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From the KBIA Health & Wealth Desk, I’m Najifa Farhat. 

1 in 8 American women will develop breast cancer in their lifetime — often leading to long and arduous treatments that change the way a woman's body looks. 

KBIA’s Rebecca Smith has more about one option for women after treatment that’s helping them regain confidence in their bodies and themselves. 
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Melissa Kinkade says she embarrasses her young sons nearly every day. 

Nats: shared laughter 

(:XX) I think one of the quotes was ‘Mom's drawing nipples again…’ 

She owns a Columbia tattoo parlor called OneSeven Hair & Permanent Cosmetics. She says she’s been doing semi-permanent eyebrow and lip tattoos for many years, but about five years ago, she added nipples to her repertoire.

(:XX) If a tattoo artist can go and put a realistic looking face and eyeball on your arm, you should be able to tattoo a very realistic looking nipple… and I knew there was a need for it, I mean, how many people do you know that have had breast cancer and been affected by that? 

Dr. Ashley Wilbers is a University of Missouri breast surgical oncologist and says the field has tried to move toward less invasive surgeries that preserve the original breast tissue. But sometimes that isn’t possible — leaving women looking for interventions that help them reconnect with themselves and their bodies. 

(:XX) Women are losing a part of themselves and person to person, it varies how significant and important that is to their identity, but reconstruction is a place that can step in then and say, ‘Okay, can we at least attempt to help restore that sense of what was lost right now?’ 

She says breast reconstruction has become more of a focus in the past few years and is generally covered by insurance. But the challenge with nipple and areola tattoos is who should be doing the tattoo in the first place — medical professionals OR artists who have specialized? 

Stacie Becker is a longtime medical tattoo artist in Florida. She says it’s important for the two worlds to come together. Someone needs to be a good artist BUT also needs to know the intricacies of tattooing damaged skin. 

(:XX) Treatments cause different things to happen to skin. Radiated skin is very different from healthy skin. Certain medications can cause skin to react in different ways… 

Becker actually works across the hall from plastic and reconstructive surgery in her building and was encouraged to get into the field by a surgeon. But she warns the quality and cost of tattoos can vary wildly — based on who does them.  

A tattoo done by a physician might not be as artistically proficient and could cost thousands of dollars. Whereas one of Becker’s hundreds of hyper realistic nipple and areola tattoos costs $600.  

She adds there is a movement by tattoo artists, advocates and researchers to professionalize the tattoo specialty, so it can gain more recognition as an important part of the reconstruction process. 

Nicole Rizzuto is a former certified surgical technologist and a licensed tattoo artist in New York. She’s also the president of the Alliance for Medical Tattooing. 

The organization wants to standardize training, ensure quality and safety of the work and get insurance to cover the procedure — when done by tattoo artists. 

(:XX) Even though the tattoo is a very small part of the entire procedure and process of breast reconstruction and mastectomy. They're going to see it every day. They don't see what work they did on the inside with removing all the tissue… but those nipples, that areola, like, that's first and foremost."

She says she doesn’t want to take anything away from the medical team, but instead wants tattoo artists doing nipple and areola tattoos to be trusted and seen as a valuable part of someone’s care team AND for the tattoos themselves to be seen as another viable option for those who have undergone the trauma of breast cancer treatments. 

I’m Rebecca Smith, KBIA News. 


