(if not free). Government agencies, private companies, 
and professional associations offer brief courses or other 
resources specifically on health and safety for manicurists, 
barbers, and other beauty and personal care occupations.80 
Such resources have been studied and shown to increase 
knowledge and communication about health and safety, 
as well as improve safety practices.81 The COVID-19 
pandemic was a notable impetus for new health and safety 
training. For example, Barbicide and the American Barber 
Association both created special training and certification 
programs on how to safely serve the public during the 
pandemic.82 Barbers who completed the trainings could 
display their certificates to reassure potential customers. 

Finally, the power of market competition to incentivize 
safe, high-quality service should not be underestimated. 
If consumers believe the services or conditions of 
service are unsanitary or unsafe in some way based on 
their experience, they will be less likely to return to an 
establishment. They may also share their experiences 
with others in their community or online, on a platform 
like Google or Yelp. Given prior research showing that 
consumers are sensitive to reputation and factor things 
like consumer ratings into their decision-making about 
which service providers to patronize, businesses have 
every incentive to minimize negative experiences and be 
responsive to such feedback.83  If they do not take steps 
to improve their reputation, their market share is likely 
to decline, and they may eventually go out of business. 
Business owners are very aware of this risk—Craig Hunt 
put it bluntly: “No client is going to sit in a dirty barber’s 
seat.” 

Any occupation for which there is some risk to 
health and safety will have a non-zero amount of health 
and safety incidents. However, it is possible to manage 
those risks systemically without licensing. A system 
characterized by market competition, in combination 
with inspections, can achieve the only legitimate goal of 
licensing—safe service—without the costs of licensing.84 In 
fact, this is virtually what the system was for manicurists 
in Connecticut before the state relicensed the occupation. 
And as this study shows, most inspections resulted in 
zero violations, and there was no substantive difference 
in outcomes between unlicensed Connecticut and licensed 
New York. A plausible explanation for these findings is 
that inspections and market incentives were sufficiently 
ensuring safe and sanitary service. 
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The Tragedy of Licensing
My study finds licensing for manicurists and more 

burdensome licensing for barbers has no effect on public 
health and safety—even though protecting health and 
safety is the official rationale for licensing those and many 
other occupations. If licensing fails to achieve this goal, 
then that makes its costs especially troubling, even tragic, 
because they are entirely avoidable. 

Some barbers and manicurists have successful careers. 
Craig Hunt and Kristin House, for instance, are successful 
business owners. But for many, maybe even most, their 
expensive and time-consuming training may never pay off. 

Today, an aspiring manicurist in Connecticut will 
likely pay over $4,000 to attend an approved 100-hour 
training program at a private beauty school.85 That $4,000 
equates to 13% of the median annual wage of manicurists in 
Connecticut.86 Meanwhile, an aspiring barber in Mississippi 
will likely pay even more to attend an approved 1,500-hour 
training program at a private institution.87 Yet the median 
wage for barbers in Mississippi is a mere $22,190.88  As 
noted above, their lifetime return on investment is likely to 
be negative.89

These burdens often fall most heavily on the people 
least able to bear them.90 People who attend training 
programs to obtain licensure tend to come from less 
educated households—a major determinant of income and 
wealth.91 And research on cosmetology school students 
specifically has found they tend to come from lower-
income households—with disproportionate numbers 
qualifying for Pell grants, which cover only a portion of 
their education expenses.92 Taking out loans to attend 
cosmetology school is common, as is failing to graduate on 
time, which often means having to pay additional tuition. 
Common, too, is dropping out, which may mean being left 
with crippling debt and nothing to show for it.93 As Kristin 
put it, “This job [manicurist] is great for single moms, 
people coming out of prison, and the cost is just so steep.” 

Ironically, schools were once the more accessible 
doorway for everyday people to enter an occupation like 
barber.94 But that was when schools had to compete for 
students by providing value—before government made 
attendance all but mandatory, giving schools a captive 
audience. As it stands, many graduates of beauty and 
personal care training programs—about 1 in 6 cosmetology 
program graduates according to one survey—report never 
using the skills they learned in their program in their 
current job.95 The reason for this is unknown, but it seems 
likely that at least some of these people entered the job 
market underprepared for the occupation they trained 
for. Indeed, Craig and Kristin report that this is a major 
problem in their industries, with graduates of barber and 
manicurist programs and those wishing to hire new barbers 
and manicurists all frustrated by the poor training schools 
provide. This is a big part of why Craig and Kristin feel an 
obligation to help ease the way for the next generation of 
barbers and manicurists. Craig mentors aspiring barbers 
and offers apprenticeships. Kristin mentors aspiring nail 
technicians and has an educational podcast. One of her 
favorite pieces of advice for aspirants: Find the cheapest 
program that will fulfill licensing requirements in your 
state and save your money for courses on the techniques 
you want to specialize in. 

