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TEENS AND TATTOOS

To tattoo or not to tattoo?  That is a very common question these days.

A friend of mine called me with a real hot question.  His teenage son is active in the church and well respected by almost everyone.... and wants to get a tattoo.

I’ll dive in and address this, but I’m not going to tell you what to do, because every father and every family is different.  The key question is this:  Whose decision is this—your teen or yours?  And my answer is “it depends—based on your approach to parenting.”

On one hand, I can support the father who tells his teenager, “Tattoos are not an option while you’re living in our house.”  Of course, that father should be ready to give his reasons, and he’d be wise to set the rule in place before the issue comes up.

Not far from that approach is the father who leaves it up to his teen, but brings other factors into the equation.  For example, if a teenager wants to start making those kinds of long-term decisions, then maybe he’s ready to take on other adult responsibilities—like funding his own college education, paying for room and board and transportation, and so on.  At the very least, he needs to pay for the vaccines necessary in case the tattoo artist didn’t use a sterile needle.

Other dads will choose to take the role of advisor—where it really is the teen’s decision.  They emphasize letting their teen learn from their own good or bad choices—and I can support these dads as well.

There’s wisdom in looking at the bigger picture—thinking about your relationship five or ten years from now.  Will this be a big issue then?  If so, then make it a big issue now.  If not, then don’t.

No matter what you decide, I want to provide some ideas for you to think about.  Because whether you’re explaining your decisions or advising your teen about his or her decision, you need to be ready to talk about this issue—and the larger principles involved.

Now, we know it’s hard for teenagers to imagine they’ll ever be our age some day—with different tastes and different priorities.  But you were a teenager once and it might be instructive—and humorous—to pull out old photos of yourself with an outdated hairstyle...muttonchops sideburns...and show them to your teen.  Point out that the bad fashion decisions you made were temporary—and you’re glad about that.  But, tattoos are pretty much forever.

Taking another approach, you might tell your teen that even though you know what great kids they are, and you don’t judge them by their looks, other people (and maybe some relatives) might make certain assumptions based on the fact that they have a tattoo.  What if a girl he wants to date or an employer he wants to work for doesn’t like tattoos?  Your teen should know that some employers and even some summer camps have a policy of no visible tattoos.  Help them see down the road a few years, and hope he takes all this into account.

Or just talk about the reason for the tattoo.  Is it to feel accepted?  Is it some kind of rebellion?  Is she trying to stand out from the crowd?  She may not identify her reasons in those terms, but you may uncover some deeper issues that need to be addressed.  And, it could be that identifying the deeper reason—and talking about that—will take some of the “fun” out of getting the tattoo.

I know it’s a tough issue.  But however you handle it, strive to be understanding and avoid jeopardizing the future of our relationship with your teenager.

Oh, when asked the question do my two sons have a tattoo?  The answer is Yes.  What about you, Dave?  Same answer.  We all have the same tattoo at the same body location.  Why?  It was a Father-Son deal because we all wanted to outwardly show our oneness, which was in many ways a new chapter in our book of father and sons.  Do I regret it?  I show it proudly.  It makes me cry when I think of that time I did it with the laughter of my two sons, the pain and what really went on in Screamin Mimi Tattoo parlor that went unsaid but clearly understood by all of us in the Clark family.
What I allowed it to do was divide me and my son and if you just sit back in life and look at the really bad and the really good of your kids – I am not sure a tattoo is where you want to draw a line.  I did and it took our relationship to even lower ebb of our relationship.  Now he is a Pastor in a poor socio-economic area of town and served in a gang-infested metropolitan city in Texas and it bridged gaps I could have never achieved with my white preppy look. I soon chose I did not need to judge the outside without the inside.  I have a great son – tattoos and all! Two for that matter.  As a footnote, mom has the same tattoo but in a more discrete part of the body. Unity as odd as that sounds. (I would do another one but no matter what folks say – it hurt! Not up for that again!).
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