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hind the body art: unveiling the
elemental profile and heavy metal content of
natural tattoos and dyes by ICP-MS†

Laura Rubio, *ab Pedro Barrulas, *c Mafalda Costa, c Carmen Garcia-Jares,ab

Marta Lores b and Cristina Barrocas Dias cd

Temporary tattoos and dyes are increasing popularity as an alternative to permanent ones. However,

knowledge on its elementary composition is scarce and, this scientific gap can potentially make them

a source of heavy metal exposure on humans. The present research aimed to explore the possibility of

using the inorganic chemical signature to characterize natural pigments-based products and to

evaluate the heavy metal content in jagua temporary tattoos and henna temporary hair dyes and

tattoos. Thirty-four different samples of commercial products were analyzed for the presence and

quantity of eleven trace elements (Al, Cr, Mn, Co, Ni, Cu, Zn, As, Cd, Ba, and Pb) by inductively

coupled plasma mass spectrometry (ICP-MS). The overall mean concentrations varied between 0.02

and 973 mg g−1 in solid samples or 0.01–1878 mg g−1 for paste ones, wherein potential fake products

were uncovered. None of the 34 samples considered comply with the current European Cosmetics

Regulation. Samples were differentiated according to their Cr, Zn, Ba, and Pb content. The overall

results revealed highly variable levels in the investigated samples, which leads us to suggest detailed

quality controls of these materials, due the fact that their continued use can origin potential threat to

human health.
1. Introduction

Personal care products and facial cosmetics are one of the
main pillars of daily consumption, involving a high degree of
exposure among the population. Direct application of
cosmetics on human hair or skin makes the society vulner-
able to a wide variety of chemical compounds. Despite the
protecting function of the skin, these substances may
produce local effects such as irritation, sensitization, or
allergy. Among the hazardous substances contained in
cosmetics, such as allergenic fragrances, aromatic amines, or
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phthalates, heavy metals are widespread in color makeup
products.1,2

Henna is a typical example of a traditional cosmetic used
in different parts of the world since ancient times. In the
recent decades, its use as temporary tattoos or hair dyes has
become popular as well as other natural dyes that have
emerged such as jagua. Henna is a natural pigment derived
from dried and crushed leaves of the Lawsonia inermis plant
(from Lythraceae family), that contains lawsone (2-hydroxy-
1,4-naphthoquinone) as the bioactive compound, which is
responsible for the typical red-brown coloration.3 Jagua is
a natural colorant extracted from Genipa americana L. plant
(from Rubiaceae family) and contains geniposide and genipin
as active ingredients.4

The safety of henna and its main active ingredient has been
evaluated in specic hair dye formulations5 but no similar
assessment has been performed for henna temporary tattoos.
Simultaneously, although their allergenic potential has been
demonstrated,3,6 the regulatory consideration of jagua tempo-
rary tattoos has not yet been approached. Both types of
temporary tattoos can be considered as new-format cosmetics
or borderline products from the point of view of European
regulations.7 According to the guidelines of the Borderline
Products Manual, they should simultaneously comply with the
Cosmetics Regulation8 and the Toys Directive.9 However, the
reality is quite different: the chemical composition of these
© 2022 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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body-decorating products is diverse, most of them are not
correctly or fully labelled, do not have proper regulations, strict
specic legislation, implemented procedures, or any legal
market control.10,11

The nal chemical composition of theses natural pigments
can be severely impacted by natural and anthropogenic factors
but also through plants post-processing. Plants used to produce
henna and jagua pigments may be grown in contaminated
areas, and the derived products can be mixed with other plant
extracts or materials. Additional chemicals such as synthetic
dyes, solvents, or metallic salts may also be added to alter the
color and make it more intense. Consequently, marketed
products can contain relatively signicant amounts of heavy
metals12 present in the ingredients or unintentionally intro-
duced during the different steps of preparation. In this sense,
the European cosmetics legislation8 lists the metals allowed or
prohibited as ingredients throughout its annexes, as well as the
technically unavoidable metal impurity levels that come
primarily from colorants. To accurately evaluate the heavy metal
content in henna products, electrothermal or ame atomic
absorption spectrometry (ETAAS or FAAS12–18) and inductively
coupled plasma optical or atomic emission spectroscopy (ICP-
OES or ICP-AES19–22) have been used in previous studies. It is
important to mention that most of these works are exclusively
focused on Pb or trace amounts of Cd, Ni, or Co in order to
evaluate possible contaminations of these metals without the
intention to characterize the cosmetic products.

