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teens and
cosmetic
surgery

Local doctors talk about
the misconceptions
about self-image that
lead teens to seek cos-
metic procedures and
surgery, and the dan-
gers of going under the
knife too young.

By Melonie Magruder
Special to The Malibu Times

More than 326,000 pro-
cedures, including rhinoplasty
(reconstruction of the nose),
otoplasty (pinning back of the
ears), liposuction, breast aug-
mentation, cheek and chin
implants, male breast reduction
and something called “buccal
fat extraction” for perceived
chubby checks, were performed
in 2005— not on adults, but
on American children aged 18
and younger, according to the
American Society for Plastic
Surgery.

“Cosmetic surgery and

‘makeovers’ for teens are some-

thing now featured on the
Disné¢y Channel,” said Dr. Annie
Thiel, a family therapist who has
practiced in Malibu for more
than 30 years. “This is no ‘Ozzie
and Harriet’ generation.”

The numbers don’t include
the youths who head to their
local dermatologist for chemical
peels, micro-dermabrasion and
Botox injections.

Why are America’s children
seeking to reinvent themselves
so prodigiously?

“They’ve been swept up by
this media frenzy that says we
can make ourselves perfect,”
Thiel said. “We live in a world
where, culturally, kids feel they
need to look like the skinny
actresses on “The O.C.” or they
are not valuable.”

The teen years are notori-
ously difficult to navigate and
parents under pressure to be per-
fect themselves only re-enforce
their children’s low seclf-image
when they support or encourage
a change in appearance through
the knife, Thiel said.

“It is important to distin-
guish between reconstructive
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surgery done on a child who
has suffered a disfiguring burn
or has serious dental misalign-
ment, and a procedure that is
purely cosmetic surgery,” Thiel
said. “Adolescents are rarely
happy with their appearance
anyway, but some kids become
so obsessed that they develop a
serious mental illness: body dys-
morphic disorder.”

This disorder is character-
ized by an obsessive preoccupa-
tion with a perceived body flaw
that can lead to cating disor-
ders and self-mutilation. So, a
quick trip to a plastic surgeon
is frequently the solution of
choice—and some surgeons are
accepting under-age patients as
status quo.

“If you are not willing to
operate on a teen, the guy
next door will do it,” said Dr.
Alexander Rivkin, a surgeon
trained in facial plastic surgery
who practices in Malibu. “But
a parent who gives his daughter
breast enhancement surgery as a
graduation present is reprehen-
sible.”

One purely physical problem
with resorting to plastic surgery,
according to both Thiel and
Rivkin, is that children under
age 18 usually have not finished
growing.

“You have a kid who feels
like his nose is too big and bugs
his parents to have it reduced,”
Rivkin said. “But the kid will
probably grow into his nose
with time. I’ve had to correct
surgeries on kids who had nose
jobs and, within a few years,
they can’t breathe because
their noses have changed. Even
though there is always full dis-
closure, kids and parents must
realize that some of the side
effects of plastic surgery can be
very serious.”

Adolescents themselves are
divided about the perils and
advantages of cosmetic surgery.
Eje Iyam, a student at Malibu
High, recently wrote about the
subject for the school newspa-
per, The Current. Her peers’

“... A parent
who gives his
daughter breast
enhancement
surgery as a
graduation pres-
ent is reprehen-
sible.”
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opinions on surgical enhance-
ment ran from, “It’s super cool
if they want to do it” to “It’s
disgusting and those people
obviously have worthless and
pathetic lives.”

One student whom Iyam
interviewed, who had a surgical
procedure said, “I felt I wasn’t
pretty enough and I wanted to
look more like my mom. So I
waited until the minimum age,
16, and got it done.”

Thicl counseled a more mea-
sured approach: “Teens need to
know cosmetic surgery will not
make them a different person
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or make people like them. High
school isn’t forever.”

Rivkin said he would not
treat a minor without parents
being fully on board, and then
he would suggest noninvasive
procedures to smooth a bump
on a nose.

“There is no way a perma-
nent cosmetic procedure should
be done on anyone under 21,”
he said. “There is great risk
involved.”

Before any work is ever done,
Thiel advises a deeper examina-
tion of the teen’s dissatisfaction
with his or her appearance.

“We, as a society, need to
find out what the underlying
problem is,” she said.

She said children pick up
more messages about self-per-
ception from their parents than
even from television. “The par-
ent must be a role model. Don’t
talk negatively about your
body,” she said. “Do you prac-
tice healthy lifestyles with eat-
ing and exercise? Do you obsess
about your appearance?”

Thiel said it is important that
parents be prepared to discuss
issues that help their children
sort out fantasy from reality
because “reality is not that boys
like super skinny girls. They pre-
fer normal girls. The fantasy is
that stars wake up looking like
they do in the magazines ... after
hours of airbrushing.”
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