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Section B 

1. Summary of the impact   

Anthropological research on the body, biotechnology and 'public understanding' of 
science, undertaken by Professor Jeanette Edwards, has informed the development of 
policy on and led to the improvement of practice in the cosmetic procedures industry in the 
UK, and also informed the public awareness about regulation of the industry. Specifically, 
the research findings have: 

1. raised public awareness of the health risks of the unregulated provision of cosmetic 
procedures and the need for better regulation of providers, premises and products; 

2. informed and supported professional bodies in shaping best practice and training; 
3. shaped the development of proposals for new legislation to improve the regulation of 

the cosmetic procedures industry in the UK. 

2. Underpinning research   

In 2015, Edwards was invited by the Nuffield Council on Bioethics (NCoB) to chair a 
multidisciplinary working party (WP) on cosmetic surgery and cognate procedures such as 
botulinum toxin and dermal filler injections, 'Cosmetic Procedures: ethical issues' (2015 - 
2017). The Assistant Director of the NCoB, Katharine Wright, states that Edwards’, 
“anthropological expertise was felt to be particularly valuable for a multidisciplinary working 
party focusing on cosmetic procedures in the UK, as it allowed for insight from a broader 
cross-cultural literature on elective modifications of the body” [A]. The work of the WP in 
2015 - 2017 entailed new empirical research, detailed in a 226-page report “The ethics of 
cosmetic procedures” [1]. This research included fact-finding events, interviews, archival 
research and discussion groups, as well as literature reviews, one of which included a 
wider anthropological literature review on body modifications. 

Edwards’ research highlighted emerging ethical concerns regarding the scope for harm 
around the provision and uptake of cosmetic procedures, and the ‘patchwork’ nature and 
inadequacy of current regulation. It revealed ongoing challenges of accountability, limited 
means of redress for poor outcomes, uneven standards of data collection across 
providers, and the need for more and better understanding of the motivations and 
influences that shape body modification practices in the UK [1]. The research revealed a 
key ethical concern in the role played by a commercially driven industry in an era of social 
media and in a social context where there is evidence of increasing dissatisfaction and 
distress about the body and personal appearance. Of particular interest was its 
contribution to public health harms associated with poor body image, especially, but not 
only, amongst young people [1]. Edwards' anthropological perspective, and previous 
research findings in the three areas below, informed the agenda of the WP [A]:     

Kinship and reproductive technologies: Edwards' longstanding anthropological expertise in 
kinship and reproductive technologies oriented the work of the WP on medical and quasi-
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medical interventions on the body. Her work on the embeddedness of individuals in 
kinship, class and community networks, honed through ethnographic studies in Britain, 
supported partly by a Wellcome Trust Fellowship (i), was central to understanding the 
uptake of cosmetic procedures across divides of social class, gender, race, ethnicity and 
sexuality in the UK [2, 3, 4].   

Public understanding of biotechnology:  Edwards convened and directed a 
multidisciplinary project with teams in six European countries, funded by the EU (ii) and 
the University of Manchester (iii). This research guided the WP’s attention to the ways in 
which people make sense of the possibilities of biotechnology and their trust or otherwise 
in medical practitioners. Findings from this research focused on changes in, and 
challenges to, the authority and ethics of (Western) scientific (including medical) 
knowledge, and how these changes and challenges shape ideas about what it means to 
be an ethical person and who gets to dictate what is legitimate and ‘proper’ in that regard. 
Edwards' ethnographic research has revealed the complex interactions between ‘expert’ 
and ‘lay’ understandings of medical technologies, undermining a simple distinction 
between them [2, 3]. 

Body modification and beauty: Edwards carried out a pilot study in Beirut in 2008 and 2009 
on cosmetic surgery (iv). She found that assistive reproductive technologies (ARTs) were 
stigmatised and considered to be private interventions in family life, whereas cosmetic 
procedures were publicly celebrated and displayed as markers of 'proper', dignified and 
ethical persons. This research informed the WP’s work by broadening the bioethical 
concerns of the NCoB to explore the wider social, historical and cultural factors that shape 
the use of cosmetic procedures [4, 5, 6].  It also directed the WP's focus on issues of 
social class in the UK [4, 5, 6].   