However, among the various techniques suggested for heavy
metal analysis in cosmetic products, inductively coupled
plasma mass spectrometry (ICP-MS) is strongly
recommended23–26 because it is a highly accurate, precise, and
sensitive analytical technique, allowing the measurement of
multi-elemental composition at trace levels in a single anal-
ysis.27,28 There are some studies using ICP-MS approach to
analyze trace metal contaminations in cosmetics, including
henna samples.29–34 Their results will be compared with those
obtained in our study. However, given the lack of information
on these decorative cosmetic products, the purpose is to go
further than an analysis of certain metals, trying to go as far as
characterization. In addition, innovative jagua products have
not yet been included in any published work, therefore here we
present and describe the rst paper where ICP-MS have been
applied to this type of samples.

Keeping in mind the increasing use of natural pigments
and their possible side effects and health impacts, the
present research aims to investigate the metal composition of
hair dye and temporary tattoo samples, estimate the levels of
some trace metals, and explore the possibility of using the
elemental composition to characterize this kind of samples.
The present study will contribute to the existing knowledge by
providing an informative overview of the heavy metal
contents in this type of products, as well as a discussion
based on the literature of the potential risks associated with
their exposure and potential health impacts to ensure
consumer safety. Acid digestion followed by ICP-MS was the
methodology approach used for the analysis of 11 trace
© 2022 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
elements in 34 henna and jagua commercial samples
included in this study.
2. Materials and methods
2.1. Chemical and reagents

All chemicals and reagents were used as received. Nitric acid
(HNO3, Suprapur® grade 65% (w/v), Merck®) was used both for
digestion and for standard solution preparation. Hydrogen
peroxide (H2O2, 30% (w/v) OPTIMA grade, Fluka Chemicals) and
hydrochloric acid (HCl, 37% (w/v) OPTIMA grade, Fluka
Chemicals) were also used on the digestion procedures. For
sample dilution, ultrapure water (18.2 MU cm quality) obtained
from a Milli-Q Integral 3 system (Millipore, Merck, Darmstadt,
Germany) was used. ICP-MS tuning solution was obtained by
Agilent Technologies (Palo Alto, CA, USA) and it was employed
for ICP-MS instrument optimization. Three calibration stan-
dards supplied by High-Purity Standards® (Charleston, SC,
USA) were used for standard addition calibration: two standard
solutions (solution A and B, ICP-MS-68B-A and ICP-MS-68B-B,
respectively) were employed. A third solution (ICP-MS-68B-C)
containing Ru, Rh, and Ir, was used as internal standard solu-
tion for dri monitoring during analysis.

To avoid sample contamination by any traces of metal, the
digestion Teon beakers used were rst soaked overnight in
5% (v/v) HNO3 and then soaked in distilled water for another
24 hours. They were then rinsed thoroughly with ultrapure
water, completely dried in the oven at 50 °C and stored until
use.
2.2. Samples

A total of 34 samples were acquired comprising henna tattoos
(17, HT), jagua tattoos (6, JT), henna hair dyeing samples (7,
HD) and henna samples for both purposes (3, HTD). One plant-
based tattoo (HPT) sample of unknown origin and composition
was also included and analyzed as another jagua. Henna
samples were purchased at through a well-known site available
to anyone on the Internet (Amazon, September 2020 to February
2021) from different sellers and at a very inexpensive price, with
the reception of two that were obtained from a local store in
Morocco (HT-13 and HT-14). Jagua samples, all those that were
conveniently available at the time of acquisition were also
purchased online. Table S1† details the characteristics of the
samples included in this study.

Samples were divided into two groups according to their
physical state: solid (11) and paste (23) and were correlatively
named. Paste samples included 17 hennas, ve jagua and
HPT; solid samples included 10 hennas and one jagua.
Regarding the color of the samples, the paste hennas pre-
sented a greater range of tonalities from more common colors
to more vivid hues. However, all other hennas were greenish
powders. Finally, all the jaguas and the HPT sample were
black. Most samples were not labelled, as happened with paste
hennas or HPT, being marketed without information labels
indicating their composition. Some samples report on their
labels the presence of natural extracts as well as other
RSC Adv., 2022, 12, 34414–34424 | 34415
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ingredients allowed in cosmetics as preservatives, such as
potassium sorbate, or state that they do not contain metallic
salts or heavy metals.

All samples were stored at room temperature under non-
moisture conditions and kept in their original containers pro-
tected from light until the analysis.

