
Beauty at a Cost: The Urban Divide
in Brazilian Butt Lift Safety

Introduction
The Brazilian Butt Lift (BBL) is a specialised fat transfer procedure that enhances
the size and reshapes the buttocks without the use of implants. While individuals
from all ethnic and racial backgrounds undergo cosmetic surgery, this procedure
is especially popular among Black women (Grubbs & Stannard, 2024). Surgeons
harvest fat  from areas such as the abdomen, purify it,  and inject it  into the
buttocks. Unlike gluteal implants, BBL avoids artificial devices and often produces
softer, more natural results. Despite its popularity, BBLs remain the deadliest
aesthetic procedure owing to past unsafe techniques (Finkelstein et al., 2024).
Many patients learn about it through social media, yet online posts often lack
complete safety information (Taritsa et al., 2025).

History and Current Demand
The procedure originated in Brazil over 30 years ago, reflecting local preferences
for  fuller  buttocks (Toledo,  2015).  Dr.  Luiz  Toledo pioneered the fat-grafting
technique,  which  rapidly  spread  worldwide.  Since  2021,  social  media  and
celebrity promotion have driven record demand, with over 60,000 U.S. cases in
2021. This represents a 37% rise compared to procedures performed in 2020 and
more than a 100% increase since 2011 (Finkelstein et al., 2024).

The  Urban Surge  in  Brazilian  Butt  Lift
Demand
Urban centres have become hotspots for Brazilian Butt Lift (BBL) procedures.
Social media and celebrity influence drive this rapid growth (Grubbs & Stannard,
2024). The BBL promises aesthetic enhancement, but it often masks deep health
and safety concerns. This growth fits within a Systems Thinking view, where
media, healthcare, and social pressures interact.
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However, access to safe procedures is unequal. Wealthier clients visit accredited
clinics  with  advanced  monitoring.  Low-income  communities  often  turn  to
affordable BBL clinics with questionable safety protocols (Johnson, 2021). This
disparity  fuels  urban health  inequality.  Unregulated plastic  surgery  practices
flourish in such gaps. The issue has features of a Complex Wicked Problem. It
combines  cultural  ideals,  limited  healthcare  resources,  and  regulatory
weaknesses. Each factor worsens the others, creating persistent risks. Without
coordinated action, safety concerns will continue to grow.

Health Inequalities and the Risk DividE
Brazilian Butt Lift (BBL) remains the deadliest cosmetic surgery, causing risks
such  as  fat  embolism,  an  acute  respiratory  disorder,  and  severe  infection
(Finkelstein et al., 2024; Bies et al., 2023). Accredited clinics follow guidelines
from the Aesthetic Surgery Education and Research Foundation (ASERF) and the
American Society for Aesthetic Plastic Surgery (ASAPS), organisations dedicated
to  improving  surgical  safety  and  standards  (Rios  &  Gupta,  2020).  These
guidelines require surgeons to inject fat only into the subcutaneous layer, use
larger  blunt  cannulas,  avoid  downward  angling,  and  perform  procedures  in
accredited  facilities.  Consequently,  these  measures  standardise  practices  and
reduce fatal complications, thereby improving patient safety.

Moreover, the urban rise of BBL highlights a Complex Wicked Problem, where
cultural  pressures,  economic  disparities,  and  weak  regulation  interact.  By
applying Systems Thinking, it becomes clear how socioeconomic status shapes
patient outcomes, with disadvantaged groups facing higher complication rates
and longer recoveries (Johnson, 2021). Therefore, addressing these challenges
demands  Values-Based Innovation  that  promotes  ethical  and safe  procedures
instead of  hazardous shortcuts.  Aligning cosmetic  surgery  with  public  health
priorities  protects  well-being  while  respecting  diverse  beauty  ideals.  Without
decisive  regulation  and  coordinated  action,  preventable  harm  will  continue,
underscoring the urgent need for systemic reform within urban health systems.

Values-Based Innovation offers a path forward. Safe, ethical procedures could
replace  dangerous  shortcuts.  Aligning  cosmetic  practices  with  public  health
priorities can protect patients while respecting diverse beauty ideals. Without
such change, the cycle of harm will persist.
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Health  Risks  and Complications  of  BBL
Procedures
Brazilian  Butt  Lift  (BBL)  procedures  present  significant  health  risks  that
contribute  to  a  substantial  burden  on  healthcare  systems.  Fat  embolism
syndrome, where fat enters the bloodstream and blocks vital vessels, remains the
deadliest  complication,  causing  mortality  rates  estimated  between  1  in
3,000-6,000  surgeries  (Pazmiño  &  Garcia,  2023;  Finkelstein  et  al.,  2024).
Infection rates  are also  notable,  often resulting from unsterile  techniques or
inadequate  postoperative  care,  which  can  lead  to  severe  systemic  infections
requiring hospitalisation (Bies et al., 2023; Johnson, 2021). Additionally, acute
kidney injury has been reported, especially linked to the liposuction aspect of
BBL, further complicating patient recovery (Georgiyeva et al., 2023).

