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The Only 
Constant 

P
lastic surgery has changed so much in 
the last 20 years that in many respects 
it is a greatly changed profession in an 

almost unrecognisable industry. There have 
been lots of changes within the industry, as 
well as in techniques and our patients. 

The change in the industry that is most 
noticeable is the huge increase in the number 
of Specialist Plastic Surgeons, cosmetic 
surgeons and other practitioners delivering 
aesthetic services. This is in response to 
a massive increase in demand for these 
services, both surgical and non-surgical. 

20 years ago in Australia, there were 
less than 250 Plastic Surgeons. In 2019, 
there are about double that number. 
There has been a massive increase in the 
number of cosmetic surgeons providing 
surgical services as well. Cosmetic surgeons 
are those who perform cosmetic surgery 
without a formal Plastic Surgical degree.

Perhaps the greatest change has been 
the increase in the number of providers of 
non-surgical services, including cosmetic 
physicians and nurse injectors. And there are, 
of course, many dermal clinicians and beauty 
therapists that perform various light therapy, 
laser and other cosmetic services to a very 
high standard. 

Many factors have brought about the 
increased demand for aesthetic services, 
including major advances in cosmetic 
injectables, lasers and light based therapies. 
We are a wealthier society now than 20 
years ago, and it was not until well into the 
1990s that surgeons were able to advertise 
their services. It sounds hard to believe now, 
but surgeons were disciplined severely by 
the Medical Board for any mention of their 
services or field of expertise. Compare this 
to the free-for-all recently, where claims 
made on websites and marketing material 
have stretched the limits of credibility, and 
the difference couldn’t be bigger. This grey 
area has allowed many poor safety outcomes 
for patients, including deaths, caused by 
underqualified practitioners. This is not 
unique to Australia and has happened all 
over the world, coinciding with the advent of 
the Internet.

CHANGE IN TECHNIQUES
An enormous change in the past 20 years 
is in the ratio between surgical and non-
surgical procedures. In the 1990s, surgery 
was still by far the commonest cosmetic 
procedure. Now over 90% of procedures 
are non-surgical. These include anti-wrinkle 
injections, f illers, lasers, light-based therapies 
and non-surgical body contouring. Lasers 
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were not common 20 years ago and have 
only really taken off since the late 1990s/
early 2000s. Initially only ablative CO2 
lasers were available - with lots of redness 
and weeks of downtime - but now the 
different types of lasers and their wonderful 
capabilities is staggering.

Although botulinum toxin started to 
be injected in the late 1990s, it did not 
become widespread until 2005, and then 
for a very limited range of facial indications. 
It was not fully appreciated initially how 
wonderfully useful and effective this 
treatment was. The massive increase in 
Botox use and the use of other botulinum 
toxin wrinkle-relaxing products and muscle 
relaxant products for indications, both 
medical and cosmetic all around the body, 
is nothing short of remarkable. 

Similarly, it is hard to believe that in 
the late 1990s bovine collagen (collagen 
derived from cows) was still being used as 
an injectable to decrease wrinkles and lines. 
Many fillers with many problems were tried 
before the new, relatively stable hyaluronic 
acid fillers became widely used. 

The change and availability of effective 
machines for cosmetic outcomes has also 
been enormous. Thermage, Ultherapy 
and other skin-tightening techniques have 
become common as have Coolsculpting and 
other fat-freezing or fat-burning techniques 
for non-surgical body contouring. In the 

1990s, if you had told someone that you 
could freeze fat to contour the body, there 
is no chance that you would have been 
believed. There is a further wave of machines 
coming that will only increase the popularity, 
frequency and effectiveness of sculpting and 
tightening procedures.

Surgically, there have been many 
refinements of actual plastic surgery 
procedures. Closed rhinoplasty was the 
dominant form of rhinoplasty for many years. 
However, open rhinoplasty, which generally 
allows more control and refinement, is by far 
the most popular form of rhinoplasty in 2019. 
There has also been a renewed emphasis 
on tissue and fat preservation in facial and 
eyelid surgery. In the late 1990s and early 
2000s most facial rejuvenation techniques 
were reductive techniques, i.e. tissue and 
skin were removed. Although excess skin is 
still removed routinely, modern facial surgery 
techniques also utilise fat preservation and 
tissue repositioning to a much larger degree.

