
nce reserved 
for the rough (biker boys) or 
rebellious (celebrities), tattoos 
have a new

 fan case-the girl next 
door. "Y

ou w
ouldn't believe the 

people w
ho get tattoos," says 

odia, seventeen, from
 N

ew
 Y

ork 
City. "It used to be a taboo, 
underground thing. 

N
ow

 the preppiest girls have 
them

." according to a study from
 

Texas Tech U
niversity H

ealth 
Sciences School of N

ursing, 
one in five Texan college 
students has a tattoo , com

pared to
less than one in ten in a 
1990 study. "If you ask a 
Jen today, they'll say tattoos 
are norm

al," adds M
yrna 

A
rm

strong, the lead 
researcher in the Texas Tech 
study. In fact, they're 
regarded as so run-of-the-
m

ill, explains �



India, that her friends get them
 (illegally) as young 

as fifteen. In m
ost states, the legal age requirem

ent 
for getting a tattoo is eighteen (a handful of states 
allow

 under-eighteens to get tattoos if 
accom

panied by parents), but the im
patient (or 

those that lack perm
ission) often go to 

questionable tattoo parlors that don't require 
identification. "N

o one w
aits until it's legal," says 

India. "W
hat's the fun in that?" 

ut there's m
ore at stake than 

picking the right design. 
Pam

ela A
nderson (w

ho, 
according to rum

ors, has four 
tattoos) contracted 
hepatitis C

-an incurable and 
potentially fatal disease that 
attacks the liver -  

 from
 sharing a tattoo needle w

ith her infected 

“
It use

d
 to

 

b
e

 a
 ta

b
o

o
, 

und
e

rg
ro

und
 

thing
. N

o
w

 e
ve

n 
the

 p
re

p
p

ie
st 

g
irls ha

ve
 the

m
 

”

ex-husband, Tom
m

y Lee. 
A

ccording to the scientific 
journal M

edicine, people 
w

ho receive tattoos at a 
com

m
ercial tattoo parlor are 

m
ore than six tim

es as likely 
to have hepatitis C

 than 
people w

ho don't have 
tattoos. A

rm
strong blam

es 
the transm

ission of the 
disease on unsterilized 
needles that have leftover 
blood on them

 and the 
m

ultiple punctures m
ade 

during the inking process. 
The m

ore intricate the 
tattoo, the m

ore needles are 
needed to drill ink below

 
the surface of the skin. W

hile black tattoos need 
only one or tw

o needles, colorful tattoos can 
require up to fourteen needles piercing the skin 
at once. A

nd each puncture exponentially 
increases your risk. Sym

ptom
s of hepatitis C

 
range from

 m
ild, like nausea, to m

onstrous, 
including chronic liver infection and the 
eventual need for a transplant. M

ichelle M
yles, 

co-ow
ner of D

areD
evil Tattoo in N

ew
 Y

ork 
C

ity, has inked 

get sick of," says Los A
ngeles resident Lily, 

seventeen, of the seagull on her foot. Tell that to 
N

ick C
arter, w

ho had his "Paris" tattoo hastily 
covered post-breakup w

ith the heiress. "If I had 
it to do over, I w

ould think tw
ice about the 

tattoos I got," says Y
elena, 22, w

ho acquired 
her first tattoo illegally at the age of fourteen. 
"The things you like change as you get older. I 
definitely w

ouldn't get m
ore. Som

etim
es I think 

infections or scarring often 
result from

 scratching them
. 

D
am

age can even occur from
 

using the w
rong lotion on the 

w
ounds. M

yles w
arns to "stay 

aw
ay from

 antibiotic cream
s, 

heavy, oily ointm
ents, and 

aloe vera or vitam
in 

treatm
ents," all of w

hich can 
distort or infect the tattoo. 

If you're lucky 
enough to escape infection or 
allergies after being inked, 
you'll be the proud bearer of a 
tattoo for life.  
O

r w
ill you? "I love m

y tattoo 
and I alw

ays w
ill. It isn't 

som
ething that I w

ill ever 

everyone from
 rock 'n' roll legend Joan Jett 

to indie starlet C
hristina R

icci. "Even though 
underage teens shouldn't, if you do decide to 
get one, research your artist," she says. "A

ll 
needles should com

e directly from
 an 

autoclave [a heat- and pressure-based 
sterilizer], and ink should alw

ays be poured 
out just for you and throw

n aw
ay 

im
m

ediately after use." 
A

side from
 the dipping-and-diving 

tattoo needles, the ink itself has hazards. A
 

recent study analyzing the contents of tattoo 
ink indicates the presence of potentially toxic 
chem

icals, such as copper, lead, chrom
ium

, 
and lithium

-not exactly stuff you w
ant in 

your body. U
nsurprisingly, som

e people are 
allergic to tattoo pigm

ents (w
hich aren't 

FD
A

-regulated) and develop itching, redness, 
or sw

elling. Fresh tattoos, w
hich are basically 

hundreds of tiny punctures on the skin's 
surface, form

 scabs as they heal, and 

 1
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of w
hat m

y life w
ould he like if I didn't have any." 

A
spiring m

odels or actresses often shy aw
ay from

 
tattoos before their big break because the m

arks 
can influence their ability to get w

ork. "It could 
really m

ake a difference for som
eone w

ho isn't 
know

n," says backstage regular Luc Bouchard, 
the senior artist for M

.A
.C. cosm

etics. 

ew
 Y

ork City-based 
derm

atologist R
obert 

G
uida, M

.D
., advises 

teens to think tw
ice 

about tattoos. H
e sees 

betw
een eight and 

fifteen people a w
eek 

requesting tattoo rem
oval. "People get rid 

of tattoos to take off the nam
e of a jilted lover or 

because the tattoo is a turnoff socially or 
professionally," G

uida says. "People change 
and m

ature ... but the tattoo rem
ains forever." 

Rem
oval is often m

ore painful, m
ore 

expensive, and considerably m
ore tim

e-
consum

ing than getting the tattoo itself. "Som
e 

can take 20 laser treatm
ents of up to 30 m

inutes 
each. A

nd it can cost thousands of dollars for 
a tattoo you only spent one hundred dollars on 
originally," says Rhoda N

arins, M
.D

., president 
of the A

m
erican Society of D

erm
atologic 

Surgery. "Y
ou can get scarred by the laser or 

uncover scarring that already existed from
 

obtaining the tattoo that you didn't even know
 

w
as there." The laser treatm

ent, w
hich isn't 

alw
ays 100 percent successful, w

orks by heating 
the pigm

ent until it dissolves and is 
reabsorbed by the body. It's m

ost effective on 
black ink, but other colors (especially the bright 
ones like those favored these days) are harder to 
rem

ove. G
uida estim

ates that, typically, only 80 
to 90 percent of the tattoo can he fully rem

oved, 
leaving a faint blem

ish on the skin. O
ther 

(even m
ore painful) options for rem

oval 
include excision-literally cutting the tattoo 
out of the skin-or derm

abrasion (sanding 
the tattoo off the skin). Both are alm

ost 
guaranteed to leave perm

anent scars. But as 
painful as getting or rem

oving a tattoo m
ay 

be, living w
ith a hasty or im

m
ature decision 

m
ay be the hardest thing of all. �

V
isit D

r. R
obert G

uida’s w
ebsite at: 

w
w

w
.drguida.com

.
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