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Dear Madam/Sir

More than a third of adults in the USA report utilization
of complementary medicine of some form including herbal,
vitamin, and other dietary supplementation [1]. Despite its
common utilization in the US population, such supple-
mentation has received minimal consideration in the plastic
surgery journals and the surgical literature at large.

Anecdotal evidence has taught anesthesiologists and
surgeons that herbal medication and supplements should be
discontinued prior to elective surgeries. However, there are
data suggesting that some herb medication and supple-
ments can augment wound healing. We have recently
published a standardized review regarding the advantages
of two commonly utilized herbal supplements (arnica and
bromelain) in the perioperative period (in press). There is
an abundance of additional evidence in the literature sup-
porting the implementation of other supplements (e.g.,
vitamin D, probiotics, protein powder, curcumin, zinc, and
arginine).
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Despite limited application by physicians, plastic sur-
gery patients may utilize herbal medicine, homeopathic
remedies, and dietary supplements more than the general
public. An assessment of elective surgical outpatients
found that nearly three quarters of patients consumed some
form of alternative medicine preoperatively, with the
number of supplements ranging from 1 to 44. Of those
reported medicines, supplements, and remedies, a sizeable
proportion are known to potentially impact physiology
pertinent to surgical care including the coagulation cas-
cade, blood pressure control, cardiac function, electrolyte
imbalance, and drug interactions [4]. Data from the anes-
thesiology literature have suggested that herbal medicines
and homeopathic remedies are more often utilized among
white, educated, and higher socioeconomic status [5].
Interestingly, these patient demographics mirror the com-
position of patients seeking cosmetic plastic surgery.

Complicating these findings, the majority of treating
plastic surgeons and anesthesiologists are largely unaware
of supplement use by their patients [2, 3]. This phe-
nomenon appears to be a communication failure between
physicians and patients, with both parties being culpable.
Physicians generally fail to specifically ask about supple-
ments instead of focusing on traditional medications and
patients also fail to provide this information. For example,
Norred et al. demonstrated that that greater than 70% of
surgical patients do not reveal consumption of herbal or
homeopathic medicine to their physicians [4].

Therefore, the true impact of complementary medicine
in plastic surgery cannot accurately be determined. To that
end, it behooves plastic surgeons to revisit the potential
positive and negative effects complementary medicine can
have on patient outcomes. To analyze this, we must first
design prospective, standardized studies that quantify the
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actual utilization of herbals and other supplements. Ideally,
these studies would involve individual and combined sta-
tistical analysis of both reconstructive and cosmetic sur-
gical populations. In general, it is important that plastic
surgeons become more educated on the indications,
advantages, dosing, contraindications, and potential com-
plications associated with each supplement. The studies
presented here also should alert plastic surgeons of the
potential for inaccurate patient assessment and encourage
them to incorporate direct queries regarding complemen-
tary medicine use in their preoperative evaluation.

In conclusion, we have highlighted the paucity of data in
the plastic surgery literature as it relates to alterative and
complementary medicine. Moving forward, we hope more
physicians will prospectively and critically evaluate the
putative, positive effects complementary medicine can
have on their patients.
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