
The more tattoos Americans get, the more tattoos they  
eventually regret. The ink that looks great on people in their  
twenties often grows far less appealing — to employers,  
significant others, and the wearers themselves — just a  
few years later. 

According to a new survey, around 19% of tattoo wearers  
have considered removing them. The survey also reveals  
that among this group, nearly 60% have not researched  
tattoo removal methods; however, 80% have heard of  
laser tattoo removal. Among lasers for this indication,  
the PicoWay® Dual Wavelength Picosecond Laser offers  
an unparalleled combination of safety, efficacy, and speed 
of treatment.

Tattoo Boom — and Bust
No longer the exclusive domain of jailbirds and sailors,  
tattoos have gone mainstream. A 2012 Harris poll found  
that 21% of American adults have at least one tattoo,  
versus 16% in 2003 and 14% in 2008.1 This poll also showed 
that tattoos are most popular among adults age 30 to 39  
years (38% of this population has at least one), and that 
women with tattoos (23%) for the first time outnumbered 
tattooed men (19%). As for the tattoo industry as a whole, 
research firm IBISWorld estimated its total value at $3.4  
billion in 2014, up 2.9% versus 2013.2

With the growth in getting tattoos, however, comes  
growing remorse. According to the American Society for  
Dermatologic Surgery, its members performed nearly  
100,000 tattoo removals in 2013, a 52% jump over 2012.3  
More astonishingly, IBISWorld has estimated that tattoo-
removal revenues surged 440% during the past decade, 
reaching $75.5 million in 2014 and, by 2018, a projected 
$83.2 million.

Previous estimates of the proportion of tattoo wearers  
who have second thoughts range from 14% to 23%.1,4  
Consistent with these findings, a new survey that ranks 
among the largest of its kind illuminates key character-
istics of the people who regret their tattoos, as well as  
what these people are willing to do — and spend — to redress  
their regrets.

New Picosecond Dual Wavelength Laser  
Capitalizes on Tattoo Regret Trend
Wendy Lewis, President ~ Wendy Lewis & Co Ltd. Global Aesthetics Consultancy

Survey Methodology
In December 2014, aesthetic medical device manufacturer  
Syneron Candela conducted an online survey involving  
30,697 adults in the United States. Of these respondents,  
14.7% reported having at least one tattoo. Of 13,714  
male respondents, 14% had at least one tattoo, versus  
15% of the survey’s 16,983 female respondents. The  
proportions of men and women reporting multiple  
tattoos were also similar — 7% and 8%, respectively. 

Demographically, tattoo popularity peaked in respondents  
under 44 years old, driven largely by female respondents.  
Specifically, the percentage of women who reported at  
least one tattoo among the 18 to 24, 25 to 34, and 35 to  
44 age groups was 27%, 32%, and 26%, respectively,  
versus a steady 20% for males in these age groups.  
Other demographic findings revealed little difference  
between male and female respondents. 

As for tattoo hues, black  —  reported by 64% of respondents,  
including 62% of men and 65% of women — ranked 
as the most common color by far in a multiple-answer  
question. The next most popular colors — red, blue, and  
green — adorned 33%, 31%, and 30% of respondents,  
respectively.
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frequently fails to completely remove tattoos despite 10 or 
more treatment sessions. Conversely, in a pivotal FDA tri-
al, 86% of patients treated with the PicoWay achieved at 
least 50% tattoo clearance after just 3 treatments, accord-
ing to blinded independent evaluators.6 Additionally, patients  
experienced low levels of discomfort during treatment and 
no device-related serious adverse events. As such, the  
PicoWay offers an excellent treatment option for patients 
who may be hesitant to undergo tattoo removal because 
previously available treatments caused pain and offered  
incomplete results. 
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Rethinking the Ink

Here, men reported more regrets than women both 
quantitatively and qualitatively. More specifically, 21.3%  
of men had considered tattoo removal, including 11.6%  
who said they considered it constantly. The corresponding  
figures for females were 16.6% and 5.4%, respectively.  
The higher percentage of men considering tattoo removal  
might be for the reason that men tend to be more  
extroverted with 23% of their tattoos placed in a public  
location (arms, etc.); whereas, only 13% of women place  
their tattoos in blatantly obvious locations. (Pew Research  
Poll 2010: http://www.shoulditattoo.com/tattoo-facts-statistics)

Only the approximately 600 male and female respondents, 
who reported considering tattoo removal, proceeded to  
additional questions. These questions addressed matters  
such as respondents’ motivations for tattoo removal and  
other factors that influence this decision. 

Among these respondents, the only demographic variable  
that showed a notable difference between the genders 
was parenthood: 25.6% of fathers surveyed desired tattoo  
removal, versus 10.7% of mothers.

Regarding the reasons behind respondents’ desire to  
remove their tattoos, most (51%) said they no longer  
liked their tattoo. The next most common reason for  
considering tattoo removal was that the respondent  
believed it no longer looked good (18%), followed by  
societal pressures, family pressure, workplace policies,  
and job-hunting difficulties (all chosen by 6% to 8% of  
respondents).

