Global Pandemic and PRS Residency Match: Can Social Media Fill the Void?
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Abstract

Background: The type of content that influences plastic and reconstructive surgery (PRS)
residency program selection and attracts applicants is everchanging and not clearly
understood. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic had a major impact on residency selection that
IS undetermined.

Objectives: The purpose of this study was to determine to what degree and the type of PRS
SM content that drives prospective applicants’ interest of a residency program, especially in
the context of COVID-19.

Methods: Prospective PRS residency applicants were surveyed anonymously.

Results: An average of 60% of respondents reported that PRS social media (SM) content
influenced their perception of a program. Fifty-eight percent reported that resident lifestyle
content made them gain interest in a program. Separately, 32% reported that resident lifestyle
content influenced them to rank a program higher. Seventy-two percent of respondents
claimed SM content did not make them lose interest in a program. Rarely posting, outdated
content, and lack of engagement were cited as factors for loss of interest in a program. A
majority of respondents (53%) reported wanting to see more resident life and culture content
on SM. Of the existing PRS SM content, respondents were most interested in resident
lifestyle, followed by clinical and program-specific content.

Conclusions: The COVID-19 pandemic amplified the importance of SM PRS residency
selection. Resident lifestyle content was consistently indicated as more likely to make
respondents gain interest in a program, rank a program higher, and as the most desired
content. PRS programs will benefit from highlighting resident camaraderie, quality of life,

hobbies, and lifestyle to attract applicants.



Plastic and reconstructive surgery (PRS) residency programs use several methods to attract
prospective applicants and display their distinguishing features. Residency program websites, the
Fellowship and Residency Electronic Interactive Database Access (FREIDA), visiting student
clerkships, faculty mentorship, and faculty and resident outreach are among many modern methods in
the residency recruitment toolbox."* Social media (SM) recently emerged as an additional tool for
recruitment and for program marketing.>® SM has become a powerful, even necessary, strategy since
the COVID-19 pandemic forced residency-applicant engagement online.’

The influence of SM on academic PRS is growing. Over half of academic PRS programs® have
Instagram (Menlo Park, CA) accounts, and the number of academic PRS programs with SM accounts
has grown exponentially since 2015.* PRS program websites have been found by applicants to be, at
best, “moderately” useful in informing them about programs. Based on recent trends, one would
expect the role of SM to expand to fill this void, but the precise influence of SM on applicants in this
cycle is unknown. As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, and cancellation of away rotations and in-
person interviews for the 2020-2021 application cycle, applicants and PRS programs were forced to
connect virtually to find a satisfactory match.

The factors that applicants find most attractive in . a PRS program have been well-studied.
Multiple authors have highlighted the importance of impressions made at interviews, and experiences
on away rotations, as crucial to applicants and programs determining the best fit for each other.®® The
content applicants find most useful on PRS program websites has been documented.'®** The use of
social media by applicants, programs, and trainees has been extensively studied,** but to date no study
has evaluated what features of a PRS program applicants find favorable on SM in the COVID-19
cycle. The 2020-2021 prospective. applicant cohort presents a unique opportunity to study the
influence of SM on applicants’ perceptions of programs, as its effect is likely magnified in the
absence of away rotations and in-person interviews.

The purpose of this study was to determine what factors prospective PRS applicants find most
important in.SM content from PRS programs. Understanding this medium of communication can
provide information for PRS program directors to attract more applicants and potentially gain higher
applicant rank; on the other hand, when content is tailored to applicant desires, applicants can gain an

intimate view of the program and have more clarity in their ranking decision.

METHODS

After institutional board approval, an anonymous, cross-sectional survey was distributed to medical
students interested in and applying to PRS residency. Respondents primarily came from our
institution’s PRS-interest electronic mailing list and targeted online crowdsourcing.

Our institution’s PRS-interest electronic mailing list was created for students who wish to receive

information about the program, research opportunities, and upcoming events. Sign-up was voluntary.



Targeted online crowdsourcing included posting on the official 2020-2021 PRS applicant
google spreadsheet. This is an online spreadsheet used by current and prospective PRS residency
applicants to share and obtain anecdotal information about programs, ask questions, and discuss
personal experiences.

The link to the online survey was distributed on three different dates. Each distribution
included an email to the PRS-interest electronic mailing list and a crowdsourcing post on the PRS
applicant google spreadsheet. Responses were accepted from October 1, 2020 to January 5, 2020. The
survey was open during this timeframe to minimize bias from residency interviews, which were
conducted starting December 2020.

