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Where Did All the Facial Fat Go?

One of our most valuable natural resources is being lost to age, scalpels, and Ozempic. Here's everything you
need to know about restoring precious facial fat.
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acial fat has become the latest vietim of our culture’s toxic

obsession with downsizing. Generous cheeks are routinely

pruned by buccal-extracting scalpels and scissors. And vital

convexities—rounded temples, smooth orbits—are sinking under the

weight of diet drugs, the unwitting casualties of “Ozempic face.”

RIP full, vibrant visages. Your ripeness is gone, but not forgotten—
thanks to the barrage of voluptuous befores and angular afters on
TikTok. These visual obituaries memorialize fat loss in its various
forms, from the subtle emergence of quiet contours to the jarring onset
of harsh hollows. We pay respects from our screens, witnessing the

collective winnowing of faces (famous and otherwise)—but perhaps



failing to appreciate what's truly been lost.

One of the body’s most precious natural resources, fat, doesn’t merely
influence face shape or impart a cherubic pinchability. “It contributes to

a healthy, youthful look,” Catherine Chang, a board-certified plastic

surgeon in Beverly Hills, says. At a bare minimum, fat lends plumpness
and structure to the skin, preventing crepiness and folds, and conceals
the underlying architecture of the face—the ligaments and bony
crevices that can read as old when exposed. “There’s a smoothness to
youth that a deflated face can’t have, because it’s all hills and valleys,”

board-certified Los Angeles plastic surgeon Jason Roostaelan explains.
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Love or hate your facial fat, time will eventually

v: Julia Fox Eyes whittle it, without your input or permission. In

fact, after age 30, we lose around three cc’s of
facial fat per year, Chang says. This isn’t always a
bad thing, mind you. According to Haideh
Hirmand, a board-certified plastic surgeon in
New York City, 9 out of 10 women she consults
with about facial fat grafting, a procedure that
shuffles fat from areas of excess to regions in

need, say they liked their faces most in their early

40s, just as they were starting to look more

sculpted, before they became plainly gaunt in

their 50s.

But some folks are aiming to stave off the midlife meltdown altogether.
“I have a bunch of younger patients, in their 30s and even 20s, asking
for fat grafting as opposed to filler,” Chang says. They join a swell of
people (of all ages) desiring a natural alternative to the synthetic gels
they've grown weary of having injected. Other surgeons are also seeing
fat’s appeal broaden and transcend generational confines. “My typical

fat-grafting patient has changed over time,” Hirmand tells us. “It used



to be the older person, and we’d combine [the treatment] with a face-

lift, but now it encompasses multiple age groups.”

The BPEHII"\' Benefits of Facial Fat

The trend presents a curious paradox: Alongside the throngs of people

pursuing contouring procedures, like buccal fat reduction, there’s a

burgeoning clutch aiming to boost their fat reserves—and frequently
they're one and the same. “The patient who requests buccal fat removal
will also want to add fat to their cheeks or tear troughs,” says board-

certified nurse practitioner Jennifer Hollander, who runs the

nonsurgical side of facial plastic surgeon Ben Talei’s Beverly Hills
practice. “They view fat as a permanent fix and imagine it to be less

problematic [than filler] over time.”

Folks are growing wise to the benefits of fat, which exists at various
levels of the face. Just below the skin (attached to it) is our
subcutaneous fat, which “provides a ‘gliding’ plane for the skin to move
over underlying structures,” board-certified New York City plastic

surgeon Oren Tepper explains. Deeper down, we have fat pads nestled

into distinct compartments, he says; they “play a more structural,

supportive, and protective role.”

In our prime, these different types of fat provide plush padding,
allowing one area of the face to blend seamlessly into the next. Take
the eyelid-cheek junction, for example, which Roostaeian finds “so
important for a youthful look.” Over time, as our tissues thin and drop,
a sort of segmentation occurs. The once-fluid, imperceptible transition
between the lower lids and upper cheeks now bears “a harsh border,”
Roostaeian says, which can breed hollows, bags, and a tired
appearance. With further sagging, fat collects in the nasolabial folds
and the jowls, fragmenting the continuous canvas of the face to

Picasso-like effect.



Fat loss can also rob skin of firmness. Some patients complain of
drooping after aggressive buccal fat removal. Others are seeing
unexpected laxity after rapidly losing weight on the diabetes drug
semaglutide (a.k.a. Ozempic/Wegovy). “About 30 percent of my
patients have started using Ozempic, and they commonly say they look
deflated or they’re noticing laxity in their face, because they lost a lot of

that fat and support of the skin,” Chang tells us.

Steeped in stem cells, fat also “plays a big role in the health of the
skin,” Hirmand notes. Doctors have long used fat grafting following
cancer treatment to help reverse radiation damage in the skin—to
enhance elasticity and promote vascularity. More recent studies have
elucidated fat’s regenerative powers, she adds, finding that “within a
few weeks of fat transfer, sun-damaged elastin networks are replaced

with normal patterns.” In clinical practice, she goes on to say, “we
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know that if we replenish the subcutaneous fat, we see skin effects—
pigmentation and texture improve, and the skin looks a little thicker
and more luminous.” This is a big draw for younger fat seekers, hoping

to recapture lost radiance.

Hirmand also points to an “underrated relationship between the
volume in the face and the action of the muscles.” The degree of

tension in facial muscles has been shown to increase as the face gets

slimmer with age, she says, and this changes the way the face moves.
“When we volume-augment certain areas, like around the mouth, we
restore more youthful motion,” she says, which may put less strain on

the skin.

W hat Happens During Facial Fat
Gralting

When performed as a standalone procedure (separate from a lift),



facial fat grafting is a fairly minor surgical affair that can be done

awake or under light sedation, according to Tepper.

Harvesting fat for the face can be painstaking work. First, the areas of
the body to be liposuctioned are marked and filled with tumescent fluid
(to anesthetize them and reduce bleeding). Surgeons then make tiny
entry points for their cannulas. The doctors we speak to like to harvest
fat by hand (rather than using suctioning devices), since this more
delicate technique allows a greater number of fat cells to survive. The
process involves specialized cannulas that slowly extract very fine

parcels of fat, which are most appropriate for the face.

Once removed, the fat is purified and processed into even smaller bits.
When manipulated just enough to shrink and separate the globules
while keeping the fat cells mostly intact, this material becomes
microfat. It has the substance required to deliver volume when

reinjected.















