
Pol J Public Health 2017;127(2): 71-73 

© 2017 Medical University of Lublin. This is an open access article distributed under the Creative Commons
Attribution-NonComercial-No Derivs licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/)

Original Article

Joanna Pekar1, Justyna Skolarczyk1, Dawid Łabądź1, Katarzyna Chrobok1,  
Barbara Nieradko-Iwanicka2

Popularity and knowledge concerning complications of body modifications 
among young adults

Abstract

Introduction. Body modifications are practices leading to transient or permanent change of various parts of human body.  
The most popular forms of body modifications are tattooing and piercing.

Aim. The aim of the study is to determine the frequency of the most popular body modifications (tattoos and piercing) among 
young adults aged 18-32 years and to collect and analyze their opinions concerning body modifications and to determine their 
knowledge about the complications during these procedures.

Material and methods. The study was conducted in February 2017 among 251 individuals: 146 females (58.17%) and 105 
males (41.83%). An original questionnaire was used. It consisted of questions about body modifications. Researchers recorded 
body modifications the respondents have had. Participation in the study was voluntary and anonymous. Participants were random-
ly selected. Results were analyzed with STATISTICA 12.5 and ANOVA program; p<0.05 was considered statistically significant.

Results. The number of 23 examined individuals (10 men and 13 women) had tattoos (9.16%). The mean number of tattoos 
was 1.6±0.6 for women and 2±1.1 for men. As many as 128 individuals had ear piercing (51%), including 6 males and 122 
females. The number of 13 people (5.18%) had piercing in places other than ears. Piercing is significantly more common than 
tattooing. As many as 109 individuals (43.43%) did not have tattoos or body piercing. The total number of 106 respondents 
(42.23%) liked tattoos, ear piercing 168 (66.93%), piercing of other parts of the body 41 (16.33%), and other body modifications 
8 (3.19%) individuals. As many as 221 (88.05%) individuals claimed that they knew the complications of body modifications.

Conclusions. Body modifications are popular among young adults, especially among females. The most positively assessed 
by respondents were earnings and tattoos, what correlates with their occurrence in this group of people. The vast majority of 
respondents consider that they know the complications of body modifications.
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AIM

The study aimed to assess the frequency of the most popular 
body modifications (tattoos and piercing) among young adults 
aged 18-32 years in Lublin, Poland and to collect and analyze 
the respondents’ opinions about body modifications.

MATERIAL AND METHODS 

The study was conducted in February 2017 among 251 
individuals: 146 females (58.17%) and 105 males (41.83%).  
An original questionnaire with questions about individuals’ 
opinions concerning body modifications was used in the study. 

The questionnaire consisted of 4 major parts:
1.	 What is your opinion about tattoos?
2.	 What is your opinion about ear piercing?
3.	 What is your opinion about body piercing in parts different 

than ears?
4.	 What is your opinion about other body modifications such 

as subcutaneous implants, split tongue?

Introduction

Body modifications are practices leading to transient or 
permanent ‘decorating’ of various parts of human body. These 
modifications are not just hair styling, clothing, makeup, nail 
art, body piercing, tattoos, but also scarification, bone defor-
mation, subcutaneous implants with protruding spikes, cutting 
or amputation of parts of organs, silicone components, subcu-
taneous implants, and split tongues. The most popular forms of 
body modification are tattoos and piercing [1,2].

Within last twenty years, the prevalence of individuals with 
tattoos in the general population has increased in Europe, Aus-
tralia and the US [1]. A tattoo is done by inserting indelible ink 
into the dermis in order to change its pigmentation. Tattoos are 
done for cultural, social, and religious purposes [3].

Piercing has become popular amongst young adults and 
teenagers as a method of self-expression. Common sites for 
body piercing are ear lobes, eyebrows, noses, tongue, navels, 
nipples, and the genitals [4].
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Individuals selected one answer to each item. They could 
select one of the following: “I definitely like it”, “I like it”,  
“I do not know”, “I do not like it”, “I definitely do not like it”.

The next questions were the following:
1.	 Do you know any negative health effects or possible infec-

tions during body modifications? – Individuals selected one 
answer: “yes” or “no”.

2.	 What negative health effects or infections can occur during 
body modification? You can mark more than one answer. 
– Individuals could select from 8 answers: “These inter-
ventions are always safe”, “These interventions are safe if 
they are performed by a capable person”, “HBV infection”, 
“HCV infection”, “HIV infection”, “CMV infection”, “Bac-
terial infection in place of body modification”, “Sepsis”.

There were also questions about body modifications the 
respondents have had. Participation in the study was volun-
tary and anonymous. Participants were randomly selected. 
Selection criteria were: age 18-32 and living in the territory 
of Lubelskie voivodship. Results were analyzed with STATIS-
TICA 12.5 and ANOVA program; p<0.05 was considered sta-
tistically significant.

RESULTS 

The mean age (±SD) of participants was 22.1±2.2 years 
(min. 18, max 32 years). When it comes to interviewed indi-
viduals, 23 of them had tattoos (9.16%) including 10 males 
(9.52%) and 13 females (8.9%). The mean number of tattoos 
was 1.6±0.6 for females and 2±1.1 for males. As many as 7 
males (70%) and 6 females (46%) had tattoos in visible places. 

The total number of 128 individuals had ear piercing (51%), 
including 6 males and 122 females. Among them 6 individuals 
(2.39%) had 1 earring in one ear, 8 individuals (3.19%) had 
in one ear more than 1 earring and none in another one, 26 
individuals (10.36%) had in their ears more than one earring 
in each ear, while 88 individuals (35.06%) had one earring in 
each ear. The number of women with ear piercing (82.88%) 
was significantly higher than that of men (5.71%) p<0.05.

