
Examining One-Star Reviews in Orthopaedic
Hand Surgeons in Large U.S. Cities
Kyle J. Hitchman, BS1 Albert T. Anastasio, MD2 Anthony N. Baumann, DPT3 Sarah E. Welch, BS1

Kempland C. Walley, MD4 Christopher S. Klifto, MD2

1Campbell University School of Osteopathic Medicine, Lillington,
North Carolina

2Department of Orthopaedics, Duke University, Durham, North Carolina
3College of Medicine, Northeast Ohio Medical University, Rootstown, Ohio
4Department of Orthopaedics, University of Michigan | Michigan
Medicine, Ann Arbor, Michigan

J Wrist Surg

Address for correspondence Kyle J. Hitchman, BS, Campbell
University School of Osteopathic Medicine, Lillington, NC
(e-mail: kjhitchman0224@email.campbell.edu).

Keywords

► physician review
websites

► negative reviews
► patients
► orthopaedic surgery

Abstract Introduction Physician-review websites are a commonly used resource by patients
when choosing a surgeon. While data exist regarding some surgical specialties, no
study has examined negative one-star reviews for orthopaedic-trained hand surgeons.
The goal of this study was to investigate one-star reviews regarding orthopaedic-
trained hand and upper extremity surgeons in the 10 largest cities in the United States
to determine the associated factors behind unsatisfied patients to improve patient
care.
Methods Patient reviews and narratives of orthopaedic-trained hand surgeons were
collected from the 10 largest cities in the United States using Vitals.com. One-star
reviews (out of a five-star maximum) with comments were identified and classified as
operative or nonoperative. These reviews were further subclassified based on the
nature of the comment.
Results A total of 830 one-star reviews with 1,662 complaints were included in this
study. Of these complaints, 557 (33.5%) were from patients who received operative
care and 1,105 (66.5%) were from nonoperative care patients. Nonoperative patient
one-star reviews had a significantly higher proportion of complaints related to bedside
manners (37.6 to 19.6%, p<0.001), not enough time spent with the provider (18.1 to
4.5%, p< 0.001), and wait time (13.3 to 3.2%, p<0.001) as compared with operative
patient one-star reviews. Operative patient one-star reviews had a higher proportion of
complaints related to disagreement with the physician’s decision or plan (15.6 to
10.2%, p¼0.002); uncontrolled pain (14.4 to 7.9%, p< 0.001); and medical staff or
institution (17.2 to 12.9%, p¼ 0.018) as compared with nonoperative patients.
Discussion Most one-star reviews regarding orthopaedic-trained hand surgeons
referenced nonclinical components—bedside manner was the most common com-
plaint. It was determined that surgical patients were less likely to leave a one-star
review; however, if they did, the most common complaint was in reference to a
disagreement with the physician’s decision or uncontrolled pain postoperatively.
Type of Study Outcomes 2c.
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Physician review websites (PRWs) are becoming an increas-
ingly popular way for prospective patients to find a physi-
cian.1 Despite the literature showing no correlation
between the numerical rating of physicians on PRWs and
mortality rates, a recent study showed that 37% of patients
who visit PRWs avoid physicians with bad ratings.2,3 Fur-
thermore, 68% of patients utilize PRWs when selecting a
physician, regardless of specialty.4 Recently, a retrospective
study revealed that physicians with lower ratings were
more likely to score lower in areas regarding their commu-
nication and interpersonal skills.5,6 Despite the lack of
evidence between negative reviews on PRWs and associated
poor outcomes, recent research has shown that 78% of
physicians across various specialties have reported that
their ratings on PRWs have led to an increase in job-
associated stress.7