2.3. Sample preparation

Prior to the complete sample digestion procedure, samples were
submitted to a pre-digestion step due to their high organic
content. Two independent sample preparation and digestion
procedures (one for solid samples and other for paste ones,
detailed in Fig. 1b) were established in this work, in order to
determine the concentrations of 11 trace elements (Ba, Pb, Al,
Cr, Mn, Co, Ni, Cu, Zn, Cd, and As). Fig. 1a provides a general
picture of the complete digestion process while Fig. 1b shows
the different digestion procedures according to the sample type.

Briey, in both procedures, approximately 0.1 g of each
sample were accurately weighted in dry and clean PFA (per-
uoroalkoxy) Savillex® beakers and exposed to a pre-digestion
step with 2 mL of concentrated HNO3 at room temperature
for 24 h. Aer the pre-digestion period, samples were digested
in closed beakers over a hotplate at 120 °C for 3 h (during this
time the digestion could bemonitored through the formation of
an orange atmosphere). Subsequently, in the digestion method
for solid products, all samples were evaporated until dryness
over a hotplate at 150 °C, followed by cooling and addition of
2 mL of aqua regia freshly prepared (HNO3 : HCl, 1 : 3 v/v). The
second digestion step took place over a hotplate at 120 °C for
1 h. Samples were evaporated again and 2 mL of concentrated
Fig. 1 (a) General digestion process; (b) schematic digestion procedure

34416 | RSC Adv., 2022, 12, 34414–34424
HNO3 were added. The third digestion step was then started by
heating up the samples at 120 °C for a couple of hours. This step
was completed through addition, at room temperature, of 1 mL
of H2O2. However, in the method for paste samples only 1 mL of
H2O2 was added to all samples at room temperature. In both
cases, they are then placed on the hotplate at 80 °C. According
to safety rules in chemical laboratory, this procedure was
carried out in a fume hood. When digestion was complete
(colorless samples), samples were cooled, transferred to PFA
volumetric asks, and fullled with Milli-Q water up to 50 mL,
yielding a nal matrix of 2% HNO3 for analysis. Two blank
control solutions were prepared and analyzed following the
same digestions procedures for solid and paste samples,
respectively. Digested samples and blanks were stored and kept
at 4 °C until the analysis.

2.4. ICP-MS analysis

Multi-elemental quantication was performed using an Agilent
8800 Triple Quadrupole ICP-MS instrument (Agilent Technolo-
gies, Japan), equipped with a MicroMist nebulizer and a quartz
spray chamber. Parameters and operational conditions are
provided in Table 1.

In accordance with the analytes of interest, the collision/
reaction cell was in “He mode”, “O2 mode” and “no-gas
mode”. Prior to the analysis, the equipment was calibrated
with a tuning solution containing 10 mg L−1 each of Ce, Co, Li,
Tl, and Y in a matrix of 2% HNO3, the sensitivity and resolution
were optimized, and the doubly charged ions and oxides species
(<1.04%) were minimized. Along ICP-MS analysis, a solution
containing 400 mg L−1 of the three internal standards (101Ru,
s according to the type of sample: solid or paste.

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Table 1 ICP-MS operating conditions and instrument parameters

ICP-MS 8800 QQQ Agilent Technologies

Scan type MS/MS

Plasma
parameters

RF power 1550 W
RF matching 1.70 V
Carrier gas 1.20 L min−1

Nebulizer pump 0.10 rps
Collision
reaction cell
(CRC) gases

He 4.0 mL min−1

O2 0.50 mL min−1

Acq parameters Spectrum mode
Spectrum mode
option

Q2 peak pattern 1 point
Replicates 3
Sweeps/replicate 10

Isotope/CRC
gas mode

He 27Al, 52Cr, 55Mn, 59Co,
60Ni, 63Cu, 66Zn, 95Mo

O2
75As

No gas 55Mn, 107Ag, 111Cd,
137Ba, 208Pb, 209Bi
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103Rh, 193Ir) was added online to correct the data for possible
instrumental dris and matrix effects.

Standard addition calibration method was carried out for
the quantication. One sample of each type was used for the
calibration, HTD-2 and HT-4 for powders and pastes, respec-
tively, fortied at 0, 5, 10, 20, 50, 100, 200, 400, 800, and 1600
mg L−1 for each element. Quality controls were done analyzing
a standard solution of known concentration (400 mg L−1) every
10 samples. Method precision was evaluated running each
sample (HD-1 for powders and HT-1 for pastes) ten times and
reporting the relative standard deviation (RSD). Due to the
unavailability of certied reference material for metal analysis
in jagua and henna, the method was validated in terms of
accuracy by performing analyte recovery studies at six
concentrations (2, 5, 10, 20, 50, and 100 mg L−1), using sample
HD-2 as representative for powder group and sample HT-15 as
representative for pastes.
Table 2 Quality parameters of the method: precision, accuracy, and lim

