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Abstract
Background: Almost one-third of US adults (29%) have a tattoo, and almost half (47%) of millennials reported having a tattoo.
With more people getting tattoos, there is an increased risk of infectious diseases, skin infections, and allergic reactions. Tattoo
artists can influence these health risks with their standards of practice, tattoo inks, and sterilization techniques. Although tattoos
are becoming mainstream, it was unclear if tattoo artists would be a hard-to-reach population. Using social media sites represents
a promising method for recruiting tattoo artists for Web-based survey studies.
Objective: The aim of this study was to evaluate various Web-based platforms and traditional methods for recruiting tattoo
artists into a descriptive Web-based survey study.
Methods: Recruitment occurred via Facebook ads , Instagram, Twitter, website, Web-based advertisement, emails, and postcards
mailed to tattoo shops.
Results: Recruitment methods resulted in 2332 respondents, of which 1845 answered question 1, “Are you a tattoo artist?”
Only 1571 were tattoo artists. Facebook ads recruited the most study participants. Facebook accounted for 1228 (1228/1571,
78.17%) respondents who were tattoo artists. This number surpassed the next leading category of HTTP Referer unknown, which
had 268 (268/1571, 17.06%). The Tattoo Survey 2015 website recruited 45 (45/1571, 2.86%) tattoo artists, whereas other
Web-based sources contributed to the recruitment of 28 (28/1571, 1.78%) tattoo artists. Twitter and email had the lowest response
rate with only 0.06% (1/1571) each.
Conclusions: Social media sites enhanced survey participation, making it easier to reach tattoo artists nationwide. Of the
recruitment methods used, Facebook ads were the most effective option, both for cost and recruitment rates. This study’s findings
extend those of the previous research studies that demonstrated the timeliness, ease, and effectiveness of using Facebook ads for
recruitment.
(JMIR Dermatol 2019;2(1):e14151) doi: 10.2196/14151
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Introduction
Recruiting for a national study has changed in today’s research
climate with the continued reduction of home landline
telephones. Accessing participants through the internet and
social media has become a common substitute and an asset in
national surveys. There are many social media platforms
including Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Pinterest, Snapchat,
LinkedIn, and YouTube, all of which are potential sources for
recruitment. Even with their potential for recruitment, it is
important to understand the research limitations of social media
based on the platforms’ infrastructures, such as self-selection
bias.
Facebook continues to be the primary social media platform
used in the United States [1]. According to a recent survey, 68%
of US adults use Facebook. The percentage increases in younger
age groups with 88% of 18- to 29-year-olds using some type of
social media and 78% in people aged 30 to 49 years [1]. As of
September 2018, Facebook reported 1.49 billion daily active
users and 2.27 billion monthly active users [2].
Following Facebook, Instagram is the next most used platform
among US adults (35%) [1]. Instagram is used to share images
and is widely used by tattoo artists. As of December 21, 2018,
there have been over 19 million public posts using the hashtags
#tattooist (4.4 million), #tattooer (3.4 million), or #tattooartist
(11.4 million). There have been over 150 million public posts
using #tattoo (103.4 million) or #tattoos (46.9 million) [3-7].
According to the New York survey service Harris Poll, almost
one-third of US adults (29%) have a tattoo, and almost half
(47%) of millennials reported having a tattoo [8]. With more
people getting tattoos, there is an increased risk of skin
infections, such as Methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus,
nontuberculous mycobacterial infections— Mycobacterium
chelonae
and
Mycobacterium
abscessus,
and
pseudoepitheliomatous hyperplasia [9-13]. Skin infections from
tattoos can be a consequence of unsterile equipment,
contaminated tattoo ink, or using tap water to dilute tattoo ink
([14]; Griffin et al, in press). “A person can have an allergic
reaction to various components in the ink which can result in
an itchy rash at the tattoo site or other skin condition including
granulomas – small knots or bumps, or keloids – raised areas
caused by overgrowth of scar tissue” [15].
In the original study, the recruitment goal was at least 461 tattoo
artists who primarily tattooed in the United States, although
1315 participants were included in the study after all inclusion
and exclusion criteria [15]. The purpose of this paper was to
evaluate various Web-based platforms and traditional methods
for recruiting tattoo artists into a descriptive Web-based survey
study.

