
RESEARCH LETTER
Google Trends analysis of
teledermatology interest in the
United States during the COVID-19
pandemic
To the Editor COVID-19 pandemic guidelines on
social distancing, state/city stay-at-home rules, and
advocacy for payment parity have created demand
for and access to telehealth.1,2 A 2020 survey of over
500 dermatologists showed that prior to the
pandemic only 14.1% of responders had used tele-
dermatology compared to 96.9% during the
pandemic.3 We used Google Trends relative search
volume for the keywords ‘‘telehealth dermatology’’
as an indicator of public interest in teledermatology.
Interest in teledermatology in the prepandemic
(January 2017-March 2020) and pandemic (March
2020-December 2022) periods were compared, as
well as search volume trends in teledermatology to
other medical specialties. Finally, we also assessed
correlation between teledermatology interest and
seasonality.

Search volume for teledermatology was signifi-
cantly higher after March 2020 (Fig 1, A) and closely
approximated COVID-19 search volume with a slight
lag of 2 to 5 weeks during the prevaccine period
(March 2020-December 2020), but not in the post-
vaccine period (January 2021-December 2022) (Fig 1,
B). Dermatology search volume overall was signifi-
cantly higher in the spring/summer than in the fall/
winter, while search volume for teledermatology did
not exhibit such seasonality (Fig 1, C ). Search volume
for surgery and dermatology overall was higher than
for psychiatry and family medicine during the
pandemic. In contrast, searches for telehealth psy-
chiatry or family medicine exceeded searches for
telehealth dermatology or surgery (Fig 2).

Our results showed an increase in public
interest in teledermatology after the onset of the
pandemic with continued interest in the postvac-
cine period when compared to the prepandemic
period. This parallels survey results showing that
the majority of dermatologists believed teleder-
matology interest would continue even as COVID-
19 cases declined.3 Our finding that interest in
telehealth was higher for psychiatry and family
medicine when compared with dermatology and
surgery may indicate that the utility of telehealth
varies based on disease or need for in-person
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examination. From the perspective of practicing
dermatologists, there are varying levels of appro-
priateness of teledermatology for common derma-
tologic complaints.3 The inability to provide close
inspection and procedures has been shown to be
a source of dermatology patient frustration.4

We also found that public interest in telederma-
tology did not appear to demonstrate seasonal
variability across the United States while public
interest in dermatology alone did. The latter result
is consistent with studies identifying seasonal flares
of many dermatologic conditions and seasonal
fluctuation of dermatology office visit volume in
the United States.5 Lack of seasonality in telederma-
tology demand could indicate that different factors
motivate patients to seek virtual visits relative to in-
office visits such as convenience, in-person exami-
nation or procedures.

Study limitations include the potential that search
volume index may not entirely mirror patient needs
and that search volume index was limited to the
United States. In conclusion, our findings suggest an
ongoing public interest in teledermatology care and
highlight the importance of continued payment
parity for virtual visits and the need for meaningful
selection of appropriate cases for teledermatology to
meet patient needs.
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Fig 1. Relative search volume of teledermatology/telehealth dermatology in the United States
from January 2020 to December 2022. A, Relative search volume of COVID-19 and
teledermatology with respect to time. B, Cross-correlation between weekly relative search
volume for dermatology and COVID-19 during the prevaccine (March through December
2020) and the postvaccine (January 2021 through December 2022) periods. Negative lag
indicates that dermatology search counts were shifted backwards relative to COVID-19 search
counts, and vice versa for positive lag. C, Seasonality of monthly relative search volume in the
United States in dermatology (left) and teledermatology/telehealth dermatology (right) in the
pandemic period from March 2020 to December 2022.

Fig 2. A, Relative search volume in the United States for dermatology, surgery, family
medicine, and psychiatry overall (top) and for each specialty in relation to telehealth (bottom).
B, Relative weekly search volume in the United States in the period from March 2020 to
December 2022 for each specialty overall (left) and in relation to telehealth (right). Boxplot
body: median and interquartile range; whiskers: 1.5 times interquartile range.
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