Element

Solid samples

Precision
(RSD, %)

Recovery �
RSD (%)

LOQ
(mg g

Al 6.8 102 � 9 48
Cr 4.7 101 � 6 5.8
Mn 6.3 99 � 4 20
Co 6.3 112 � 10 0.29
Ni 5.7 111 � 12 1.8
Cu 6.2 102 � 9 1.1
Zn 6.2 116 � 8 1.9
As 1.2 99 � 3 0.06
Cd 5.9 113 � 7 0.01
Ba 4.5 97 � 5 0.88
Pb 3.2 101 � 11 0.15

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
The instrumental detection limits (LOD) were experimentally
obtained before the quantication of the samples. Quantica-
tion limits (LOQ) were calculated as three times the detection
limit values.
2.5. Statistical analysis

Thirty-four henna and jagua samples were quantitatively
analyzed by ICP-MS and characterized by eleven descriptors
(elemental concentrations) measured. The nal matrix data
obtained contained 34 rows and 11 columns. For subsequent
chemometric processing, all samples belonging to the different
types were assigned numerical codes: 1 (HD), 2 (HTD), 3 (HT), 4
(JT) and 5 (HPT) and solid samples were assigned to code 0 and
pastes, 6. The basic chemometric characterization of the
investigated samples was performed by cluster analysis (CLU)
which is used as a feature to group the key variables that explain
the principal data dimensionality.

STATGRAPHICS Centurion soware ver. 18 (2017) was used
for statistical treatment of the ICP-MS measurement results.
3. Results and discussion
3.1. Analytical method performance

Linearity coefficients of determination (R2), ranged from 0.9941–
0.9998 to 0.9986–1.0000 for solid and paste samples, respectively,
and the overall mean value was higher than 0.9986 (see ESI Table
S2†). Results of the method accuracy and precision evaluation
are summarized in Table 2, showing excellent to good recoveries
(87–118% for paste-type samples and from 97% to 116% for
solid-type samples) and RSD values (6% for pastes and 5% for
solid samples). The LODs and LOQs for the elements analyzed
are depicted in Tables S2† and 2, respectively.

LODs ranged between 0.004–16 mg g−1 for solids and
0.002–1.8 mg g−1 for paste samples. LOQs for the solid samples
ranged from 0.012 to 5.8 mg g−1, although they slightly increase
for Mn (20 mg g−1) and especially for Al (48 mg g−1). For paste
samples, LOQs ranged from 0.0058 to 1.5 mg g−1, being higher
for Al (5.4 mg g−1).
its of quantification (LOQ)

Paste samples

−1)
Precision
(RSD, %)

Recovery �
RSD (%)

LOQ
(mg g−1)

3.9 118 � 6 5.4
6.3 87 � 2 0.15
5.8 108 � 3 0.14
9.1 95 � 2 0.04
8.8 110 � 2 0.26
3.5 97 � 2 0.27
2.1 103 � 14 1.5
9.9 91 � 2 0.025

2 7.7 90 � 8 0.0058
2.5 103 � 11 0.13
4.1 95 � 11 0.028

RSC Adv., 2022, 12, 34414–34424 | 34417
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3.2. Heavy metal content in henna and jagua samples

The division of the purchased samples into two main groups
according to their physical state: solids and pastes, has been
kept for the results evaluation. It is mandatory to carefully chose
the elements according to their importance and their relation-
ship with toxicity and health. Therefore, Al, Cr, Mn, Co, Ni, Cu,
Zn, As, Cd, Ba, and Pb were selected to be analyzed by ICP-MS.
Affinities and differences between the samples were explored
according to the typology considered.

A rst look at the obtained data (see Table 3), revealed that
the physical state of the natural tattoos and dyes studied can be
easily discriminated according to their chemical composition.
Both groups contained considerable amounts of heavy metals
and showed a wide variation among the samples. Since solid
samples revealed more information than the pastes and
generally with higher concentrations, this approach may be
used to chemically distinguish between pastes and solids,
providing an analytical tool with the evident application on
potential fraud control on the global market. A closer look
shows that the elements Ba and Pb can be used to discriminate
Table 3 Results of the trace elements (mg g−1) in all the investigated samp
JT: jagua tattoo; HPT: herbaceous plant

Al Cr Mn Co N

Solid samples HD-1 718 37 80 0.68 5
HD-2 218 20 117 0.50 6
HD-3 193 50 113 0.80 1
HD-4 414 44 101 0.60 6
HD-5 420 23 118 0.59 4
HD-6 457 40 91 0.56 5
HD-7 711 57 99 0.98 8
HTD-1 974 <5.8 75 0.90 <
HTD-2 850 57 141 1.0 8
HTD-3 318 23 131 0.55 4
JT-4 51 <5.8 <20 <0.29 <

