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INTRODUCTION
Social media is ubiquitous in modern society and has 

developed an increasing role in medical education and 
exposure to medical information.1,2 Public fascination with 
plastic surgery also continues to grow, and this has resulted 
in plastic surgery becoming one of the foremost medical 
specialties represented on social media. Unfortunately, 

plastic surgery as a specialty is often narrowly depicted. 
This is of growing concern because many physicians, resi-
dents, medical students, and the general public already 
have a limited understanding of plastic surgery and are 
primarily familiar with only the cosmetic aspects of the 
specialty.3,4 Medical students specifically have demon-
strated a limited understanding of the breadth of plastic 
surgery.5–8 This is largely due to limited exposure to the 
field throughout medical education, leaving students to 
draw upon external sources such as social media.

Previous studies demonstrated that medical students’ 
understanding of plastic surgery improved with increased 
clinical exposure.9–12 Although this association is intuitive, 
it is less clear how those without clinical exposure to plas-
tic surgery develop an understanding of the field. In the 
absence of plastic surgery education in medical school, 

Education
Original articlE

 

Background: Medical students rarely receive dedicated education in plastic sur-
gery, exposing them to influence from the internet or television programming 
that is frequently skewed toward cosmetic procedures. Additionally, social media 
posts from board-certified plastic surgeons make up a small portion of available 
content. These biased representations may impact students’ perceptions, narrow-
ing the scope of referrals and limiting career exploration.
Methods: Medical students at two academic medical centers were surveyed. Blinded 
data were collected on exposure to plastic surgery, social media usage, observed 
content, and perceptions of the specialty. Students’ understanding of plastic sur-
gery was evaluated using clinical scenarios.
Results: The response rate was 24.3%. Social media and television were the 
primary contributors to understanding of plastic surgery in 51.6% of students, 
especially for those who had not completed a surgical clerkship (P < 0.026). 
Students most frequently viewed plastic surgery content posted by influenc-
ers (28.1%), followed by board-certified plastic surgeons (24.1%), patients 
(21.2%), and nonplastic surgeon physicians (19.7%). Posts relating to cosmetic 
procedures (44.3%) were viewed most frequently. Students who followed board-
certified plastic surgeons performed better when answering clinical vignettes 
(64.8% versus 50.9%).
Conclusions: Social media and television play a significant role in medical students’ 
perceptions of plastic surgery. Students are also more likely to see posts from influ-
encers than board-certified plastic surgeons, furthering potential bias. Quality con-
tent from board-certified surgeons and professional societies may improve scope 
of practice creep and student interest. (Plast Reconstr Surg Glob Open 2024; 12:e6036; 
doi: 10.1097/GOX.0000000000006036; Published online 7 August 2024.)

Aubree Ford, MD*
Courtney Doherty, BS*
James D. Vargo, MD*†

From the *Division of Plastic Surgery, University of Nebraska 
Medical Center, Omaha, Neb.; and †Division of Craniofacial/
Pediatric Plastic Surgery, Children’s Nebraska, Omaha, Neb.
Received for publication April 9, 2024; accepted June 10, 2024.
This study was approved by the University of Nebraska Medical 
Center institutional review board.
Presented at Plastic Surgery The Meeting, October 26, 2023, 
Austin, TX.
Copyright © 2024 The Authors. Published by Wolters Kluwer Health, 
Inc. on behalf of The American Society of Plastic Surgeons. This 
is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative 
Commons Attribution-Non Commercial-No Derivatives License 4.0 
(CCBY-NC-ND), where it is permissible to download and share the 
work provided it is properly cited. The work cannot be changed in 
any way or used commercially without permission from the journal.
DOI: 10.1097/GOX.0000000000006036

Influenced: Exploring the Effect of Social Media on 
Medical Students’ Perceptions of Plastic Surgery

Disclosure statements are at the end of this article, 
following the correspondence information.

Related Digital Media are available in the full-text 
version of the article on www.PRSGlobalOpen.com.

