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The Laser Hair Removal Pros and Cons
You Should Know About

Actually, you possibly can try this at home.
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If you’re considering zapping off your body hair, you’re probably wondering about laser hair
removal pros and cons. Actually, let’s back up first—if bod-hair removal is your thing (it’s totally

okay to grow it out, by the way), there are plen� of temporary options at your disposal. You’ve
got the classic, quick (and short-lived) shave, depilatory creams (that �pically smell like wet dog
mixed with gasoline, if we’re being honest), and slightly more long-term hair removal methods
like waxing (no pain-free picnic) and its less ouch-inducing sister sugaring, both of which leave
you with smooth skin for a number of weeks.

On the flip side, there’s electrolysis, which produces even longer-lasting results than laser

treatments. Electrolysis uses a super-fine needle to kill each individual hair follicle via an
electric current. If you’re thinking that sounds pain�l and time-consuming, you’d be right.

And that brings us to laser hair removal, a popular semi-permanent option that damages hair
follicles to minimize hair growth. While its zaps (o�en described as feeling similar to a rubber
band snapping against your skin) aren’t exactly comfortable, the treatment is effective for many
people. Here’s how it works: �e laser focuses on the melanin (pigment) in hair follicles, burning
the hair all the way down to the root, causing damage that discourages �ture hair growth. Keep
in mind that because laser hair removal targets melanin, certain �pes of lasers may not be
compatible with certain skin tones and hair colors (more on that soon).

Not sure if the procedure is right for you? We’re here to answer all of your, um, burning

questions about laser hair removal pros and cons—from concerns about your skin tone or the
safe� of bikini laser hair removal, to how to use at-home laser hair removal devices (which are
definitely having a moment right now). Before you sign up for your first session (which will be
one of many) or add a DIY device to your cart, let’s break down the pros and cons of laser hair
removal treatment.

First of all, is laser hair removal safe for all skin tones?

It can be, but no ma�er your skin tone, it’s crucial to vet your laser hair removal provider (see
some specifics on which boxes to tick below) to avoid unwanted side effects, Geeta Yadav, M.D.,
a board-certified dermatologist based in Toronto, Canada, tells SELF. If you have melanin-rich
skin, you’ll have to ask more questions about the �pe of laser that’s being used during the
treatment. (Laser hair removal �pically caters to people with dark hair and fair skin, as the stark
contrast between the skin pigment and hair is what the laser can more easily recognize and
target.) “For example, some providers use IPL (intense pulsed light) technology for hair removal,
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which targets melanin to destroy the hair follicle a�er repeated treatments; these devices can
cause hyperpigmentation and hypopigmentation in deep skin tones,” Dr. Yadav explains.

(Hyperpigmentation and hypopigmentation are darker spots and lighter spots on the skin,
respectively.)

If you have a darker complexion and want to ensure your treatment will be safe and effective,
Dr. Yadav recommends asking your dermatologist about the possibili� of using diode,
alexandrite, or Nd:YAG lasers (a 2011 study on 150 people published in the journal Lasers in
Medical Science found that 86% of participants—whose skin color ranged from light brown to
deep brown—had no complications as a result of treatment with   Nd:YAG lasers, and the small
percentage of people who did have complications mostly experienced some hyperpigmentation

that eventually went away). Alexandrite lasers might be best for someone with olive-toned skin
and dark hair, Rachel Maiman, M.D., a board-certified dermatologist at Marmur Medical in New
York Ci�, tells SELF. “�at laser still relies on the presence of melanin pigment to destroy the
hair follicle, which can result in pigmentary irregularities in patients of darker skin tones,” Dr.
Maiman says. �e diode and Nd:YAG lasers, however, have longer wavelengths and generally
bypass pigment in the skin. For the darkest skin tones, Nd:YAG is considered the best option
because it doesn’t target melanin in the skin at all, Dr. Maiman explains.

When it comes to laser-induced skin discoloration, there are risk factors beyond having a
naturally deep skin tone. Having sun-kissed skin from a recent vacation or summer of poolside
lounging can create a higher risk of skin discoloration since there’s a temporary increase of

melanin, Dr. Maiman says. “For lasers that rely on melanin as a recognized target, there’s an
increased risk that the laser will detect that pigment, resulting in heat energy delivered to skin
instead of the hair,” she explains. In other words, it might be best to schedule your laser
treatment before your big trip, and stay out of the direct sun (and wear sunscreen outdoors—but
that’s an always rule) as much as possible right before your appointment. If you happen to get a
tan, let it completely fade before any laser hair removal, Dr. Maiman advises.