The government has a legitimate interest in protecting 
the public. It does not have a legitimate interest in forcing 
people into expensive and time-consuming training 
programs that will saddle them with debt for no good 
reason. Eliminating licensing for beauty occupations and 
relying on existing inspection systems would not only 
ensure health and safety, but it would also remove barriers 
for everyday people who just want to make an honest living 
in the occupation of their choice.96 

The government has a legitimate interest in protecting the public. 

It does not have a legitimate interest in forcing people into 

expensive and time-consuming training programs that 

will saddle them with debt for no good reason.
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Eliminating licensing for beauty occupations 

and relying on existing inspection systems 

would not only ensure health and safety, 

but it would also remove barriers for 

everyday people who just want to 

make an honest living in the 

occupation of their choice.
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Appendix A: Methods

Model Estimation
I conducted the geographic regression discontinuity 

analyses using the rdrobust package in R.97 Because 
inspections were nested within firms, I used Bartalotti 
and Brummet’s approach, which allows for cluster 
dependence in the error term and is incorporated into 
the rdrobust package.98 I determined the bandwidth using 
a mean-squared error-optimal bandwidth selector in 
the package rdbwselect.99 I report both conventional and 
robust statistics.

Comparing Nail Salon       
Inspection Outcomes in 
Connecticut and New York 

A regression discontinuity analysis essentially 
involves two regression models. On each side of the 
“cutoff,” a polynomial regression model is estimated 
with the dependent variable regressed onto the “forcing 
variable.” In my manicurist analysis, the cutoff was the 
Connecticut/New York border, the dependent variable 
was either of two measures of nail salon inspection 
outcomes (violation z-score or violation rate), and the 
forcing variable was the distance in miles to the border. 
The “treatment effect” is calculated as the difference 
between the intercepts for the two regression equations. 
For example, when the dependent variable was the 
violation z-score, the intercept on the Connecticut side 
was the violation z-score for a hypothetical nail salon 
in Connecticut directly on the border, the intercept 
on the New York side was the violation z-score for a 
hypothetical nail salon in New York directly on the 
border, and the treatment effect was the difference 
between those two intercepts. Theoretically, the two 
intercepts represent a counterfactual. For instance, 
inspection outcomes for nail salons with licensed 
workers in Connecticut during the study period 
are unknowable because the state did not require 
licensure. However, subject to qualifications, inspection 
outcomes of nail salons in New York should reasonably 
represent that unobservable counterfactual—the 
inspection outcomes that would have been observed had 
Connecticut required licensure.

The key assumption of a regression discontinuity 

design is that, within a specified bandwidth, units on 
either side of the cutoff are balanced on covariates.100 
This assumption cannot be directly tested, but its 
plausibility can be evaluated. Ideally, I would be able 
to compare firms’ characteristics, such as the number 
of employees and the types of services offered. Such 
information was unavailable, so I performed checks 
using three variables from the census (at the census 
block group level) that may reflect the consumer market 
of the firms—median household income, percentage 
of the population with at least a bachelor’s degree, 
and population. Household income, for example, is 
associated with greater spending on personal care 
products and services.101 Thus, firms in areas with higher 
household incomes may be more responsive to consumer 
demand for safe, clean service compared to firms in areas 
with lower household incomes. 

There were significant discontinuities at the border 
in the total population (i.e., New York had a larger 
population), but not in income or education. On the 
one hand, the discontinuity in total population could 
be interpreted as evidence of the implausibility of a 
key assumption of the design, while the continuities in 
income and education could be interpreted as evidence 
of the assumption’s plausibility. On the other hand, 
however, these variables are at the census block group 
level and might not capture firm-level differences or 
similarities (to the extent either exist). I report the 
original model, as well as the model with estimates 
adjusted for income, education, and population. 