Participants were not asked to name specific programs or SM accounts in this study. This was
deliberate to ensure respondents would not be concerned about possible repercussions for the Match if
they named specific programs in their responses. Our goal was to ensure responses were as unfiltered
and truthful as possible, therefore anonymity on both sides was essential. Eligible respondents
included current medical students interested in PRS. The survey was programmed to automatically

close for those who did not meet these criteria.

Online Survey

The online survey was designed using a secure electronic data storage and distribution platform
(REDCap, Vanderbilt University, Nashville, TN). It was distributed as an anonymous, twenty-six
guestion instrument (Appendix, available online at www.aestheticsurgeryjournal.com). It was
reviewed and approved by a department statistician.

The survey asked about demographic data, use of social media, and use of online sources. It
also asked questions about the preferred PRS program social media content, content that made
respondents gain or lose interest in programs, and the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on ability to
make decisions about residency programs. The questions included various formats including free

response, multiple choice, Likert scale, and checkboxes.

Data Analysis
Data analysis was both descriptive and comparative. Nominal variables were described using
percentages and frequencies. Ordinal and continuous variables were described using medians and

percentages. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS Version 27.0 (IBM Corp., Armonk, N.Y.).

RESULTS

Fifty-three respondents completed the survey, resulting in a 30% response rate. All respondents were
medical students, with 79% applying in the current cycle. The majority of respondents identified as
female (60%) and were ages 25-27 (59%) (Table 1).



Top Resources for Researching PRS Residencies

Medical students use a wide spectrum of resources to obtain information about PRS residency
programs.®1%**** The COVID-19 pandemic shifted the typical resources used to find this information.
A majority of respondents selected program SM, program website, online meet and greets, PRS
applicant google spreadsheet, home-program faculty, and PRS professional societies when asked what
resources they currently use to research PRS programs (Figure 1). The three resources ranked as
“most useful” for obtaining PRS residency information were program website, social media page, and
meet and greets, in order (Figure 1).

Social Media Use by Prospective PRS Residency Applicants

One hundred percent of respondents reported using SM for general purposes. A majority of
respondents (85%) reported using SM specifically to find information about PRS residency programs.
Instagram was the most-used social media platform (94%), followed by Facebook (Menlo Park, CA)
(77%), Twitter (San Francisco, CA) (38%), YouTube (San Bruno, CA) (30%), Reddit (San Francisco,
CA) (26%), and LinkedIn (Sunnyvale, CA) (21%) (Figure 2).

Ninety-four percent of respondents followed at least one PRS program on Instagram,
compared to 23% who followed at least one program on Twitter and 9% who followed at least one
program on Facebook. The average number of PRS programs followed varied by SM platform (Table
2). The highest average number of PRS programs followed (30) corresponded to Instagram, compared
to 8 and 5 on Twitter and Facebook, respectively. The majority of respondents (57%) spent between 1
and 2 hours daily on SM, with an average of 2 hours among all respondents (Figure 3). Respondents

spent an average of 32% of their total SM time on PRS social media (Figure 3).

Social Media Content That Matters

Although many programs had social media pages prior to the pandemic, it is not known what content
attracts, disinterests, or is desired by students. An average of 60% of respondents reported that PRS
SM content influenced their perception of a program either positively or negatively. Fifty-eight
percent reported that resident lifestyle content made them gain interest in a program. Separately, 32%
reported that resident lifestyle content influenced them to rank a program higher. Seventy-two percent
of respondents claimed SM content did not make them lose interest in a program. Rarely posting,
outdated content, and lack of engagement were cited as factors for loss of interest in a program.

When asked to rank what aspects of a residency program they are looking for specifically
through SM, the majority of respondents (53%) wrote-in “resident life and culture.” This was
followed by “program-specific information” and “clinical content.” When asked to rank three
categories of PRS SM content (clinical, program-specific distinction, and resident lifestyle), resident

lifestyle was the most popular followed by clinical and program-specific content.



Impact of COVID-19 on PRS Residency Programs

The PRS residency selection process relies on visiting student clerkships and in-person interviews.
Because of the loss of these in-person opportunities, respondents were asked to rank PRS residency
programming and virtual meetings to evaluate which types of programming filled the gap in the
absence of in-person activities. The scale was from 1 to 5, with 1 signifying “made no difference” and
5 signifying “equivalent to an in-person experience.” Home program faculty earned the highest mean
ranking (4.2), followed by residents (4), and meet and greets (3.8) (Figure 4). Other categories with
rankings above 3 included social media, PRS societies, program website, and PRS applicant google
spreadsheet.

