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Abstract: Free tissue transfer is rarely used for cosmetic breast enlargement,
but in certain cases of failed augmentation with implants, it may be a
justifiable alternative. Our experience in treating bilateral capsular contracture with deep inferior epigastric perforators/superficial inferior epigastric
artery flaps has been very favorable. Advantages include avoidance of
implants and their related problems, more natural feel and shape, and
ancillary abdominoplasty. Although the operation is substantially lengthier
and more complicated than implant replacement, and the overall treatment
cost much higher, we feel that surgeons who are skilled in perforator-based
free tissue transfer should consider such procedures in the appropriate
circumstances.

CASE 1

W

A 48-year-old woman presented with severe, recurrent bilateral breast capsular contracture (Fig. 1). She had undergone subglandular augmentation with gel implants 19 years prior, and 1 year
prior had been treated for capsular contracture with capsulotomy and
replacement of saline implants in the subpectoral plane. The contracture recurred several months thereafter. She wished to have the
implants removed and not replaced, but wanted to maintain her
augmented volume. She also desired abdominoplasty, and requested
that her excess abdominal tissue be used to replace the implants.
After discussion of the risks and benefits, she elected to undergo free
tissue transfer from the abdomen. Through bilateral inframammary
incisions measuring 10 cm in length (long enough to accommodate
the flap), the implants and capsules were removed. To avoid muscular compression or distortion of the flap, a new pocket was created
in the subglandular plane, and the sternocostal insertion of the
pectoralis muscle was reattached to the chest wall (specifically, to
the perichondrium and periosteum of the ribs). The recipient internal
mammary vessels were prepared bilaterally with resection of a
portion of the fifth ribs, the most cephalad level that could be
reached from the inframammary incisions. The external diameter of
the artery and veins at this level were 2.5 and 1.5 mm, respectively.
A second team harvested the abdominal tissue simultaneously,
basing the right flap on the deep inferior epigastric perforators
(DIEP) and the left on the superficial inferior epigastric artery
(SIEA), using standard techniques described previously.1 The flaps
measured 17 ⫻ 13 cm and displaced approximately 380 mL (Fig. 2),
comparable in volume to the implants that were removed. The flaps
were deepithelialized and buried with the exception of a small
ellipse of skin that was inset into the inframammary wounds for
monitoring purposes (Fig. 3). Ischemia time for the right flap was
1.5 hours and for the left 2.4 hours, and total operative time was 12
hours. The patient stayed in the intensive care unit for 3 days and in
the hospital for 7 days (as is routine for microsurgical patients at our
institution). The monitoring skin paddles were excised 1 month
postoperatively in an outpatient procedure. The patient’s recovery
was unremarkable and free of complications or donor site morbidity.
She was very pleased with the natural feel and shape of her breasts
(Fig. 4). She was also happy with her improved abdominal contour.
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A 35-year-old woman presented with bilateral breast grade
2–3 capsular contracture 10 years after subpectoral augmentation
with saline implants (Fig. 5). The right implant had recently ruptured. She desired removal of both implants and wished to maintain
her augmented volume without the use of new implants. She also
requested that her excess abdominal tissue be used for volume
replacement, and so chose to undergo free tissue transfer from the
abdomen. The procedure was nearly identical to Case 1, except that
bilateral DIEP flaps were transferred. Each flap measured 16 ⫻ 12
cm and displaced approximately 260 mL (Fig. 6). Access to the
recipient internal mammary vessels was gained bilaterally through
the fourth ribs, where the artery and veins measured 2.5 and 2.0 mm,
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hile breast augmentation is among the most common cosmetic
procedures, autologous tissue is almost never used. The reason
is obvious—implants are simple, reliable, and safe for the overwhelming majority of patients. Nonetheless, implants do have their
drawbacks, such as unnatural feel and contour, infection, capsular
contracture, and rupture/deflation. It is therefore somewhat paradoxical that autologous tissue is often considered superior to implants
for breast reconstruction, given that many of the benefits of autologous tissue—more natural feel and contour, potential donor site
benefit (especially with modern perforator flap techniques), and
avoidance of implant-related complications—would also be of interest to augmentation patients. The disadvantages of autologous
tissue for breast augmentation are substantial, including greater
operative risk, recovery period, and cost. However, from our point
of view as microsurgeons, these disadvantages may be counterbalanced by the benefits for select patients requiring revision augmentation for implant-related complications. We present 2 such patients
who underwent bilateral revision augmentation with free tissue
transfer from the abdomen.

CASE 2
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FIGURE 1. Preoperative appearance of a 48-year-old woman
who presented with recurrent bilateral capsular contracture.
respectively. Ischemia time for the left flap was 1.7 hours and for the
right 2.6 hours, and total operative time was 14 hours. The patient’s
postoperative course and recovery were routine and unremarkable.
The monitoring skin paddles were excised 1 week postoperatively.
The patient was delighted with the shape, volume, and feel of her
breasts and the contour of her abdomen (Fig. 7).