Sapp et al
regulations in the United States. The study used a descriptive
survey research design, and data were collected through a
Web-based survey. Tattoo artists were recruited from September
2015 to February 2016. Tattoo artists were eligible to participate
if they were aged 18 years and older and primarily tattooed in
the United States [15].

Recruitment
Recruitment for the research study was conducted through
various processes and platforms. Traditional advertising,
Web-based marketing, Web-based advertisements, social media,
snowball sampling, tattoo conventions, and tattoo registries
were used.
Marketing strategies are prominent for selling products or
services, and branding is an intricate part of marketing.
According to North Star Marketing, brand consistency helps
manage perceptions and eliminates brand confusion [16]. For
consistency and branding, all recruiting materials, websites, and
social media domains used Tattoo Survey 2015 for easy
recognition; this included the website, Tattoo Survey 2015;
Facebook page, Tattoo Survey 2015; Twitter, Tattoo Survey
2015; and Instagram, Tattoo Survey 2015. Furthermore, a
consistent image accompanied the websites and social media
pages to maximize branding recognition. When appropriate,
consistent hashtags (#) were used to accompany various
Web-based
posts
and
images.
These
included
#TattooSurvey2015, #rockthesurvey, and #futureDrJessica.

Tattoo Convention and Emails
A tattoo convention was attended in September 2015 in Tampa,
Florida, for networking to recruit potential participants. Business
cards were collected from the tattoo artists’ booths and 131
emails were sent in October 2015 with an anonymous survey
link and details regarding the research project. Tattoo artists
were represented from 109 tattoo shops in 24 states. It was
discovered at the tattoo convention that most tattoo artists used
Instagram to advertise their tattoos and artwork. This detection
was the determinant to include Instagram and Twitter in
recruiting (in addition to Facebook) them.

Facebook
Facebook ads were the predominantly used Web-based
advertisements. In total, there were 6 Facebook ad campaigns
used for various purposes. A campaign was used to promote
the Facebook page to increase Likes of the page (Figure 1). The
target audience was individuals that had an interest in tattoos,
located in the United States, and aged 18 years and older. This
campaign had the fewest selection criteria. The second campaign
was to promote the Tattoo Survey 2015 website that directed
individuals who clicked on the advertisement to the website
(Figure 1). The remaining 4 campaigns were used to send
individuals directly to the Web-based survey.

Methods
Study Overview
The study aimed to gain an understanding and describe the
perceptions and opinions of tattoo artists regarding tattoo

http://derma.jmir.org/2019/1/e14151/

XSL• FO
RenderX

JMIR Dermatol 2019 | vol. 2 | iss. 1 | e14151 | p. 2
(page number not for citation purposes)

JMIR DERMATOLOGY

Sapp et al

Figure 1. Facebook ads—Tattoo Survey 2015 Facebook page and website.

The target audience for campaign 3 (Figure 2) were individuals
aged 18 years and older, located in the United States, with
special interests, such as tattoo machines, tattoo ink, tattoo artist
magazine, and tattooist. Campaigns 4, 5, and 6 (Figure 3) had
the same target audiences, except they were specific to the

Florida region. The campaigns used various images, headers,
and hashtags. The Facebook ads were staggered at different
time intervals between September 29, 2015, and January 6,
2016.

Figure 2. Facebook ad—take survey.
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Figure 3. Facebook ads—Florida.

Instagram
Tattoo Survey 2015 Instagram (Figure 4) was created to network
and recruit tattoo artists by following tattoo artists and receiving
followers on Instagram. Tattoo Survey 2015 followed over 1300
tattoo artists and had about 100 followers during the study.
Various images (n=25) were posted for recruitment from
September 30, 2015, to January 23, 2016. The anonymous
survey link was available in the biography section of the
Instagram profile (the link was changed to the study results link
once it concluded).

