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Tattoo Removal 

 

Tattoo removal, once believed to be impossible, has seen significant advancements with the advent 
of laser technology. Older methods of tattoo removal, including dermabrasion, salabrasion, 
cryosurgery, thermal destruction, continuous wave lasers, and excision, were more invasive and 
less effective. Today, laser tattoo removal is considered the gold standard, utilizing Quality 
Switched (QS) lasers, which allow for the non-invasive and targeted removal of tattoo ink from the 
skin. This technique is based on the principle of selective photothermolysis, which harnesses light 
energy to break down the pigment particles while minimizing damage to surrounding tissues. 

Mechanisms of Laser Tattoo Removal 

Laser tattoo removal relies on the principles of selective photothermolysis, which refers to the 
targeted destruction of specific pigments within the skin using light energy. The effectiveness of 
laser tattoo removal depends on four key factors: 

➢​ Penetration of Light: The laser light must be able to penetrate deeply enough into the skin 
to reach the tattoo pigment, which resides in the dermal layer of the skin. 

➢​ Absorption of Laser Energy by Tattoo Pigment: The laser's wavelength must be absorbed 
more efficiently by the tattoo pigment than by the surrounding skin. Different tattoo 
pigments absorb light at different wavelengths, which is why various types of lasers are 
used to target different colors of ink. 

➢​ Pulse Duration: The duration of the laser pulse must be extremely short to ensure that the 
tattoo pigment is heated quickly to a fragmentation temperature, before the heat can 
dissipate to the surrounding tissues. 

➢​ Energy Delivery: Sufficient energy (measured in Joules/cm²) must be delivered during 
each pulse to break down the pigment particles into smaller fragments that can be removed 
by the body's immune system. 

Each treatment is customized to the patient based on factors such as spot size (measured in 
millimeters), fluence (measured in Joules/cm²), and repetition rate (measured in Hertz) to 
optimize the breakdown of tattoo pigment while minimizing skin damage. The tattoo color and 
skin type of the patient are important considerations when choosing the appropriate laser.  

Laser Devices and Technology 

Currently, four main types of Q-switched lasers are used in tattoo removal, each with different 
wavelengths to target various ink colors effectively: 
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➢​ Q-switched Frequency-Doubled Nd:YAG (532 nm): Best for targeting red, orange, and 
yellow pigments. 

➢​ Q-switched Ruby (694 nm): Effective for darker tattoo pigments, such as black and blue. 
➢​ Q-switched Alexandrite (755 nm): Suitable for green and blue pigments. 
➢​ Q-switched Nd:YAG (1064 nm): Penetrates deeply and is primarily used for black and 

dark-colored tattoos. 

The choice of laser device is determined by the specific characteristics of the tattoo, such as ink 
color, depth, and location on the body. 

Treatment Protocol 

Laser tattoo removal is typically performed in multiple treatment sessions, spaced seven to eight 
weeks apart. This interval allows time for the body to gradually remove the fragmented tattoo 
pigment via the lymphatic system. In each session, a portion of the pigment is targeted and broken 
down, but complete removal requires several treatments. It is essential to avoid treating tattoos 
too frequently, as this increases the risk of adverse side effects, without necessarily accelerating 
the removal process. 

Kirby-Desai Scale for Predicting Treatment Success 

Prior to 2009, determining the number of treatments required for laser tattoo removal was often 
based on clinical estimation, which led to uncertainty and patient frustration. The development of 
the Kirby-Desai Scale in 2009 introduced a more structured, evidence-based method to predict 
treatment outcomes. The scale evaluates six parameters: 

➢​ Skin type (Fitzpatrick scale) 
➢​ Tattoo location 
➢​ Tattoo color 
➢​ Amount of ink 
➢​ Presence of scarring or tissue change 
➢​ Tattoo layering 

Each of these parameters is assigned a numerical value, and the combined score helps estimate the 
number of treatments needed for successful tattoo removal. The use of this scale has become the 
standard in clinical practice, as it provides a more accurate prediction of the treatment course and 
success. 

Side Effects and Complications 

While laser tattoo removal is generally safe and effective, it carries the risk of several potential side 
effects and complications: 
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➢​ Hyperpigmentation and Hypopigmentation: Skin discoloration, such as dark spots 
(hyperpigmentation) or light spots (hypopigmentation), can occur, especially in individuals 
with darker skin. Hypopigmentation is more common and tends to occur in darker-skinned 
individuals due to their higher melanin content. 

➢​ Textural Changes: Laser removal can cause textural changes in the skin, such as scarring or 
atrophic areas, although these are rare if the treatment is performed correctly. 

➢​ Burns and Scarring: While burns leading to scarring are uncommon, they can occur, 
particularly if the treated area is not cared for properly post-treatment. Following proper 
aftercare protocols significantly reduces this risk. 

➢​ Paradoxical Darkening: Occasionally, the treated tattoo may become darker, rather than 
lighter, a phenomenon known as paradoxical darkening. This is especially observed in 
tattoos with flesh tones, pinks, and cosmetic makeup inks, and may require additional 
treatments or alternative approaches. 

Conclusion 

Laser tattoo removal has revolutionized the ability to remove tattoos effectively, utilizing advanced 
lasers and the principle of selective photothermolysis. While the procedure is highly effective, it 
requires multiple sessions and careful consideration of various factors, including ink color, tattoo 
location, and the patient's skin type. The Kirby-Desai Scale has become a standard tool to predict 
treatment success and improve clinical outcomes. Although the procedure is generally safe, 
potential side effects, such as pigmentation changes and textural alterations, must be managed 
carefully to avoid complications. With ongoing advancements in laser technology and treatment 
protocols, the ability to safely and efficiently remove tattoos continues to improve. 
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