The mean number of earrings in one ear was 1.17±0.41 
in males (min. 1, max. 2) and 2.53±0.96 in females (min. 
1, max. 5). As many as 13 women (5.18%) had piercing  
in other parts of the body; 3 women had nose piercing (2.05%)  
and 7 (4.79%) had navel piercing. The number of 6 individuals 
(2.39%) – 5 men (4.76%) and 1 woman (0.68%) had pierc-
ing in different parts than ears, nose, lips, tongue, navel and 
eyebrows. As many as 109 individuals (43.43%) did not have 
tattoos or body piercing. Piercing was significantly more com-
mon than tattoos (p<0.05).

Tattoos are accepted by 106 respondents (42.23%) and are 
not accepted by 53 (21.12%). As many as 168 participants 
(66.93%) like earrings and 11 (4.38%) do not; body piercing  
in places other than ears are liked by 41 people (16.33%)  
and 109 (43.43%), respectively. Other body modifications are 
accepted by 8 (3.19%) individuals and are not by 205 (81.67%) 
(Fig. 1).

Significantly higher number of male participants did not 
like tatoos (24.26%) than women (18.49%). As many as 123 
women (84.25%) liked earring and only 45 men (42.45%) did. 
Only men had negative opinion about ear piercing.

Body piercing in other but ear parts of the body was not ac-
cepted by men (49.52%). They statistically significantly more 

often chose the answer „Idefinitely do not like it” (24.76%), 
while women’s opinion was alike in 10.27% of cases. Howev-
er, women were significantly more critical to other body modi-
fications – 82.88% vs 80%. Men were more likely to choose  
„I definitely do not like it”answer: 57.14% vs 52.74%.

The total number of 221 individuals (88.05%) claimed that 
they knew the complications of body modifications.

All the respondents knew that body modifications pro-
cedures are not always safe. As many as 118 young adults 
(47.01%) believed that these interventions are safe if they are 
performed by a capable person. Only every fifth one knows 
that he/she could end up with Cytomegalovirus infections dur-
ing body modifications procedures and 56.57% of respondents 
did not know that after these procedures a person can come 
down with sepsis. More than half of respondents knew that af-
ter these interventions they may come down with HBV, HCV 
and HIV infections, and they could end up with bacterial infec-
tion in place of body modification (Fig. 2).

FIGURE 1. Opinions of surveyed individuals about body modifications.

FIGURE 2. Number of young adults who knew negative health effects or 
infections which can occur during body modification.

DISCUSSION

The authors collected questionnaires about body modifica-
tions filled by the participants. In the present study the rates 
were 52.99% for body piercing and 9.16% for tattooing.  
In the developed countries, the prevalence of body piercing is 
reported to be between 4.3%-51% [5]. Studies have indicated 
differing prevalence rates of 26.1% [6], 63% [7], and 8.2%, 
for piercing, and 13.2% [6], 73% [7], 4.3% [8] for tattooing 
among the young adults population. Our results show that the 
rates of piercing among young adults in Lublin are higher than 
those reported by other authors and are average as for tattoo-
ing.
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An observation of the parts of the body on which individu-
als had piercing, showed that the majority had their earrings in 
the ear cartilage (51%). Other study had similar results [8,9]. 
Tattoos are mostly seen on the shoulders, back, arms and legs 
[9]. 

The reasons why people are getting pierced and tattooed 
are the following: striving to be up to date with fashion trends, 
the desire to beautify their body to make certain impression or 
to create new image, mimicking their idols, overcoming their 
complexes, the desire to stand out, or to express spirituality 
and cultural tradition [10,11]. Our study shows what are young 
adults’ opinions about that form of body modifications. No 
similar articles were found. 

The majority of medical literature on tattooing and body 
piercing has focused on the risks and complications of these 
procedures. Tattooing can cause important dermatological 
complications, for example various forms of hypersensitivity 
reactions, allergic contact dermatitis, lichenoid, granuloma-
tous skin disease, and also formation of hypertrophic scars 
and keloid [1,3]. Cutaneous infections usually develop within 
days to weeks after the procedure of tattooing. Infectious com-
plications include different viral infections (verruca vulgaris, 
molluscum contagiosum, hepatitis B and C, herpes simplex 
or infection with human immunodeficiency virus), bacte-
rial infections (Streptococcus, Staphylococcus, Pseudomonas 
aeruginosa, cutaneous tuberculosis, syphilis, pyoderma, my-
cobacteriosis), and fungal infections (dermatophytosis, sporo-
trichosis) [1,12,13]. Complications of piercing vary depending 
on the hygiene regimens, materials used in the body-piercing 
site, experience of the practitioner, and aftercare by the re-
cipient. Local infections are common problem too. Systemic 
complications include allergic contact dermatitis (from nickel, 
gold or silver, latex), bleeding, nerve damage, and scarring [2]. 
What is important, body piercing carried out in unhygienic 
conditions can cause hepatitis B or C virus infection, or HIV 
infection [14]. Our study confirmed that not all young adults 
know the negative effects of body modifications procedures. 
That is why, effective programs have to be established to make 
body piercing and tattooing a safe practice.

CONCLUSIONS

Body modifications are becoming more and more popular 
among young adults. The most positive opinions among young 
adults have ear piercing and tattoos, what correlates with their 
occurrence in this group. However, such modifications can re-
sult in bacterial, viral or fungal infections of the skin, allergic 
reactions, systemic reactions of the organism. The majority of 
respondents claimed that they know the complications of body 
modifications but our study showed that there are great needs 
for public education about the health effects of improper body 
modifications.
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