What are the pros of laser hair removal?

While laser treatment doesn’t get rid of hair forever (only electrolysis is approved by
the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) for permanent hair removal), it does
drastically reduce hair growth—to the point that many patients won’t see any for
months or even years, and the hairs that do crop up are o�en thinner and lighter in
color.
You can get it done anywhere on your body and the machine can cover large areas
fast. Legs, back, underarms, bikini line, stomach, face…there’s virtually no limit to the
places you can get laser hair removal (if the laser you’re using is safe and effective for

1 

https://www.self.com/story/dark-spot-treatments
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/21519944/
https://www.instagram.com/derm.dr.rachel/?hl=en
https://marmurmedical.com/
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/40110855/Laser_Hair_Removal_A_Review20151117-9622-1byhymq-with-cover-page-v2.pdf?Expires=1642694188&Signature=aw7r~Wlab7tRqW8PPcVOllcbrbndvlws4zC2Ck2r7ZRVuDHY1kiJ0ywOpwOK5MhzOlUq4eo2H-5CC8rKlNDd9-1rRuiHEkzCGo5GQ96JpRM~myDl0-AZRc4vhnMrRzqqwAF8Q51YDXCDxz1SAEJENDxn5KpfYoK2CC5jTHrVgZkSuLNojXIVywiRf3WTjZ6ihQ~mC3yMRDRTIl2CEWjUjT3Js9VcNs4SHbsQ4kGBV-YuTQqrxML5sxpsH2r-8KV4RQjFPAwfbhHUT6T0d-ZQDtKY4mpMRwysoz8GqieatG5A2jqdc5qVh-~cSphKbStZVUJjpmvPG-2zTNoec0NGRw__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA
https://www.self.com/gallery/best-sunscreen-for-face
https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/treatments/8306-electrolysis


places you can get laser hair removal (if the laser youre using is safe and effective for
your skin tone and hair color, that is). And no, there isn’t a higher risk of side effects
with laser hair removal in the bikini area compared to other areas, Dr. Maiman says.

Depending on your hair �pe and the service area, it may actually not hurt too much.
When it comes to pain level, for a lot of people laser hair removal falls somewhere
between shaving (painless) and waxing (holy hell that hurts). Technicians �pically
use a numbing gel to help desensitize the area before and a�er the laser treatment to
minimize discomfort. You might find that bikini and underarm laser hair removal is
more pain�l because those are sensitive areas, Dr. Maiman adds. But in general, the
treatment gets progressively less pain�l with each session, as the hair becomes
finer, Dr. Charles says.

What about the cons?

It’s a long process. A session of laser hair removal on a small area like the underarms
�pically takes five minutes or less. However, it takes multiple sessions to see real
results (�pically between four and six, depending on the size of the area), and you
generally have to wait six weeks between treatments.
It’s expensive. If you add up how much you spend on razors or bikini wax sessions
in your lifetime, though, it might be worth the laser hair removal cost of about
$300-$400 per session, per the American Socie� of Plastic Surgeons (not covered
by insurance, unfortunately).
Since the contrast between the color of the skin and the pigment in the hair follicle
is what allows the laser to easily know what to target, laser hair removal works best
on fair skin with dark hair, and is not as ideal for darker skin, as discussed above, or
lighter hair, regardless of skin tone, Dr. Maiman says. If you have light blonde or
white hair, the laser might not be as effective at targeting those hairs, studies show—
you might see a reduction in hair growth, but not to the extent that’s �pically seen
in folks with more contrast between their skin and hair color. Certain lasers, like the
Nd:YAG, are be�er at distinguishing between hair and skin on all skin �pes,
including light hair and dark skin.
Laser hair removal probably isn’t a good idea if you’re pregnant. “Although lasers
have been safely used to treat medical conditions like kidney stones and genital
warts in pregnant people, there’s no safe� data presently available to support using
lasers for cosmetic procedures like hair removal,” Dr. Maiman explains. Many
doctors advise against undergoing cosmetic laser treatments while pregnant, in case
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of fetal risks, she adds. So if you’re pregnant, or possibly going to be in the next
couple of months, you may want to postpone your laser hair removal appointment
until a later date.