3. References to the research   

[1] Nuffield Council on Bioethics, (2017) “The ethics of cosmetic procedures.” Available 
from http://nuffieldbioethics.org/wp-content/uploads/Cosmetic-procedures-full-
report.pdf  

[2] Edwards, J. & Salazar, C. (eds) (2009) European Kinship in the Age of 
Biotechnology, Oxford & New York: Berghahn Books.  

[3] Edwards, J. (2015) Donor conception and (dis)closure in the UK: siblingship, 
friendship and kinship. Sociologus: Journal for empirical anthropology 65:1, 101-122. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43645071?seq=1     

[4] Edwards, J. (2017) The politics of 'see-through' kinship. In E. Alber and T. Thelen 
(eds) Reconnecting Kinship and Politics: temporalities, scales, classifications. 
Philadelphia: Pennsylvania University Press. 

[5] Edwards, J. and Thomson, M. (2020) Provincializing the clitoris. In M. Jacob and A. 
Kirkland (eds) Research Handbook on Socio-Legal Studies of Medicine and Health. 
Cheltenham, UK and Northampton, MA, USA: Edward Elgar Publishing.  

[6] Edwards, J. (2021) Revisiting anthropology's awkward relationship: beauty, botox 
and ethics. In C. McCallum, S. Posocco and M. Fotta, The Cambridge Handbook for 
the Anthropology of Gender and Sexuality. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
(Delayed due to Covid. We have a corroborating email from McCallum). 

Relevant grants awarded: 

(i) Edwards, J., Senior Research Fellowship in the Public Understanding of Science, 
Wellcome Trust, (2000–2001), GBP51,213 

(ii) Edwards, J. (PI and Director), ‘Public understanding of genetics: a cross cultural and 
ethnographic study of the ‘new genetics’ and social identity’, Quality of Life and 

http://nuffieldbioethics.org/wp-content/uploads/Cosmetic-procedures-full-report.pdf
http://nuffieldbioethics.org/wp-content/uploads/Cosmetic-procedures-full-report.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43645071?seq=1
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Management of Living Resources. European Commission Fifth Framework 
Programme (contract QLG7-CT-2001-01668), (2002–2006), GBP1,293,328 

(iii) Edwards, J. (PI), Vice Chancellor Grant (UoM) to support [ii] (2005), GBP30,000 
(iv) Edwards, J. (PI), pilot study on ‘Religion and Human Biotechnology in the Lebanon’, 

Council for British Research in the Levant (CBRL), (2008–2009), GBP6,000  

4. Details of the impact  

Impact from the research conducted by the NCoB WP and chaired by Edwards [1] has 
been achieved cumulatively, through diverse channels, and through ongoing collaboration 
between Edwards and the NCoB. The NCoB report [1] makes 27 recommendations, 
focussing on both the ‘demand’ and ‘supply’ sides of the cosmetic industry [A]. The 
recommendations include calls to restrict access to certain procedures to over-18s, for the 
Royal College of Surgeons and other professional bodies to ensure the certification and 
necessary training of surgeons, and for the Department for Education to ensure young 
people have access to evidence-based resources on body image [1]. The research has led 
to impact in the following three ways: 

4.1 Raising public awareness of the health risks of an unregulated cosmetic surgery 
industry and the need for better regulation of providers, premises and products. 

The report [1] was widely publicised on launch in 2017, achieving extensive media 
coverage, including articles in the Independent, Huffington Post, the Mirror, the Guardian 
and the Telegraph [B]. Katharine Wright, Assistant Director of the NCoB, explains that 
“Jeanette was heavily involved in the media at the time of the launch (including both Radio 
4 and regional radio interviews)” [A], e.g. BBC TV Six O’ Clock News; BBC Radio 
Manchester; BBC Radio 4’s Today; BBC Radio 5 Live; Radio London and Radio Scotland 
[B]. International coverage included an interview on BBC World Service’s Health Check, 
and on BBC World Service TV [B]. The report’s recommendation that social media sites 
investigate and remove cosmetic surgery apps and makeover games aimed at children 
was reported by the Guardian, citing Edwards. In 2018, journalist Sonia Sodha wrote a 
Guardian article critical of the decision of Superdrug to offer botox and dermal fillers in 
selected high street stores [B]. Sodha confirmed that she had used the NCoB report 
extensively in writing the article, finding it “very helpful and informative” [C].  

