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Introduction

Body piercing is not only my profession; it is my profound and lasting passion. I am still intrigued and delighted by piercing after devoting decades to the industry, performing over forty thousand piercings on other people, and receiving more than forty of my own. When I started working at a small business called Gauntlet in the 1980s, there was only one piercing specialty studio in the United States, and I was its manager. I went on to run my own piercing shop in New Orleans for over a dozen years before Hurricane Katrina brought that to an end.

Now I reside in Yucatán, Mexico, and do guest piercing at fine studios all around the United States. I write a monthly Q & A column for a body art industry trade magazine and teach annually at the Association of Professional Piercers (APP) conferences. I’m volunteering for my fourth elected term of service on the Board of Directors, this time as president.

Over the years I’ve witnessed tremendous growth and many improvements in my field, but one thing never changes: piercing breaks the protective barrier of the skin and leaves a foreign object in the body. Therefore there are risks of infection and other potential dangers. Piercings require appropriate care to heal, and sometimes even when everything is handled properly you can experience problems for no known reason—and I’m here to help.

The art of body piercing is still evolving, and debates persist among professional piercers about basic aspects of the craft including regimens for aftercare and suggestions for troubleshooting. The information in this booklet is intended to distill the most sensible and effective advice available. Read on and educate yourself so you can properly care for a healing piercing or find the help you need to deal with the complications from a bungled job.

I am a professional in the field of piercing, not medicine; this booklet is not intended to provide medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. There is no substitute for a hands-on consultation with an experienced piercer or, when needed, the counsel of a health-care provider. This publication is intended to support—not replace—the relationships that exist between piercee and piercer or doctor.


1

Healing 101: Standard Aftercare

A piercing is a wound, albeit a unique one, because it is created intentionally and meant to heal with a foreign object present in the body. Even so, when we refer to “aftercare,” what we’re really discussing is wound care,1 which includes:


•  Minimizing factors that inhibit healing

•  Enhancing the healing process

•  Reducing the risk of infection



The Evolution of Aftercare

Years ago, the usual treatment for a healing piercing involved applying alcohol twice daily and frequently turning the jewelry so it wouldn’t get stuck. This antiquated method is now viewed as a rather brutal abuse of a piercing.

Most over-the-counter wound care remedies are not appropriate because they are not intended for the long-term care piercings require, nor are they meant for use on puncture wounds. Piercers and piercees had to improvise because products specifically designed for the purpose of healing body piercings had yet to be introduced. Over the past few decades, piercers advocated an assortment of products, including Betadine, Hibiclens, alcohol, hydrogen peroxide, Neosporin, and Dial soap. Yet, today, these are all considered potentially detrimental to healing piercings. Bactine and other pierced ear solutions were also commonly suggested, but they, too, have fallen out of favor. See details in “What Not to Use on Your Piercings.”

The methods of cleaning and caring for piercings have developed over time through trial and error. New regimens have come about through a better understanding of how piercings heal and access to more suitable products.

Consider the experience of an unfortunate man who got his nipple pierced in 1986:


“That piercing took six or seven years (yes, years) to properly heal.… I would attribute that to the ‘aftercare’ we practiced back then. The usual choices were washing with Betadine (iodine scrub) or Hibiclens, a (possibly carcinogenic) surgical scrub. Yup, way too harsh. I cut the Hibiclens to half-strength a few years into it. See, aftercare was evolving even then.…” C.



Countless piercees have healed well using the commonsense aftercare guidelines offered here. That said, there is one fundamental principle about healing: human bodies vary. Not all piercees respond in the same way to the same products and procedures. Effort and patience are sometimes needed to figure out what works best to heal your piercing. You may even find that what worked well in the past does not have the same effect on a subsequent piercing. Variations in climate, water quality, your health, and many other factors impact the healing course.

Aftercare Advice: The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly

Understandably, you may feel confused by conflicting aftercare advice advocated by different piercers, friends, and medical professionals. Some methods are obsolete, others are too new, and still others are bizarre or downright harmful. Individuals on Internet forums may swear by off-the-wall products like rum or meat tenderizer, but beware of wacky care regimes such as these, or a strict no-cleaning approach.

Products designed for piercing care have inundated the market in recent years. Many are touted as “the best” or “the only” thing to use, so it can be confusing to decide which, if any, to buy. In general, it is prudent to follow a straightforward healing regimen that emphasizes health and hygiene rather than miracle products.

Your primary resource for care instructions should be a competent piercer. Most professionals will provide information that is similar to what is advised below, though in less detail than is described here. (No piercer has the time to go into this amount of depth!) Other care regimens might work, but if your piercer’s advice differs radically from everything discussed in this book, use caution and common sense.

