
Traditionally, permanent tattoos 
are used to aid patient setup 
reproducibility in radiotherapy1. 

Previous studies, largely focussed 
on female patients with a breast 
cancer diagnosis, post treatment 
reported issues relating to 
cultural/religious beliefs, physical 
discomfort and a negative 
psychological impact associated

Figure 1: Permanent tattoo for breast cancer 
patient undergoing radiotherapy. Image sourced 

from https://www.thebeautyeditor.co.uk/free-radiotherapy-
tattoo-removal-with-the-beauty-editor/

with the permanent reminders that tattoos bring1-6.  This study 
aimed to explore broader patient perceptions of tattoos during 
radiotherapy within an Australian multi-cultural setting.
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Methods:

A questionnaire assessing situational 
unease due to modesty concerns was 
distributed to 312 patients receiving 
chest (C-female only) or pelvic (P) 
radiotherapy. 

Patient perspective on tattoos at time 
of treatment was investigated by 3 
selected response and 1 free-text 
question. 

Descriptive and summative content 
analysis of responses was conducted.

Results:

306 patients of diverse cultural background responded. All patients received tattoos as a part of their radiotherapy.

Discussion:

Patients resignedly accept tattoos, while also struggling with their negative impact. Negative perceptions to tattoos extend beyond 
female patients with a breast cancer diagnosis. With advances in imaging and surface-guided radiotherapy, and given patient concerns, 

SWSLHD Cancer Services is investigating a future without permanent tattoos. An alternative tattoo-less workflow has 
been developed and is currently under evaluation.
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11% agreed/strongly agreed with the statement 
“the permanent treatment marks upset me” (13% C; 

6% P). 

25% would have preferred an alternative to 
permanent marks (29% C; 15% P)

46% of the free-text responses revealed negative themes, including pain and/or needle phobia, unexpected procedure, 
religious/cultural objections, preference for an alternative, and permanent reminder.  The most prominent positive/neutral 

sub-themes related to the small size, followed by resignation to the situation and perceived accuracy.

They are 
unobtrusive so I 

am not concerned 
overall (C-086)

I understand they make 
"lining up" easier for 

treatment staff. A couple of 
dots is a little thing not 

worth stressing myself over 
(B-095) 

It hurt! (C-022)

I don't like 
tattoos but if 

that is best way 
for the staff to 
start treatment 

than that is okay 
for me (A-049)

Didn't realise it was 
permanent (D-041)

I wasn't aware I was going to 
have them (B-006)

I am uncomfortable with tattoos - 
in our religion we should not mark 

our bodies…. (C-077)

It will always be a reminder that I 
have had cancer. Not sure that's a 

good thing (B-047)

A texta mark would be 
less stressful then an 
injection for tattoos 

marking (C-074)

if there was an 
alternative I would have 
chosen the alternative. 
This was my very first 

tattoo (A-007)
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