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Why is your study important? What theory and empirical research evidence supports your research question? What methodological approach do you wish to take and why?  

Tattoos, once considered taboo or associated with counter-cultural movements, have increasingly become mainstream expressions of identity and personal narrative. However, lingering societal stigmas surrounding tattoos may impact the perceived professionalism, competence, and trustworthiness of individuals in certain professions, including therapists (Zidenberg et al., 2022). Research further suggests that individuals with tattoos are driven by the need to express their individuality and nonconformity (Swami, 2012; Swami et al., 2015; Tiggemann & Hopkins, 2011) and, in the case of professionals working within therapy services, service users are not always receptive in working with therapists with body modifications.

Zeidenberg et al. (2022) further support this and suggest that the presence of tattoos on a psychological professional does not impact perceptions of competency of a client, and that the general public reported feeling more at ease in working with a tattooed psychologist that a non-tattooed psychologist. Mullins and Bruce (2021) also imply that there is a generational difference in attitudes towards individuals with tattoos in the counselling profession, with younger generations far more receptive to receiving professional services from an individual with body modifications. There was, however, a stark difference when it came to placement of the tattoo, with a tattoo on the upper arms deemed the most acceptable (93% of respondents) whilst the face was significantly less so (10% of respondents). 

This study aims to explore perceptions of receiving therapy from a therapist who has visible body modifications in the form of tattoos on various parts of the body. With the use of VR, the aim will be to recreate an AI counselling setting with both a counsellor and prospective client, and participants will be be interviewed and asked about the session in question.  Findings from this research could inform therapeutic practices, contribute to discussions surrounding workplace diversity and inclusion, and help therapists navigate the complexities of personal expression within their professional roles.
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