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Can medical staff have visible tattoos?
A survey study among students
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Abstract

Background: Tattoo is becoming a more and more common form of body decoration of people from representati-
ves of various professions.The aim of this study was: what is the opinion of university students about medical staff
having visible tattoos. Material and methods: The study was conducted among the students of four universities
in Gdansk. The questionnaire contained questions about the acceptance of visible tattoos in people working in
medical professions. The respondents were also asked about their attitudes to tattoos as a form of body decora-
tion and whether they had tattoos themselves. The statistical analysis was performed using IBM SPSS Statistics
25 software. Results: Filled-in questionnaires were obtained from 676 respondents, including 477 students of the
medical university and 199 students of non-medical universities. The students who have tattoos themselves ac-
cept visible tattoos in healthcare professionals to a significantly greater extent (92%) than those who do not have
tattoos, but the acceptance of visible tattoos in healthcare professionals in this group turned out to be very high
too (75%). The respondents most readily accepted a visible tattoo on the skin of a laboratory diagnostician (75%).
Conclusions: University students, regardless of their university profile, consider a visible tattoo as a completely
acceptable phenomenon in healthcare professionals.
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Introduction

Tattoo, defined as intentional and permanent skin
pigmentation, is becoming a more and more com-
mon phenomenon in the public space. According to
an epidemiological study from 2015, the incidence
of tattoos among the inhabitants of industrialised co-
untries which indicate that approximately 30% of the
adult population has at least one tattoo [1]. While in
the past tattoos were mainly a form of expression of
belonging to a subculture or social group, today they
have become a vivid form of body decoration. Recen-
tly, having a tattoo has become a common phenome-
non in various social groups and professions, inclu-
ding healthcare.

The aim of the study was to find out what is the
opinion of university students about people working in
medical professions having visible tattoos that cannot be
easily covered with clothes (on the face, neck and hands).

Material and methods

A survey was conducted among the students of
four universities in Gdansk: the Medical University
of Gdansk, Stanislaw Moniuszko Academy of Music
in Gdansk, Gdansk University of Technology and the
University of Gdansk. The self-administered question-
naire consisted of questions about the acceptance
of medical professionals having visible tattoos. The
respondents were also asked about their attitudes
to tattoos as a form of body decoration and whether
they had tattoos themselves. The study was approved
by the Independent Bioethics Committee for Scientific
Research of the Medical University of Gdansk (appro-
val no. NKBBN/724/2018-2019).

The statistical analysis was performed using IBM
SPSS Statistics 25 software. The data was analysed
using statistical description and comparison of sub-
group results with chi-square test (comparison of
proportions). The assumed probability value was p <
0.05, which means that the differences between the
compared groups were considered as statistically si-
gnificant if the p-value was smaller than 0.05.

A completed questionnaires were obtained from
676 respondents, including 477 students of the me-

dical university and 199 students of the non-medical
universities. The majority of them were women: 77%
among the medical university respondents and 83%
among the non-medical university respondents.

In total, 21% of the respondents confirmed having
a tattoo. Majority of them were women (23% vs. men
12%) from the non-medical universities (31% vs. medi-
cal university 17%).

Surprisingly, 64% of the students responded affir-
matively to the question whether medical staff should
follow some kind of a dress code. The affirmative re-
sponses were significantly more common among the
students of the medical university than among the
non-medical students from the (67% vs. 55%, p < 0.05).
The analysis of the responses to the question “do you
find tattoos an attractive form of body decoration?”
shows that 69% of the respondents consider this form
of body decoration as attractive, with affirmative re-
sponses significantly more frequent among the stu-
dents of the non-medical universities (75% vs. 66%,
p < 0.05). A statistically significant difference was ob-
served also between the male and female respondents.
Female students answered the question affirmatively
more often than males (71% vs. 60%, p < 0.05). The
negative answer to this question was chosen by 16%
of the respondents, significantly more frequently by
the medical university students (19%) than by those
studying at the non-medical universities (9%, p < 0.05).

Asked about their acceptance of healthcare profes-
sionals having visible tattoos, 79% of the respondents
answered affirmatively. The affirmative answer was
chosen significantly more often by the non-medical
university students (84% vs. 76% for the medical uni-
versity students, p < 0.05).

The data about the acceptance of particular medi-
cal professionals having visible tattoos is presented in
Table 1. According to our study participants, visible tat-
toos are the most acceptable on laboratory diagnosti-
cians, followed by nurses, dentists and physicians. The
students were most reluctant to accept clinical psycho-
logists with visible tattoos.

The respondents who have tattoos themselves
were more reluctant to express limitations for the
external appearance of healthcare professionals whi-
le the respondents who do not have tattoos were
more restrictive in the topic (51% vs. 67% for limita-
tions in the external appearance, which is statistically
significant, p < 0.05). Similarly, the students who have
tattoos themselves accept visible tattoos in healthca-
re professionals to a significantly greater extent (92%)
than those who do not have tattoos (p < 0.05). Ho-
wever, the acceptance of visible tattoos in healthcare
professionals in the latter group also turns out to be
quite high (75%).
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Table 1. Responses to the question “in your opinion, can healthca-

re professionals listed below have visible tattoos?”

