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Tattooing has a long history (1). In modern times, tattooing was and weaker social integration. Future studies will be able to indicate
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long associated with sailors who, sober or under the influence of
alcohol, were adorned with maritime motifs – with or without the
name of a girlfriend back home – on their arm, shoulder or chest.
Tattoos of this type were often worn as a sign of pride in one’s
occupation, but some people regretted them and wished to hide or
remove these signs of youthful abandon. In the 1980s, punks and
other youthful rebels used tattooing as a mark of protest against the
establishment. Later on, tattooing also became common in other
subcultures, such as the hard rock and biker communities. The for-
mation of identity is often group-based – individuals establish their
identity by categorising themselves and others (2). Tattooing was –
and still is – a way of displaying one’s identity, one’s affiliation and
one’s distance from others (3).

For a long time, tattoos were therefore a marker for marginal or mar-
ginalised groups, but over the past few years it has become common
outside of such groups, particularly among the young. This has been
helped along by popular music and international sports celebrities,
with eye-catching tattoos over large areas of their bodies. «Ordinary»
people, including well-adjusted «normal» young people, now get
themselves tattooed – quite simply because they think it is decorative
and beautiful. Tattooing has become «mainstream»; it is no longer
stigmatising – it has become the fashion.

Tattooing is of interest to medical science for many reasons. It can
give rise to a number of medical complications, e.g. infections, con-
tact dermatitis and hypertrophic scarring (3–5). Tattooing may be an
indicator for risk behaviour and should always be noted as an objec-
tive finding in a clinical examination. In our encounter with patients,
particularly the young, body decoration must be interpreted, recog-
nised and respected as a form of identity marking – risk behaviour
can also function as a provider of identity (6). Some people go to the
doctor to have tattoos removed. Small tattoos may be removed surgi-
cally or with various types of laser, but the result is seldom fully satis-
factory (3, 7). A medically justified use is the tattooing of a serious
diagnosis, for example Type 1 diabetes, onto the forearm to ensure
that the condition is recognised in case of emergency (8).

Several studies have been published in the past 10–12 years indi-
cating that young people who are tattooed may somehow be dif-
ferent from those who are not. In a Norwegian study, young teen-
agers with tattoos and piercings were more often linked to intoxi-
cation, smoking and proximity to communities of drug users (6).
In a questionnaire survey of adults in the USA, tattooing and pier-
cing were associated with more frequent use of intoxicants, earlier
imprisonment for offences and low religious affiliation (9). In a
large and representative sample of Australian adults, of whom
approximately 30 % of the women in their twenties had tattoos, tat-
tooing was associated with smoking, use of cannabis (only among
women) and multiple sex partners (10). Studies of this type indicate
that body decoration continues to be associated with risk behaviour

whether this association becomes weaker over the years.

Although tattooing has become common and mainstream, the psych-
ology of tattooing is as complicated as ever (1, 2, 6). Paradoxically
enough, tattooing can be motivated as much by a wish for individua-
lity as by the wish to belong to a group – it is possible to mark both
uniqueness and conformity at one and the same time. Tattooing conti-
nues to be about communicating – identity, attractiveness, creativity,
aesthetics. The individual in modern society has been largely freed
from culturally dictated categories of identity – our identity is no
longer determined by our parents’ social status or the community into
which we are born (2). We must choose our identity ourselves. We
must create ourselves. Thus the body and the images others have of
us have become more important for our self-understanding. Lifestyle,
appearance, choice of clothes and tattooing become important mar-
kers of identity. Young Jews have themselves tattooed with their
grandfathers’ prison numbers from the Nazi concentration camps
of World War II to keep alive the memory of the Holocaust (11).
Tattooing is analysed by social anthropologists, media researchers
and even art historians (12). Time has brought us new images of tat-
tooing, new user groups and new ways of regarding tattoos. Tattooing
is still about identity and communication, but it can also be art.

Body decoration is a reflection of our times – free, diverse and
constantly changing. Tattooing is no longer (only) for sailors, punks
and rebels – it is (also) fashion, aesthetics and art. As doctors we
must learn to regard tattooing as more than risk behaviour and
social stigmatisation.
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