
Steve: I rarely see anyone under the age of 30 without a tattoo. Could 

be any number of reasons for this: location; my age; etc. Wasn’t that 

long ago that you didn’t see that many people with tattoos. Bikers, Navy 

vets, the occasional free spirit. But sometime in the last 15 years (?) I 

started seeing them everywhere. I’m wondering if there has been some 

reputable academic research on the cultural causes/significance of this 

trend.

ChatGPT: The explosion of tattoo culture in the past 15–20 years is a 

striking cultural shift. It went from fringe to mainstream with remarkable 

speed. What was once associated with bikers, sailors, punks, and rebels 

has become almost a rite of passage for a lot of younger people, and 

yes, there’s been a fair amount of serious academic and sociological 

attention paid to the phenomenon. Here’s a summary of what that 

research tends to say, along with a few respected sources if you want to 

dig deeper:

Cultural Causes and Significance (According to Research)

1. Normalization & Mainstreaming

	 ▪	 Tattoos have moved from “deviant” to “decorative”. This shift is 

part of what some researchers call the “mainstreaming of the 

marginal.”

	 ▪	 Sociologists like Michael Atkinson (Tattooed: The Sociogenesis of 
a Body Art) argue that tattoos have become a form of aesthetic 
self-expression, no longer just rebellion or identity marking.

	 ▪	 Pop culture played a huge role — shows like Miami Ink and LA Ink, 

and celebrities (musicians, athletes, actors) made tattoos visible, 

desirable, and acceptable.
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2. Individualism & Identity

	 ▪	 Especially among Millennials and Gen Z, tattoos are tied to 

personal identity, narrative, and meaning. One study referred to 

tattoos as “identity capital” — a way of owning one’s story, body, 

or values.

	 ▪	 For some, tattoos are a form of emotional permanence in a world 

that feels increasingly temporary and fast-moving.

3. Shifting Ideas of Professionalism

	 ▪	 As workplace culture has relaxed, especially in creative and tech 

fields, visible tattoos are no longer disqualifying. There’s been a 

generational loosening of dress codes and body norms.

	 ▪	 A 2018 study in Human Relations found that tattoos no longer 
carry the same professional stigma — in some cases, they even 

added to perceptions of uniqueness or creativity.

4. Community and Belonging

	 ▪	 Tattoos can also serve as social connectors. Everything from 

shared fandoms, political affiliations, to collective traumas are now 

etched in skin.

	 ▪	 In some subcultures (e.g., LGBTQ+, military, recovery groups), 

tattoos can act as badges of identity and solidarity.
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Academic Sources Worth Noting

	 1.	 Michael Atkinson, Tattooed: The Sociogenesis of a Body Art 

(2003) - One of the foundational texts in tattoo sociology. He 

examines how body art moved from outsider status into 

mainstream culture.

	 2.	 Victoria Pitts, In the Flesh: The Cultural Politics of Body 

Modification (2003) - Focuses on tattoos, piercings, and other 

body mods from a feminist/postmodern lens. Lots of emphasis on 

identity politics.

	 3.	 Christine Braunberger, “Revolting Bodies: The Monster Beauty of 

Tattooed Women” (NWSA Journal, 2000) - Looks at the role of 

tattoos in feminist and queer cultures, particularly among women 

resisting conventional beauty norms.

	 4.	 Andrew Timming, “Visible tattoos in the workplace: Perceptions of 

human resource managers” (Human Resource Management 
Journal, 2018) - This study surveyed hiring managers and found 

decreasing stigma around tattoos in most professional settings.

	 5.	 Amy B. McDonald, “Tattoos and the Sentimental Value of Skin” 

(Visual Anthropology, 2012) - Explores tattoos as memory devices, 

connected to grief, love, or life events.

Some Theories in Short

	 ▪	 Postmodernism: The self as a “project” — and the body is a 

canvas.
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	 ▪	 Digital Age Reaction: Tattoos as permanent proof of something 
real in a virtual world.

	 ▪	 Late Capitalism: The tattoo industry has been heavily 

commodified — curated, monetized, aestheticized. Everyone from 

Starbucks baristas to investment bankers may now “brand” 

themselves in ink.

If you’re seeing mostly young folks inked up, that’s consistent with 

survey data — around 40–50% of Millennials in the U.S. have at least 

one tattoo. Among Gen Z, the number might already be higher.

Steve: Is there such a thing as "tattoo regret?" Anyone who has looked 

at their high school photos and cringed at the clothes, hair style, etc... 

has experienced the feeling of "What was I thinking?!" Surely that much 

be true for tattoos as well.

ChatGPT: Tattoo regret is real, well-documented, and surprisingly 

complex. It doesn’t get talked about as much in pop culture, but it’s 

definitely shown up in academic research, psychology, dermatology, and 

even ethics. It turns out the question “What was I thinking?” hits 

differently when it’s inked permanently on your forearm.

Tattoo Regret by the Numbers

	Various surveys suggest that between 20% to 30% of people with 
tattoos experience some form of regret. The number spikes higher 

among people who got tattoos:

	 ▪	 At a younger age (especially under 21)
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	 ▪	 Impulsively or under peer pressure

	 ▪	 While intoxicated (Vegas, anyone?)

	 ▪	 With a partner’s name (no surprise there)

One of the more widely cited studies is from the British Journal of 
Dermatology (2015), which found that the most common reasons 
for regret were:

	 1.	 Being too young when they got the tattoo

	 2.	 A shift in personal values or identity

	 3.	 Poor aesthetic quality (e.g., bad art, fading, spelling errors)

	 4.	 Negative professional or social perceptions

The Psychology of Regret

Tattoo regret isn’t always about the tattoo itself. Sometimes it’s about 

the person who got it. As you said — we all evolve. That tribal band 

might’ve felt like a rite of passage in 1999, but in 2025 it might just look 

like a confusing barcode for a different version of yourself. Psychologists 

point out that tattoos lock in a past self in a very literal way — and if 

your worldview, politics, or identity has shifted dramatically since then, 

the disconnect can be jarring. It can also become a source of:

	 ▪	 Social anxiety (especially in conservative circles)

	 ▪	 Romantic awkwardness (“Who’s Amanda?”)

	 ▪	 Professional concern, despite growing acceptance
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The Tattoo Removal Boom

Regret has also fueled a booming tattoo removal industry, projected to 

be worth over $4 billion globally by 2030. Laser removal has improved, 

but it’s still:	  Painful, Expensive (multiple sessions, hundreds to 

thousands of dollars) and Imperfect (not all inks/colors respond 

equally). Interestingly, some people don’t opt for removal — they cover 
it with a new tattoo. Tattoo artists even have a term for it: a “blast-over.”

Regret vs. Reinterpretation - Not everyone with a tattoo they “don’t 

like” feels regret. Some reinterpret the ink: a) As a reminder of youth;  
b) A story to tell c) A marker of growth. In that sense, even a tattoo you 

wouldn’t get again can become part of a personal mythology — like old 

scars or photos of regrettable haircuts.

Final Thought

Tattoos ride the tension between self-expression and impermanence. 

They’re meant to be permanent, but people aren’t. Regret is just one 

expression of that mismatch. It’s like putting a bumper sticker on your 

car when you’re 18, and then realizing, decades later, you’re still driving 

around with “Skate or Die” on the back of a Volvo.