8

12

7August2024

7
August

2024

https://doi.org/10.1097/GOX.0000000000006036
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1097/GOX.0000000000006036
www.PRSGlobalOpen.com


PRS Global Open • 2024

2

students have reported learning mainly through television 
or the internet.3,13

The impact of social media, specifically, on medi-
cal students’ understanding of plastic surgery has not 
been evaluated. Prior evaluations of social media trends 
have demonstrated that plastic surgeons with a cosmetic 
focus are more likely to engage with social media.14,15 
Additionally, when assessing social media posts contain-
ing the search term “plastic surgery,” only 31% of posts on 
Instagram (IG), Facebook (FB), and YouTube (YT) were 
posted by plastic surgeons, and only 16% were educa-
tional.16 This suggests that the remaining 69% of posts are 
shared by those without standardized plastic surgery train-
ing. Overall, influences from social media potentially have 
a compounding effect on existing misconceptions held 
by medical students about the scope of plastic surgery. 
Therefore, this study aims to assess how social media influ-
ences medical students’ understanding of plastic surgery.

METHODS
After institutional review board approval was obtained, 

a survey was electronically distributed to all students 
(n = 1261) at two medical schools in Omaha, Nebraska, in 
2022. The 40-question survey assessed exposure to plastic 
surgery, social media usage, observed content, and percep-
tions of the specialty. (See survey, Supplemental Digital 
Content 1, which displays all survey questions. http://
links.lww.com/PRSGO/D413.) Social media usage was 
evaluated across six major platforms: FB, IG, Snapchat 
(SC), TikTok (TT), Twitter (Tw), and YT. Participants 
were initially blinded to the purpose of the survey and 
were asked to complete a survey on exposure to surgical 
subspecialties.

Results were de-identified and analyzed using Research 
Electronic Data Capture (REDCap). Appropriate statisti-
cal analysis was performed with the assistance of a statis-
tician. All categorical data were summarized in two-way 
tables with counts and proportions. The Pearson chi-
square test was applied for most comparisons. When cell 
counts were small, the Pearson chi-square exact test was 
applied. When multiple items were grouped together, a 
beta-binomial count model was applied, as overdispersion 
generally exists in this situation. All statistical significance 
tests for differences in means were two-sided. Statistical 
analyses were generated with the FREQ, FMM, and 
NLMIXED procedures from SAS/STAT software, Version 
9.4 (2016) of the SAS System for Windows (Cary, N.C.).

RESULTS
In total, 306 of 1261 (24.3%) medical students 

responded. Demographic data are reported in Table 1. 
Among survey respondents, 33.3% of students indicated 
interest in a surgery specialty, and 2.1% noted interest 
in plastic surgery. Many students (74.7%) reported that 
independent exploration was the factor that contributed 
most to choosing a specialty. Conversely, when presented 
with similar answer choices, the factors contributing most 
to their understanding of plastic surgery were television 
programs and social media (51.6%) (Fig. 1). Students 

who completed a surgery clerkship were more likely to 
indicate that clinical experiences contributed the most 
to their understanding of plastic surgery (P < 0.0001). In 
comparison, students who had not completed a surgery 
clerkship were more likely to indicate that television and 
social media contributed the most to their understanding 
of plastic surgery (P < 0.026) (Fig. 2).

Social media usage among students was prevalent 
across major social media platforms, with many reporting 
regular usage (YT, 87%; FB, 85%; IG, 85%; SC, 81%; Tw, 
46%; and TT, 39%). For these users, medically related con-
tent was commonly viewed on IG (72%), YT (69%), and 
FB (50%) but was viewed less on Tw (37%), TT (35%), 
and SC (24%). Furthermore, these users noted that they 
viewed plastic surgery–related content across all platforms 
(IG, 47%; FB, 33%; YT, 30%; SC, 25%; TT, 23%; and Tw, 
15%). Overall, plastic surgery content was viewed most 
frequently on IG when posted by influencers (28.1%), 

Takeaways
Question: What role does social media play in medical 
students’ perceptions of the scope of practice of a plastic 
surgeon?

