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Tattoos: Understand risks and
precautions
Tattoos may be more common than ever, but don't take
tattooing lightly. Know the risks and understand basic
safety precautions and aftercare steps.
By Mayo Clinic staff
You could be the proud ow ner of a new tattoo in a matter of hours —
but don't let the ease of getting tattoos stop you from making a
thoughtful decision about permanent body art. If you first take steps
to protect yourself from possible risks, w hat seems like a cool idea
now is less likely to turn into a source of regret later.
Check out these best-sellers and special offers on
books and newsletters from Mayo Clinic.
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see all in Skin care

A tattoo is a permanent mark or design made on your skin w ith
pigments inserted through pricks into the skin's top layer. Typically, the
tattoo artist uses a hand-held machine that acts much like a sew ing
machine, w ith one or more needles piercing the skin repeatedly. W ith
every puncture, the needles insert tiny ink droplets. The process —
w hich is done w ithout anesthetics and may last up to several hours
for a large tattoo — causes a small amount of bleeding and slight to
potentially significant pain.
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Tattoos breach the skin, w hich
means that skin infections and
other complications are possible.
Specific risks include:
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Allergic reactions. Tattoo
red ink
dyes — especially red dye —
can cause allergic skin
reactions, resulting in an
itchy rash at the tattoo site.
This may occur even years after you get the tattoo.
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Skin infections. Tattoos can lead to local bacterial infections,
characterized by redness, sw elling, pain and a pus-like
drainage.
Other skin problems. Sometimes bumps called granulomas
form around tattoo ink — especially red ink. Tattooing can also
lead to raised areas caused by an overgrow th of scar tissue
(keloids).
Bloodborne diseases. If the equipment used to create your
tattoo is contaminated w ith infected blood, you can contract
various bloodborne diseases, including hepatitis B, hepatitis C,
tetanus and HIV — the virus that causes AIDS.
MRI complications. Rarely, tattoos or permanent makeup may
cause sw elling or burning in the affected areas during
magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) exams. In some cases —
such as w hen a person w ith permanent eyeliner has an MRI of
the eye — tattoo pigments may interfere w ith the quality of the
image.
Medication or other treatment may be needed if you develop an
allergic reaction, infection or other skin problem. In some cases, the
tattoo may need to be removed. Keep in mind that tattoo inks are
classified as cosmetics, so they aren't regulated or approved by the
Food and Drug Administration (FDA).
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Insist on safety precautions
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To make sure your tattoo w ill be applied safely, answ er these
questions:
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Who does the tattooing? Go to a reputable tattooing studio
that employs only properly trained employees. Keep in mind
that regulation requirements and licensing standards vary from
state to state. Check w ith your city, county or state health
department for information on local licensing and regulations.
Does the tattoo artist wear gloves? Make sure the tattoo
artist w ashes his or her hands and w ears a fresh pair of
protective gloves for each procedure.
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Does the tattoo artist use proper equipment? Make sure the
tattoo artist removes a needle and tubes from sealed
packages before your procedure begins. Any pigments, trays
and containers should be unused as w ell.

bleach solution after each use.
Also ask yourself w hether you truly w ant to invest in permanent body
art. Choose the location of the tattoo carefully. Don't get a tattoo if
you're under the influence of alcohol or drugs or w orry that you might
regret the tattoo later.

Take good care of your tattoo
How you care for your new tattoo depends on the type and extent of
w ork done. Typically, how ever, you'll need to:

Keep the tattooed skin clean. Use plain soap and w ater and a
gentle touch. Pat — don't rub — the area dry.

OTC sleep aids and
supplements: What's best and
safe?

Avoid sun exposure. Keep the tattooed area out of the sun for
at least a few w eeks.

Prescription sleeping pills:
What's right for you?

Choose clothing carefully. Don't w ear anything that w ould
stick to the tattoo.
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Use moisturizer. Apply a mild moisturizer to the tattooed skin
several times a day.
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Crowns, root canals, cleanings, etc
When you wake up, it's finished

Remove the bandage after 24 hours. Apply an antibiotic
ointment to the tattooed skin w hile it's healing.

10 tips for better sleep

see all in Sleep

Check out these best-sellers and special offers on

Allow up to 2 weeks for healing. Don't pick at any scabs,
w hich increases the risk of infection and can damage the
design and cause scarring.
If you think your tattoo may be infected or you're concerned that your
tattoo isn't healing properly, contact your doctor. If you're interested
in tattoo removal, ask your dermatologist about laser surgery or other
options for tattoo removal.

Previous page
(2 of 2)

Advertising and sponsorship policy
Advertising and sponsorship opportunities

Healthy relationships
(9)
Sex therapy: Is it an option
for you?

See Also
Best sunscreen: Understand sunscreen options
Sunless tanning: A safe alternative to sunbathing

Domestic violence against
men: Know the signs, seek
help

Piercings: How to prevent complications

Domestic violence against
women: Recognize patterns,
seek help

Sunscreen: Answ ers to your burning questions

Foods for healthy skin: Top picks

Skin care: 5 tips for healthy skin
see all in Healthy
relationships

Healthy at work (11)
Back pain at work: Preventing
aches, pains and injuries

Tattoo removal cream: Does it w ork?
Does shaving make hair grow back thicker?
Latisse: The answ er for longer, thicker eyelashes?
Tanning beds: Safer than the sun?

Job burnout: Understand
symptoms and take action

Slide show : Poison ivy and other summer skin irritants

Job satisfaction: Strategies to
make work more gratifying

Does sunscreen expire?

see all in Healthy at work

Sun-protective clothing: Worth the expense?
Laser resurfacing

Free
E-Newsletters

Birth control pills for acne?

Subscribe to receive the latest
updates on health topics.
About our newsletters
Housecall
Alzheimer's caregiving
Living with cancer

Sun allergy

Laser hair removal

Ingrow n hair
Acne
Sunburn
W rinkles

Enter e-mail
SUBSCRIBE

Dry skin
W rinkle creams: Your guide to younger looking skin

RSS Feeds

Get free personalized health
guidance for you and your
family.
GET STA RTED

0
ach, 10, 201
e
B
References
osa tember
m
r
e
p
H
ty of ed on Se MC00020
i
C
Feb. 16, 2010
.
v
rchivand Research (MFMER). All rights
son for Medical
r
a
e
© 1998-2010
Mayo
Foundation
Education
4
d
1 may be reprinted for noncommercial personal
AAnsingle copy8-of5these
69materials
reserved.
use only. "Mayo,"
"Mayo
Clinic," "MayoClinic.com," "EmbodyHealth," "Enhance your life,"
0
.
No Mayo Clinic logo are trademarks of Mayo Foundation for Medical
and the triple-shield
Education and Research.

About this site
Blogs
Site map

Site help
Contact us
Podcasts
Slide shows
Reprints and permissions

E-newsletter
Videos

Find May o Clinic on
Facebook

Privacy policy (Updated July 8, 2010)

Twitter

YouTube

Terms and conditions of use policy (Updated July 8, 2010)

LEGAL CONDITIONS AND TERMS OF USE APPLICABLE TO ALL USERS OF THIS SITE. ANY USE OF THIS SITE
CONSTITUTES YOUR AGREEMENT TO THESE TERMS AND CONDITIONS OF USE.
© 1998-2010 Mayo Foundation for Medical Education and Research. All rights reserved.

We comply with the HONcode standard for trustworthy health information: verify here.

