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Appearance

This is a true story of a patient of mine.

Brenda had recently divorced and had not worked outside the home for several years.  She was ready for fresh start.  Her children were now grown but had left her with the ravages of pregnancy and motherhood.  Her breasts sagged and abdomen protruded.  To make matters worse, aging in her face made her look older that her years, betraying the youth and vitality that she still felt.


Brenda decided to invest some money in her appearance.  Psychologically she a needed a lift.  She felt old and a bit used up.  She wanted to meet someone new but didn’t feel desirable.  Although financially independent, she wanted to find work.  She was losing her sense of worth.


Summoning up a little courage, Brenda underwent an abdominoplasty (tummy tuck), a mastopexy (breast lift), facelift, blepharoplasty (eyelid surgery), and a browlift.  After 2 weeks of looking dreadful, the bruising and swelling started to give way to a wonderful surgical result.  In a few weeks Brenda looked and felt like a new woman.



With her great organizational skills, Brenda soon found work as a business manager.  She looked thin and fit, physically capable of handling the stresses of her new found employment.  


Furthermore, against all her customary inclinations, she began looking for companionship using an online dating service.  After a few unproductive relationships, she met John, a man with whom she fell in love.  He was 52.  Brenda was 57.  Her new companion thought that he was dating a woman in her early 40’s.  He was surprised when she confided in him about her real age, but not resentful.  He actually complimented her on her moxie. After a year of courtship, John and Brenda were married.  They were still very happy the last time I heard.


Brenda was an attractive and vivacious woman camouflaged by the physical consequences of aging and motherhood.  The mirror only reinforced feelings she was trying to suppress.  Although cosmetic surgery doesn’t make anyone really younger, it allows the perception of it.  This is good for the emotional health of the patient.  It has practical benefits as well.

Physical Appearance and Perceptions of Others


Beauty makes a difference. Attractive people have an advantage.  They are considered to be more intelligent.  They are given more attention.  They make more money.  Although we might recoil at the notion that someone might have an advantage simply because of a pretty face or an attractive figure, not for their intelligence or skills, the facts are indisputable.  As unfair as this seems, humans make performance judgments influenced substantially by appearance.  Men and women have never, and probably never will, judge one another’s performance capabilities in a purely meritorious and egalitarian way.  


Numerous studies have reaffirmed this.  If an unsuspecting target audience is asked to ascribe intelligence to a group of random faces, the more attractive faces are given higher intelligence scores.  There is nothing rational whatsoever about such conclusions.  There is also nothing sinister.  It’s part of our nature as human beings to bestow attributes on attractive people based solely on the way they look.


One of the most interesting of these studies examined the attention pediatric nurses gave to patients in a children’s hospital.  Nurses in pediatric hospitals are remarkably dedicated professionals.  They are devoted to their patients and would not consciously favor one child over another in the administration of their care. Subconsciously, research shows, they do prefer “attractive” children.  More attractive children get more attention (defined by amount of time) than the less attractive.  This is clearly a subconscious form of discrimination.  Pediatric nurses that I know would be shocked to hear this.  But the facts speak for themselves.


The effect of appearance on personal earnings is influential and significant.  Studies from the University of Texas and Michigan State University estimate that, all other variables being equal, the “good-looking” worker will earn anywhere from 5 to 10% more than the “plain” worker.  The beauty premium extends across all occupations.  Interestingly, it is more significant for men than for women.  In one study, it was found that an attractive male attorney will achieve partnership earlier in the firm than the less attractive counterpart.


Physical stature effects earning power as well.  Tall people are viewed to be more competent and productive than short in a very substantial way.  One study estimates that each inch of height adds about $800 to the bottom line each year.  Another study found that taller individuals entering the work force can expect to start with 10-12% higher pay than their shorter competitors.


Body habitus is a consideration as well.  Overweight women are more likely to be unemployed than thin.  Those that do work can expect to make about 5% less than the trimmer worker.  

Perceptual Dynamics of the Face and Body


Many patients who inquire about aesthetic surgery comment that others have made inaccurate judgements about the way they feel based on their appearance.  They may be asked if they are tired or even angry.  The vertical grooves between the eyebrows, the glabellar frown lines, are the product of muscle function that the skin ultimately succumbs to so that the furrows persist, even in the absence of muscle function.  When these muscles contract, the facial expression generated is one of anger or extreme concern.  Obviously, when this negative facial tone becomes engraved because of aging, the observer might conclude that the individual is angry or unhappy.