There are multiple studies that have examined the factors
that lead to one-star reviews within orthopaedic surgery, to
the best of the author’s knowledge, there has been no
research focusing on the components of one-star reviews
on PRWs for orthopaedists subspecializing in hand and upper
extremity surgery.8–12 Previous literature has characterized
the factors comprising one-star reviews of orthopaedic-
trained surgeonswithin the subspecialties of trauma, arthro-
plasty, sports, and spine.8,9,11–15 Vitals.com is a popular PRW
and has been used in previous research assessing the char-
acteristics of one-star reviews of orthopaedic-trained sur-
geons trained in other subspecialties.8,9,12 While there has
been research done regarding PRWs and hand surgeons,16–18

none has focused primarily on negative reviews and factors
patients consider when writing a one-star review. The
purpose of this study was to characterize the factors that
contribute to one-star reviews of orthopaedic-trained hand
surgeons on PRWs to identify which factors lead to very low
patient satisfaction.

Methods

Study Set Up
The current study was a retrospective study analyzing one-
star reviews and related patient complaints on Vitals.com for
orthopaedic-trained hand surgeons in the top 10 largest
cities in the United States based on population data from
2023. Vitals.com was used to look for one-star reviews and
patient complaints on the one-star reviews. Search criteria
on Vitals.com was “Hand Surgery—Orthopedic Surgery”
search term, physicians in the top 10 largest cities in the
United States, and physicians within a 10-mile radius of the
city onVitals.com. Top 10 largest cities in theUnited States by
population were found on the following websites: https://
www.macrotrends.net/cities/largest-cities-by-population,
which has been used previously in research involving one-
star reviews for orthopaedic-trained trauma surgeons.12

Data collection on Vitals.com was started on April 21st,
2023 and ended on April 28th, 2023. All one-star reviews
from the inception of Vitals.com until the date the physi-
cian’s profile was accessed were evaluated to ensure they
met inclusion criteria.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Data for this study included one-star reviewsbyphysicians in
the top 10 largest cities (by population) in the United States
with at least one one-star reviewwith at least one comment.
Physicians were excluded if they did not have any one-star
reviews or if they had a one-star review without any com-
ments as this study aims to capture both qualitative and
quantitative data on negative reports for physician care. Any
complaints or reviews that were not relevant to hand surgery
were excluded. Physician data were excluded due to incom-
plete data, error on the Vitals.com website, chief complaint
unrelated to hand and upper extremity surgery (e.g., hip
replacement), clearly inaccurate one-star rating (very posi-
tive comment listed as one-star review), non-English
reviews, and clearly duplicate comments.

Data Extraction
Data collected included specialty (orthopaedics), verified sub-
speciality (hand orthopaedic surgery), number of total
reviews, number of one-star reviews, number of operative
one-star reviews, number of nonoperative one-star reviews,
and number of complaints from operative or nonoperative
patients in the following categories: not enough time with
provider, wait time, bedside manner, surgical complications/
outcomes, disagreementswithdecisions or plans, andmedical
staff/institution complaint, which included billing issues.
These categories were determined prior to data collection
and were derived from Richman et al.12 This study chose to
use the categorizes of “operative” and “nonoperative” to
stratify reviews inanattempt to reduce interreviewer variance
during the data collection. To ensure consistency during the
data extraction phase, reviews that mentioned in-office pro-
cedures were characterized as operative reviews.

Study Definitions
For the purposes of this study, a review refers to the rating
on Vitals.com given to any given physician based on the
number of stars (one, two, three, four, or five stars). A
comment refers to the written information (positive or
negative) provided by the patient on the review of the
physician. A complaint refers to the negative written infor-
mation provided by the patient on the one-star review of
the physician. Each one-star comment had at least one
complaint; however, it was possible for a comment to
have multiple complaints. For example, if a comment
mentioned both the physician’s bedside manner and the
amount of time they spent with the physician, this would
constitute one comment with two complaints. For the
purposes of this study, an operative patient is a patient
who underwent some type of surgical intervention on the
corresponding review on the basis of the narrative de-
scribed. A nonoperative patient is a patient who did not
receive any surgical intervention on the corresponding
review, and this was also determined by analyzing the
complaint and/or comment associated with that review. A
similar study design has been used previously when evalu-
ating one-star comments of orthopaedic-trained trauma
surgeons on PRWs.12
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Statistical Analysis
Statistical analysis was completed using SPSS version 29.0
(Armonk, NY; IBMCorp) for the statistical software. Frequen-
cy counts and descriptive data were used for this study. Chi-
square tests were used to compare nominal variables be-
tween two groups to determine significance with α set at
0.05.