Twitter
Tattoo Survey 2015 Twitter (Figure 5) was created to network
and recruit tattoo artists by tweeting information, following
tattoo artists, and receiving followers on Twitter. Tattoo Survey
2015 followed about 90 tattoo artists and had about 17 followers
during the study. Various tweets (n=32) were posted for
recruitment from September 30, 2015, to February 2, 2016. The
anonymous survey link was provided in a pinned tweet for easy
access but also included multiple tweets (pinned tweet was
changed to the study results link once it concluded).

Figure 4. Tattoo Survey 2015 Instagram account.
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Figure 5. Tattoo Survey 2015 Twitter account.

Website
A website (Figure 6) was used to provide a central location to
direct participants to complete the survey and provide valuable
information including consent and research disclosures. The
website furnished more details than the social media platforms.
All social media pages (Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter)
included links to the survey and website.

Website Advertisement
World Tattoo Events is a website that is considered the
Web-based calendar for international tattoo conventions [17].
Tattoo conventions attract many tattoo artists. It would be
expected that the primary audience for World Tattoo Events is
the tattoo artists. As a result, a Web-based banner was displayed
on the website (Figure 7).

Figure 6. Tattoo Survey 2015 website.
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Figure 7. Website advertisement on World Tattoo Events homepage.

Figure 8. Tattoo Survey 2015 postcard (front and back).

Postcards
The Florida Department of Health has a Web-based registry of
tattoo shop inspections [18]. This registry was used to obtain
addresses of tattoo establishments throughout Florida. Over 400
postcards (Figure 8) were distributed to local tattoo
establishments via mail, and digital versions were posted on the
Web. Because there were only about 10 respondents who were
tattoo artists in the 4 weeks following the mailout, no additional
postcards were mailed for recruitment.

Snowball Sampling
Snowball sampling has evolved with technology developments
and social networking sites [19,20]. People continue to increase
Web-based interactions and use social media platforms for daily
conversation [21]. Snowball sampling included not only
word-of-mouth, but also viral interactions, such as Facebook
postings, repostings, and sharing through friend networks.
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Measures
Qualtrics software was used for the survey tool. Qualtrics
provided built-in embedded data including HTTP Referer [22].
The HTTP Referer data were used to determine the Web page
the respondent was on when he or she clicked the survey link.
This information was collected to determine the frequency of
recruitment sources and descriptive characteristics among
participants based on the referrer source. Demographics were
self-reported by study participants in the Web-based survey.
Facebook ads manager includes standard metrics that were used
to assess Facebook ads performance. Similar to the previous
studies using Facebook ads [23-27], reach, unique clicks, costs,
cost per click, and daily budget were examined. Duration
(number of days) of Facebook ads was also reviewed. Facebook
measures reach as the number of people who saw the ad at least
once. Impressions are the number of times the ad was on screen,
which can include multiple views by the same person. Unique
clicks are the number of people who clicked on the ad.
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Facebook Ads

Results
Recruitment methods resulted in 2332 respondents, of which
1845 answered question 1, “Are you a tattoo artist?” Only 1571
were tattoo artists (ie, answered yes). In the original study, there
were 1315 study participants after all exclusions [15].

Recruitment
With the various recruitment methods, Facebook recruited the
most study participants (Table 1). For the recruitment sample,
Facebook accounted for 1228 (1228/1571, 78.17%) respondents
who were tattoo artists. This number dominated all recruitment
efforts and surpassed the next leading category of referrer
unknown, which had 268 (268/1571, 17.06%). The Tattoo
Survey 2015 website recruited 45 (45/1571, 2.86%) tattoo artists,
whereas other Web-based sources recruited 28 (28/1571,
1.78%). Twitter and email had the lowest response rate with
only 0.06% (1/1571) each.

Facebook ads were the major contributor to recruiting tattoo
artists in the Web-based survey. The Take Survey ad (campaign
3) had the best response with 3234 unique clicks and a reach of
92,799. This resulted in a US $0.09 cost per click. There were
6 campaigns with a combined 7129 unique clicks and a reach
of 282,664. All Facebook ads cost US $1353.01. Table 2
displays the performance of each Facebook ad.