As a sensitivity test, I reran all the models using 
the “donut hole” approach.102 Generally, regression 
discontinuity design model estimates are most 
influenced by observations closest to the cutoff, which 
can be problematic if there is non-random “sorting” 
or “manipulation” around the border. For example, an 
entrepreneur might have chosen to open a nail salon on 
the Connecticut side rather than the New York side to 
avoid the latter state’s license. The donut hole approach 
involves excluding observations within certain radiuses 
and re-estimating the models. My assumption is that if 
businesses were sorting themselves in a non-random 
way, it would be most likely to occur closer to the 
border.103 By running the analyses excluding potential 
manipulators, I can evaluate the sensitivity of the results 
to them. I reran the analyses with donut hole radiuses of 
1, 2, and 3 miles for the Connecticut and New York sample. 
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Some sensitivity is expected because the estimation 
routine tends to be more influenced by observations 
very close to the border, but if those observations were 
exceptionally unique in some way or ways, the results 
would be very sensitive to whether those observations 
were included or excluded.104 The idea is similar to how an 
average can be influenced by extreme, atypical values—
if there are nine people in a room who are all 5 feet tall 
and one person walks in who is 10 feet tall, the average 
height in the room will go up by 6 inches. Analogously, if 
businesses very close to the border were like that person 
who is 10 feet tall, then excluding them would result in 
substantially different findings.

Comparing Barbershop       
Inspection Outcomes in     
Alabama and Mississippi

For my barber analysis, I employed the same 
analytical strategy with the sample of barbershops in 
Alabama and Mississippi. In this case, the dependent 
variable was a binary indicator of whether the inspection 
was passed or failed. I used a linear probability model 
because it is straightforward to interpret, it can produce 
unbiased estimates of treatment effects, and the residual 
heteroskedasticity intrinsic to it can be addressed by 
estimating robust (“sandwich”) standard errors.105

As with the Connecticut/New York comparison, 
there were discontinuities in covariates at the border. 
Specifically, census block groups on the Alabama side of 
the border had a slightly greater proportion of people with 
at least a bachelor’s degree and a larger population overall. 
There was not a discontinuity in household income. As with 
the Connecticut/New York comparison, I reran my analysis 
adjusted for income, education, and population.

Also as with the Connecticut/New York comparison, 
I employed the donut hole approach to evaluate the 
sensitivity of my results. However, I used larger radiuses of 
5, 6, and 7 miles for the Alabama and Mississippi sample. 
This was because the number of observations closer to the 
border was too small. For example, there were only three 
observations within 3 miles of the Alabama/Mississippi 
border.
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Appendix B: Results

Table B1. Regression Discontinuity Results for Nail Salon        
Inspection Outcomes in Connecticut & New York

Coefficient (95% CI)

Conventional Robust

Violation Z-Score 

Model 0.662 (0.370, 0.953) 0.697 (0.342, 1.051)

Model + Covariates 0.671 (0.429, 0.913) 0.691 (0.395, 0.987)

Violation Rate

Model 0.049 (0.025, 0.074) 0.048 (0.019, 0.077)

Model + Covariates 0.049 (0.029, 0.068) 0.047 (0.023, 0.070)

Table B2. Descriptive Statistics for Nail Salon Inspection 
      Outcomes in Connecticut & New York

Note. Bandwidth units are miles. Bias bandwidth is 33.055. Inspections on Long Island were excluded. SD: Standard deviation.

Connecticut New York

Total Observations 690 1,458

Bandwidth 18.295 18.295

Effective Observations 320 334

Mean Violation Z-Score -0.166 0.067

SD Violation Z-Score 0.897 1.03

Mean Violation Rate 0.018 0.052

SD Violation Rate 0.032 0.095

Note. All coefficients are statistically significant at the 5% level. CI: Confidence Interval.

Table B1 presents the results of the geographic regression discontinuity analyses comparing nail salon inspection 
outcomes in Connecticut and New York. The coefficients represent the expected difference in an inspection outcome between 
a nail salon in New York and a nail salon in Connecticut. For example, the coefficient of 0.049 in the violation rate model 
indicates that an inspection in New York would be expected to result in a violation rate about 4 percentage points higher 
than an inspection in Connecticut. The confidence intervals, shown in parentheses adjacent to coefficients, reflect a range of 
values within which the “true” difference likely falls. For example, the coefficient of 0.049 has a confidence interval ranging 
from 0.025 to 0.074, indicating that the true difference in the expected violation rate could be about 2 percentage points on 
the lower end or about 7 percentage points on the upper end. 