Results

Initial Search Results
There were 703 total orthopaedic-trained hand surgeons
identified across the 10 most populated cities in the United
States. All included surgeons were verified using Vitals.com
to be board-certified orthopaedic-trained hand surgeons.
The 10 most populous cities in the United States are as
follows: New York City, Los Angeles, Chicago, Houston,
Dallas, Miami, Atlanta, Philadelphia, Washington, DC, and
Phoenix, as determined by the previously cited reference. Of
the 703 physicians generated, 476 physicians (67.7%) had at
least one review with one written comment. Of the 476
physicians with at least one review with one written com-
ment, 430 physicians (90.3%) had complete data and were
included in the final analysis. See ►Fig. 1 below for more
information on the included data.

One-Star Reviews
Among the 430 included physicians, there were a total of
7,641 reviews (one, two, three, four, and five stars) with 830
one-star reviews (10.9%). Of the 830 one-star reviews, 182
reviews (21.9%)were classified as operative one-star reviews
and 646 reviews (77.8%)were classified as nonoperative one-
star reviews based on patient type. See ►Fig. 1 below for
more information on the included data.

One-Star Complaints
From the 830 one-star reviews, there were 1,662 complaints
associated with those one-star reviews for orthopaedic-

trained hand surgeons. Of those 1,662 complaints, 557
complaints (33.5%) were from patients who received opera-
tive treatment and 1,105 (66.5%) were from patients who
received only nonoperative treatment. For operatively
treated patients, there were 25 complaints related to “not
enough time spent with physician,” 18 complaints regarding
“wait time,” 109 related to “bedside manner,” 87 complaints
mentioned “disagreement with physician decision or plan,”
80 mentioned “uncontrolled pain,” 96 referenced the “medi-
cal staff or institution,” and 142 reviews cited surgical
complications or outcomes. Conversely, in the nonoperative
group, there were 200 complaints that referred to “not
enough time spent with the physician,” 147 mentioned
“wait time,” 416 reviews referenced “bedside manner,” 113
regarding a “disagreement with physician decision or plan,”
87 mentioned “uncontrolled pain,” and 142 cited the “medi-
cal staff or institution” in their one-star review. Infectionwas
only listed in a one-star complaint seven times (one time for
seven physicians). Bedside manner was the most common
complaint for both operative and nonoperative patients with
525 total one-star complaints (31.6%). Surgical complications
and outcomes were only responsible for 142 one-star com-
plaints (25.5%) out of a total of 557 complaints from opera-
tive patients. The breakdown for total complaints for each
categorywas 13.5% one-star complaints for “not enough time
spent with the physician,” 9.9% one-star complaints for “wait
time,” 31.6% one-star complaints for “bedside manner,”
12.0% one-star complaints for “disagreement with physician
decision or plan,” 10.0% one-star complaints for “uncon-
trolled pain,” and 14.3% for “medical staff or institution.”
See ►Table 1 below for information on the type of one-star
complaints, the number of operative and nonoperative com-
plaints, and the total complaints for each type.

