
S
ocial media’s impact on our lives 
has been significant, allowing easy 
discussion of topics worldwide. 
An increasing number of peer-

reviewed journals now calculate the online 
attention an article receives using Altmetric 
or PlumX metric scores to weigh the digital 
popularity of a journal article across social 
media platforms, particularly Twitter, and 
mainstream news websites. Twitter is a 
free social network service estimated to 
have a total of 187 million registered daily 
users [1]. Some studies have demonstrated 
a role for Twitter in boosting journal article 
impact in other fields [2,3], but this has not 
yet been assessed specifically in the field 
of ophthalmology. Herein, we assessed 
whether Twitter could play a role in boosting 
the impact of ophthalmology journal 
articles.  

Methods 
We identified five clinical ophthalmology 
journals reporting number of ‘tweets’ per 
article: Eye, British Journal of Ophthalmology, 
American Journal of Ophthalmology, JAMA 
Ophthalmology and Ophthalmology. We 
analysed all articles published in December 
2018, recording the number of tweets and 
citations per article. All data were collected 
on 26 December 2020. We assessed the 
correlation between tweets and citations 
per journal using Pearson’s correlation 
testing. No ethical approval was required 
as all data were freely available within the 
public domain. 

Results 
A total of 155 articles were analysed from all 
five journals. Our analysis is summarised in 
Table 1 and Figure 1. When combining all five 
journals, there was a moderately positive 
and statistically significant correlation 
between tweets and citations. When 
limiting to individual journals, the British 
Journal of Ophthalmology demonstrated a 
strongly positive and statistically significant 
correlation between tweets and citations, 
while Ophthalmology demonstrated a 
moderately positive and statistically 
significant correlation therewith. When 
restricting to original research articles, 

this correlation generally decreased, but 
remained statistically significant when 
combining all five journals and for the British 
Journal of Ophthalmology alone. 

Discussion 
To our knowledge, this represents the first 
study to assess the correlation between 
number of tweets and citations within the 
ophthalmological literature. Our study 
suggests that the Twitter popularity of an 
article could contribute to its citation rate. 
However, this does not apply uniformly 
across all cases. Other factors may have 
contributed to the reported findings and 
warrant further investigation, including: the 
type of articles published and the proportion 
of these per journal; factors relating to 
exposure, such as the number of ‘followers’ 
[4] for an account tweeting a paper or how 
easily accessible the articles are, with open 
access journals potentially offering easier 
availability of its articles and hence more 
citations [5]. It should be noted we cannot 
establish a causal effect relation – one could 
argue that the higher citation rate may boost 
an article’s popularity on Twitter, or vice-
versa. Although this positive correlation has 
been shown in other fields [2,3], Altmetrics 
and PlumX metrics are still a novelty, hence 
a better understanding of how research is 
shared online would be welcomed. 
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Table 1: Correlation between number of tweets and citations over two years. 

Journal Pearson’s r 
All articles 

Pearson’s r 
Original research articles only

Eye -0.041 (p=0.854) 0.294  (p=0.287) 

Ophthalmology 0.327 (p=0.037)* 0.120  (p=0.596) 

JAMA Ophthalmology   0.244 (p=0.592) 0.008 (p=0.984)

AJO   0.168 (p=0.335) 0.06 (p=0.769)

BJO 0.806 0.778 (p=4.88 x 10-6)* (p=3.46 x 10-6)*

All journals combined 0.374* (p=1.67 x 10-6)  0.368 (p=0.0003)*

Key: *Statistically significant association.  
AJO = American Journal of Ophthalmology,  BJO = British Journal of Ophthalmology.

“Our study suggests that 
the Twitter popularity of an 
article could contribute to 
its citation rate”
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Figure 1: Scatter plot showing overall correlation between the number of tweets and the number of citations for all articles in 
various clinical ophthalmology journals.
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