When asked what virtual programming (either on SM or any other medium) respondents want
to see, the top three categories were “virtual meet and greets,” “resident-applicant engagement
opportunities,” and “resident training curriculum information.” These were followed by “program-
specific information,” “clinical and educational opportunities for applicants,” and “resident life and
culture information.”

Respondents were asked to rank the negative impact of COVID-19 on their PRS program
selection on a scale of 1 to 5, with increasing severity of negative impact. A score of 3 was the mean
ranking, which reflects “moderate negative impact.” Forty-seven percent of respondents indicated that
they intend to apply to more programs than they otherwise would due to COVID-19. The majority of
those who said they will not apply to more programs stated that they originally planned to apply to all

programs even before the pandemic.

DISCUSSION

Historically, away rotations and in-person interviews have played a dominant role in the PRS
residency Match.’ In past Match cycles, almost 50% of applicants matched at either their home
program or a program at which they did an away rotation, and program directors have reported that
strong away rotation performance is the most important selection criteria for applicants.'® Applicants
use away rotations to inform their decision on which PRS program is the “best fit” for them, and to
improve their chances at matching at their program of choice. Away rotations left a gap which is
being filled by SM and online programming.

In the last four years, the percentage of residency programs with active Instagram accounts
grew from 21%" to 85%.° Among medical students, use of SM is almost ubiquitous; studies from
2012 and 2013 report that more than 90% of medical students have at least 1 type of SM account.'"*®
In our study, 100% of respondents reported SM use. The current literature evaluates the use of SM
among medical students and PRS programs prior to the COVID-19 pandemic.®® The need for virtual
interaction created by the pandemic during the 2020-2021 application cycle creates impetus to study

the new role of SM in PRS program selection.



One year after Chandawarkar et al. found that only 21% of integrated PRS residency
programs had active Instagram accounts,* Azoury et al. reported that the number more than doubled to
57%.% In May 2020, 85% of PRS training programs had Instagram accounts.® The low usage of SM
platforms and infrequent updates by PRS programs prior to the pandemic would make it difficult for
any applicant to rely on SM to learn about programs. In Irwin et al.’s study prior to the pandemic,
only 20% of PRS residency applicants reported that SM accounts influenced their perception of a
program. SM was ranked as the “least useful” resource for learning about a program.™

Our study shows that the role of SM in the PRS residency Match has significantly increased
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Eighty-five percent of respondents reported using SM to learn about
PRS programs, making it the most frequently used source of information among all respondents.
When respondents were asked what their “most used” source was, SM was_ second only to PRS
program websites in influence. Compared with 20% prior to the pandemic,'> an average of 60% of
respondents reported that PRS program SM made them gain or lose interest in a program. The
influence of PRS program SM on applicants’ decisions in the Match has increased in the absence of
away rotations. SM provides a window into programs that allows students to make decisions about
applying to and ranking certain programs. Further study is needed to determine if this level of
influence will persist once away rotations are reinstated.

The secondary aim of this study was to ascertain what SM content applicants find most
appealing. The majority of respondents (53%). reported that the content they looked for on PRS
program SM accounts was content related to resident lifestyle and culture. Over one-third of those
surveyed reported that content related to resident lifestyle influenced them to rank a program higher,
while 58% stated this content made them gain interest in a program. After coding of free text
responses, the most common responses to the question “List the top three aspects of a PRS program
you are looking for specifically through social media” were “resident life and culture,” “program-
specific information,” and “resident training curriculum.” This finding mirrors those of studies from
prior to the pandemic. A survey of medical students applying to the University of Toronto PRS
residency program in 2019 found that the two most important factors to applicants on away rotations
were the overall impressions of “collegiality and relationship between residents and staff” and the
“happiness of the residents” at the program.’® Another study in newly-matched PRS applicants from
2012-2013 found that the most positive factor influencing a program ranking was resident happiness,
followed by operative volume, faculty mentorship and research. The most negative influence on
program ranking in that study was perception of a program as “malignant”.*® These findings suggest
that the importance of resident lifestyle and culture in PRS applicants’ decisions to rank programs has
not changed. However, as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, the avenues by which applicants
obtain this information has been drastically altered. This signals a major shift in the pre-Match

exchange of information between applicants and programs.



From the PRS program perspective, the ability to tailor SM content to fit what prospective
applicants are looking for presents additional opportunities for programs to attract the applicants they
deem to be the best fit for them. By advertising desirable content on SM, programs can attract more
applicants and increase their likelihood of a successful match. The potential benefit to applicants is
the ability to screen a large number of programs for features they find desirable with relative ease,
increasing the likelihood that they find the “best fit” for them. Although 72% of respondents stated
that PRS SM content did not make them lose interest or rank a program lower, one respondent stated
that “it is unfortunate to see programs focusing only on the academic aspect of the program via social
media, because they completely miss the mark on letting students get to know the people within the
program,” while another stated “some programs very rarely post, not really a negative, but makes it
impossible to learn more about the program.” SM posts about resident life and culture and frequent
posting in general are likely to have a positive, rather than negative, outcome in terms of attracting
applicants.

