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HOW TO REMOVE SHELLAC AT
HOME: A COMPLETE STEP-BY-
STEP GUIDE FOR HEALTHY NAILS

Shellac  nails  have  become  a  beloved
choice for those seeking a long-lasting,
glossy  manicure  that  can  withstand
weeks of daily wear. The hybrid formula,
which combines the durability of gel with
the ease of traditional polish, delivers a
chip-resistant  finish  that  can  last  two  to
three weeks without fading or peeling.

However,  the very qualities that  make
shellac so appealing—its toughness and
resilience—also  make  it  notoriously
difficult  to  remove.  When  the  time
comes  to  take  it  off,  a  trip  to  the  salon
can  be  both  time-consuming  and
expensive. Fortunately, learning how to
remove  shellac  at  home  is  entirely
possible,  and with the right technique,
you  can  avoid  damaging  your  natural
n a i l s  i n  t h e  p r o c e s s .  I n  t h i s
comprehensive guide, we will walk you
through every  step,  share  professional
tips,  and  highlight  common  pitfalls  so
that  you  can  achieve  salon-quality
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results  from the  comfort  of  your  own
home.

WHY REMOVING SHELLAC AT
HOME IS A SMART CHOICE

There are many reasons why mastering
the skill of shellac removal at home is a
worthwhile  investment.  First,  it  saves
you money. A salon removal service can
cost anywhere from ten to thirty dollars,
and that expense adds up quickly if you
get a new shellac manicure every few
weeks.  Second,  it  offers  unmatched
convenience.  You  can  remove  your
shellac whenever it suits your schedule,
without having to book an appointment
or travel to a salon. Third,  when done
correctly,  at-home  removal  can  be
gentler  on your nails  than some salon
methods,  where  technicians  may  be

rushed or overly aggressive.  By taking
control of the process, you ensure that
your nails receive the care and attention
they deserve.
That  said,  it  is  important  to  approach
this task with patience and respect for
your nail health. Rushing the process or
using  improper  techniques—such  as
peeling  or  picking  at  the  shellac—can
lead to peeling, thinning, or breakage of
the natural  nail  plate.  When you learn
how to remove shellac at home the right
way, you preserve the integrity of your
nails  and keep them strong for  future
manicures.

WHAT YOU WILL NEED TO
REMOVE SHELLAC AT HOME

Before you begin,  gather the following
supplies.  Having  everything  ready  will
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make the process smooth and efficient.

100% pure acetone – This is the
only solvent that effectively breaks
down shellac. Nail polish removers
that contain less than 100%
acetone will not work.
Cotton balls or pads – You will
need enough to cover each nail
completely.
Aluminum foil – Cut into ten
small squares, roughly three by
three inches each, to wrap around
your fingertips.
A nail file or buffer block – A
coarse-grit file is used to break the
seal of the top coat, which allows
the acetone to penetrate.
A cuticle pusher or
orangewood stick – This is used

to gently nudge the loosened
shellac off the nail. Avoid metal
tools, as they can scratch the nail
surface.
Cuticle oil or a rich hand cream
– Acetone is extremely drying, so
you will need to rehydrate your
nails and skin afterward.
A small bowl or nail clips
(optional) – Some people prefer
to soak their nails in a bowl of
acetone, but the foil method is
more common and less messy.

STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE: HOW TO
REMOVE SHELLAC AT HOME

Follow these steps carefully. Each one is
designed  to  maximize  effectiveness
while  minimizing  damage  to  your  nails.
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Step 1: Prepare
Your Nails and
Work Area
Begin by washing your hands thoroughly
to remove any dirt, oils, or lotions. This
helps the acetone work more efficiently.
Set  up  your  work  area  in  a  wel l -
ventilated room, as acetone fumes can
be  s t rong.  Lay  down  a  towel  o r
newspaper to catch any drips, and have
all your supplies within reach.
It is also a good idea to file your nails to
your  desired  shape  before  removal.  If
you file afterward, the nail may be softer
and more prone to  splitting.  Trimming

any  length  now  will  also  reduce  the
surface area you need to treat.

Step 2: Buff the
Top Layer of the
Shellac
This is a critical step that many people
skip,  but  it  makes  a  significant
difference.  The  top  coat  of  shellac  is  a
hard, glossy seal that resists acetone. By
gently buffing or filing the surface with a
coarse nail file or buffer block, you break
that  seal  and  allow  the  acetone  to
penetrate  deeper  into  the  layers  of
polish. Use light, even strokes and only
remove the shine—do not file down into
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the color layer or your natural nail. You
should see a matte, slightly roughened
surface across each nail.
If you have a gel polish remover device
or heated nail mittens, this is where they
come  in  handy,  but  they  are  not
necessary.  The  buffing  step  alone
significantly  speeds  up  the  process.

Step 3: Saturate
Cotton Balls with
Acetone
Take a cotton ball  or  pad and soak it
thoroughly with 100% pure acetone. You
want  it  to  be  fully  saturated  but  not
dripping  excessively.  Place  the  soaked

cotton  directly  onto  your  nail,  making
sure  it  covers  the  entire  surface  from
cuticle  to  tip.  It  is  important  that  the
cotton is in full contact with the shellac;
any gaps will slow down the removal.
Repeat  this  for  each  finger.  If  you  are
working on only one hand at a time, that
is  perfectly  fine—it  keeps  the  process
manageable.