BBL complications strain emergency departments, with South Florida reporting a
sharp increase in severe cases requiring critical care (Pazmiño & Garcia, 2023).
Approximately  20% of  surgeons  surveyed  in  the  UK indicated  treating  BBL-
related complications, highlighting its prevalence (Sadideen et al., 2020). Such
figures  underscore  the  procedure’s  public  health  impact,  especially  where
unregulated  practices  proliferate.

Socioeconomic Barriers to Safe Cosmetic
Surgery
Socioeconomic status critically shapes access to safe Brazilian Butt Lift (BBL)
procedures in Brazilian urban centres like São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro. Lower-
income individuals, often from marginalised Black and Brown communities, face
financial  barriers  that  push  them  to  seek  cheaper,  unregulated  surgeries
performed by uncertified providers in informal clinics (Johnson,  2021).  These
settings  frequently  lack  essential  safety  protocols,  increasing  risks  of  severe
complications  and  even  death  (Colwell  et  al.,  2024).  Systemic  racial  and
socioeconomic inequalities fuel distrust of formal healthcare systems, deterring
vulnerable  groups  from  accessing  accredited  surgeons  in  private  hospitals
(Toshumba,  2020).

Affluent patients,  in contrast,  can afford board-certified plastic  surgeons who
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provide comprehensive pre- and postoperative care, ensuring better outcomes
(Colwell  et  al.,  2024).  Meanwhile,  misinformation  spreads  rapidly  among
disadvantaged populations, often via social media, amplifying unsafe practices
(Johnson, 2021). Thus, socioeconomic and geographic barriers in Brazil’s major
cities  produce  a  dangerous  urban  divide:  financially  constrained,  minority
communities disproportionately suffer owing to a lack of access, education, and
trust (Reese et al., 2025). Addressing these issues demands targeted community
education, improved healthcare accessibility, and culturally sensitive engagement
to protect vulnerable groups.

Social  Media,  Beauty  Standards,  and
Urban Pressures
Social media profoundly influences beauty ideals, intensifying pressure to pursue
Brazilian Butt Lifts (BBLs), especially in urban centres like São Paulo and Rio de
Janeiro.  Platforms  such  as  TikTok  and  Instagram promote  the  “BBL Effect,”
normalising the curvy body type now widely  admired (Moore Jr,  2024).  This
digital culture simultaneously celebrates fuller figures within Black and Brown
communities while reinforcing Eurocentric beauty standards, creating a complex,
often conflicting landscape of identity and self-image (Grubbs & Stannard, 2024;
Mingo, 2025). Studies reveal that social media encourages self-objectification and
body dissatisfaction, particularly among marginalised groups who feel compelled
to modify their bodies to meet these hybrid ideals (Taylor-Forde, 2022; Moore Jr,
2024). For instance, research among Black female college students highlights
how Instagram usage  intensifies  pressure  to  conform,  often  leading  to  risky
cosmetic procedures like BBLs (Moore Jr, 2024).

Furthermore,  urban populations in low-income areas face misinformation and
limited access to safe surgeries, exacerbating health risks (Morrissette, 2022).
Celebrities and influencers amplify these trends, sometimes glamorising BBLs
without adequately addressing the dangers involved. Case studies demonstrate
that this confluence of social media, cultural expectations, and economic disparity
fuels  an urgent need for  regulation and education (Nwadialor  & Adingwupu,
2025). Promoting media literacy and ensuring safer cosmetic practices are crucial
steps  to  mitigate  harm  and  support  informed  decision-making  in  vulnerable
communities.
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Regulation,  Oversight,  and  the
Proliferation of  Unsafe  Clinics
Regulatory oversight plays a crucial role in reducing risks from unsafe Brazilian
Butt Lift (BBL) clinics. For instance, São Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, and South Florida
experience high demand and dangerous practices. Research shows that up to 90%
of fatal  BBLs happen in high-volume, budget clinics (Finkelstein et al.,  2024;
Johnson,  2021).  These  clinics  often  ignore  safety  by  scheduling  eight  to  ten
surgeries daily. They also frequently employ unlicensed or poorly trained staff.
Experts  recommend  ultrasound-assisted  fat  grafting  to  reduce  complications
(Garcia Jr & Pazmiño, 2023). Unfortunately, many clinics neglect this technique.
Moreover, regulatory enforcement remains weak. In Brazil, fragmented oversight
allows many unaccredited clinics to operate. South Florida faces “surgical mills”,
performing risky BBLs cheaply (Langley, 2022; Mofid, 2023).

To improve safety, regulators must require surgeon certification and limit daily
procedures.  Enforce  regular,  unannounced  inspections  and  require  outcome
reporting. South Florida’s stricter policies lowered mortality, but gaps remain
owing to nonphysician clinic owners (Pazmiño & Garcia Jr, 2023). Additionally,
public health campaigns must educate people about risks and promote accredited
clinics (Duggan et al., 2024). Tailored outreach is vital to help socioeconomically
vulnerable  groups  avoid  unsafe  options  (Johnson,  2021).  International
collaboration  can  also  strengthen  standards  worldwide.  Ultimately,  strong
regulation, transparency, and education can close the urban safety divide in BBL
surgeries.