Participant Characteristics
Of the 1571 tattoo artists (Table 3), the majority were recruited
through Facebook (1228/1571, 78.17%). Most of the participants
were male (808/1571, 51.43%) and had been tattooing for 1 to
10 years (793/1571, 50.48%). Almost half of the participants
were aged 25 to 44 years (674/1571, 42.90%). The majority of
respondents were full-time tattoo artists (867/1571, 55.19%)
and tattooed in a tattoo shop (1013/1571, 64.48%) but did not
own a tattoo shop (952/1571, 60.59%).

Table 1. Recruitment referrer source for participants who answered yes to question 1 (Are you a tattoo artist?) (N=1571).
Referrer source

Frequency, n (%)

Facebook

1228 (78.17)

Twitter

1 (0.06)

Website

45 (2.86)

Email

1 (0.06)

Other Web-based source

28 (1.78)

Referrer unknown

268 (17.06)

Total

1571 (100.00)

Table 2. Facebook ads.
Facebook ads

Clicks

Reach

Cost, US $

Cost per click, US $ Daily budget, US $

Duration, days

Tattoo survey

3527

92,799

319.88

0.09

5

63

Tattoo survey 2015
Facebook page

452 (page likes)

6318

49.99

0.11

5

10

Tattoo Survey 2015
website

148

18,470

49.99

0.34

5

10

Florida tattooersa

514

43,979

219.75

0.43

10

22

300 Floridaa

1924

75,524

375.74

0.20

10

35

FL250a

708

39,047

287.70

0.41

350b

25

a

a

Facebook ads directly linked to the Web-based survey.

b

Lifetime budget of US $350 was used instead of a daily budget.
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Table 3. Descriptive characteristics of study sample based on the referrer source (N=1571).
Variables

Facebook (n=1228), Twitter (n=1),
n (%)
n (%)

Website (n=45), Email (n=1), Other Web-based source Referrer unknown
n (%)
n (%)
(n=28), n (%)
(n=268), n (%)

Male

639 (52.04)

0 (0)

20 (44)

0 (0)

14 (50)

135 (50.4)

Female

29 (2.36)

0 (0)

4 (9)

0 (0)

2 (7)

9 (3.4)

Missing

560 (45.60)

1 (100)

21 (47)

1 (100)

12 (43)

124 (46.3)

18-24

74 (6.03)

0 (0)

4 (9)

0 (0)

4 (14)

9 (3.4)

25-34

273 (22.23)

0 (0)

4 (9)

0 (0)

6 (21)

52 (19.4)

35-44

258 (21.01)

0 (0)

9 (20)

0 (0)

4 (14)

68 (25.4)

45-54

60 (4.86)

0 (0)

5 (11)

0 (0)

1 (4)

12 (4.5)

55-64

2 (0.16)

0 (0)

1 (2)

0 (0)

0 (0)

1 (0.4)

65-74

0 (0)

0 (0)

0 (0)

0 (0)

1 (4)

0 (0)

>75

0 (0)

0 (0)

1 (2)

0 (0)

0 (0)

0 (0)

Missing

561 (45.68)

1 (100)

21 (47)

1 (100)

12 (43)

126 (47.0)

<1

52 (4.23)

0 (0)

3 (7)

0 (0)

4 (14)

9 (3.4)

1-5

358 (29.15)

1 (100)

10 (22)

0 (0)

9 (32)

53 (19.8)

6-10

277 (22.56)

0 (0)

7 (16)

1 (100)

6 (21)

71 (26.5)

11-15

159 (12.95)

0 (0)

4 (9)

0 (0)

2 (7)

37 (3.0)

16-20

77 (6.27)

0 (0)

5 (11)

0 (0)

1 (4)

21 (7.8)

>20

88 (7.17)

0 (0)

7 (16)

0 (0)

3 (11)

17 (6.3)