Findings: Students with minimal clinical exposure to plas-
tic surgery are primarily influenced by social media and 
television. Students are most likely to see posts related to 
cosmetic surgery and are more likely to see content from 
influencers than board-certified plastic surgeons.

Meaning: Medical students are exposed to a skewed rep-
resentation of plastic surgery on social media, which 
may create biases that affect referral patterns to plastic 
surgeons.

Table 1. Survey Participant Demographics and Clinical 
Experience
 Percentage, % 

Response rate 24.3
Sex
  Male 40.5
  Female 58.5
  Nonbinary/other 0
  Prefer not to answer 1
Age, y
  20–24 40.8
  25–29 55.6
  30–34 2.9
  35+ 0.7
Stage of medical school
  M1 21.8
  M2 9.9
  M3 39.5
  M4 28.9
Clinical experiences
  Completion of a surgical clerkship 41.5
  Plastic surgery rotation 4.8
  Plastic surgery shadowing 10.9
M1, first-year medical student; M2, second-year medical student; M3, third-year 
medical student; M4, fourth-year medical student.

http://links.lww.com/PRSGO/D413
http://links.lww.com/PRSGO/D413
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Fig. 1. Factors contributing the most to students’ career selection (blue) and understanding of plastic surgery (red). Options for “family 
influences” and “shadowing experiences” were given only when assessing career selection, whereas options for “online education” were 
given only when assessing understanding of plastic surgery.

Fig. 2. Factors contributing the most to preclinical (red) and clinical (blue) students’ understanding of 
plastic surgery. P ≤ 0.05 was considered significant.
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board-certified-plastic surgeons (24.1%), patients 
(21.2%), physicians (19.7%), residents (17.4%), students 
(17.3%), and nonphysician practitioners (10.8%). Plastic 
surgery posts from nurses were viewed more frequently 
on TT (8.7%) (Fig. 3). Across all social media platforms, 
posts relating to cosmetics (44.3%) were viewed most fre-
quently, followed by reconstructive content (35.7%), edu-
cational material (29.2%), patient experiences (25.6%), 
surgical technique (19.6%), and residency program 
information (15.7%). IG was the leading platform in 
which content was viewed for each category except for 
surgical technique, which was viewed predominantly on 
YT (Fig. 4). Of students who “follow” accounts related to 
plastic surgery, those owned by board-certified plastic sur-
geons were the most common (18.9%), followed by influ-
encers (7.8%) (Fig. 5).

Students were also presented with a series of clinical 
vignettes pertaining to four domains of plastic surgery: 
hand and peripheral nerve, craniofacial, breast and 
cosmetics, and general reconstruction. Although plas-
tic surgery was an appropriate response for each, it was 
selected by only 53.4% of students for all cases. Across all 
platforms, there was no significant difference in perfor-
mance between students who use social media and those 
who do not. However, students who follow board-certified 
plastic surgeons performed better when answering the 
clinical scenarios (64.8% versus 50.9%). This difference 
did not reach significance (P = 0.11); however, the sample 

of students following board-certified plastic surgeons was 
small (n = 40).

Finally, 70% (n = 205) of students answered the fol-
lowing optional free-response question: “Have your expe-
riences with social media affected how you perceive the 
specialty of plastic surgery?” Several responses are given 
in Table 2, highlighting both the positive and negative 
aspects of social media regarding plastic surgery. After 
removing filler words and terms relating to “plastic sur-
gery” or “social media,” the most common word men-
tioned throughout the responses was “cosmetic,” noted 31 
times (Fig. 6).

