
There are online message boards where aspiring lawyers say 
they have tattoos and/or plan to get more, including visible ones, 
and they are asking about any potential negative career effects. 
The Marquette University Law School faculty blog had a post 
titled “What Happens when the Tattoo Generation Goes to Law 
School” that elicited a number of comments. One commenter 
seemed to prefer the idea of a lawyer with visible ink, saying 
that he “would rather have a person who has their sins laid out 
than tucked away.” Another commenter, a first-year law student 
who mentioned her visible ink and plans to add to it, said she 
would “rather be known as an excellent tattooed lawyer than as 
a mediocre lawyer without tattoos.” An additional commenter, 
who described himself as a “managing partner of a practice 

group within [his] firm,” said, “If you are 
good at what you do, your greatest strength 
can be opposing counsel underestimating you 
because you do not fit within the norms of a 
conservative culture.”

One blog post, “Do Lawyers Need to 
Hide their Tattoos at Work,” claims that a 
“whopping 45 percent of all law students have 
a tattoo.” This post is found on the website 

of a company called Tat2X, which makes products – such as 
tattoo cover-up sleeves, cover-up tape, and concealer makeup 
– that help customers hide their otherwise visible tattoos from 
their bosses (at least long enough to pass the job interview). 
One commenter said that even though he has visible tattoos, he 
would not spend money on a lawyer who had them. Another 
commenter, who saw nothing wrong with tatted lawyers, said 
that if judges “can’t handle your tattoos,” then they should “just 
close their eyes and listen to what you have to say.”

Lawyer Alison Monahan knows lawyers with tattoos but “not 
in places that are visible in a typical work setting.” Monahan 
is part of a joint operation called the Law School Toolbox 
(lawschooltoolbox.com), which seeks to “demystify the law 

L ong considered as fringe, especially for someone who was 
not in the military, tattoos are now part of mainstream culture. 
In fact, some 40 percent of U.S. adults between the ages of 

26-40 have at least one tattoo, according to the Pew Research Center. 
Has society reached the point where it is acceptable for a lawyer to 
have a tattoo? Or should any “Esq.” body art remain a secret affair?
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school experience.” When asked if tattoos on a lawyer might 
deter potential clients, Monahan thinks it “depends on the type 
of law, and the type of client. In some cases, maybe it could 
help create a commonality of interests (say if the lawyer does 
criminal defense or marijuana law), but that's probably not the 
case in other situations, where potential clients expect their 
lawyer to look conservative.”

Lawyer Kathy Morris says that, “In general, clients don't 
expect their lawyers to be tatted; the only ink they generally 
expect to see is for signing a contract or settlement agreement.” 
Morris, who is also a longtime career counselor for lawyers 
and founder of Under Advisement, Ltd. (underadvisement.
com), has several non-visible tattoos that she loves, but is 
“waiting until retirement to add the visible variety.”

Like few other subjects, tattoos can beget a generational 
divide. “I think it is beginning to depend on the age of the 
client and the type of legal matter. Young, themselves perhaps 
tattooed, tech entrepreneurs could well find a visible tattoo on 
a lawyer to be a sign of compatibility; more senior/traditional 
corporate clients may, to their dismay, have spirited offspring 
with visible tattoos, and don't really want to see them on their 
lawyers,” says Morris.  

It does not appear that the American Bar Association has any 
official policy on tattoos. But the court of first impressions can 
render its own judgements, and they can be as permanent as 
any body art.

“The legal industry is generally traditional and formal 
when it comes to professional appearance, and the pressure 
to conform to those conservative norms is more subtle than a 
decree or even recommendation from a bar association,” says 
lawyer Shauna C. Bryce, who adds that such pressure is “just as 
effective. People feel it, and in most cases, they either conform 
to the environment they’re in, or they leave for an environment 
that’s more open to their needs.” An advice columnist for 
Bloomberg Law, Bryce (brycelegal.com) works with lawyers 
to aid their career development and career transitioning. “I 
doubt many judges or hiring attorneys would openly admit to 
the bias,” Bryce says, “but I have little doubt the bias would be 
there. Even if only unconsciously. And so generally speaking, I 
would advise against a visible tattoo for lawyers who expect to 
work with corporate clients or appear in the courtroom.”

However, she does envision some situations where a lawyer 
actually might benefit from being tattooed: “I think there are 
a handful of times when tattoos, whether visible or hidden, 
might actually give a lawyer added credibility with her 
clients. An attorney working on prisoners’ rights, for example, 
might have additional rapport with her clients, or an attorney 

who works with other populations among whom tattoos are 
common: artists, musicians, military personnel and veterans, 
mixed martial artists and other athletes.”

Bryce also raises the possibility of the overall atmosphere 
being different down the road: “Even the legal sector changes 
with time. Thirty years from now, as today’s tattoo-friendly 
law students advance to positions of influence, it may seem 
quaint that we even discussed this topic.”

In the end, it is probably prudent to delay getting that oh-so-
cool scorpion inked on your neck. As Bryce says, “The reality 
is that today – and for the foreseeable future – visible tattoos 
are likely to have a negative impact on your career options.”

Ray Cavanaugh (sentbygatsby@gmail.com) is a member of the 
American Society of Journalists and Authors.
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Generally speaking, I would advise against a visible tattoo  
for lawyers who expect to work with corporate clients or 

appear in the courtroom.