Missing

217 (17.67)

0 (0)

9 (20)

0 (0)

3 (11)

60 (22.4)

Gender

Age (years)

How long tattooing (years)

Employment status of tattooer
Full-time tattoo artist

689 (56.11)

0 (0)

26 (58)

1 (100)

11 (39)

140 (52.2)

Part-time tattoo artist

109 (8.88)

0 (0)

5 (11)

0 (0)

3 (11)

24 (9.0)

Intermittent tattoo artist 112 (9.12)

0 (0)

3 (7)

0 (0)

4 (14)

23 (8.6)

Tattoo as a hobby

132 (10.75)

1 (100)

1 (2)

0 (0)

5 (18)

24 (9.0)

Missing

186 (15.15)

0 (0)

10 (22)

0 (0)

5 (18)

57 (21.3)

Tattoo shop

812 (66.12)

0 (0)

29 (64)

1 (100)

14 (50)

157 (58.6)

Tattoo convention

286 (23.29)

0 (0)

12 (27)

1 (100)

4 (14)

60 (22.4)

Home

308 (25.08)

0 (0)

8 (18)

0 (0)

12 (43)

74 (27.6)

Other

75 (6.11)

1 (100)

3 (7)

0 (0)

1 (4)

18 (6.7)

Yes

292 (23.78)

0 (0)

16 (36)

0 (0)

3 (11)

57 (21.3)

No

751 (61.16)

1 (100)

20 (44)

1 (100)

21 (75)

158 (59.0)

Missing

185 (15.07)

0 (0)

9 (20)

0 (0)

4 (14)

53 (19.8)

Location of tattooing

Own a tattoo shop

Discussion
Principal Findings
The acceptance of tattoos has shifted greatly since tattoos were
often associated with deviant behaviors in previous decades
[28]. The tattoo community is more than people who have
http://derma.jmir.org/2019/1/e14151/
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tattoos. On the basis of the previous literature, it is not easy to
be considered a part of the tattoo community [28]. Having a
tattoo does not automatically include individuals into the tattoo
community. Even tattoo artists have a hierarchy, although tattoo
artists may be accepted based on a shared profession. There is
a devotion in the tattoo community that extends beyond having
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a tattoo, such as emphasizing the talent and elevating the
profession to admired pieces of art.
Although tattoos are becoming mainstream, it was unclear if
tattoo artists would be a hard-to-reach population. There is a
paucity of research related to tattoo artists in the United States,
so it was difficult to compare the recruitment efforts of other
studies, including using social media or Web-based resources.
The response to the Web-based survey was a surprise
considering most of the responses occurred in the first 6 weeks
of distribution, mainly from Facebook.
As so many tattoo artists use Instagram, it was expected that
Instagram would have been effective in recruitment efforts.
Instagram is readily used by tattoo artists to showcase their
artwork, tattoos, and establish a Web-based portfolio. Instagram
is beneficial because it is free for users and eliminates the added
expenses for website domains and hosting. This is also a benefit
for tattoo artists because they can develop their brand based on
their name or alias, which is independent of a tattoo
establishment. This is especially helpful for tattooists that do
not own a tattoo establishment. However, the limitations of
Instagram may have hindered its use, ultimately making it an
ineffective recruiting tool in this study.
Email and Twitter both had a poor response rate. Emails can
be cluttered with promotions, so this may influence the lack of
response from email recruitment, especially if the recipient feels
it was unsolicited. Tattoo artists may also prioritize their emails
for clients or appointment inquiries. On the basis of the business
cards that were collected from the tattoo artists’ booths at the
tattoo convention, Twitter handles were not included as
frequently as Instagram or Facebook. This could be an indicator
that Twitter is not as popular among tattoo artists. In addition,
no paid advertisements were used on Twitter or Instagram.
Social media sites enhanced participation because it was an
electronic platform that was easily distributed to reach tattoo
artists nationwide. Social media may represent increased access
to survey respondents [29] and is less costly than traditional
recruitment methods [30]. The study sample included
respondents from all 50 states. Of the recruitment methods used,
Facebook ads were the most effective option, both for cost and
recruitment rates. The cost per click rates varied between US
$0.09 and US $0.43 for all Facebook ads that were directly
linked to the Web-based survey. For the 2 advertisements
targeting page likes that began in September and October, the
cost per click rates were US $0.11 and US $0.10, respectively.
Overall, Facebook ads are promising for recruiting tattoo artists
for a Web-based survey. Out of 2332 respondents, 1571 were
tattoo artists. It is assumed that the remaining 761 respondents
were not tattoo artists. All advertisements and recruiting
materials specifically stated tattoo artists in the messages. The
response from non–tattoo artists may indicate the benefit of
using Facebook ads to recruit persons with tattoos or those
interested in tattoos. This study’s findings extend findings of
the previous research studies that demonstrated the timeliness,
ease, and effectiveness of using Facebook ads for recruitment.
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Limitations
Use of social media leads to various limitations in research.
This study’s limitations include accessing only those with social
media accounts during the specified timeframe, September 2015
to February 2016. Even though there was a large sample size,
the results cannot be generalized, especially considering only
tattoo artists were recruited. Using targeted Facebook ads may
produce different outcomes with various populations. Also, race
was not captured in the demographics of the Web-based survey,
so it cannot be determined if this study’s recruitment efforts
had results similar to that of other studies where whites were
more likely than ethnic minorities to respond to Facebook ads
[31], although Facebook use among races is similar [1].
Although Instagram can be resourceful for tattoo artists, it has
limitations for research and recruitment. At the time of this
study, Instagram did not allow active website links in the text
portion of image posts. Instagram only permits hyperlinks in
the bio section of an Instagram profile. A website address can
be provided in the text, but a person would have to either copy
and paste the website address to go to the website or go to the
profile to click on the hyperlink. This creates extra steps and
reduces the ease of participation for Web-based surveys or
recruitment efforts.