It does

not matter

Clinical 16.9% 19.8% 63.3%
psychologist
Physican 14.8% 19.8% 65.4%
Nurse 14.6% 19.1% 66.3%
Dentist 13.5% 18.8% 67.8%
Paramedic 10.1% 19.2% 70.7%
Physical 8.6% 19.4% 72.0%
therapist
Pharmacist 8.4% 20.3% 71.3%
Dietician 5.2% 22.2% 72.6%
Laboratory 3.4% 21.2% 75.4%
diagnostician

Tattoo, that is intentional permanent skin pigmen-
tation using exogenous substances, dates back to abo-
ut 3,000 years BC, and became popular in Western
Europe after the travellers' expeditions of the 17
century [2]. In the past, tattoo had (and probably may
still have) significant symbolic meaning in certain so-
cial groups (e.g. prisoners or the lower class) [3]. Re-
cently, tattooing has become increasingly popular, fa-
shionable and a form of artistic expression. According
to the estimations, approximately 20-30% of adults
from the industrialised countries of the Western Eu-
rope have at least one tattoo [4]. In our study, the fact
of having a tattoo was confirmed by 31% of students
from the non-medical universities and 17% of stu-
dents from the medical university, which corresponds
with literature data, for example with the paper by
Rogowska et al. about the level of knowledge about
tattoo-related complications in university students in
the Tricity agglomeration [5].

Numerous scientific publications have attempted
to answer the questions why such a great (and still
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increasing) number of people of various educational
and professional backgrounds decides on permanent,
invasive skin pigmentation and what are the possible
consequences of it. Kluger et al. lists 6 categories of
motivations for having a tattoo, indicating that two
of them (tattoos as a form of body decoration and to
emphasize one's individualism) are most common in
adults [1]. Similar motivations are indicated in a review
article about tattoos in women and their health impli-
cations during pregnancy, labour and breastfeeding [4].

The increasing popularity of tattoos inspires also
a reflection on how people with a visible tattoo are
perceived by the society. Stuppy et al. concluded that
a visible tattoo in a patient may be the cause of ne-
gative perception of this patient by medical staff and
students of medicine [6]. Moreover, Ellis showed that
stereotypical perceptions of people with tattoos still
exist, which leads to some limitations, e.g. potential
employers stated that having a visible tattoo may be
the cause of a job candidate's rejection [7].

Other studies were devoted to the patients' per-
ception of healthcare professionals with visible tatto-
os and piercings. The results of some earlier research
clearly show that patients have negative attitudes, e.g.
perceive nurses with tattoos as less professional and
less competent [8]. Similar results have been obtained
for physicians with nose or lip rings [9]. However, in a
paper about the perception of the emergency room
doctors Cohen et al. concluded that having a visible
tattoo or piercing does not influence the perception
of medical staff by emergency room patients [10]. The
publication caused a heated debate in the Internet,
which shows that a visible tattoo in people employed
by the healthcare system seems to be fully acceptable
by patients, and in some cases it may even be useful
for starting the patient-doctor relationship [11-14].

An Scottish study conducted in 2018 showed that
physicians with visible tattoos are perceived negatively
both by medicine students and other physicians [15].
It was also noted that there are no provisions or regu-
lations regarding the issue and that there is a need for
discussion about the limitations in the expression of
one's own individuality in medical professions.

The results of our study indicate high tolerance
among both medical and non-medical university stu-
dents for tattoos in healthcare professionals, regard-
less of what their own preferences are and whether
they have tattoos themselves. It must be stressed that
hitherto there are no limitations concerning the physi-
cal appearance of healthcare professionals, although
there may be some local regulations in particular he-
althcare centres. The Polish Medical Ethics Code men-
tions only the need to represent the profession with
dignity and that 'physicians cannot promote unhealthy
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attitudes, also outside their professional work' [16]. As
tattoo may be linked to a risk of infections or allergic

re

actions, having a visible tattoo may be questionable

from this point of view.

1.

Regardless of their field of study, university students
consider it completely acceptable for healthcare
professionals to have a visible tattoo, but they
simultaneously state that such professionals should
be subjected to some rules as to their physical

2. Medical university students seem slightly more

conservative in their opinions about the limitations
in the appearance of medical staff. However, their
acceptance of visible tattoos on healthcare
professionals is still high (although lower than

of students of non-medical universities).

. The students who do not like tattoos as a form

of body decoration and do not have tattoos
themselves, are still quite liberal when it comes to
visual tattoos in healthcare professionals. However,
they express their acceptance significantly less
frequently than students who like tattoos or have

a tattoo themselves.

appearance (dress code).
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