Revealing another gender gap, 66% of women and 51%  
of men (total: 59%) had not researched removal options at 
the time of the survey. Nevertheless, 80% of respondents 
overall had heard of laser tattoo removal. 

Selecting a Strategy
The survey also asked about pricing and other parameters  
of laser tattoo removal. Regarding how much participants 
were willing to pay per treatment, responses produced an 
overall average of $315. Moreover, a subsequent question 
revealed the following insights:

• Men were willing to pay more overall.  
At 8 treatments, 38% of men would pay  
more than $200 apiece, versus 25% of  
women. At 4 treatments, the corresponding  
figures were 47% and 27%, respectively.

While the questions above uncovered little difference  
between the sexes, another question revealed that women 
were slightly more concerned about fast results.

As for the key factor when selecting a tattoo removal modality,  
respondents’ priorities were as follows:

• Price (29%)
• Safety (23%)
• Efficacy of at least 70% (21%)
• Pain (12.4%)
• Fewer required treatments (7.4%). 

Discussion
With an adult U.S. population of around 243 million,5 the 
foregoing data suggest that approximately 35.7 million 
Americans (14.7%) have tattoos and 6.8 million (19%) of 
them regret this decision. This gives rise to an estimated 
tattoo-removal market value of $8.6 billion to $17.1 billion, 
assuming 4 or 8 treatments, respectively, at an average  
price of $315 per treatment.

Overall, the survey’s findings appear consistent with 
those of similar studies. In the Pew Research survey, 17%  
expressed some regret after getting a tattoo; 11% of  
tattooed respondents had or were having a tattoo removed.1

In a RealSelf survey, 23% of respondents with tattoos had  
considered removal.5 They cited reasons including regret,  
impact on their professional life, and lost love as their  
main reasons. Additionally, although 71% in this survey  
said that society has grown more accepting of tattoos in the 

Overall, 19% of individuals surveyed have  
considered removing their tattoo or thought  

about removing their tattoo.

What is the main reason for wanting to  
remove your tattoo?

US Tattoo Removal Potential Market

Both men and women would pay more per treatment  
if the total number required fell from 8 to 4.

¹ 2013 U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division, June 2014
² Syneron proprietary online consumer survey: 14.7% of Americans over the age of 18 have tattoos
³ Syneron proprietary online consumer survey: 19% of Americans over the age of 18 that have tattoos  
  have considered removing them
4 Syneron proprietary online consumer survey: Willingness to pay per treatment: $315; Assuming  
   4 to 8 treatments required  

workplace, 18% of tattoo wearers felt that their tattoo had 
blocked them from getting a job, date, or other opportunity.

Such concerns likely will persist, and perhaps increase, as  
many tattoo wearers — most of whom the online survey  
showed to be 44 or younger — discover as they age that  
these adornments no longer suit their circumstances. 

Furthermore, the survey reveals that tattoo-removal  
treatments appeal to a wide variety of potential patients.  
Women get more tattoos than men overall (with a slight 
spike in suburban locales), and they’re less likely to have 
researched tattoo-removal modalities. However, men are 
more likely to consider tattoo removal — and consider it  
more intensely — than women. Additionally, fathers appear 
particularly concerned about the messages their tattoos 
might send their children, and men expressed willingness 
to pay more per treatment. Women are especially interested 
in rapid results, but both genders value shorter treatment 
regimens.

The above factors render the tattoo-removal market ripe for 
the introduction of the PicoWay, a novel picosecond laser 
that allows the removal of multi-colored and even resistant  
tattoos on all skin types. It is the first laser to combine 
the shortest picosecond technology (which allows pulses  
measuring 1 trillionth of a second, or 100 times faster than 
Q-switched lasers) with two laser wavelengths to address  
all common tattoo colors:

• 532 nm: For red, yellow, and orange ink

• 1064 nm: For black, brown, green, blue, and purple ink

Nanosecond Q-switch laser technology for tattoo removal 
has employed the concept of selective photothermolysis, 
which localizes thermal injury to a specific target based on 
its size, shape, and absorption characteristics, along with 
the laser wavelength, pulse duration, and amount of energy 
delivered. The 50 nanosecond pulse durations can target  
micrometer size granules, but are unable to break up  
smaller nanometer particles.

Unlike traditional tattoo removal lasers, PicoWay emits pulse 
durations so short that it creates photoacoustic pressure  
to fracture the particle. Among picosecond lasers, the  
PicoWay offers the shortest pulse durations and the highest 
peak energy, creating unprecedented photoacoustic impact, 
which shatters ink (or even complex pigmented lesions)  
into minute particles that the body easily absorbs. 

This mechanism results in better clearance, while using  
lower fluence and fewer treatments, than Q-switched lasers. 

Moreover, the photothermal effect created by Q-switched 
lasers causes significant discomfort during treatment and 


