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Cosmetic Endocrinology: 
(Re)constructing femininity 

in ‘tall’ girls
Exploring the risk for depression among women 

assessed and/or treated for tall stature as adolescents



Oestrogen treatment to reduce the adult 
height of tall girls

• In normal pubertal development oestrogen leads to  
epiphyseal fusion of long bones

• Synthetic oestrogens used for treatment of tall stature 
since the 1950s 

• ‘Psychosocial’ indications for treatment in girls with 
predicted height >177cm (taller in later years)

• DES (stibestrol) used <1972 then Ethinyl Estradiol (EE)
• Common side effects: weight gain (10kgs), heavy painful 

menstrual periods, nausea and vomiting.



Tall Girls Study (2000-2003)
• Retrospective cohort study
• To examine the long-term health & psychosocial effects 

of  oestrogen treatment in tall Australian girls
• One of many outcomes of interest: Mental health
• Traced participants (n=1243/1432)
• Mixed methods: 

Focus groups x5 tx & untx women
Postal questionnaire (n=846)
CATI (n=779)
Medical record data abstraction (n=618 available)



Was treatment associated with 
mental health outcomes?

Treated
(n=370)

Untreated
(n=409)

Population 

CIDI No. % No. % p 
value

%

12-month 
Depression 29 11.2 42 10.7 0.9 7.4#

Lifetime 
Depression 113 30.5 120 29.3 0.7 21.3*

• # Blazer et al. 1994 The prevalence and distribution of major depression in a National community sample: The National Comorbidity Study
• *Henderson  et al. 2000 Australia’s mental health: an overview of the general population survey



Methodology
• Qualitative: focused individual reality, women’s  
experiences & feelings about interactions they have with 
people & events
• Methods:

review of the empirical height literature 
discourse analysis of medical literature (3 decades)
2 separate interviews with 35 women 
analysis of data from TG study postal questionnaire

• Participants (25 assessed and/or treated & 10 tall 
women)

Stratified into 3 age groups

•Sampling strategy – facilitates comparisons 



Findings

• Women interviewed were categorised into 3 
groups

Never depressed (n=16) 
Women who attribute their depression to known 

associations (n=6) 
Women who depression is not attributable (n=13) 

• Confirmed through CIDI diagnoses (Tall Girls 
Study)

• Tall women never assessed were more resilient –
family supportive and never assessed



Findings
• Tall stature culturally associated with masculinity 

(height literature)

• The ‘tall’ girl as a concept developed in the medical 
discourse in response to a technology – pathologising
of tall stature (discourse analysis)

• The reactions of significant others (family & friends) to 
tall stature stigmatised ‘tall’ girls –problematising their 
tall girls as ‘unfeminine’ (interviews) - failed femininity

• The height assessment (examinations and procedures) 
exacerbated the stigma -shame and humiliation –
medicalising ‘tall’ girls (interviews) - the medical gaze



Failed Femininity

I had a very happy childhood but I was tall 
and then I was abnormal and my mother 
panicked when I was 14 [years] because I 
grew two inches in two months and ‘Oh my 
God we’re going to have this dreadful giant’
(in a voice to describe mother’s fears) ‘She’s 
not marriageable if she’s too tall, for God’s 
sake’ (Helen, 49 yrs, 176cm, untreated)



The Medical Gaze
I remember this sort of DARK room and…there was an examination 
room and I had to strip off and be examined and that was really 
humiliating. I don’t know why…I must have only been five but I had 
this real sense of shame about being naked and stuff. There was a 
mirror…because I remember he had to examine…he examined 
your BREASTS and stuff and weight and height and I can 
remember being sort of…being felt and it was just…yucky. Just the 
doctor and there was a mirror so that they [parents] could sit in the 
other room and watch and I think he told me that Mum and Dad can
see and that was worse that they could see. I can remember 
standing there naked and ended up having my genitals examined 
and stuff and that was pretty horrific (Vivienne, 29yrs, 177.8cm, 
untreated).