Conclusion and Call to Action (CTA)
The Brazilian Butt Lift procedure carries significant risks, especially in urban
areas  plagued  by  unregulated  clinics  and  socioeconomic  barriers.  Despite
advances in safer techniques, many clinics continue dangerous practices owing to
weak  oversight.  Consequently,  patients  face  life-threatening  outcomes.  To
address this, governments and health authorities must strengthen regulation and
enforcement immediately. Additionally, public education campaigns should raise
awareness about the dangers of unsafe procedures. Finally, communities must
demand transparency and accountability from cosmetic surgery providers. Only
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through coordinated action can we protect vulnerable populations and close the
urban divide in BBL safety.

Achieving THRIVE goals
The safety challenges surrounding Brazilian Butt Lift (BBL) procedures expose
critical gaps in several Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG3:
Good Health and Well-Being, SDG10: Reduced Inequalities, and SDG16: Peace,
Justice, and Strong Institutions.

SDG3 aims to ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all. However, in the
context of BBLs, this goal is undermined by uneven healthcare quality and limited
access  to  accredited  clinics.  Many  patients  resort  to  unsafe,  unregulated
providers  owing  to  economic  constraints  or  lack  of  awareness,  leading  to
increased mortality and complications (Finkelstein et al., 2024). The healthcare
system’s inability to regulate these practices effectively reflects a critical shortfall
in ensuring universal health coverage and safe medical procedures.

SDG10  targets  the  reduction  of  inequalities  but  struggles  to  address  the
socioeconomic  barriers  that  drive  vulnerable  populations  towards  high-risk
cosmetic surgeries.  Disparities in income, education, and geographical  access
leave marginalised urban communities exposed to unsafe BBL clinics (Johnson,
2021). Without targeted interventions, these inequalities perpetuate health risks
and undermine broader social equity goals.

SDG16 focuses on building effective, accountable institutions. Yet, fragmented
regulatory oversight and insufficient enforcement allow unsafe clinics to operate
with impunity,  especially in high-volume, budget-driven urban areas (Langley,
2022).  Weak  institutional  responses  enable  dangerous  practices  to  persist,
compromising patient safety and public trust.

To  overcome  these  shortcomings,  integrated  and  systemic  approaches  are
essential.  Coordinated  regulation,  enhanced  patient  education,  and  equitable
healthcare access must align with measurable safety standards. Strengthening
institutional  frameworks  and  reducing  socioeconomic  disparities  will  advance
these SDGs meaningfully. Only by bridging health, equity, and governance can
Brazilian Butt Lift safety improve sustainably.
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A Thrivable Framework
The  THRIVE  Project  THRIVE  Framework  provides  a  vital  lens  for  tackling
Brazilian Butt Lift safety.

1. Systems Thinking: BBL safety involves interconnected factors, patient demand,
socioeconomic  barriers,  clinic  regulation,  medical  training,  and  social  media
influence  understanding  these  as  parts  of  a  dynamic  system  helps  identify
leverage points for effective intervention.

2. Complex Wicked Problems: BBL safety exemplifies a complex wicked problem:
It involves multiple stakeholders, conflicting values (beauty vs. health), evolving
social norms, and regulatory gaps. This framework helps frame the challenge as
one requiring adaptive, multi-faceted, and iterative solutions rather than simple
fixes.

3.  Finite  Resources:  Healthcare  professionals,  accredited  clinics,  regulatory
oversight,  and  patient  education  are  limited  resources  strained  by  growing
cosmetic surgery demand. Managing these finite resources responsibly is key to
improving safety and equity.

4. Values-Based Innovation: Addressing BBL safety requires innovation grounded
in ethical values prioritising patient well-being, equity, and transparency over
profit-driven motives that fuel unsafe practices.

To explore deeper solutions on cosmetic procedure safety, clinic oversight, and
community  health  awareness,  visit  the  THRIVE  website.  It  offers  insightful
articles,  expert-led  webinars,  and  in-depth  whitepapers  on  how  healthcare
providers and regulators promote safer practices.  Subscribing to the monthly
newsletter provides the latest updates, while following on LinkedIn keeps one
informed about emerging policies and innovations in cosmetic health safety.

Why trust us?
At THRIVE Project, we’re all about facts that matter—and a future that flourishes.
Our  team of  researchers,  writers,  and  thrivability  experts  dig  deep  into  the
science so you don’t have to. Everything we publish is based on credible sources,
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double-checked for accuracy, and written with one goal in mind: helping you
make sense of the world and how to improve it. We’re independent, non-profit,
and here to spark real change with knowledge you can count on. Find out more
about our team.
– THRIVE Project
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