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Which of these ingredients are pigments?
a.  Mica
b.  Dimethicone
c.  Neither A and B
d.  Both A or B

Tosylamide/formaldehyde resin (TSF 
resin) is the full name for formaldehyde.
a.  True
b.  False

Formaldehyde is a common ingredient in 
nail polish.
a.  True
b.  False

To create ideal evaporation time for 
nail polish, many solvents are used 
together because solvents evaporate at 
different rates.
a.  True 
b.  False

When a polish is considered “three-
free”, that means there is no 
formaldehyde, toluene, or:
a.  Ethyl alcohol
b.  Isopropyl alcohol
c.  Butyl acetate
d.  Dibutyl phthalate
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Quick Quiz: 
The Science of Polish

Polish. We all use it. We all love it. But what exactly is it made of? From tosylamide/formaldehyde resin to 
stearalkonium bentonite, ingredient names can sound more like a top secret formula from NASA than a 
recipe for regular old nail polish. But each of these ingredients has a purpose and plays a part in the overall 
performance of the polish.  

As a tech, it’s good to stay knowledgeable about ingredients so you can keep clients informed on how things 
work and what chemicals are used. Take this quiz to see how much you know about what’s in your bottle.

The backbone of nail polish is:
a.  Solvents
b.  Plasticizers
c.  Polymers
d.  Pigments 

The main purpose of plasticizers in nail 
polish is to:
a.  Increase the durability of the polish.
b.  Make the polish more flexible.
c.  Neither A or B.
d.  Both A and B.

Solvents…
a.  Help make liquid polish spreadable.
b.    Keep ingredients consistently dissolved 

in the polish during application.
c.    Slowly evaporate after the polish has 

been applied.
d.  All of the above.

What gives polish its color?
a.  Pigments
b.  Solvents
c.  Plasticizers
d.  Polymers

What ingredient creates the hard shiny 
surface of polish?
a.  Camphor
b.  Nitrocellulose
c.  Toluene
d.  Alcohol
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Answer Key:
1.  C. Polymers make up the backbone of the polish, and they consist of two main chemicals, tosylamide/

formaldehyde resin (TSF resin) and nitrocellulose. These two work together to produce the characteristic hard 
shiny surface and strong adhesion that is typical in all polishes.

2. D. Plasticizers make the polish more flexible and increase the durability of the polish.

3.  D. Solvents help make the liquid polish spreadable. They keep the ingredients consistently dissolved in the 
polish during application, but slowly evaporate away after the polish has been applied. Solvents evaporate at 
different rates, so many solvents are used together to create an ideal evaporation time.

4.  A. Pigments are used to create the color of each polish.

5.  B. Nitrocellulose is a primary film former; it creates the hard shiny surface of polish but is brittle when used on 
its own; the polymer comes from cotton or wood chips by way of a chemical reaction of nitric and sulfuric acids.

6.  A. Mica is a natural pigment that gives polish a shimmery look.

7.  B. Tosylamide/formaldehyde resin (TSF resin) is a film former that works with nitrocellulose to reduce 
brittleness, improve adhesion, and create a more durable polish. (This is not formaldehyde.)

8.  B. Formaldehyde is a clear colorless gas that is not used in nail polish. It is found only in small trace amounts as 
a contaminant in the resin, usually less than 0.05%. You will never find formaldehyde listed as an ingredient in 
nail polish.

9.  A. Solvents evaporate at different rates, so many solvents are used together to create an ideal evaporation time.

10.  D. Dibutyl phthalate, or DBP, is an ingredient used to make the nail enamel more flexible, thus increasing 
its durability. This ingredient was controversially banned in the European Union as part of a sweeping ban 
of hundreds of other chemicals. Many scientists feel the ingredient is safe; however, a number of American 
polish manufacturers have taken the chemical out of their formulations as well.

To read a full article about the ingredients in nail polish, visit:
www.nailsmag.com/article/40468/Polish-College-The-Basics
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Join NAILS Magazine on Facebook, Twitter, and Pinterest 
to network with hundreds of thousands of nail techs 
from around the world. You’ll also get to interact with the 
magazine’s editors, get dibs on contributing to upcoming 
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There are hundreds of free videos on NAILStv. The site is 
similar to YouTube, but only includes videos relevant to 
professional nail techs. Watch everything from product 
tutorials to beauty tradeshow footage to salon tours and 
more. Plus, our new Troubleshooter series clarifies nail prep 
and product application techniques — perfect for newbies.
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