Operative versus Nonoperative One-Star Complaints
Nonoperative patient complaints of “not enough time with
physician” had a significantly higher proportion among total
one-star complaints as compared with operative patient

Fig. 1 Flow chart for inclusion of orthopaedic-trained hand surgeons, total reviews, one-star review, and one-star complaints for the current
study. Note that there may be multiple complaints in a single review.
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complaints (18.1 to 4.5%, p<0.001). Nonoperative patient
complaints of “wait time” had a significantly higher propor-
tion among total one-star complaints as compared with
operative patient complaints (13.3 to 3.2%, p<0.001). Non-
operative patient complaints of “bedside manner” had a
significantly higher proportion among total one-star com-
plaints as compared with operative patient complaints (37.6
to 19.6%, p<0.001). Operative patient complaints of “dis-
agreement with physician decision or plan” had a signifi-
cantly higher proportion among total one-star complaints as
compared with nonoperative patient complaints (15.6 to
10.2%, p¼0.002). Operative patient complaints of “uncon-
trolled pain” had a significantly higher proportion among
total one-star complaints as compared with nonoperative
patient complaints (14.4 to 7.9%, p<0.001). Operative pa-
tient complaints of “medical staff or institution” had a
significantly higher proportion among total one-star com-
plaints as compared with nonoperative patient complaints
(17.2 to 12.9%, p¼0.018). See ►Table 2 below for more
information on the included data. Overall, nonoperative
patient complaints had a significantly higher proportion of
complaints related to not enough time spent with the
physician, wait time, and bedside manner. Operative patient

complaints had a significantly higher proportion of com-
plaints related to disagreement with the physician’s decision
or plan, uncontrolled pain, andmedical staff or institution as
compared with nonoperative patient complaints.

Discussion

More patients are relying on PRWs when choosing a physi-
cian than ever before, which represents a continuing shift
toward consumer focus in the market.4,19 More than one-
third of patientswill avoid a physicianwith negative reviews.
Thus, it becomes imperative for physicians to understand
what components contribute to these negative reviews.2,3

Our results indicate that most one-star reviews of orthopae-
dic-trained hand surgeons written on Vitals.com tend to
occur primarily with patients who did not undergo surgical
intervention. One-star complaints, among patients in this
cohort, were significantly more likely to mention time spent
with the physician, wait time, and bedside manner when
comparedwith thosewho underwent any type of procedure.
Alternatively, one-star reviews written about orthopaedic-
trained hand surgeons in patientswho did undergo a surgical
interventionweremore likely tomention disagreement with

Table 1 Information on the one-star complaints included in the current study. One-star complaints are stratified by type, operative
or nonoperative patients, and total percentage of one-star complaints. There were statistically significant differences in the number
of complaints regarding wait time, time spent with physician, bedside manner, disagreements with the physician’s plan, and
uncontrolled pain when comparing operative patients to nonoperative

Type of one-star complaint– Operative
complaints

Nonoperative
complaints

Total
complaints

Percent of total
complaints (%)

Not enough time with physician 25 200 225 13.5

Wait time 18 147 165 9.9

Bedside manner 109 416 525 31.6

Surgical complications/outcomes 142 – 142 8.5

Disagree with physician decision or plan 87 113 200 12.0

Uncontrolled pain 80 87 167 10.0

Medical staff/institution related complaint 96 142 238 14.3

Total number of complaints 557 1,105 1,662 100.0

Table 2 Information on the proportions of complaints of surgical and nonsurgical groups as compared with the total number of
complaints

Type of one-star complaint Operative group
complaint proportions (%)

Nonoperative group
complaint proportions (%)

Between
group p-value

Not enough time with physician 4.5 18.1 p< 0.001

Wait time 3.2 13.3 p< 0.001

Bedside manner and patient experience 19.6 37.6 p< 0.001

Disagree with physician decision or plan 15.6 10.2 p¼ 0.002

Uncontrolled pain 14.4 7.9 p< 0.001

Medical staff/institutional related complaint 17.2 12.9 p¼ 0.018
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the physician’s plan and uncontrolled pain when compared
with nonoperative one-star reviews. This concurs with pre-
vious literature describing a correlation between negative
reviews and patients who were not offered surgery.8,13,14