DISCUSSION
Medical students have minimal exposure to plastic 

surgery throughout their medical education. Previously, 
our group identified that students have a narrow under-
standing of the full breadth of the specialty regardless of 
whether they were at an institution with or without a plastic 
surgery training program. We sought to further evaluate 
exposure to plastic surgery and how social media affects 
specialty choice and perceptions of plastic surgery. We 
aimed to survey students without career interest in plastic 
surgery to help elucidate how their exposures may impact 
potential referral patterns and scope of practice creep.

In general, regardless of specialty of interest, study 
participants reported that they primarily selected their 

Fig. 3. account owners of plastic surgery content viewed on social media by medical students. numerical values represent percentage of 
students who view plastic surgery content posted on each respective social media platform. in the survey, participants were directed to 
select all that apply.
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potential specialty based on individual exploration 
(74.7%), shadowing (56.6%), and clinical education 
(47.2%) (Fig. 1). Television and social media were the 
least reported influential factors, contributing to only 
12.2% of students. Comparatively, more than 50% of sur-
vey participants reported that their main exposure to plas-
tic surgery was through social media and television. This 
finding creates potential for bias, as prior studies have 
shown that cosmetic plastic surgery information is most 
prevalent on social media.14,19,20 Our data were consistent 
with this, with 43% primarily viewing cosmetic plastic sur-
gery content on social media.

Overall, IG was the most popular social media plat-
form used by medical students. Students felt they viewed 
the most plastic surgery IG posts created by “influencers” 
followed by plastic surgeons (Fig. 3). This differs from 
data by Braun et al17 that showed plastic surgeons were 
the most common creators of plastic surgery posts in the 
United States (25.3%, 143,218 posts). It also suggests a dis-
parity between the high volume of content created by plas-
tic surgeons and what “goes viral,” being seen by the most 
end users, such as medical students. Regarding type of 
content viewed, IG was also the primary platform for posts 
regarding cosmetics, reconstructive content, educational 
material, patient experiences, and residency program 

information (Fig. 4). The exception was that surgical tech-
nique content was viewed predominantly on YT, which is 
expected considering the video format allows for greater 
elaboration. Notably, it has been estimated that only 6% of 
plastic surgery videos on YT are educational.18

Of all plastic surgery accounts followed by students, 
those owned by board-certified plastic surgeons were 
the highest collective group (Fig. 5). Students who fol-
low board-certified plastic surgeons demonstrated an 
increased understanding of the breadth of the specialty 
on surveyed clinical vignettes. Although there is potential 
selection bias in that these students may have a higher 
baseline interest in plastic surgery, only 2% of participants 
indicated interest in plastic surgery as a career. This may 
also be explained by prior data demonstrating that board-
certified plastic surgeons were significantly more likely to 
posteducational content on IG compared with nonplastic 
surgeons (62.1% versus 38.1%, P = 0.02).21 Overall, there 
was no significant difference in performance on the clini-
cal vignettes between students who use social media and 
those who do not. Mortada et al12 previously reported that 
medical students exposed to plastic surgery from televi-
sion had improved awareness of the field; however, we did 
not observe the same trend when examining social media 
usage.

Fig. 4. classification of plastic surgery content viewed by medical students across social media platforms. numerical values represent 
percentage of students who use social media and view content relating to plastic surgery. in the survey, respondents were directed to 
select all that apply.
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Collectively, these findings illustrate how medical stu-
dents engage with plastic surgery online and highlight 
shifting dynamics in social media use among the next gen-
eration of physicians. It is important to note that medical 
students consume plastic surgery content with different 
motives than the general public.19,20,22,23 In 2023, Shiah et 

al24 reported that the general public was most responsive 
to IG and FB posts containing before and after results, 
patient testimonials, and details on postoperative recov-
ery. Here, medical students were more drawn to IG posts 
about cosmetic and reconstructive surgery and educa-
tional material (Fig. 4). Additionally, popularity of social 

Fig. 5. Owner of social media accounts followed by medical students across all platforms. in the survey, respondents were directed to 
select all that apply.

