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Fig. 1. Altmetric score by article type. COVID-19–related articles 
had higher Altmetric scores than non–COVID-19 articles.

Fig. 2. Number of citations by article type. COVID-19–related 
articles accrued more citations than non–COVID-19 articles.

Characterizing the Effect of the COVID-19 
Pandemic on the Plastic Surgery Literature

The coronavirus disease of 2019 (COVID-19) pan-
demic has dramatically impacted the plastic surgery 

community across the globe, and it has been the center 
of discussion in public and private discourse through-
out the year.1 Given this deep interest in the COVID-
19 pandemic, we hypothesized that articles related to 
the COVID-19 pandemic in the plastic surgery litera-
ture would garner higher levels of attention than other 
articles.

Using the Journal Citation Reports, 15 plastic surgery 
journals with the highest impact factor in 2019 were 
selected and all articles published in these journals 
in 2020 were extracted.2 For the 6815 articles identi-
fied, number of citations accrued and Altmetric score, 
which is a weighted calculation of the attention an arti-
cle receives online, were recorded.3 COVID-19–related 
articles were identified by searching titles for “COVID,” 
“SARS,” “pandemic,” “corona,” “COVID-19,” or “SARS-
CoV-2,” resulting in a total of 220 articles (3.2 percent). 
The Kruskal-Wallis test was used to assess Altmetric 
score and citations for COVID-19–related versus non–
COVID-19 articles. For the COVID-19–related articles, 
we also assessed whether Altmetric score and citations 
varied by the type of article (commentary, original 
article, or guidelines), subspecialty of plastic surgery to 
which the article pertained, and the quarter of the year 
in which it was published.

Despite the pandemic being a hot topic of discus-
sion, the majority (n = 137, 62 percent) of COVID-19–
related articles had an Almetric score of zero, meaning 
they were not disseminated at all on social media, news 
outlets, or other electronic forms of media. When com-
pared to non–COVID-19 articles, however, COVID-19–
related articles had a higher average Altmetric score 
(2.1 versus 1.4, p < 0.001, Fig. 1). Of the COVID-19–
related articles, original articles had higher Altmetric 
scores as compared to editorials and guidelines  
(3.8 versus 1.3 and 1.5, respectively, p < 0.001). There 
was no association between Altmetric score and spe-
cialty (p = 0.24) or quarter of publication (p = 0.40).

COVID-19–related articles accrued a total of 247 cita-
tions, with an average of 1.1 citations per article, which 
is higher than the 0.2 citations non–COVID-19 articles 
accrued (p < 0.001) (Fig.  2). Among the COVID-19–
related articles, over 65 percent of articles had zero cita-
tions and four articles alone accounted for 24 percent 
of all citations. Articles published earlier in the year had 
more citations than those published later (p < 0.001), 
which is expected as it takes time for articles to accrue 
citations. There was no association between number of 
citations and specialty (p = 0.16) or article type (p = 0.27).

The high levels of interest in the COVID-19 pan-
demic were reflected in the plastic surgery literature. 
Altmetric score, a surrogate for interest and influence, 
was higher for COVID-19–related articles and highest for 
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studies that analyzed original data.1 Impact, as measured 
by citations, was also higher for COVID-19–related arti-
cles, suggesting there was increased discussion among 
academics about the pandemic and its ramifications on 
plastic surgery. The impact and influence of the COVID-
19 pandemic were felt by the plastic surgery community 
worldwide and also depicted in the literature.
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