Paste samples HT-1 25 3.3 0.38 <0.04 <
HT-2 8.4 1.4 0.28 <0.04 <
HT-3 185 0.17 0.53 <0.04 <
HT-4 7.8 130 1.1 <0.04 <
HT-5 <5.4 <0.15 0.15 0.04 <
HT-6 <5.4 0.29 1.1 <0.04 <
HT-7 7.1 0.25 1.3 <0.04 <
HT-8 8.9 0.16 0.36 <0.04 <
HT-9 <5.4 0.63 1.4 <0.04 <
HT-10 9.7 0.87 0.35 0.05 <
HT-11 260 14 39 0.37 5
HT-12 8.8 0.95 0.28 <0.04 <
HT-13 <5.4 0.23 0.16 <0.04 <
HT-14 <5.4 0.16 <0.14 <0.04 <
HT-15 <5.4 <0.15 0.22 <0.04 <
HT-16 235 11 60 0.24 1
HT-17 9.6 0.16 0.53 <0.04 <
JT-1 <5.4 0.15 1.8 <0.04 <
JT-2 <5.4 <0.15 0.24 <0.04 <
JT-3 8.0 <0.15 0.21 <0.04 <
JT-5 <5.4 0.15 <0.14 <0.04 <
JT-6 <5.4 0.51 <0.14 <0.04 3
HPT 6.0 274 <0.14 <0.04 <

34418 | RSC Adv., 2022, 12, 34414–34424
among the pastes group samples. In the case of the solid
samples, a similar situation occurs, but the two discriminating
elements are now Al and Zn. It is relevant to mention at this
point that other three elements that we initially considered (Mo,
Ag, and Bi) were discarded since their presence was not detected
using the methodology adopted in this work.

Based on the showed overall mean concentrations, the heavy
metal levels in the solid-type products were in the following
decreasing order: Al > Mn > Cr > Ba > Zn > Cu > Ni > Co > Pb > As
> Cd. However, it is important to note that the solid JT-4 jagua
data was not considered to calculate the Zn mean, because it
distorted the value upwards. In fact, the Zn concentration of the
JT-4 is almost 700 mg g−1, enabling this element to be used to
discriminate henna from jaguas within the solid sample group
as seen in Fig. 2.

A careful inspection of the data also revealed that Al differ-
entiates samples HD-1, HD-7, HTD-1, and HTD-2 from the
remaining solid samples displaying concentrations higher than
500 mg g−1. All other elements were present in similar concen-
trations in all solid samples, with Cd being present in the lowest
concentration.
les (n= 34). HT: henna tattoo; HD: henna dye; HTD: henna tattoo-dye;

i Cu Zn As Cd Ba Pb

.4 11 16 0.22 0.04 20 0.90

.3 9.0 29 0.09 0.04 78 0.28
3 11 30 <0.06 0.018 88 0.35
.6 8.9 14 0.14 0.06 15 0.72
.9 8.7 12 0.14 0.08 15 0.40
.7 9.7 20 0.13 0.04 16 0.56
.9 8.4 30 0.21 0.05 12 0.49
1.8 7.8 17 0.53 0.05 23 0.39
.1 12 13 0.37 0.09 16 0.62
.7 8.5 23 0.13 0.07 66 0.42
1.8 3.8 699 0.074 <0.012 <0.88 0.33

0.26 0.56 6.7 0.05 0.009 0.32 0.08
0.26 <0.27 <1.5 0.033 0.011 1.7 0.09
0.26 <0.27 4.4 0.11 0.008 1878 0.06
0.26 0.51 3.7 <0.025 0.010 0.56 0.11
0.26 <0.27 2.0 <0.025 0.010 0.21 0.038
0.26 <0.27 3.1 <0.025 0.008 0.55 0.33
0.26 <0.27 5.7 0.026 0.009 0.30 0.06
0.26 <0.27 5.5 0.026 0.010 0.19 3.1
0.26 <0.27 2.6 <0.025 0.009 0.24 0.41
0.26 0.40 3.1 0.026 0.009 1.8 0.05
.2 2.4 3.6 0.09 0.024 4.0 0.27
0.26 <0.27 <1.5 0.029 0.010 0.20 0.06
0.26 <0.27 6.4 <0.025 0.008 <0.13 0.05
0.26 <0.27 1.6 <0.025 0.006 <0.13 0.044
0.26 <0.27 2.8 <0.025 0.006 0.23 0.035
.7 3.3 7.6 0.10 0.034 7.2 0.27
0.26 <0.27 4.2 <0.025 0.008 <0.13 4.5
0.26 0.75 2.3 0.026 0.011 0.48 0.039
0.26 <0.27 2.3 <0.025 0.006 <0.13 0.032
0.26 <0.27 3.0 <0.025 <0.0058 <0.13 0.039
0.26 <0.27 <1.5 <0.025 <0.0058 <0.13 0.032
.3 7.1 12 <0.025 0.008 0.17 0.41
0.26 <0.27 17 <0.025 <0.0058 <0.13 0.029

