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Editorial

Does the use of post-operative antibiotics decrease the risk of infections
in implant-based breast reconstruction? Does the use of acellular dermal
matrix increase the risk of infections? Does every patient undergoing
a cosmetic abdominoplasty need venous thromboembolism chemo-
prophylaxis? The list goes on. We still don’t have a good answer to many
important clinical questions in plastic surgery because we don’t have
convincing data that categorically answers them. Our literature is full of
low powered (aka weak) studies that many times conclude diametrically
opposing arguments (the examples in the introductory sentences being
some of them) [1-6]. The data we base our clinical judgment on is
influenced by our own biases and experiences, and also on how we
were trained. But is that the correct way of doing things? Though many
of us strive to be ‘evidence-based;, it’s hard to live up to those standards
when the ‘evidence’ is not clear, well documented, or frankly, even
present. This is especially true for many clinical scenarios in plastic
surgery. Though our field has made a concerted effort to move in this
direction, the reality is that this lack of actionable research is obvious
and this, in my opinion, is a real problem.

How can we fix this issue? Unfortunately, it’s not an easy issue to
fix. Plastic surgery is a, relatively speaking, small field. Randomized,
controlled trials with high power are difficult to conduct in institutions
where a division of 5-10 surgeons is considered large. Garnering
financial support in an ever-tightening economy is similarly a great
hindrance to high quality research. Being a surgical field where most
of the plastic surgeons go into private or small group practices, is yet
another barrier, where, understandably, the conduction of meaningful,
actionable research is not a high priority.

Despite these realities, I still feel the conduction of impactful, high
quality, clinical practice changing, Level 1 research is possible in plastic
surgery. The key to this success is collaboration. We have to stop practicing
our research in institutional silos, and start becoming one large ‘national
institution. Beyond that, we should aim for global initiatives that forge
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international collaborations on a regular basis rather than the occasional
effort we hear about. What is needed is a concerted effort to bring
everyone, large and small institutions, private and academic practices,
under one goal-oriented research ‘tent, which would enable us as a
plastic surgery community to answer key clinical questions. Our
societies must make this a priority and help garner the support needed
for this to become a reality. Our print and on-line publications should
demand this, and set an expectation that collaborative research will
be preferentially published. Collectively, our research will be stronger,
financially sustainable, and impactful.
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