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UNCOVERING EVIDENCE OF TATTOOS
AS PRESCRIPTIONS FOR PAIN AND TRAUMA.

BY KATE DANIEL

fter years of self-harm and resulting

treatment, Grace Ogren bravely quelled

her inner tempest. Yet the sight of her

scars made her sad, scared, and ashamed.

“Every time | saw them, [ was reminded of

how bad things could get... and would get
some pretty vivid flashbacks,” she says. “I felt like
I needed to hide them at all costs to avoid other
people’s disgust and judgment, or the possibility of
triggering someone... | felt contaminated.”

Eventually, Ogren sought her first tattoo— a

meadowlark bird framed with daisies and tulips —
to transform some of those scars into an emblem
of perseverance, recovery, and acceptance. “It felt
very empowering and like I was taking back control
of the narrative,” she says. “It’s like a visual sign of
moving beyond what had happened and making
something good and beautiful of an ugly time. It
gave me a sense of closure.”

HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE

Ogren is hardly an anomaly. Many trauma
survivors find that tattoos and the act of receiving
them are therapeutic, says Scott Giacomucci, DSW,
LCSW, director and founder of the Phoenix Center
for Experiential Trauma Therapy, which offers
specialized support and action-based, experiential
approaches to help those grappling with trauma,
grief, loss, and addiction.

“Trauma and tattoos have been intimately
connected throughout history,” says Giacomucci,
who created a YouTube series exploring the topic.
Among other purposes, from aesthetics to religious
rites, tattoos have historically served an important
role in healing, remembrance, and recovery for
various global cultures.

In 1991, tattoos were discovered on Otzi the
Iceman, a 5,300-year-old mummified man, and
are thought to be medicinal, according to tattoo
anthropologist Lars Krutak. And in the context

of modern American history, Giacomucci says

tattoos first gained popularity among communities,

including inmates, military members, sailors,

and activists, who happen to have higher rates

of trauma. Even more recently, groups such as

survivors of 9/11 and Hurricane Katrina have

turned to tattoos to cope with “collective trauma.”
Today, Giacomucci says, a broad swath of

the population uses body modification to help

externalize internal pain, memorialize loss,

reclaim bodily autonomy, or enhance self-image.

“Many experience tattoos as a protective armor, a

meaningful reminder of values or past adversity,

an expression of growth, or an embodiment of

meaning-making from past trauma,” he says, adding

that tattoos can also challenge stigmas and empower

survivors to control their own narrative. Although

not every artist or recipient names it as such, the

concept has gained traction, along with terms such

as “therapeutic tattooing” and “ink therapy.”

EXAMINING IMPACTS

Over the past two decades, several qualitative
studies have demonstrated what many already
know of tattoos’ healing potential, Giacomucci
says. For example, in a study published in 2025
in the American Psychological Association’s
“Traumatology,” researchers interviewed six
survivors of violent crimes. “Each participant
described how tattooing was a means to tell
one’s story, a form of meaning-making of one’s
experience, and a source of agency to reclaim
one’s body, power, and control over their lives,”
researchers wrote.

Another study, published in 2020 in Taylor &
Francis Group’s “Deviant Behavior,” analyzed
personal accounts of trauma survivors in different
countries. Researchers concluded that tattoos
appeared to be a personal coping mechanism
and “cultural practice of meaning making.” And
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