Public Health Implications
More people are getting tattoos, which is driving it into the
mainstream culture. The technique used to create a tattoo
involves opportunities for harmful health effects, such as
infectious diseases, skin infections, and allergic reactions.
Although there are health risks associated with tattoos, it is
important to recognize the potential for integrating tattoo artists
in skin health promotion.
Tattoo artists inspect a person’s skin before tattoo placement,
which is an opportune time to identify skin or mole irregularities
that should be seen by a physician. Using sunscreen is essential
in tattoo maintenance to help preserve ink colors and details in
a tattoo, so this could be discussed along with using sunscreen
for skin cancer prevention. Tattoo artists can spend many hours
with a client in 1 tattooing session, so it is possible to have a
conversation for 5 to 15 min about skin health promotion.
Using community members, such as hairstylists or clergy, has
shown to be effective with various health topics. This concept
could be extended to tattoo artists to reach more people for skin
cancer prevention. Future research could explore tattoo artists’
perceptions of engaging with clients about skin health topics.
Using social media shows promise to reach this population.

Conclusions
Public health is dynamic and challenging, especially with the
constant changes that occur in social norms and way of living.
Technology has revolutionized lifestyles, and, as a result, has
become embedded into daily activities. As practitioners, it is
critical to evolve and encompass these digital tools to reach
more people to improve their quality of life.
Although it cannot be expected to reach everyone through social
media, Facebook ads showed to be effective in recruiting
participants (ie, tattooers) for a Web-based tattoo survey.
JMIR Dermatol 2019 | vol. 2 | iss. 1 | e14151 | p. 9
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Overall, Facebook ads seem to be an acceptable option to reach
this target population. In addition, it appears to be effective in
reaching younger populations (ie, aged 18-49 years).
As social media platforms offer new features, it is important to
reassess the use of Facebook ads along with other sites, such

Sapp et al
as Instagram. Since this study, Instagram has added video
options, which demonstrates how quickly technology changes,
which may reveal different impacts in the future. Continued
research is needed for tattoo artists and tattoo consumers because
of limited literature and studies for this population.
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