how to do a french braid

how to do a french braid is a fundamental hairstyling technique that offers a polished and
sophisticated look suitable for various occasions. Mastering this braid can elevate your everyday
style or prepare you for more formal events. This comprehensive guide will walk you through the
entire process, from preparing your hair to executing each step with precision. We'll cover
everything you need to know, including the basic three-strand braid, how to incorporate new
sections of hair, and tips for achieving a flawless finish. Whether you're a complete beginner or
looking to refine your skills, this article will equip you with the knowledge to confidently create
beautiful French braids.
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Understanding the Basics of French Braiding

The French braid is essentially a three-strand braid with a crucial difference: you continuously add
small sections of hair to the outer strands as you cross them over the middle strand. This technique
allows the braid to lie flat against the scalp and extend down the length of the hair. Unlike a
standard braid, where you only use the hair already within the braid, a French braid systematically
incorporates more hair, creating its signature interwoven appearance. Understanding this core
principle is the first step to successfully mastering the technique.

The structure of a French braid relies on the consistent addition of new hair. Each time an outer
strand is brought towards the center, a new, small section of loose hair from the scalp is picked up
and joined to that outer strand before it's crossed over. This continuous gathering of hair ensures
that all the hair from the head is eventually incorporated into the braid. The tension applied and the
size of the sections you pick up will significantly influence the final look of the braid, from a tight,
neat finish to a looser, more bohemian style.

Preparing Your Hair for a French Braid

Proper hair preparation is key to achieving a smooth and manageable French braid. Starting with
clean, detangled hair is paramount. If your hair is freshly washed and still wet, it can be more prone
to slipping, making it harder to grip the strands and potentially leading to a less defined braid.
Conversely, hair that is too dry or has a lot of product buildup can be difficult to work with and may
result in a frizzy appearance.



Detangling and Smoothing

Before you begin braiding, thoroughly comb through your hair to remove any knots or tangles. This
step is crucial for preventing snags during the braiding process and ensuring that each strand is
accessible. Use a wide-tooth comb or a brush specifically designed for detangling. For particularly
stubborn knots, a detangling spray can be helpful. The smoother your hair is, the easier it will be to
pick up clean sections and create a neat braid.

Choosing the Right Hair Texture

The ideal hair texture for a French braid is typically second-day hair. Hair that has been washed a
day or two prior often has a natural texture and slight oiliness that provides enough grip without
being greasy. This natural texture helps the braid hold its shape better and reduces the likelihood of
stray hairs escaping. If your hair is very fine or slippery, a texturizing spray or a dry shampoo can
add enough grit to make it more manageable. Avoid using heavy conditioners or styling creams right
before braiding, as these can make the hair too slick.

Step-by-Step Guide: How to Do a French Braid

Executing a French braid involves a systematic approach to dividing and weaving the hair. The
process begins at the crown of the head and moves downwards, incorporating more hair with each
step. Patience and practice are essential for developing the muscle memory needed to perform this
technique smoothly.

Step 1: Sectioning the Top of the Hair

Begin by taking a section of hair from the top of your head, near the forehead or hairline. The size of
this initial section will determine the starting width of your braid. A larger initial section will create
a wider braid at the top, while a smaller section will result in a narrower start. Divide this top
section into three equal strands. Hold one strand in your left hand, one in your right, and the third in
the middle, using your fingers to keep them separated.

Step 2: The Initial Three-Strand Braid

Perform a standard three-strand braid for the first few crosses. Cross the right strand over the
middle strand, making the right strand the new middle. Then, cross the left strand over the new
middle strand, making the left strand the new middle. This establishes the basic braiding pattern.



Step 3: Incorporating New Hair

Now, the French braiding technique truly begins. Before crossing the right strand over the middle
again, pick up a small section of loose hair from the right side of your head. Add this new section to
the existing right strand. Then, cross this combined right strand over the middle strand. The new
middle strand is now the combined section.

Next, before crossing the left strand over the new middle strand, pick up a small section of loose
hair from the left side of your head. Add this new section to the existing left strand. Cross this
combined left strand over the middle strand. This combined section becomes the new middle strand.

Step 4: Continuing the Braid

Repeat this process, alternating sides. Each time you prepare to cross an outer strand over the
middle, pick up a new section of loose hair from the corresponding side of your head and add it to
the outer strand. Continue this pattern, moving down the length of your hair. Aim to pick up roughly
equal amounts of hair on each side to ensure a consistent and even braid.

Step 5: Finishing the Braid

Once you reach the nape of your neck and there is no more loose hair to incorporate, continue with a
standard three-strand braid using the remaining hair until you reach the ends. Secure the braid with
a hair elastic. Ensure the elastic is tight enough to hold the braid securely but not so tight that it
causes discomfort or breakage.

Common French Braid Variations

Once you've mastered the basic French braid, you can explore various adaptations to create
different styles and looks. These variations offer versatility and allow you to customize the braid to
your personal preference and the occasion.

The Dutch French Braid (Inside-Out French Braid)

The Dutch French braid, often referred to as an "inside-out" French braid, is created by crossing the

strands under the middle strand instead of over it. This technique pushes the braid outwards, giving

it a more voluminous and raised appearance. The process is otherwise identical to a standard French
braid, simply reversing the direction of the crosses.



The Fishtail French Braid

This variation combines the technique of a French braid with the pattern of a fishtail braid. Instead
of dividing the hair into three strands, you'll start with two main sections. You then take small pieces
from the outside of one section and cross them over to the inside of the other section. This creates a
delicate, intricate braid pattern that is often mistaken for a French braid but has a distinct texture.