The aftercare guidelines should be conveyed to you at the piercing studio both verbally and in writing. Some laws governing piercing mandate this dual approach because the information is so important. A piercer who does not take the time to thoroughly explain the required care and cleaning is doing an unprofessional job, regardless of whether her implements are sterile and her piercings well placed.

The Wound-Healing Process

In order for you to care for your piercings properly, it helps if you understand the basic process your body goes through as it heals. The piercing follows a progression from a new wound to a healed piercing, during which the fistula (flesh tunnel) that holds the jewelry forms, seals up, and toughens. The stages described below overlap during the healing process.

During stage 1, or the inflammatory phase, a piercing is a fresh, open wound. Bleeding, swelling, and tenderness are all normal. Over the first few days, the blood clots and platelets and plasma infiltrate the wound to achieve hemostasis (stoppage of bleeding). As the wound begins to heal, the body forms and lays down basal (base) cells—the foundation layer of the epidermis.

Stage 2, or the growth or proliferative phase, lasts several weeks for most wounds. However, this stage routinely takes several more weeks, months, or even longer when you get a piercing, because these processes must take place around the jewelry present in the wound. This phase includes both granulation, during which your body produces cells, including collagen (proteins), to heal and strengthen the wound, and contraction, during which the edges of the wound usually pull together (contraction, however, is impeded in piercing because of the jewelry). This is the stage when “crusties” regularly form (see “Normal Piercing Secretions”).

During this phase, new skin cells, called epithelials, begin to grow from the edges of the wound inward, building upon the base layer. In a process called epithelialization, these cells grow together and thicken, and finally they completely line the wound, merging from end to end across the piercing, creating a sealed channel. The new skin is delicate and can still be torn quite easily at this stage. By the end of this phase, initial healing is considered complete.

Stage 3 is called maturation or remodeling. During this phase, the collagen becomes more organized. For a piercing, it takes months to years for the cells that have lined the interior of the channel—essentially, scar tissue—to strengthen and stabilize after the fistula has formed from end to end. Piercings commonly go through a series of cycles between the second and third stages.2

When one or more of these stages is disrupted or delayed, complications frequently occur. This is why healing piercings can be so challenging: keeping a foreign object inside a wound predisposes each stage to take longer than usual.

Normal Piercing Secretions

During stage one, as a response to the injury just hours after piercing, an inflammatory serous exudate (red and white blood cells, blood proteins, and other components) fills the wound to help with clotting, prevent infection, and begin the repair process.

Throughout much of the healing course, it is normal to experience “crusties,” a nonmedical term used to describe the dried discharge of serous exudates (lymph, dead cells, and interstitial fluid [liquid from between cells]) that comes from a healing piercing. A small amount of clear or straw-colored fluid seeps from the channel, dries, and forms a bit of crust on your jewelry and the tissue around the openings of your piercing. Never pick at it with dirty fingers!

This secretion is distinguished from pus, which is a yellowish-white, thick, often foul-smelling fluid. It is made up primarily of white blood cells, bacteria, and dead cells. Pus is secreted in response to inflammation or infection. You may see a small amount early in the initial stage due to inflammation; after that, this is not a normal piercing secretion. Compounds produced by certain microbes cause it to have a yellowish, grayish, or greenish appearance. Colored pus is indicative of infection.

Sebum is a substance from your oil glands that collects in healed piercing channels. It is a naturally occurring product of the body, containing fat, keratin (a fibrous protein), and cellular material.3 The purpose of sebum is to protect your skin and hair, keep it moisturized, and to inhibit the growth of microorganisms on the skin. People sometimes mistake it for pus, but it is more solid and cheeselike and has a distinctive rotten odor that reflects the dead cellular debris it contains. A piercing deodorizer called “Funk-Off” is effective at dealing with this smelly side effect.

What to Expect

Immediately after being pierced, some bleeding, swelling, and tenderness or pain are standard consequences. Bleeding may continue—usually intermittently—for a few days. Localized bruising is normal, though not typical for most piercings. Heavy blood flow or bleeding that continues for longer than a few days may be cause for concern, and you should contact your piercer or a physician. The placements that routinely bleed freely include the triangle piercing on women, and the Prince Albert, Apadravya, and ampallang piercings on men. On occasion an ear cartilage, nostril, lip, or eyebrow piercing will also gush; this may be a one-time event, or it could happen several times over the initial days.

If a piercing bleeds or swells substantially right after the piercing, an ice pack should be applied as soon as possible. Prepared piercers keep disposable instant cold packs ready for use. They can be wrapped in a clean
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