Gravity is a perpetual force that drags tissue down, over time, into positions that bespeak fatigue.  Bags under the eyes suggest a need for a good nap.  When gravity pulls the lower lid skin into a perpetual bag, the facial appearance suggests fatigue.  Ditto for the upper lids and the jowls.  We see such downward displaced tissue as surrender to gravity.  The bearer has lost the vitality to fend off the force of gravity.


Physically active people look fit.  We think of the professional athlete, who is incredibly fit, with certain body lines and absence of fat deposits.  Those who don’t fit this visual description paint a picture of inactivity or lack of vitality.  It’s understandable how someone might subconsciously conclude that someone with a non-athletic build might be physically lazy.   

Perceptions of Beauty- Nature vs. Nurture


When deciding what is considered “beautiful” or “attractive”, the contributions of what is learned and what is inherent stimulate the usual debate.  Are standards of beauty defined by our culture or are they a perception that is dictated to us by our DNA.  

Although both must have some influence, the perception and appreciation of beauty is mostly genetically determined.  It is not learned. Researchers observed the reaction of babies to pictures of faces that were presented to them, computer generated to be either attractive or unattractive. Babies were chosen because they could not possibly have been “taught” about beauty.   The babies were observed to spend more time looking at the attractive faces.  They obviously preferred them inherently.  That is, the psychological perception of “attractive” is hard wired. We are not taught what is beautiful; we are born with instinctual preferences.  Being too young to have been conditioned to recognize beauty as defined by popular culture, their choice was an instinctual reaction.


This is not to discount the influence of our environment completely.  It seems intuitive that at least some of our perceptions are tempered by popular culture.  The fashions of the day surely dictate, to a certain extent, what physical features are to be coveted.  In a sense, the models that grace the pages of magazines and billboards push public perception in a general direction.  However, most of our conception of beauty takes origin at a more primal level, the preferences and inclinations that are dictated by our DNA.


Further evidence is the eternal standards of facial beauty. The features of the physically appealing face have been agreed upon by different cultures throughout history.  If one examines beauty as portrayed by artists over the past 3000 years, there is a definite agreement when considering various proportions for the face.  

The criteria for facial beauty are shared by different ethnicities as well.  The beautiful oriental face is beautiful to the occidental.  Black Africans share the general perceptions of beauty as Eskimos. Although physical differences of an ethnic group are recognized, the general standards of beauty within that racial group are common to all.  

Consider the commonly experienced phenomenon “love at first sight.   Some physical features of other humans evoke intense and possibly irrational feelings.  We fall in love.  Without so much as a conversation, the sight of another human can stir up a frenzy of passion.  This is completely the evoked potential of physical appearance.  The personal preferences that permit the release of such deep emotional responses are genetically programmed.  Such passionate feelings of love were experienced by humans long before popular culture attempted to assume responsibility for the definition of what is beautiful and what is not.

Defining Beauty

Accepting that there is a consistency in the appreciation of physical beauty temporally, ethnically, and chronologically, the analysis of the features of beauty demand definition.  Facial beauty, for instance, has been the topic of many articles and has even been subjected to mathematical scrutiny.  Consistent proportions are present in faces that are considered attractive.  Features reflecting these geometric norms are considered to be in harmony. An example of a very interesting analysis is the application of “The Divine Proportion” as an analytic model of facial beauty.  The Divine Proportion (or Golden Mean) is a mathematically derived fraction or ratio that is found consistently when applied to various physical relationships on an attractive face.
It is also a ratio that turns up with surprising coincidence when analyzing other aspects of nature and even the universe.

From a practical perspective, if we are considering a change in our appearance to look more attractive, it’s obvious that we are moving from one point to another- a new and more desirable look.  What, exactly, is the endpoint? What specific changes are necessary to make someone look more attractive?  How does one get from less attractive to more attractive?

It is beyond the scope of this book to discuss such a broad topic.  The point to be made, though, is that beauty is more than “I can’t define it, but I know it when I see it”.  Physical beauty does have parameters that can be analyzed, more or less, mathematically.  The harmony of the numbers that emerge from such analysis is genetically driven.  We are naturally and subconsciously drawn to the face (and body) that manifests these pleasing proportions.

