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Sparing Phenomenon in Tattoos:
An Underestimated Phenomenon
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Dear Editor,

I read with great interest the recent article by Bojahr et al
published in the Journal about a patient that experienced
sparing phenomenon, reverse Koebner type, as chronic urti-
caria spared tattooed areas [1]. As the authors acknowledged,
sparing phenomenon is non-specific from a skin condition
and is not restricted to psoriasis or urticaria. The frequency of
this phenomenon is unknown but could be underestimated.
It may go unnoticed for the patient if the phenomenon is too
mild to be noticed: small tattoos, low number of tattoos, lack
of extensive rash, lack of symmetry of the rash, and lack of
notable impact on patient quality of life. Additionally, physi-
cians may simply overlook it due to lack of interest to search
specifically for this phenomenon in a tattooed patient.

As a dermatologist with specific interest in tattoos and
tattoo-associated health issues, I tend to observe with care
the tattooed skin of my patients. In my own experience, both

in France or in Finland, I have seen patients disclosing sparing
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phenomenon with various conditions, such as psoriasis
(N =2 patients), including 1 that was previously reported [2],
atopic dermatitis (N = 2), maculopapular exanthema
(N = 2), including 1 case figure published elsewhere [3], cu-
taneous vasculitis (N = 2), and cutaneous vasculopathy in
hepatitis C (N = 1). As showed by Spyridonos et al, it may be
difficult to notice a clear difference with the naked eye, and
automated mathematic tools may be of help [4]. There is also
sometimes a thin line between a mild sparing phenomenon
and the eye of faith of the observer. Acknowledging these
limitations, sparing phenomenon in tattoos exists and shows
that tattoos are not fully inert in the skin. The cause of this
local anergy is unknown but for psoriasis, and it has been
well known since the work by Eyre and Kruegger [5]. Future
studies should evaluate the prevalence of skin diseases in
heavily tattooed individuals that display tattoos from head
to toe. I would not yet recommend that patients get tattooed

only to induce remission of the disease.
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