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 2 Zn contents in solid samples (in logarithmic scale).
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For the paste-type samples, the decreasing order of concen-
trations was as follows: Al > Cr > Mn > Zn > Ni > Cu > Ba > Pb >
Co > As > Cd. As in the case of Zn in the solid samples group,
sample HT-3 was not considered here for the calculation of the
mean Ba concentration. For the HPT sample, Cr and Zn were
detected in the highest concentrations among the group, with
Cr reaching 300 mg g−1. The high Ba concentration in the white
sample HT-3 stands out, so Ba differentiates this sample from
the other ones. Certain samples are notable for their high
content of a particular element such as the orange HT-4 with Cr,
JT-6 with Cu or Zn higher than 10 mg g−1 for JT-6 and HPT. Two
brown hennas, HT-11 and HT-16, showed higher concentra-
tions of Mn, Ni, or Co.

A comparison within the two sample types, hennas and
jaguas, is discussed below. Despite the commercial differences
of the selected henna powder samples, they do not chemically
differ from each other regarding the proportion of the elements,
as shown in Fig. 3. Manganese, Zn, and Pb were the elements
that appeared in the most henna samples in general, while Ni
and Co were the least frequent. The metal content values do not
differ if we compare the two henna claims: hair dyes (HTD) or
temporary tattoos (HT) beyond the previously commented
differences between solid and paste samples. Some observa-
tions can be made by looking at the color of the henna pastes.
Fig. 3 Similar element distribution in the different henna samples: solid

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
The red HT-14 is the sample, according with the chosen
elements, with lower elemental content, which can indicate that
its color maybe due to organic nature. Since Pb discriminated
blue samples HT-8 and HT-17 and considering its organic
components, it is likely that Pb present in the mixture is part of
the chromophore responsible for the sample color. HT-3 is
widely noted for its high Ba concentration and has a white color.
This can be explained by the use of Ba-based white pigments,
such as barium sulfate, which is widely used in cosmetic
products35 and probably used in the preparation of this henna
paste. Finally, samples HT-11 and HT-16 are very different when
compared to the other pastes, as their concentrations were
relatively higher for all the 11 elements detected. Therefore,
these two products are more similar to the solid hennas in
terms of their metal content proportion (Fig. 3), which probably
indicates the same type of recipe in the preparation of these
dyes. A possible reason for this is that these two samples have
been reported as real hennas, while others studied may be
frauds considering their active components.36,37 Regarding all
jaguas, Co was not detected in any of them. Some trace metals
appeared in groups of two samples such as Cr in JT-6 and HPT,
or high amount of Pb for JT-4 and JT-6, or Al for JT-3 and HPT,
but there were also other elements that were detected in only
one sample such as Ni for JT-6 and As for JT-1. Only two
elements were found for sample JT-5 and the concentration of
Cr in HPT was remarkable. Zinc was detected in most of the
samples, with the high concentration in the unique solid jagua
distinguishing it from the others.

The results obtained in this work were compared with those
available in the few works published to date. In fact, there are
very few references that study the metallic composition of this
type of samples, and in the case of jagua products there is no
previous literature on their analysis by ICP-MS. Therefore, in the
case of henna products such as those considered in this work,
most of the articles focused on a limited number of elements,
with the inclusion of Pb among them being common. In henna
powder, concentrations of Pb > Cd > As were found,29while in the
solid samples we found Pb > As > Cd, coinciding in that Pb
appeared in all the samples studied and in the highest concen-
tration. In this work, 0.2 g of sample was used and prior drying of
the sample was necessary. The presence of elements common to
those found in HTD samples was reported in the analysis of 7
ones and two brown paste samples (in logarithmic scale).