PRWs are growing in popularity, but studies have shown
that while patients are avoiding physicians with negative
reviews, these reviews do not represent the technical short-
comings of the physician.2,19 Our study found that 67% of
complaints were related to nonoperative visits, which has
been supported by previous literature.13,14A study by Trehan
et al15 showed that there was no significant difference in the
rate of postoperative complications between orthopaedic-
trained arthroplasty surgeons with high and low ratings on
multiple PRWs. This further suggests that negative reviews
do not adequately depict a physician’s technical ability, but
rather focus on their interpersonal skills, bedside manner,
and office staff.2,13,15 This informationmay seemparadoxical
to the practicing surgeon—despite low rates of infection and
postoperative complications, a surgeon may have a prepon-
derance of negative online ratings.13

It is important to note that the majority of comments on
PRWs are positive. This finding has been seen in other
previous studies,11 as well as in our research. Pollocket al
found that more than 90% of reviews on PRWs were posi-
tive.13 Although only a small percentage of reviews on PRWs
are comprised of negative reviews, physicians can continue
to grow their practice by learning from their weaknesses
pointed out on PRWs.20 While orthopaedic surgeons may be
frustrated that the primary complaint on PRWs does not
center on their technical ability, negative reviews can be
avoidedwith an emphasis on bedside manner, timewith the
patient, and wait time reduction.8,9,13

This study has multiple limitations that may impact the
interpretation of our results. First, there are several different
PRWs available for patients to leave reviews on, and this
study only included reviews posted on Vitals.com. While
Vitals.com is a popular PRW, all reviews are posted anony-
mously, which may lead to reviews being published under
inappropriate circumstances or pretenses. This website has
been used in other orthopaedic studies examining negative
one-star reviews, but may still fail to capture a full under-
standing of the associated factors behind negative
reviews.8,9,12 Additionally, not all physician profiles had
been set up appropriately and some could not be accessed
or had limited data. It is unclear whether this is secondary to
the underlying coding issue with Vitals.com, but clicking on
some physician profiles resulted in an error message. Anoth-
er limitation has to do with the possibility of misclassifica-
tion bias during the data collection of this study. For example,
if a patient received operative care, but did notmention their
surgery or related care in their comment, the review and
comment would have been classified as belonging to a
nonoperative patient. Due to this, the number of complaints
that were ultimately classified as nonoperative may have
been falsely inflated. Additionally, the number of nonopera-
tive complaints may have been greater solely for the reason
that once a patient had a negative experience with a physi-
cian in a preoperative visit, they were less likely to pursue

operative care from the same physician. Finally, our study
focused on the 10 largest cities in the United States, which
can skew results due to selection bias, as perceptions could
be different in a rural setting versus urban environments.
Overall, more research is needed to determine the frequency
and impact of physician one-star reviews for orthopaedic-
trained hand surgeons on patient choice of physician and
patient care and outcomes.

In summary, this study determined that one-star negative
reviews of orthopaedic-trained hand surgeons on Vitals.com
were more likely to be nonoperative in nature, with bedside
manners being the most common complaint. Furthermore,
surgical patients were more likely towrite a negative review
in reference to complications or unsatisfactory outcomes
following their procedure. Nonoperative patient complaints
for orthopaedic-trained hand surgeons had a significantly
higher proportion of complaints related to not enough time
spent with the physician, wait time, and bedside manner as
compared with operative patient complaints. Meanwhile,
operative patient complaints for orthopaedic-trained hand
surgeons had a significantly higher proportion of complaints
related to disagreement with the physician’s decision or
plan, uncontrolled pain, and medical staff or institution as
compared with nonoperative patient complaints. More re-
search is needed to determine the impact of one-star reviews
for orthopaedic-trained hand surgeons. Additionally, further
research should be performed to determine if anonymity on
PRWs impacts the content of patient reviews.
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