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After years of working for Expedia, Tom Seery was looking for his next big 

idea when his wife, Krista, gave him an idea: She was struggling to find basic 

information about expensive laser skin treatments. 

He already knew he wanted to build something that would inform and 

empower consumers the way other websites had been able to do for hotels, 

travel, real estate and other products. Cosmetic procedures seemed like an 

area where he could make a difference. 

In 2006 he made his move: www.RealSelf.com went live. 

 

“(The idea) started out as giving voice to consumers; bringing transparency to a market that is 

notoriously opaque,” Seery said. “The internet was just replete with spam and big promises and a lot 

of just scary bulletin boards.” 

 

Now Seery’s website is a major resource for anyone considering a cosmetic procedure, whether it’s 

major plastic surgery or a simple facial peel. The site attracts 3 million people each month. 

RealSelf.com revenues have grown by more than 350 percent, to $2.4 million in 2011 from $530,000 

in 2009. The company grew from four employees to 14 in that time, a rate that Seery described as 

modest. Now the company has 22 workers. 

 

The key has been providing consumers with information and resources. The site offers price 

comparisons, and patients who have gone through a procedure can review the outcome and discuss 

the healing process and how painful it was. Many have taken to posting before-and-after photos of 

themselves to help others seeking information before they commit to costly treatments. 

 

“I never thought people would post naked pictures of themselves,” Seery said, laughing. But he said 

that users find it incredibly reassuring to have access to those photos and to people who have been 

through a procedure. 

 

Many people document their procedure from start to finish, showing the healing phase as it 

continues over several months so other users have realistic expectations. The site has become a 

social outlet, where members create discussion groups as they go through a tummy tuck or other 

procedure and recovery at the same time. The site responded by creating a calendar where 

reviewers can post when their surgery is scheduled. It allows prospective patients to seek each other 

out for a shared experience. 
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“What we find from the topics and conversations on our site — we refer to them as whisper topics — 

they’re not something that you naturally want to talk about with your colleagues,” Seery said. “You 

might not want to talk about it with your best friends... You oftentimes are kind of left in this place 

where you’re trying to make a really important choice and decision by yourself, which is very unusual 

… most big decisions like buying a house, starting a family, whatever, you talk to other people and 

get feedback.” 

 

Part of the site’s success has been due to the company’s ability to adapt to the changing needs and 

wants of the RealSelf.com community. For example, when the company observed patients giving 

medical advice to each other, it moved to get doctors to answer patient questions. It also observed 

that some people were posting reviews before even having surgeries, so it adapted the posting 

process so people could say when they had their surgery or whether it had not yet been scheduled. 

 

More than 4,000 doctors are on hand to answer questions free of charge. RealSelf.com prohibits 

doctors from direct self-promotion, which is hard for some doctors to accept. But Seery points out 

that the physicians who are willing to answer questions and interact with potential patients reap the 

rewards, often winning more patients from all over the country and the world. 

 

The site earns revenue by allowing doctors to gain some extra exposure by paying to have their 

information appear on the side of the screen when someone in their region is researching a 

procedure in which they specialize. The information provides links to questions the doctor has 

answered on that procedure and other useful information, rather than marketing language and a 

hard sell. 

 

RealSelf.com screens physicians and prevents doctors who aren’t specialists from participating — 

for example, emergency room or other practitioners who want to expand their business by adding 

cosmetic services. 

 

Seery brought his experience from Expedia in building the philosophy of empowering the consumer. 

He had early support from angel investors who thought the same way. Rich Barton, co-founded and 

executive chairman of online real estate site Zillow, is a member of the board. Mike Slade, co-

founder of Seattle-based venture capital firm Second Avenue Partners, was also involved early on 

and remains a board member. 

 

Seery wanted to create transparency where it hadn’t been before and to give consumers a voice on 

a topic that was often difficult for people to talk about with friends and family. 

 

“In the end, people come to RealSelf because they want to feel confident in themselves — and they 

may not, because of something they were born with or something that they’ve changed about them 

over time or just feel that they’re not the best self, and they’re looking for ways to address that,” 

Seery said. 
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