Medical students and PRS programs using SM as a resource to formulate their rank lists
should exercise caution. As Irwin et al. cited from their survey responses, “social media portrays only
the best aspects of anything and can thus give a falsely grandiose appearance.”® If the most important
factor to applicants’ decision-making is something as subjective as resident lifestyle and culture,
reliance on SM for this information can potentially be misleading. Maintaining resident wellness
across a program is a challenge for all residency programs, regardless of specialty. Depicting resident
wellness and happiness on a social media account is relatively easy. This creates the opportunity for
applicants to be misled about the culture of a given residency program if they rely too heavily on SM
for their information. Overreliance on SM for information about resident lifestyle could lead to
increased dissatisfaction with match outcomes on both the program and applicant side. Applicants
should be encouraged to use SM as a platform to network with current residents and faculty to gain
more information about a program rather than simply relying on what programs post on their SM
accounts. The effect of the influence of SM on Match outcome satisfaction in this and future cycles
remains to be studied.

The significance of this study lies in its implications for Match outcome satisfaction. While
the influence of SM on the PRS Match was steadily increasing prior to the pandemic, the absence of
away rotations and in-person interviews has accelerated this process. It remains to be seen what the
role of SM will be in applicant decision-making once away rotations are permitted after the pandemic;
it is unlikely that its influence will decrease as quickly as it has risen.

This study has several limitations. While the response rate is on par with other similar studies,
additional responses would be beneficial for showing statistical significance of the trends observed in
this study. Additionally, we acknowledge that not all of the respondents in our study are applying in
the 2020-2021 application cycle. This could potentially influence their level of engagement with PRS

programs on SM. Also, it is possible the majority of respondents are more likely to use technology



and therefore SM. Finally, this study population was limited to only medical students, and residents
and program directors were not surveyed. Future studies could focus on how SM accounts of

applicants influence their position on program rank lists.

CONCLUSION

The aim of this study was to determine the influence of SM on the PRS residency match in the context
of the COVID-19 pandemic. To our knowledge, this is the first study evaluating the SM and PRS
residency dynamic during the pandemic. SM is the most common source used by applicants to learn
about a PRS program. Resident lifestyle and culture remains the most important factor in determining
applicant’s perceptions of a program, regardless of whether or not away rotations are permitted. The
majority of respondents in our study reported that SM content made them either gain or-lose interest
in a program. With the increasing influence of SM on applicants’ perceptions of programs, future

research is needed to determine the effect this will have on Match satisfaction going forward.
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Table 1. Demographics — Gender, Age Group, Class Year, and 2020-2021 Cycle Distribution

Factor Percentage

Gender

Male 40%
Female 60%
Age

22-24 6%
25-27 59%
28-30 22%
31-33 11%
34-36 2%
Class year

2021 70%
2022 13%
2023 2%
2024 2%
Other 13%
Applying 2020-2021 cycle 79%

Class year category “other” includes individuals who are re-applying.



Table 2. Number of PRS Programs Followed by SM Platform

SM platform Mean (N) Range (min to max)
Instagram 30 (50) 1to0 82
Twitter 8 (12) 1to 28
Facebook 5(5) 21010

Mean, minimum, and maximum PRS programs followed on Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook by
respondents who use these platforms (N).




Figure Legend
Figure 1. Bar graph depicts percent of respondents who accessed various resources for PRS residency
information. Labeled bars include three resources ranked as “most useful” for learning about PRS

programs.

Figure 2. Bar graph depicts which social media platforms are used by respondents for general

purposes. Instagram is the most used platform.

Figure 3. Time Spent on Social Media. Bar graph depicts the percent of respondents per daily time
spent on social media. Mean daily time spent on social media was 2 hours. Orange line depicts the
average percent of daily SM time spent specifically on PRS content.

Figure 4. Impact of virtual PRS programming during COVID-19 pandemic. One to five scale, with 1

signifying “made no difference” and 5 signifying “equivalent to an in-person experience.”
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Resources Acessed for PRS Residency Information
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Figure 2

Social Media Platforms Used by Respondents
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Time Spent on Social Media
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Figure 4

Impact Ranking of COVID19 Pandemic
Programming
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