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“It was no secret I was fat,” Ms. Conner
said. “I was carrying around a whole extra
person. I now am much healthier and

Ms. Sartain, back in Atlanta, cautions
difference, but they are not a cure-all. Even
though 13 additional pounds of skin were

tions, such as people who smoke or individuals who
are extremely large.
The most common complication is pneumonia,
he said.

from her buttocks, she still has to work at

propensity to aggravate coronary problems, Dr.

maintaining her new weight and shape,

Livingston said.

done,” she said. “They don’t realize that you have to
continue to do a lot of work. I’m going to have to

He has also found, surprisingly, that if you take
away factors such as diabetes and hypertension,
there’s very little mortality from the obesity itself.
It’s not a finding that’s been readily received by
colleagues.
“The public has been inundated with the message

get up and exercise almost every day for the rest of

that if you’re fat you’re going to die. But if someone

my life.”

is 70 years old, and they’ve been fat for 50 years,

Changing behaviors
Ms. Sartain also has had to adjust her mind-set.
“It’s not just your body you have to work at,” she

their fatness is not going to kill them,” Dr.
Livingston said.
So it may turn out that the reason for doing the
surgery may not be the obesity itself, but to cut risks

said. “There’s a lot more to it. Most people who are

for factors like diabetes and hypertension, or because

morbidly obese do not eat just because they’re

the patient has trouble getting around or difficulty

hungry. They’re eating for other reasons.

sleeping.

“The behaviors that got me over 300 pounds are

About 90 percent of patients with diabetes will

still in me,” Ms. Sartain said. “What I have to learn

have the condition cured after weight surgery, and

to do is understand those behaviors and thought

about 75 percent of patients with hypertension will

processes, and then change them.”

return to normal blood pressure, he said.

While it’s been a grueling emotional, physical

UT Southwestern research may also influence

and financial ordeal and has consumed four years of

standards of care, specifically in determining when

her life, Ms. Sartain said she made the right

such surgeries are not likely to prove beneficial.

decisions.
“I would not change having the surgery. And I

Bariatric surgery is not routinely covered by
Medicare, but the government is re-examining its

would not change using Dr. Kenkel. I think finding

coverage of the procedure. That’s important because

the right doctor is everything,” she said.

other insurers watch for changes in Medicare

“I talked to numerous doctors, one of whom was
going to do the lower body work, my arms, my

coverage.
“Usually all the private insurers follow in lockstep

breasts and my legs all in one surgery in his

after Medicare coverage becomes standard,” said Dr.

outpatient clinic, and then let me go home the next

Livingston, whose research is being considered by

day,” she said. “Dr. Kenkel, on the other hand, was

Medicare officials as part of their review.

very conservative in his approach and didn’t

“So everyone’s looking toward Medicare right

promise me the world. I felt very comfortable with

now to make a statement about bariatric surgery,” he

him.

said. “The stakes for it are really high.” 

“After going through all this, I’ve come to the
conclusion that plastic surgery is an art as well as a
science.” 
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Ongoing studies have found that certain categories of patients have a higher risk for complica-

On the other hand, it is unusual to see heart

“Some people think the surgery is the easy way
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high-risk patients, he noted.

attacks resulting from the surgeries, despite obesity’s
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“That’s because you’re dealing with high-risk
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