April 12, 2004

Plastic Surgery News

444 E. Algonquin Road

Arlington Heights, IL 60005



Re:
A Voice of Polite Dissent

Dear Sirs:

I received an unsigned FAX dated April 8th about the plastic surgery reality television shows.  I understand that you want to give everyone a heads up in regards to press releases and so forth but the talking points may contain some confusion.  

1. I don’t think any of these TV shows trivialize elective plastic surgery at all.  It shows those patients in surgery and immediately after surgery with bandages on their face with swelling, bruising, etc.  It also shows them in the wonderful transformation that occurs sometime later.  Further, some of these have not been really good results so there is no unrealistic expectation.

2. Plastic surgery can transform people’s appearance into their favorite celebrity (enclosed People Magazine article attest to that quite clearly).  Obviously, you can’t take Dolly Parton and turn her into Elvis Presley but people’s appearance can be substantially improved and come close to their favorite movie star.  Patients often bring in magazine photos to convey their ideas and that is very reasonable for someone who does not draw well. 

3. I don’t believe that the public is being lulled into any believing that there is no risk or complication, all of which are completely described in our (ASPS) literature, web-sites, etc.

4. George Bernard Shaw said, “If you want to educate, first entertain.”  The best source on this topic of public education and entertainment was in the panel discussions about the reality Extreme Makeover show that occurred in San Diego at the ASPS annual meeting chaired by Jim Wells.  Why not print a transcript of that panel discussion with the comments that were made from the floor thereafter and you will see that Dr. Les Savoy had very good comments and pointed out that plenty of complications were discussed.  

Aside from that, the purpose of public education is to bring people into our office.  No one is going to have surgery without discussion with the surgeon about what they expect and what is realistic.  The real goal of such public education is to have patients go to a board-certified plastic surgeon.  

5. “Evil flourishes when good men do nothing”.  Other advertising avaricious amateurs are very good at marketing with flashing neon lights, billboards and unbelievable promises.

6. Some years ago I had a general practitioner who mistreated one of my patients.  While the State Board was investigating my report, he had two deaths in one week from liposuction.  He attracted the patients with Billboards and other ads.

The most important thing our Society can do for its members is to make the phone ring and bring in more patients.  In this way we can continue to have the highest attendance at our meetings (and the highest dues) of any medical specialty.  The most important thing we can do for the public is to educate and direct them to board-certified plastic surgeons.  Physicians tend to be shy about the media and do not want to appear self-centered.  When the ASPS officers decided to cooperate with Extreme Makeover, they agreed that no officer would be a featured surgeon, that way we may be more objective and spread the attention to many more of our members.

If we sit aside and do nothing, thundering hoards of unsuspecting patients will go to those amateurs based on the advertising.  It is incumbent upon us if we care about the safety of the public to let them know where they should go.  Therefore, in the interest of public safety, we should contribute to these shows in every way possible.

He who has a thing to sell

And whispers it quietly down a well 

Will find that gathers a lot more dollars 

If only he would climb up high in a tree and hollers.

Respectfully submitted,

Robert A. Ersek, MD, FACS

RAE/rmc