Table B2 reports descriptive statistics for inspection outcomes for firms in Connecticut and New York within the 
bandwidth around the border. 
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Figure B1 is a visualization of the discontinuity in violations at the border of Connecticut (left side of chart) and New 
York (right side of chart). The geographic regression discontinuity design here involves estimating the trends in inspection 
outcomes in both states as the distance to the border decreases. The blue dots in the figure represent average outcomes among 
subsets of observations with similar distances to the border. The red lines represent trends in those average outcomes. The 
treatment effect is the difference between the intercepts of the two trendlines. 

Figure B1. Regression Discontinuity Plot for Connecticut and 
New York Nail Salon Inspection Outcomes

37



38

Table B3 shows the results of the geographic regression discontinuity analyses comparing barbershop inspection 
outcomes in Alabama and Mississippi. 

Table B3. Regression Discontinuity Results for Barbershop 
Inspection Outcomes in Alabama & Mississippi

Coefficient (95% CI)

Conventional Robust

Model -0.076 (-0.134, -0.017) -0.083 (-0.158, -0.009)

Model + Covariates -0.069 (-0.120, -0.019) -0.078 (-0.145, -0.011)

Note. All coefficients are statistically significant at the 5% level. CI: Confidence Interval.

Table B4. Descriptive Statistics for Barbershop Inspection  
Outcomes in Alabama & Mississippi

Alabama Mississippi

Total Observations 896 2,322

Bandwidth 33.298 33.298

Effective Observations 81 478

Percent Passed 97.5 95.4

Table B4 reports descriptive statistics of inspection outcomes for firms in Alabama and Mississippi within the bandwidth 
around the border. 

Note. Bandwidth units are miles. Bias bandwidth is 68.255.  

Figure B2 is a visualization of the discontinuity in inspection outcomes at the border of Alabama (left side of chart) and 
Mississippi (right side of chart). 
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Figure B2. Regression Discontinuity Plot for Alabama and 
Mississippi Barbershop Inspection Outcomes
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Tables B5 and B6 show the results of the sensitivity analyses. Table B5 reports only the results for the violation 
z-score dependent variable, but results were comparable for the violation rate dependent variable. Overall, the magnitudes 
of coefficients changed—which is to be expected given that regression discontinuity design model estimates are most 
influenced by observations closest to the cutoff—but substantive conclusions did not.106

Coefficient (95% CI)

Conventional Robust

Full

Model 0.662 (0.370, 0.953) 0.697 (0.342, 1.051)

Model + Covariates  0.671 (0.429, 0.913)  0.691 (0.395, 0.987)

Donut Radius = 1 Mile

Model 0.545 (0.220, 0.870) 0.590 (0.201, 0.980)

Model + Covariates 0.689 (0.439, 0.939) 0.728 (0.418, 1.037)

Donut Radius = 2 Miles

Model 0.476 (0.055, 0.898) 0.541 (0.025, 1.056)

Model + Covariates 0.559 (0.202, 0.917) 0.589 (0.120, 1.057)

Donut Radius = 3 Miles

Modelns 0.377 (-0.081, 0.835) 0.430 (-0.140, 1.000)

Model + Covariatesns 0.398 (0.008, 0.788) 0.386 (-0.144, 0.916)

Note. All coefficients are statistically significant at the 5% level, except the two indicated with “ns.”

Table B5. Regression Discontinuity Model of Nail Salon 
Violations (Z-Score) in Connecticut & New York 
with Donut Hole Approach
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Table B6. Regression Discontinuity Model of Barbershop  
Inspection Outcomes in Alabama & Mississippi  
with Donut Hole Approach

Coefficient (95% CI)

Conventional Robust

Full

Model -0.076 (-0.134, -0.017) -0.083 (-0.158, -0.009)

Model + Covariates  -0.069 (-0.120, -0.019)  -0.078 (-0.145, -0.011)

Donut Radius = 5 Miles

Model -0.090 (-0.152, -0.027) -0.098 (-0.178, -0.018)

Model + Covariates -0.084 (-0.138, -0.030) -0.093 (-0.164, -0.022)

Donut Radius = 6 Miles

Model -0.097 (-0.163, -0.031) -0.108 (-0.191, -0.024)

Model + Covariates -0.092 (-0.148, -0.036) -0.102 (-0.175, -0.029)

Donut Radius = 7 Miles

Model -0.105 (-0.175, -0.035) -0.118 (-0.205, -0.031)

Model + Covariates -0.098 (-0.157, -0.040) -0.109 (-0.184, -0.034)

Note. All coefficients are statistically significant at the 5% level. 
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