The biggest technical change in Plastic 
Surgery in the past 20 years has been the 
widespread adoption of fat transfer. Many 
years ago it was thought that fat harvested 
from the body and transferred by injection 
elsewhere in the body would not survive. 
The work of Plastic Surgeon Sydney Coleman 
from New York, who pioneered many of the 
techniques used routinely today in fat transfer, 
has shown that fat can thrive when transferred 

in the body. Not all aspects of fat transfer 
have been worked out and there are still 
some reliability issues that are not completely 
understood, however, fat transfer is generally 
a very reliable technique and is utilised all 
over the body to augment in the case of facial 
rejuvenation and to fill in tissue defects. Fat 
transfer is even being used increasingly for 
breast and buttock augmentation procedures. 
This was unheard of even 10 years ago and 
most surgeons would have predicted this to 
be a fantasy at that time. 

Other changes in the last 20 years include 
the huge increase in bariatric (weight loss) 
surgery. The obesity epidemic in our society 
has led to a major increase in gastric banding 
and similar procedures, with patients often 
losing 30 kg or more. However, sudden loss 
of weight through gastric banding and related 
procedures causes loose skin. This unsightly 
skin excess cannot be dealt with non-
surgically and must be surgically removed. 

CHANGE IN PATIENTS
There have been many changes in our 
patients over the past 20 years, and any 
practitioner providing a service to the public 
will be fully aware of these changes! 

The number of male patients has tripled. 
While this still only makes a small percentage, 
there is no sign of a slowdown in this trend 
for both surgical and non-surgical procedures. 
Facial rejuvenation, eyelid and rhinoplasty 

procedures were relatively uncommon for 
males 20 years ago, but are now booming. 
It used to be that female techniques were 
applied to male patients, resulting in less 
than optimal outcomes, but techniques have 
become so much better and results much 
more natural and masculine looking.

The Internet has probably been the 
largest change for all of us for both good 
and bad over the past 20 years. The world 
wide web promised to deliver an increase 
in information to both doctors and patients 
and it has fulfilled this promise, but it has 
also allowed many people to publish their 
heartfelt opinions, whether they have any 
idea what they are talking about or not. 
Our patients and clients now have access to 
information and misinformation 24/7. 

The Internet has helped to alert 
consumers to new developments very 
frequently before they have been proven 
safe and effective, making the Internet a 
double-edged sword. One of the aspects 
of the Internet which is causing major and 
increasing issues all around the world and in 
almost every industry is fake reviews, both 
good and bad.

The rise of social media has caused an 
astonishing increase in the number of selfies 
taken and posted. This has changed how our 
patients view themselves. 20 years ago most 
people who would have seen themselves in 
the mirror maybe several times per day. But 
now many people are taking selfies multiple 
times every day and publishing their image 
online. It is very easy to change features and 
appearance with filters. This has led to a 
very large increase in the number of people 
sensitive to and seeking correction for minor 
imperfections. It has also led to an increase 
in people seeking treatment for imagined 
imperfections and asking for impossible-to-
be-realised treatments. This is challenging! It 
may be easy to change features with filters 
on the phone, but neither surgery nor non-
surgical modalities yet have the ability to 
perform these miracles.

Looking back on the changes in the 
last 20 years in Plastic Surgery, the one 
constant has been change. It is exciting to 
look forward to the yet to be thought of and 
developed techniques and treatments – if it’s 
anything like the last 20 years, it’s going to be 
one wild ride!
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is change
Plastic Surgeon and Medical Director of 
Silkwood Medical, Dr Warwick Nettle has 
been practicing plastic surgery for 25 years, so 
it’s fair to say he’s (almost) seen it all. Here, he 

reflects on over two decades in the industry. 
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