Actress and playwright Monica Dolan contacted Edwards after becoming aware of the 
report in the press. Dolan has drawn on the findings in public discussions of The B*easts, 
a play about children and cosmetic surgery (which won an award at the 2017 Edinburgh 
Festival). Representatives of the NCoB participated in a public panel discussion on these 
issues after a performance of the play at the Bush Theatre, London (where it ran in 
February and March 2018). Dolan writes that the “report informed the discussion around 
[the play] …taking it further by inciting Q and As about the interface between the play and 
the reality out there. It gave the play more credence and certainly helped me to talk about 
it publicly in a much more informed way” [D]. 

Gary Ross, Consultant Plastic Reconstructive and Aesthetic Surgeon, states that there are 
limits to regulation given plastic surgery is predominately in the private health sector [E]. Of 
great importance therefore “is the cultivation of a discerning and educated public who, for 
example, are aware of good and ethical practice…The work of the NCoB on cosmetic 
procedures guided by Edwards will continue in the coming years to be valuable in raising 
public understanding and awareness” [E]. 
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4.2 Supporting professional bodies in shaping best practice and training 

The research has raised awareness amongst practitioners and professionals of the 
broader social and cultural context that makes cosmetic procedures desirable, leading to 
improvements in practice and training in the UK. The report featured in outlets aimed 
specifically at health professionals and was cited in many professional journals [F]. The 
British Medical Journal published a two-page feature entitled ‘Cosmetic industry regulation 
is only skin deep’, and a piece appeared on doctors.net.uk (read by 51,000 GMC-
accredited doctors per day; subscription-only) [F]. An article in the journal Aesthetics, 
highlighting links between social media and appearance anxiety, cited Edwards [F]. 
Drawing on the work of Edwards and the WP, the NCoB also contributed to numerous 
consultations, including: the Youth Select Committee inquiry on body image (June 2017); 
the Consultation on Draft Standards, issued in 2017 by the Cosmetic Procedures 
Standards Authority; the Science and Technology Committee inquiry on the impact of 
social media and screen-use on young people’s health (March 2018); and the Information 
Commissioner’s Office consultation on its draft code of practice for age-appropriate design 
for online services (May 2019) (see [A, H] for full list of consultation contributions). 

Following the launch of the report, the NCoB hosted a meeting with Lord Lansley (who has 
a private member’s bill on the regulation of cosmetic surgery), the Royal College of 
Surgeons (RCS), the General Medical Council (GMC), and major commercial providers of 
cosmetic surgery [A] to discuss how to implement the WP’s recommendation that the RCS 
require all members who practise cosmetic surgery to participate in its certification scheme 
and have access to appropriate training [1]. Gary Ross, the first surgeon to be certified by 
the RCS, outlines how “the GMC has acknowledged the NCoB report in 2017 in its 
recommendations for a more robust regulatory framework to ensure patient safety and to 
protect patients against many of the risks from cosmetic procedures” [E]. He explains that, 
since the report, there has been an increase in the number of cosmetic surgeons applying 
to the RCS for certification; an increased awareness of the need to assess social and 
psychological presentation of patients/clients prior to surgery; and a much broader 
agreement that cosmetic surgery should not be offered to under-18s, unless there are 
good medical reasons [E].  

In February 2019, drawing on findings and recommendations in the NCoB report, (the WP 
recommended collaborative work amongst social media companies [1]), the NHS Medical 
Director, Stephen Powis, called for social media companies to ban celebrity ads targeted 
at children [I]. In July 2019, the Secretary of State for Health and Social Care announced a 
new partnership between the Samaritans and Facebook, Instagram, Pinterest, Google, 
YouTube, and Twitter to investigate the health impact of social media on young people [G].  