RSC Adv., 2022, 12, 34414–34424 | 34419

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d2ra06126k


RSC Advances Paper

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 3

0 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
22

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 6

/1
4/

20
26

 1
0:

18
:3

9 
PM

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

 3
.0

 U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online
samples of henna powder for tattooing.30 Between 0.1 and 0.2 g
of sample is involved but microwave-assisted digestion is
used.29,30 Ba, Pb, Al, Ni, Cu, and Zn were also found in a sample of
hair dye henna.31 In this case, the amount used by the authors
was higher at 1 g of sample and they employed a dangerous acid
such as hydrouoric acid (HF). In black henna-based temporary
tattoo products, Pb levels were similar.32,33 Two different
methods for sample digestion: using a heating block or a water
bath were compared in one work.33 The analysis of two henna
analyzed among different cosmetics showed a frequency distri-
bution of Cr > Ni > Cu > Pb34 identical to that found in the henna
paste samples in the present work. A possible explanation for the
disparity of data in the literature on heavy metal content between
henna samples is the difference in the way the product is man-
ufactured (different chemical additives such as dyes or other
natural extracts) and the origin of the product, which varies
depending on climatic conditions and soil.

The comparison of the obtained results with regulated
values and the EU legislation is of utmost importance.8,38 The
metals analyzed in this study are not listed as ingredients on
any of the products, and some labels even declare the absence of
heavy metals. Chromium, Ni, As, Cd, Co, and Pb are the six out
of the 11 studied elements in this work that are banned in
cosmetic products. As shown in Table 3, Ni, Co, and As were
present in 12, 14, or 20 of the 34 samples, respectively; Cr were
absent in six of them while Cd in four, with the lowest
concentrations of As and Cd. In other words, approximately 35
to 60% of the samples contain Ni, Co, or As while more than
80% contain Cr and Cd while Pb was detected in 100% of the
samples. In contrast, the regulation lists other substances
allowed with specic uses, such as coloring agents as Al (Color
Index number, CI, 77 000) and Cu (CI 77 400) as white and
brown dyes, respectively.

Finally, from the perspective of public health, positive reac-
tions to Co and Ni have already been observed in a patient with
allergic contact dermatitis caused by henna dye used for tattoo-
ing.14 So, analyzing and controlling heavy metals in commercial
henna or similar mixtures is important because these substances
may still be present in cosmetics as metallic contaminants.
Fig. 4 Dendrogram of 11 variables (element concentrations) including
34 samples and clustering technique (squared Euclidean) for cluster
analysis.
3.3. Sample study by cluster analysis

The application of untargeted analysis to the studied samples
can provide an overview of the differences in the metallic
composition of the analyzed samples. Cluster analysis is
a multivariate technique that shows the similarity of objects by
classifying them into clusters, such that they are very similar
within a class, but signicantly different from those in other
classes with respect to the predetermined selection crite-
rion.39,40 Agglomerative hierarchical clustering is the most
common approach,41 which is usually illustrated with
a dendrogram. The individual samples were classied into
clusters based on the standardized squared Euclidian distance
applying the centroid method as the agglomerative hierarchical
clustering algorithm to gather in a cluster those variables in
which the distance between two clusters is the distance between
the centroids of each cluster.
34420 | RSC Adv., 2022, 12, 34414–34424
The results of elements comprised in the studied samples
clustering are shown in Fig. 4.

The dendrogram shows that two main groups of the samples
can be differentiated: cluster I is formed by the hair dye samples
(HD) or those of the two claims (HTD), and cluster II groups tattoo
samples, both hennas (HT) and jaguas (JT), being all of them of
paste type. This group includes jaguas with robustly low metallic
content and the fake hennas. The two real hennas pasta (HT-11
and HT-16), brown in color and similar metal content to the
solid hennas are perfectly separated. Clustering of blue hennas
pasta with higher Pb content (samples HT-8 and HT-17) can also
be shown. Three outliers were isolated due to their high content
of certain elements: HPT for Cr, JT-4 for Zn and HT-3 for Ba. In
summary, the cluster analysis demonstrated that the elemental
composition of the samples can serve to differentiate them.
3.4. Heavy metals in cosmetics: associated risks and impact
on human health

Heavy metal toxicity to human is well documented.42 Metal
contents have been reported in different cosmetic products but
the association with potential health risks is challenging to
interpret. When tattoos or hair dyes are used, they come into
direct contact with human skin, scalp, or hair. There are many
complications associated with the use of metals and metal salts
in these cosmetics, with local inammation, infection, and
allergic reactions43 being the most common adverse effects and
the main safety concern. Since the pigments used in the studied
products are complex mixtures with a variable metallic
composition, allergic reactions to these substances are poten-
tially frequent. Local exposure and accumulation44 can induce
various long term health disorders that may include headaches,
loss of hair, respiratory diseases, cardiovascular problems,
organ dysfunction and a serious impact on mental health.45