DISCUSSION
Free tissue transfer is rarely indicated for cosmetic breast
surgery, and for good reason. The placement of breast implants is a
straightforward outpatient procedure with few operative risks, rapid
convalescence, and highly predictable results. Free tissue transfer is
quite the opposite, characterized by technical complexity, lengthy
inpatient hospitalization, and risk of severe complications including
partial or total flap loss, fat necrosis, donor site morbidity, and even
life-threatening conditions, such as deep venous thrombosis. To
incur these risks for standard primary augmentation is inarguably
unjustified.
That these risks are considered acceptable for breast reconstruction reflects the 3 major drawbacks of breast implants: unnatural appearance and/or feel because of thin overlying tissue and/or
capsular contracture; exposure and/or infection (especially in an
irradiated field); and rupture or deflation. All of these drawbacks
also pertain to breast augmentation, albeit to lesser degrees. The risk
of capsular contracture in primary augmentation is in the range of

Revision Augmentation With Free Flaps

FIGURE 3. A small ellipse of skin was temporarily inset into
the inframammary wounds for monitoring purposes and excised at 1 month.
8% to 20%,2,3 compared with 10% to 40% in reconstruction.4,5
Exposure/infection is also less common in augmentation (1%) than
in reconstruction (2% in nonirradiated and 6% in irradiated cases),
as is rupture or deflation (5%–16% vs. 9%–27% at 7 years 关with
substantial variation depending on implant type兴).3,6 – 8
Considering all of the above, implants are clearly better suited
for primary augmentation, while free tissue transfer is more reasonable for reconstruction. Nonetheless, the odds of a patient needing a
second procedure for an implant-related complication are at least
21% at 6 years (and undoubtedly much higher over the course of a
lifetime), and with revision augmentation the risk of implant-related
complications, particularly capsular contracture, is magnified.2,3,7
This risk must be viewed in the context of the modern microsurgical
era, in which autologous breast reconstruction can be achieved with
a high success rate and very little donor site morbidity.1,9 –11 Indeed,
with the DIEP flap or the SIEA flap there is the potential for donor
site benefit in the form of an ancillary abdominoplasty. These factors
make the relative risk of free tissue transfer more acceptable. In this
sense revision augmentation lies at the crossroads of cosmetic and
reconstructive breast surgery, where plausible arguments can be
made for either implant replacement or autologous tissue transfer.
The use of autologous tissue for revision augmentation is
certainly not unprecedented. Bilateral pedicled transverse rectus
abdominis myocutaneous flaps have been used for volume replace-

FIGURE 2. (Left) SIEA flap was harvested from the left hemi-abdomen
and (right) DIEP flap from the right.
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FIGURE 4. At 6 months, the patient was very pleased with the natural shape and feel of her breasts.

FIGURE 5. Preoperative appearance
of a 35-year-old woman who presented with bilateral capsular contracture and right implant deflation.

FIGURE 6. Bilateral DIEP flaps were
harvested.
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FIGURE 7. At 6 months, the patient was delighted with the shape, volume, and feel of her breasts and the contour of her abdomen.
ment after removal of cosmetic implants12 and injected silicone13,14
and paraffin,15 and pedicled latissimus dorsi musculocutaneous flaps
have been used extensively by Hollis for both revision and primary
augmentation.16 Hollis argued that autologous tissue is advantageous in that it can be expected to correlate with weight changes and
the aging process, although no long-term data were presented to
support this view.
We agree that autologous tissue can be appropriate and
advantageous in select cases of revision augmentation; however, we
strongly prefer free tissue transfer, especially for bilateral cases, as
donor site morbidity can be minimized. Indeed, for our patients the
donor site incurred no morbidity and instead provided a welcomed
improvement in abdominal contour. Although labor intensive, we
feel comfortable with bilateral DIEP/SIEA flaps because each flap
includes only Hartrampf zones I and III and therefore should be at
minimal risk for partial flap loss or fat necrosis.17–19
The first reported case in which free tissue transfer was used
for bilateral revision augmentation was from Munhoz et al in
2003.20 They used bilateral DIEP flaps to replace implants that had
been removed for recurrent mastitis. The flaps were placed in the
subglandular plane (where the implants formerly resided) via an
inframammary approach, and anastomoses were performed with the
thoracodorsal vessels through a separate incision in the axilla. Two
surgical teams worked concurrently. There were no complications
related to either the flaps or the donor sites, although the patient did
subsequently develop ptosis and required mastopexy 3 months later.
Also in 2003, Allen and Heitland described a series of 16
cases using a combination of DIEP, SIEA, and superior gluteal
artery perforator flaps for a variety of nononcologic indications.21
Included in this series were 3 patients with “failed augmentation”
(the first with severe capsular contracture, the second with implantassociated lymphadenopathy, and the third with “silicone hysteria”).
The operative protocol was similar to that of Munhoz et al, except
that the internal mammary vessels were used as recipients, and a
small skin paddle was left in the inframammary fold for monitoring
and was later excised (as in our cases). Specifics were not provided
© 2010 Lippincott Williams & Wilkins