The recommendations of the WP were also cited in the design of the Masters programme 
in Skin Ageing and Aesthetic Medicine (Faculty of Biology, Medicine and Health, University 
of Manchester), as defining best practice standards in the ethics of providing cosmetic 
procedures to patients/clients. The MSc Programme Director, has since been working with 
the NCoB on developing resources that use key findings of the report [G]. Graham states, 
“we have been expanding the teaching materials around the ethical issues surrounding 
cosmetic procedures. We identified the 2017 Nuffield Council on Bioethics report 
(Cosmetic procedures: ethical issues) as an invaluable resource” [J]. 

4.3 Shaping the development of proposals for new legislation  

The research findings have also helped shape the developments of proposals for new 
legislation by informing parliamentarians about implementing age restrictions on access to 
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cosmetic procedures, and the role of social media in promoting cosmetic procedures and 
the adverse impact of such promotional activities on body image and mental health, 
especially amongst young people.  

The Botulinum Toxin and Cosmetic Fillers (Children) Bill 2019-20 was introduced by Laura 
Trott MP following a Private Members’ Bills Ballot on 9 January 2020. In the lead-up to the 
bill, the NCoB report was cited in numerous parliamentary debates. In 2017, the then 
Parliamentary Under Secretary of State (Mental Health, Inequalities and Suicide 
Prevention) Jackie Doyle-Price MP invited NCoB staff to discuss priorities for meeting the 
Conservative Party manifesto commitment to improve regulation of those providing 
cosmetic procedures. During a Westminster Hall Debate in May 2019 she committed to 
bringing forward legislation to ban under-18s from accessing cosmetic procedures, in line 
with current age limits on tattoos and sunbeds, a key recommendation of the report [I]. 
During the debate, Alberto Costa MP stated that the NCoB “recommended that children 
under 18 should not be able to have these procedures unless there was an overriding 
medical reason for them to do so” [G]. 

A parliamentary question tabled by Clive Lewis MP in September 2017 asked the Minister 
of State for Health, Philip Dunne, if his Department would implement the recommendations 
of the NCoB report. In response, Dunne described the report as “thorough and thoughtful” 
and said it “will help to inform our thinking” about “the effective registration and regulation 
of those performing cosmetic interventions” [H]. Bambos Charalambous MP sought the 
NCoB’s support in submitting parliamentary questions on the regulation of cosmetic 
procedures, and in introducing a debate on this issue [A]. There was also a written 
parliamentary question in the House of Lords, in November 2017, from Baroness Gould, 
on the report’s recommendation that the Home Office should clarify the marketing of 
‘female genital cosmetic surgery’. She asked what plans the Government have “to issue 
guidance … clarifying the circumstances under which procedures marketed as "female 
genital cosmetic surgery" may be necessary for a woman’s physical or mental health and 
therefore not banned under the Female Genital Mutilation Act 2003” [H]. 

5. Sources to corroborate the impact   

[A] Letter from Katharine Wright, NCoB’s Assistant Director, 15th March 2018 
[B] Report of coverage in mainstream media  
[C] Email correspondence with Sonia Sodha, journalist, 28th August 2018 
[D] Email correspondence with Monica Dolan, playwright, 22nd September 2020 
[E] Letter from Gary Ross, Consultant Plastic Reconstructive and Aesthetic Surgeon, 

member of BAPRAS and accredited on the GMC’s register of plastic surgeons, 28th 
August 2020 

[F] Report of citations in professional-focused outlets. E.g. BMJ, Lancet, Journal of 
Aesthetic Nursing, International Journal of Women’s Dermatology, Journal of Practical 
Ethics  

[G] Note from Kate Harvey, NCoB's Senior Research Officer, August 2020 
[H] NCoB report “Cosmetic procedures: ethical issues. One year on” (2018) 
[I] Powis quote: https://www.england.nhs.uk/2019/02/top-doctor-calls-for-ban-on-

damaging-and-misleading-celebrity-social-media-ads/; Doyle-Price quote: 
https://www.nuffieldbioethics.org/news/government-acts-nuffield-council-
recommendation-ban-18s-accessing 

[J] Letter from the Academic Programme Director for the Skin Ageing and Aesthetic 
Medicine Masters Programme at the University of Manchester, 14th September 2020. 
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