If done by an untrained technician, laser hair removal could leave burns or scars on
the skin. Unfortunately, licensing procedures vary from state to state, and sometimes
there are no requirements at all. Beware of “laser centers,” since some states don’t
have licensing requirements for laser hair removal providers. If you’re set on going to
a spa, make sure it’s a medical spa or laser hair removal center run by a doctor who’s
board-certified in an aesthetic special� such as dermatology or plastic surgery, and
has specific laser certification (even board-certified doctors who want to provide
laser hair removal treatments need �rther training), Dr. Maiman advises.

You should also do your research on what laser might work best with your skin tone, and call
the office to make sure the device they’re using is FDA-approved for laser hair removal (look it
up on the 510(k) database on the FDA’s website to be certain, she adds).

Can you do laser hair removal at home?

�e short answer is yes, it’s possible (though people with darker skin and lighter hair should be
cautious—more on that below). “At-home devices work similarly to professional treatments, but
are smaller and use lower energy levels,” Dr. Maiman says. (�e light energy is much less strong
than what’s used for in-office procedures, which also makes at-home devices safer to use
without much risk of error.) “Because it’s hard to cover a lot of surface area, they’re more time-
consuming, but they can help reduce hair growth and can be a great option to maintain
improvements between professional treatment,” she says. And since they’re less power�l than
the pro devices, they’re also likely to cause you less pain, so that’s a bonus.

�e main thing to remember is that these �pes of at-home laser hair removal devices are, again,
engineered for people with a fair to medium complexion and brown or black hair, Dr. Yadav
points out. “Like many professional devices, at-home lasers o�en aren’t ideal for those with deep
complexions. �at’s also true for people with red, white, grey, or blonde hair–even with in-office
treatments, laser hair removal in that se�ing can be challenging or ineffective,” Dr. Yadav adds. If
you fall into those categories, it’s best to schedule a consultation with a dermatologist to
determine the right device—whether at-home or in-office—that’s going to be safest for your skin
tone and hair color. 

With that said, if you think you’re a good candidate for DIY treatment and decide to experiment
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with at-home laser hair removal, you’ll likely be using an IPL device, which uses “a broad-
spectrum light-based technology that targets melanin to destroy the hair follicle a�er repeated

treatments,” according to Dr. Maiman, so it’s not technically a laser. Research published in 2019
in the journal Lasers In Surgery and Medicine found that IPL devices are safe and effective at

reducing hair growth over time and between laser hair removal sessions for people with more
contrast between their skin and hair color.  (�ey’re also a decent investment if you want to save
the money you’d be spending on professional laser treatment—at-home devices generally range
from $100-$500.) And another 2021 study in the Archives of Dermatological Research found that
at-home devices using IPL had a greater effect on hair removal and, more importantly, were less
pain�l than hot waxing.

If you’re in the market for an at-home device, Dr. Maiman recommends Silk’n Infini�, which
allows you to customize your hair removal with five different energy levels, and is safe to use all
over your body (it’s a small device, though, so it may be easier to use on small areas like your
face or upper lip). Have a slightly bi�er budget? Consider the Tria Beau� Hair Removal Laser,
Dr. Yadav su�ests. It’s dermatologist-recommended because it’s pre�y darn close to the
technology a derm would use for in-office laser hair removal, but still safe enough for a non-
professional user. Some other general safe� reminders for aspiring at-home laserers: “I advise
not using at-home devices near the eyes, over ta�oos or pigmented areas, including moles, or in
the genital area, though the bikini line can be targeted safely,” Dr. Maiman says. 

A final word of caution: Less pain doesn’t mean no pain (and anyone who’s ever waxed their own

upper lip knows that inflicting pain on yourself can be a special kind of hell), so if your tolerance
is low, you might want to stick with gentler at-home beau� treatments, like DIY hair masks.
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9 Ways to Get Rid of Facial Hair
How to Prevent Ingrown Hairs, According to Dermatologists

A Southern belle trying to find beau� in the Big Ci�. Collects candles—but never burns them—
and has a fridge stocked with face masks. Believes all-black-everything is a lifes�le choice, not
just a dress code. Prefers tequila to wine and tea over coffee. Mantra: Everything is be�er a�er a
bath.
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