for the 3 revision augmentation patients, but among the series there
were numerous complications, including partial flap necrosis, recipient site dehiscence, and seroma. Several patients required donor site
revisions and/or mastopexies. Nevertheless, patient satisfaction was
very high.
Several authors have since described similar cases in
which lower abdominal tissue (free muscle-sparing transverse
rectus abdominis myocutaneous, DIEP, or SIEA flaps) was transferred to replace implants with intractable capsular contracture.22–24 Like Munhoz et al, they all used the thoracodorsal
vessels as recipients, with access gained through a separate
axillary incision. None reported significant flap or donor site
complications, although, as above, secondary mastopexy was
required in some cases.
As with all previous reports, we used an inframammary
approach. The incision needs to be rather long (10 cm) to permit
passage of the flap. Given this requirement, the only cosmeticallyacceptable location is the inframammary crease. We placed the
incision slightly medially to gain exposure to the internal mammary
vessels, which are our preferred recipients in postmastectomy reconstructions. Unlike with mastectomy defects, access to these
vessels from an inframammary incision can be very difficult. Although the vessels are larger with more cephalad exposures, we
could reach only the fourth or fifth ribs in our cases. (The sixth rib
would be easier to reach, but the vessels at this level are smaller and
often bifurcated.) These difficulties notwithstanding, we still favor
the internal mammary recipients because they provide the best
inflow, facilitate medial positioning of the flaps, and obviate the
additional incision in the axilla.25
When discussing with prospective revision augmentation patients the option of free tissue transfer, a thorough process of
informed consent is mandatory. The patient must understand the
magnitude of the procedure and recovery, both of which far surpass
what they may remember from their previous implant-based augmentation. The risks of major events, like massive blood loss,
requirement for transfusion, deep venous thrombosis, and pulmowww.annalsplasticsurgery.com | 419
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nary embolism, must be understood. The patient must also accept
the risk of flap failure and the need for a “bailout” procedure, either
with an implant or another flap(s) from the buttocks or elsewhere.
Donor site issues should obviously be discussed as well, such that
the patient appreciates that the morbidity may exceed that of a
simple “tummy tuck.” The need for secondary mastopexy, common
in the experience of other authors, might also be discussed. (Notably, we have not seen ptosis at 6 months follow-up in either of our
patients, even though we did not use tacking sutures or other means
to fix the flap to the chest wall.)
In addition, the issue of breast cancer should be considered, as
there is certainly a possibility of fat necrosis and consequent interference with mammographic interpretation. As mentioned earlier,
we deem this risk to be minimal because only the best-perfused
zones are included in each hemi-abdominal flap. Nonetheless, it
would clearly be prudent to perform preoperative screening in
patients above the age of 35, with either mammography or, as was
done in our patients, computed tomography. Another consideration
is that this procedure eliminates an option for oncologic reconstruction should a tumor subsequently arise.
Although the litany of risks can be intimidating, our experience
has shown us that patients can recover from the procedure quite readily.
For many patients the major deterrent may therefore be financial. In
Taiwan, all breast reconstructions are deemed “cosmetic” and not
covered by the national health insurance system. Thus, both of our
patients funded themselves entirely. Relatively speaking, the total cost
of treatment in both cases was roughly twice that of implant-based
revision augmentation at our institution, although rates of inpatient
hospitalization may be much greater in other countries.
The opinion of insurers notwithstanding, the various reports
of “autologous augmentation” demonstrate that the line separating
revision augmentation and reconstruction can be nebulous. Most of
the aforementioned authors use the term “breast reconstruction” to
describe their case even when the surgery was performed to correct
a problem stemming from strictly cosmetic augmentation. One
might argue that for a woman who perceives her augmented state as
“normal,” the explanted state would be an abnormal condition
requiring reconstruction. Admittedly, the distinction between cosmetic and reconstructive breast surgery may be largely semantic,
confounded by the fact that the “function” of a breast, whether
physical or psychologic, is not necessarily a product of its size.
Thus, as for all procedures, the fundamental determinant of
whether to perform free tissue transfer for breast augmentation
remains the ratio of risk to benefit. In capable hands, the surgical risk
of free tissue transfer can be reasonable and the benefit substantial.
Other factors, such as the risk of future breast cancer and potential
need for autologous reconstruction, must also be assessed. The first
option in breast augmentation is unquestionably the placement of
implants, but free tissue transfer should be considered in select
patients for whom implants are undesirable.
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