The Diagonal French Braid

To create a diagonal French braid, you simply change the starting point and the direction of the
braid. Instead of starting at the crown, you might begin at one temple and work your way across the
head to the opposite side, creating a beautiful, angled effect. The technique of incorporating new
hair remains the same, but the path of the braid is altered.

Tips for a Perfect French Braid

Achieving a flawless French braid often comes down to a few key techniques and considerations.
Implementing these tips can significantly improve the neatness, longevity, and overall appearance of
your braid.

e Maintain consistent tension: Uneven tension is a common cause of messy braids. Try to pull
each strand with similar force as you braid.

e Pick up small, even sections: This is crucial for a neat and defined braid. Aim for sections of
hair that are roughly the same size as the strands you are already working with.

¢ Keep your hands close to the scalp: This helps you to pick up hair smoothly and maintain
control over the braid as it forms.

e Use a mirror effectively: A hand mirror can be invaluable for checking the back of your head
and ensuring the braid is even.

e Don't over-tighten at the start: While you want the braid to hold, starting too tight can lead
to discomfort and headaches. You can always tighten it gently as you go.

¢ Consider your hair type: Fine hair may require texturizing products, while thicker hair
might benefit from a good detangling.

Smoothing Flyaways



Flyaways and baby hairs can detract from the polished look of a French braid. To combat this, you
can use a small amount of pomade, hairspray, or a smoothing serum on your hands before you start
braiding. Alternatively, a boar bristle brush can help to tame these smaller hairs and incorporate
them neatly into the braid as you go. For a truly sleek finish, you can use a fine-tooth comb to
smooth down sections just before they are incorporated into the braid.

Troubleshooting Common French Braid Issues

Even with practice, you might encounter some challenges when learning to French braid.
Understanding these common issues and their solutions can help you overcome them and achieve a
better result.

The Braid is Too Loose or Falling Apart

If your braid is consistently too loose or seems to fall apart quickly, it's likely due to insufficient
tension or not picking up enough hair. Focus on pulling each strand firmly as you cross it over.
Ensure you are gathering a substantial enough section of new hair to add to the outer strands with
each pass. If your hair is very slippery, consider using a texturizing spray or dry shampoo before you
begin.

Uneven Sections of Hair

An uneven braid often results from picking up sections of hair that are of significantly different sizes.
Try to be mindful of the amount of hair you add to each strand. Visually dividing the loose hair on
each side into equal portions before you pick it up can be helpful. If you notice a section is too large,
you can try to split it or leave a small portion out for the next pass.

Another common issue is the braid becoming lopsided. This can happen if you're accidentally picking
up more hair from one side than the other. Pay close attention to the distribution of hair and try to
maintain symmetry throughout the braiding process. It may take several attempts to develop the feel
for picking up equal amounts of hair on both sides.

Finally, if the braid is starting to look messy or "sloppy" halfway down, it could be that your hands
are too far from the scalp. Keeping your hands closer to where the braid is forming allows for better
control and a tighter, neater braid. Practice makes perfect, and with consistent effort, you'll find
yourself creating beautiful, well-defined French braids with ease.

Learning how to do a French braid is a rewarding skill that offers endless styling possibilities. By
understanding the fundamental technique, preparing your hair correctly, and practicing the step-by-
step process, you can achieve salon-worthy braids at home. Experimenting with variations and
applying the provided tips will further enhance your braiding abilities, allowing you to tackle any
hair challenge with confidence. Remember that persistence is key; the more you practice, the more
natural and effortless French braiding will become.



FAQ

Q: What is the best hair type for learning to French braid?

A: While French braids can be done on most hair types, second-day hair that has some natural
texture and slight oiliness is often the easiest to work with for beginners. Very fine or slippery hair
can be challenging and may benefit from texturizing sprays or dry shampoo.

Q: How do I prevent my French braid from looking bumpy or
uneven?

A: To achieve a smooth French braid, focus on picking up small, consistent sections of hair with each
pass and maintaining even tension throughout the braiding process. Keeping your hands close to the
scalp also aids in control and neatness.

Q: My French braid always falls out. How can I make it last
longer?
A: For better hold, ensure your hair is properly prepared (not too freshly washed). Using a

texturizing product can add grip. When braiding, maintain firm, consistent tension and secure the
end with a good quality elastic. A final spritz of hairspray can also help to set the braid.

Q: How can I do a French braid on myself if I can't see the
back of my head?

A: Practicing in front of a mirror is essential. You can use a second handheld mirror to see the back
of your head. Feel the sections of hair and trust your hands' movements. It takes practice to develop
the proprioception needed to braid without constant visual confirmation.

Q: What's the difference between a French braid and a Dutch
braid?
A: The primary difference lies in the direction of the strand crossing. In a French braid, you cross

the outer strands over the middle strand. In a Dutch braid, you cross the outer strands under the
middle strand, which pushes the braid outwards and makes it stand out more.

Q: Can I French braid short hair?

A: Yes, you can French braid short hair, but it will be more challenging due to the limited amount of
hair available to grip and braid. You'll need to start with smaller sections and be very precise. Often,
only a small accent braid is possible on very short hair.



Q: How do I achieve a messy or bohemian French braid?

A: To create a messier look, start with the basic French braid technique but intentionally pick up
larger, less precise sections of hair. Once the braid is complete, gently tug on the edges of the braid
to loosen it and create volume and texture. You can also use your fingers to pull out a few face-
framing strands.

Q: What are the basic steps for a standard French braid?

A: Start with three strands at the crown. Perform a few standard three-strand braid crosses. Then,
on each side, pick up a new section of hair from the scalp and add it to the outer strand before
crossing it over the middle strand. Continue this process down the length of the hair and secure with
an elastic.
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