
Conclusions
Broadly speaking, the results generally suggested 
that medical students and medical school staff  
perceived tattoos similarly. All staff  and students that 
off ered an opinion agreed that certain tattoos were 
not appropriate for a medical student or doctor. 

Additionally, both cohorts largely agreed that there 
were locations for a tattoo less appropriate for a 
medical student or doctor, with the face being the 
subject of most contention. There were no major 
disparities between students and staff  regarding 
tattoos. 

Several students communicated that they 
felt a tattoo would not aff ect an individual’s 
professionalism at all whereas no staff  members 
expressed this. Staff  only held this view if all other 
elements in the medical ‘situation’ was standard.

The concept of a medical student’s or doctor’s 
professional identity versus their personal identity 
was acknowledged by both contingents. A variety 
of people felt that individuals should be allowed full 
freedom of expression whereas others believed that 
certain tattoos would have to be mitigated. 

The following recommendations are off ered:
• It may be benefi cial to determine patient perceptions 

of tattoos within a similar context to this study. 
Such research has not been attempted in Scotland 
and it would be interesting to explore how these align 
with those suggested in the literature and by the 
participants of this study. 

• This study highlighted that negative perceptions 
towards tattoos still exist, specifi cally face and 
‘off ensive’ tattoos. The GMC should become aware 
of these results and determine the appropriateness 
of such body modifi cations.

I don’t think that doctors should have 
tattoos which display something...
upsetting or off ensive to other 
people...I don’t think they should have 
sexually explicit tattoos...tattoos which 
are marking them out as intentionally 
being affi  liated to something that 
would be inconsistent with... GMC-
type values of a doctor.

The tattooed doctor
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Reports show that tattoos may date back to the Neolithic 
era, approximately six to seven thousand years ago. Since 
then, tattoos have changed signifi cantly with regards to 
their purpose.

Where tattoos were once restricted to sailors, prostitutes 
and criminals (Thompson, 2015), a cultural shift has taken 
place in the last forty years, informally labelled the ‘tattoo 
renaissance’ (Mun et al., 2012:134). 

With this change in tattooing culture, it was deemed of 
interest to explore whether perceptions of tattoos within 
the medical profession has changed. 

Contemporary applications to medical school have a 
focus on diversity and equality, in pursuit of a distal shift 
in the perception of  medical professionals being upper 
class, privileged, white males. Tattoos have the potential 
to produce a crack in this stereotype and it is stimulating 
to engage with other medical professionals to explore 
how they perceive a medical professional with a body 
modifi cation of this nature.

We defi ned the tattoo as being professionally performed 
and categorised under the modern subtype:
“Modern tattoos are performed with a ‘tattoo gun’ and are 
placed by artists who are paid for their work. A variety of 
pigments for diff erent colours are used and their artistry 
varies from poor to fantastic.” 

(Goldstein, 2007, p.419) 

A case study (Yin, 2014) was implemented to view 
a “snapshot” of the current perceptions of tattoos 
within the University of Dundee medical school. 

This study’s objective was to survey the 
perceptions of specifi c individuals, within a 
defi ned context, towards a certain topic. 

Focus groups were chosen as the method of 
data collection for medical students whilst semi-
structured interviews were implemented with staff . 

Four focus groups were performed whilst six 
interviews occurred. The number of focus 
groups was pre-determined and aligned with the 
literature’s recommendations whereas the number 
of semi structured was not pre-conceived and 
was left open-ended until saturation occurred.

The focus groups and interviews were transcribed 
in a verbatim manner and were then thematically 
analysed in accordance with the guidance put 
forth by Braun and Clarke, 2006.

The author was aware of their refl exive stance in 
order to reduced their own personal bias; a crucial 
element in appreciating the trustworthiness of a 
piece of research.

Four themes and several accompanying 
subthemes emerged from the data. The major 
evaluative themes were: 

Nature of tattoos 

 • Tattoo depiction

 • Tattoo location

Professionalism 

 • Communication

 • Barrier to Doctor / Patient relationship

 • Situation dependent

Freedom of expression 
 • Inclusivity

 • Judgement / behaviour traits

Generational perceptions
 • Change in perceptions

 • Change in tattooing practice

 • Change in opinion over time
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I think tattoos have changed a 
lot over time, so in my mum’s 
generation...having a tattoo was...
a class thing or an occupational 
thing so...her view of tattoos is 
that it’s what manual workers and 
people who have been in prison 
have. Whereas it is just not true 
anymore...my sister-in-law who is 
a GP has a tattoo...

ConclusionsConclusions

...maybe in years gone past, I would 
have been surprised at someone who...
is a lawyer...and would undress and 
I would think “oh, I wouldn’t have 
expected that of you”. So I think my 
experience of people and tattoos 
and my opinion of them has changed 
defi nitely over the years...

It’s an expression of 
themselves so, you know, 
it’s no diff erent...than my 
decision to have long hair.

It’s an expression of It’s an expression of It’s an expression of 
themselves so, you know, themselves so, you know, themselves so, you know, 
it’s no diff erent...than my it’s no diff erent...than my it’s no diff erent...than my 

I personally think they should 
be allowed to do what they 
want because they are...
people as well as doctors.