Table 2. Medical Student-free Responses to Optional Question “Have Your Experiences with Social Media Affected How You 
Perceive the Specialty of Plastic Surgery?”
Positive Experiences Negative Experiences 

“Learned more about the reconstructive elements of plastic surgery.” “You typically only see the cosmetic side of plastics and not 
the reconstructive.”

“The accounts I follow for medical interest showed the breadth of the  
specialty.”

“I think their profession is really cool—I just think social 
media does them a disservice”

“At first when I only followed the cosmetic accounts it gave me the idea that 
plastics was only about Botox or breast augmentation. I know better now!”

“I see that social media focuses on the aesthetic aspect of 
plastic surgery (eg, breast implants, rhinoplasty, etc).”

“I feel like I have gotten more exposure to what plastic surgery actually entails 
from my social media pages than my actual medical school—especially  
reconstructive techniques.”

“I think that the non-medical content I have come across 
about cosmetic plastic surgery has worsened my perception 
of the specialty, even knowing how many really interesting 
aspects there are to plastic surgery.”

“[Social media] has provided me with more information about the specialty 
than my current medical school does.”

“Social media has mostly only shown me the cosmetic side of 
plastic surgery, so I never knew there was a reconstructive 
side to plastic surgery until way later.”

“YouTube definitely broadens my perspective of all subjects, including plastic 
surgery. It helps debunk some stereotypes about the specialty and educates 
me on the diversity & medical benefits within the field.”

“I occasionally see advertisements for cosmetic procedures 
that would be performed by an aesthetician, not a board-
certified plastic surgeon. I think this can be problematic 
and potentially confusing for the general public.”
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media platforms appears to be shifting. Previous studies 
evaluating plastic surgery content accessible on social 
media predominantly report findings from Tw.19,20,23,25–28 
More recently, IG17,29,30 and TT31–33 have received increas-
ing attention in the literature. This shift is noted in medi-
cal student tendencies in this study, as students most 
frequently encountered plastic surgery content on IG and 
TT (Fig. 3).

This study provides insight into how social media expo-
sure is a key driver of student perceptions of plastic sur-
gery. Combined with scant formal medical training on the 
field, the high rate of aesthetic surgery content on social 
media may skew students’ perceptions about the full scope 
of plastic surgery. This is significant, as it may impact what 
referrals are sent to a plastic surgeon versus other surgical 
specialties with a more clearly defined scope. We hypothe-
size that the cultural shift toward social media and the dis-
parate focus on aesthetic surgery play a role in the scope 
of practice creep that is endemic within plastic surgery. 
The recent surgical society focus on social media engage-
ment by board-certified plastic surgeons is encouraging, 
but specific attention should be directed to increase con-
tent from all plastic surgery disciplines. Unfortunately, 
institutional barriers frequently restrict the ability of aca-
demic surgeons to participate in social media, create edu-
cational content, and champion the breadth of plastic and 
reconstructive surgery.

LIMITATIONS
There were limitations to this study. First, there is an 

obvious potential for recall bias in how students perceive 
their social media use. However, this also allowed us to assess 
their perception of plastic surgery content they encounter 
on social media. Second, participants surveyed in this study 
are from a single geographic area; therefore, results are not 
generalizable to all United States medical students. Finally, 
social media is a continuously evolving landscape, and 
trends will likely shift again in the years to come.

CONCLUSIONS
The growing presence of social media has increased med-

ical students’ exposure to plastic surgery, although a skewed 
representation of cosmetic and aesthetic content exists, cre-
ating potential bias in medical students’ understanding of 
the full scope of plastic surgery. Students are more likely to 
see posts from influencers than board-certified plastic sur-
geons, furthering this risk. It was encouraging that students 
following a board-certified plastic surgeon correlated with 
an increased understanding of the breadth of the specialty. 
Finally, increased clinical experience was an important driver 
of perception. Increasing access to plastic surgery clinical 
experiences in medical school may correct misconceptions 
about the specialty.
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