Step 4: Wrap
Each Finger with
Aluminum Foil
Take a pre-cut square of aluminum foil
and wrap it tightly around your fingertip,
securing the cotton ball in place. The foil
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should  be  snug  enough  to  hold  the
cotton against the nail and prevent air
from getting in, but not so tight that it
cuts off circulation. Press the foil around
the sides of your finger to create a seal.
Th is  c reates  a  warm,  enc losed
environment  that  helps  the  acetone
work  faster  and  more  effectively.
Repeat  for  all  ten  fingers.  If  you  are
doing one hand at a time, you can work
on the other hand while the first soaks.

Step 5: Wait and
Let the Acetone

Do Its Work
Now, patience is key. Leave the wraps
on for  at  least  10 to  15 minutes.  For
some  shellac  formulas  or  thicker
applications,  you  may  need  up  to  20
minutes. During this time, you can relax,
watch  a  show,  or  read  a  book.  The
warmth  from  your  fingers  will  naturally
accelerate  the  process.  If  you  have  a
timer, set it so you do not lose track of
time.
After about 10 minutes, you can gently
press on the foil of one nail to see if the
shellac feels loose. It should feel slightly
soft  or  wrinkled  underneath.  Do  not
r e m o v e  a l l  t h e  w r a p s
prematurely—check  just  one  nail  as  a
test.
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Step 6: Gently
Remove the
Shellac
When the time is up, remove the foil and
cotton  from  one  finger  at  a  time.  You
should  see  that  the  shellac  has  lifted
from the nail  surface or is  sitting in a
thick,  rubbery  layer.  Using  a  cuticle
pusher  or  orangewood  stick,  gently
nudge the shellac away from the nail.
Work from the cuticle area toward the
free edge. Do not scrape or dig into the
nail bed. If the shellac does not come off
easily,  it  needs  more  soaking  time.
Simply  rewrap  that  finger  and  wait
another  5  minutes.

If you are using a metal pusher, be very
careful,  as  metal  can  scratch  the  nail
plate.  A  wooden  orangewood  stick  is
gentler and less likely to cause damage.
Once the shellac is removed, you will see
your natural nail underneath. It may look
thin or have a slight residue, which is
normal.

Step 7: Wash,
Moisturize, and
Nourish
After  all  the shellac  is  removed,  wash
your  hands  with  mild  soap  and  warm
water  to  remove any acetone residue.
Acetone is very drying and can leave the
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skin  and nails  feeling  brittle.  Pat  your
hands  dry  and  immediately  apply  a
generous amount of cuticle oil  to each
nail, massaging it into the cuticles and
nail plate. Follow with a rich hand cream
o r  l o t i o n .  T h i s  s t e p  i s  n o n -
negotiable—proper  hydration  restores
moisture  and  prevents  peeling  or
cracking.
If  you  plan  to  apply  a  new  shellac
manicure immediately, you can skip the
oil application on the nail surface (oil can
interfere with adhesion), but still apply it
to  your  cuticles  and  the  surrounding
skin.

TIPS FOR SUCCESS WHEN
REMOVING SHELLAC AT HOME

W h i l e  t h e  s t e p s  a b o v e  a r e
straightforward, a few additional tips can

make the  process  even  smoother  and
more effective.

Use pure acetone, not
acetone-free remover. Regular
nail polish removers often contain
less acetone or substitute other
solvents that simply cannot break
down shellac. Pure acetone is the
only reliable option.
Do not pick or peel the shellac.
This is the number one cause of
nail damage. Peeling off shellac
tears layers of the natural nail
along with it, leading to thin, weak,
and brittle nails.
Be patient with the soaking
time. Everyone's nails and shellac
thickness are different. If the
polish is not lifting after 15
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minutes, wait longer. Forcing it off
too early can cause damage.
If you have sensitive skin,
protect it. Applying a thin layer of
petroleum jelly around the cuticles
and finger edges before soaking
can help shield the skin from the
drying effects of acetone.
Consider using nail clips.
Silicone nail clips are reusable and
replace the need for aluminum foil.
They hold the cotton in place
securely and are more
environmentally friendly.

COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID

When learning how to remove shellac at
home,  it  is  just  as  important  to  know
what not to do. Avoiding these common
errors will save you time, frustration, and

nail health.

Skipping the buffing step.
Without breaking the top coat seal,
acetone takes much longer to
penetrate, and you may end up
soaking for 30 minutes or more
with poor results.
Using too little acetone. The
cotton needs to be thoroughly
saturated. If it is only damp, it will
not deliver enough solvent to
break down the shellac effectively.
Rushing the removal process.
If you try to scrape off shellac that
has not fully loosened, you risk
damaging the nail bed. Always let
the acetone do the work.
Soaking in a bowl of acetone.
The foil wrap method is far better
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than dipping your fingers directly
into a bowl of acetone. Extended
soaking of the entire fingertip can
dry out the skin and nail
excessively and is less efficient.
Neglecting to moisturize
afterward. Acetone strips natural
oils from the nail and skin.
Skipping the moisturizing step can
leave your nails dry, brittle, and
prone to breakage.

AFTERCARE FOR HEALTHY NAILS
POST-SHELLAC

Once  you  have  successfully  removed
your shellac,  your nails  will  benefit from
a little extra care. The removal process,
even  when  done  correctly,  can  leave
nails  feel ing  temporari ly  thin  or
dehydrated.  The  following  aftercare
routine  will  help  restore  strength  and
flexibility.
Hydrate consistently. Apply cuticle oil