Chromium, Ni, As, Cd, Co, and Pb are banned as intentional
ingredients in cosmetics as mentioned above. However, due to
the lack of worldwide uniform legislation on the presence of
toxic metals in cosmetics and the technically unavoidable levels
© 2022 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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that come mainly from permitted pigments, they are in some
cases present as accidental contaminants or impurities in trace
amounts. Lead, Cd, and As are extremely toxic with a wide
variety of chronic human health long-term effects,46,47 while Cr,
Ni, and Co are well known skin sensitizers.48 Some metals are
used as dyes, such as Cr, but chromium is also corrosive, and its
toxicity can cause skin reactions, ulcerations, kidney, and liver
damage or respiratory diseases. Nickel allergy is quite common
and can cause severe contact dermatitis and also result in skin
irritation and hypersensitivity. Despite the generally low As
concentrations in the studied samples, As has a high affinity for
skin and keratin, present in hair and nails, and its harmful
effects include skin lesions, nail striation, and alopecia.49

Cadmium is used in cosmetic products due to its color property
and has been used as a pigment in many industries.50 Although
Cd concentrations in natural tattoo and dye samples were
minimal, even at very low levels of exposure and taking into
account its bioaccumulation, Cd can cause kidney and bone
damages. Cobalt and its salts are widely used as coloring agents
in make-up and light brown hair dyes.51 However, different
researchers point to the capacity of Co to cause skin sensitiza-
tion.14 Finally, Pb is highly toxic for the fetuses, babies, and
children whose nervous systems are still developing.52

While Al and Cu can be present in dyes according to the
European Cosmetic Regulations, Al can induce granulomatous
reactions and although the application of Cu to the skin may
initially provide benecial effects, its high potential to induce
skin irritation reactions is oen underestimated.53,54 In
contrast, some metals such as Mn or Zn are essential trace
minerals with various functions in the human body.

Regarding the samples intended only as hair dyes, the safety
assessment guideline of L. inermis (henna) as a hair dye by the
SCCS5 established impurity levels of heavy metals such as Pb,
Cr, and Ni at 1.04, 9.4 and 8.06 ppm, respectively. As such, given
the results obtained in this study for these three elements
(Table 3), only Pb fulls the SCCS requirements for all HD
samples. In the case of Ni, one of the samples (HD-3) shows
a higher concentration than specied and nine of the ten henna
dye samples exceed the mentioned Cr concentration.

Although some concentrations of the elements analyzed
were relatively low, it is important to consider that they remain
on the skin for a certain period of time because they are prod-
ucts for temporary use, and it is difficult to completely exclude
the possibility that they induce adverse effects. Moreover, some
of them are also toxic even at low concentrations. Thus, the
prolonged use of these plant-based cosmetics can increase the
absorption of heavy metals into the human body and act as
health hazards. On the basis of this background, the metallic
ingredients of temporary tattoos and dyes should be analyzed,
and a systematic risk assessment should be carried out to
ensure their safety and to reduce unnecessary exposure to toxic
metals.

4. Conclusions

Natural pigment-based temporary tattoo and dye products are
highly prevalent and available to anyone, even through Internet
© 2022 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
sources. Characterization of henna and jagua temporary tattoos
and hair dyes according to their elemental content have been
achieved by ICP-MS. Differences between the two groups of
samples (solid and pastes) as well as between the henna and the
jagua samples have been studied, together with hypothetic
impact on public and human health.

Both groups contained considerable amounts of the selected
heavy metals showing a wide variability among the samples,
with solids containing higher concentrations than the pastes.
The low method LOQs allowed characterization and differenti-
ation between both groups, nding all the studied elements in
ten samples.

The heavy metal variation in the results points to the fact
that these products lack any quality control during the material
sourcing and manufacturing and may be produced from
impure and low quality substances. It is signicant that,
according to the measured concentrations of Cr, Ni, As, Cd, Co,
or Pb, none of the 34 samples analyzed comply with the current
European Cosmetics Regulation. Some of the products con-
taining the highest levels of these elements do not provide label
information about their presence, with some labels indicating
the absence of heavy metals.

A declaration of additives, synthetic dyes and metallic
contaminants with appropriate labelling is needed. The
cumulative effects of prolonged exposure to metals and their
potential toxicity may be of concern. The widespread use of
these products, especially when children are involved, may
constitute a public health risk. Therefore, extensive quality
measures would be recommended for products designed to
come into direct contact with the skin or hair when regulations
are unclear. Thus, the proposed ICP-MS analytical methodology
could contribute to develop a useful tool in monitoring this type
of beauty products.
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