Variability


Clearly, standards of physical beauty contain shades of gray.  Fashions, which are active adornments to enhance attractiveness, change from era to era.  Hairstyle and color, makeup, and other adornments (such as jewelry-body piercing) are never constant.  However, the degrees of freedom through which the pendulum of change swings is limited.  Basic instinctual perceptions change at the pace of evolution, very slowly.


One example is an artist’s depiction of the attractive male physique over the ages.  Muscular definition, body proportion, and youth are revered in ancient, Medieval, and contemporary art.  Absolute height or muscle volume might vary, but tall and strong are viewed as superior to short and weak.  


In the end, there is a measure of subjectivity in the appreciation of “beauty”.  But the variability is confined to a narrow range.  It is “hard-wired” into our brains and though influenced by cultural pressure, it is never overridden.  

Vanity Isn’t So Bad


Commonly I encounter patients who apologize for considering plastic surgery.  They feel guilty. They wonder if they are being excessively vain and self-indulgent.  Paradoxically, they may have spent a great deal of time and money on makeup or hairstyling. These self-adornments fall with the limits of propriety.  Plastic surgery, however, crosses the line.

The words “vain” and “vanity” need to be eliminated from discussions about personal appearance.  Concern for and investment in our physical beauty is perfectly natural.  Humans (and even lower animals) have always physically changed and adorned themselves for the purpose of visual enhancement.  There is no reason to self-flagellate for behavior perfectly sane and right-minded.


All normal individuals, within reason, concern themselves with physical appearance and how it is appreciated by the outside world.  We all, to our personal preferences, bathe, brush, make-up, and dress for effect.  Others choose, for personal reasons, resort to mini-operations like ear piercing as an alternative method of physical adornment.  At the top of the pyramid of options are formal aesthetic operations—breast augmentation, facelift, etc.  As with makeup or manicures, it is a personal choice with costs and benefits to be weighed by the individual.  It is not an aberration and seldom is it overindulgent. 


Contrast what some define as “vain” behavior with the opposite.   Consider a person who has absolutely no concern for personal appearance whatsoever.  Bathing is done only to prevent disease.  Clothes are worn only as protection from the elements.  There is no particular reason to shave.  Haircuts are unnecessary.  The sort of person that practices grooming and dressing purely from a functional point of view would be considered, at best, eccentric.  More than likely, they would be judged as suffering from mental illness.  Mentally healthy people care about the way they look.  They dress, bathe, and prepare themselves so that they are attractive to, and respectful of others.  The mentally stable do not want to look like the “homeless”.  The other end of the “vanity” scale is, indeed, offensive and unpleasant.


Care and preparation of our appearance is a normal human pattern of behavior.  The extent to which an individual invests is a personal and subjective matter.  Clearly, in a small percentage, the behavior can become pathologic-compulsive.  This is rare.  For most people who go so far as to have an operation to achieve a better appearance, the investment is measured and rational.

Surgery, as a tool in this process, certainly represents a sizeable increase in the investment in time, money, and risk.  Nevertheless, as results have become more predictable and costs have fallen, in modern society operations for beauty enhancement stand along side non-invasive methods like make-up and fashion as mainstream therapy. Proceeding with surgery is serious business so there is responsibility on the shoulders of both patient and doctor to thoroughly understand the investment, risks, and rewards of a given operation.  

Cosmetic Surgery is Nothing New

There is no monopoly in modern Western culture for cosmetic operations.  Humans have been altering appearance for thousands of years by subjecting themselves to various forms of self-induced trauma.  Primitive cultures altered and continue to alter body parts through piercing, scarring, and insinuation of foreign objects.  Browsing through National Geographic magazine is as far as one need go to see visual proof.  It seems that attention to personal appearance, including traumatic physical manipulation (which in this day and age we call cosmetic surgery) is part of human nature. 

Black antimony was used as eye make-up, so archaeologists have learned, as early as 5000 B.C.   The first reconstructive rhinoplasty was reported by Sushruta 2500 years ago.   Facelifts were performed over a hundred years ago.  Breast enlargement was attempted at the beginning of the 20th century.  The theme of the alteration of appearance for purely subjective gain runs through the history of mankind.  It is indeed part of nature.

