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ABSTRACT

Research on COVID-19 was widely reported in journals and received wide media coverage. 
During the first year of the pandemic, 627 papers were published about clinical trials for 
COVID-19 drugs and vaccines. The three articles that had the greatest social impact 
(Altmetric Attention Score, AAS) evaluated the vaccines Gam-COVID-Vac, tozinameran, 
and ChAdOx1. The Lancet‘s publication of the Gam-COVID-Vac clinical trial had the highest 
AAS and the highest AAS of all articles ever published in this journal. The Lancet and Lancet 
Infectious Diseases were the only journals to publish papers on clinical trials about vaccines 
developed in non-Western countries.
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The COVID-19 pandemic focused social 
attention on healthcare and biomedical 
research. Unsurprisingly, research on 
COVID-19 was widely reported in 
academic journals [1], and these reports 
often received wide media coverage and 
social attention. Altmetrics is a bibliometric 
approach that aims to estimate the social 
impact of scientific papers. The Altmetric 
company’s Altmetric Attention Score (AAS) 
is a weighted measure of the attention a 
paper has received in different sources, 
including news, blogs, social media, 
policy statements, patents, and academic 
sources. The AAS has been used to analyse 
the social impact of papers published about 
COVID-19 [2].

Clarivate's Web of Science (WoS) lists 627 
papers about clinical trials for COVID-19 
drugs and vaccines published in 2020. Our 
analyses of data retrieved from the WoS 
and Altmetric databases on 11 December 
2021 revealed that the three most-cited 
of these articles reported trials testing 
dexamethasone, lopinavir-ritonavir, and 

hydroxychloroquine plus azithromycin; 
however, the three articles that had the 
greatest social impact reported trials testing 
the vaccines Gam-COVID-Vac (Sputnik-V, 
Gamaleya Institute), tozinameran (Comirnaty, 
Pfizer/BioNtech), and ChAdOx1 (Vaxzevria, 
AstraZeneca/Oxford) [3]. The 50 most-
cited articles about clinical trials of drugs 
or vaccines for COVID-19 (12.5% of the 
articles) account for 40.0% of the total AAS; 
7 of these articles are in Altmetric’s all-time 
top 100.

Remarkably, The Lancet‘s publication of the 
Gam-COVID-Vac clinical trial [4] had the 
highest AAS in our analysis, the highest AAS 
of all articles ever published in this journal, 
and the 10th highest AAS of the 20 million 
articles monitored by Altmetric. Among the 
50 most-cited articles, 25 were published 
in NEJM and 10 in The Lancet; these 35 
articles accounted for 82.4% of the AAS of 
these 50 papers. Two of the remaining 15 
articles were published in Lancet Infectious 
Diseases. 
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The Lancet’s social impact is noteworthy in various 
respects. Whereas the 25 articles published in NEJM 
accounted for 44.3% of the social attention of the 50 
most-cited articles, the 12 articles published in The 
Lancet and Lancet Infectious Diseases accounted 
for 43.3%, a relatively much higher impact per article. 
The Lancet and Lancet Infectious Diseases were the 
only journals to publish papers on clinical trials about 
vaccines developed in non-Western countries (four 
papers on Chinese vaccines, including two on Ad5-
nCoV, one on Ad5-nCoV, and one on BBIBP-CorV, as 
well as two papers on the Russian Gam-COVID-Vac 
vaccine). This is important because the article written 
by Russian authors that The Lancet published about the 
Gam-COVID-Vac Russian vaccine received the most 
social attention of any article.

The Lancet’s communication policies probably favour 
greater social impact, including its greater permeability 
to authors from all over the world compared to other 
major journals [5], as confirmed by the publication of 
the six non-Western vaccine trials in The Lancet and 
Lancet Infectious Diseases. Furthermore, unlike NEJM, 
JAMA, and BMJ, which are mostly cited in the press of 
the countries where they are published, The Lancet is 
cited more often in other countries, giving it the least 
nationalistic press citation pattern [6].
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