The manipulation of the body for aesthetic reasons crosses cultural lines.  The Mayans applied pressure to the heads of neonates to form a nobler cranium.  Binding of the feet in Oriental culture is a brutal, but nonetheless cosmetic, manipulation of human form.  Body piercing (a minor operative procedure) is both an ancient and modern affectation seen in all parts of the world.  Humans certainly have no difficulty altering the flesh for subjective adornment. It is part of our species, not to be condemned or condoned, but accepted for what it is.

Emotional Health and Cosmetic Surgery 

Although not for everyone, physical adjustment of the body is definitely not an aberration.  Aesthetic surgery is not a perversion foisted upon us by cultural propaganda.  Patients who seek improvement of physical appearance through surgery are not collectively low in self-esteem or narcissistic.  They are, for the most part, normal.

A study from Scandinavia examined the psychological profile of women seeking breast augmentation.  Women, in the study, were found to be emotionally stable and highly motivated.  They had chosen breast augmentation without encouragement or coercion from men.  They tended to be professionally more successful.  They also invested more in their personal appearance than the “average” woman.  In short, they were on the highly motivated side of “normal”.  

Cosmetic Surgery for Practical Reasons

Facial beauty has not changed much over 5000 years.  There is something in our collective consciousness as human beings that see facial beauty with a high level of agreement.  Most mentally healthy people want to pursue that aesthetic goal for themselves.  Not only is psychological gain a motivator, but there are very practical reasons as well.  Better jobs might become available.  Personal relationships might flourish with a makeover. For these reasons, aesthetic surgery might be, for some, the most cost effective means to the ideal aesthetic endpoint and the very practical results that might result.  


As mentioned above, studies by psychologists have demonstrated that attractive faces are associated with higher intelligence.  Certainly, when seeking employment, intelligence is a desirable attribute.  Influencing appearance to make a favorable impression is a practical endeavor for anyone seeking professional advantage.  Many patients come for aesthetic surgery of the face to take advantage of this psychological peculiarity in humans.


The morphology of the body also has influence, psychologically, on perceptions of intelligence and capabilities.  It has been established that tall people are perceived to be more astute (and therefore more likely to perform better) that shorter individuals.  There is undoubtedly some logic to these subconscious conclusions if physique is a component in performance, such as professional basketball.  This perception holds, however, even in those activities that are completely intellectual and unrelated to physical stature.  Although illogical, judgments about skill and performance are made based on physical appearance.


Sexual attractiveness of body shape is related the changes in physical relationships accentuated at puberty.  In females, the waist to hip relationship becomes more accentuated which is considered sexually attractive to males.  In men, the shoulder to hip ratio increases which is favored by the female observer.

If one studies idealized body morphology in works of art, there is a consistency from generation to generation.  Breasts (although size may vary) are attractive features of femininity.  The shape of the younger, pubescent breast prevail over more the more mature and ptotic (droopy).  The soft curves of the female body are preferred to more muscular and harsh features.  Masculine beauty is manifest in well-defined muscular structure, strong facial features, and tall physical presence. 

To summarize, there are certain unmistakable, and perhaps unexpected, aspects to physical beauty.  First, the perception of what represents “beautiful”, whether referring to facial or body morphology is genetically determined to a large extent.  It also seems to be shared, for the most part, by different cultures.  There is certainly variation, but the degree of freedom in which it operates is limited.  These limits can be loosely defined mathematically.

Next, physical beauty evokes psychological responses from others that bestow performance assumptions otherwise unrelated to appearance.  Beautiful people are presumed to be more intelligent.  They are perceived to be more competent. With this idiosyncrasy of human psychological response, a practical side to cosmetic surgery is clear.  An operation to enhance appearance will be accompanied by the subconscious perception that intelligence and performance are enhanced.  As this is an asset in the professional environment, the choice to undergo surgery may, at times, be very practical.

Finally, individuals who pursue a physical ideal are acting rational and consistent with human nature.  Normal people want to be sexually attractive.  They also want to be recognized as intelligent and competent.  If cosmetic surgery can safely deliver a patient to a place where beauty is enhanced,   it certainly is a logical and productive undertaking.  It will pay psychological and functional dividends.

