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ABSTRACT

Background: TikTok is a short-video platform popular among the young, the age group most affected
by acne. Health-related content is often produced by creators without academic backgrounds in health
care, raising concerns about information quality and reliability.

Objective: To evaluate the educational quality, reliability, and evidence-based accuracy of TikTok videos
on acne treatment in Brazilian Portuguese.

Methods: The top 30 videos for “tratamento da acne” (acne treatment) were selected using a new
TikTok account. Educational quality was assessed using the Patient Education Materials Assessment Tool
for Audiovisual Materials (PEMAT-A/V), accuracy using the 2024 American Academy of Dermatology
(AAD) Guidelines of Care for the Management of Acne Vulgaris, and reliability using the Journal of the
American Medical Association (JAMA) Benchmark Criteria.

Results: Only 10% of videos recommended treatments consistent with AAD guidelines. No non-me-
dical creator provided correct recommendations, and only 33% of physician-created videos were correct.
PEMAT-A/V scores were high, indicating well edited and understandable content, whereas JAMA scores
were uniformly low, reflecting poor reliability.

Conclusions: Caution is warranted when using TikTok as a source of information on acne treatment in
Brazilian Portuguese, as most videos analyzed were incorrect or imprecise.
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RESUMO

Introducdo: O TikTok é uma plataforma de videos curtos popular entre jovens, grupo etdrio mais afetado pela acne.
O contenido de saide nessa rede frequentemente é produzido por criadores sem formagdo académica em saiide, gerando
preocupagoes quanto a qualidade e confiabilidade das informagoes.

Objetivo: Avaliar a qualidade educacional, a confiabilidade e o embasamento cientifico de videos do TikTok em
portugués brasileiro sobre tratamento da acne.

Meétodos: Os 30 “top videos” sobre “tratamento da acne” foram selecionados usando um novo perfil do TikTok. A
qualidade educacional foi avaliada usando a Patient Education Materials Assessment Tool for Audiovisual Materials
(PEMAT-A/V), o embasamento cientifico usando as Diretrizes de 2024 para o Tratamento da Acne Viilgar da
American Academy of Dermatology (AAD) e a confiabilidade usando o_Journal of the American Medical Association
(JAMA) Benchmark Criteria.

Resultados: Apenas 10% dos videos recomendaram tratamentos corretos segundo as diretrizes da AAD. Nenhum
criador nao médico indicou condutas adequadas. A pontuagio do PEMAT-A/V foi alta, indicando facil compreensao;
a pontuagdo no JAMA Benchmark Criteria foi baixa.

Conclusdo: Recomenda-se cautela ao usar o TikTok como fonte de informagdo sobre tratamento da acne em portugués
brasileiro, pois a maioria dos videos apresentou recomendagdes incorretas ou imprecisas.

Palavras-chave: Acne Vilgar; Comunicagdo em saiide; Dermatologia; Andlise de Rede Social
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INTRODUCTION

TikTok is an online social network and short-video plat-
form that has experienced rapid growth since its launch in 2017.
It is characterized by short, engaging, user-generated videos
and is particularly popular among individuals under 29 years
of age, who account for approximately 60% of its audience.' As
the internet has become an important medium through which
patients seek health information, there has been a notable in-
crease in the creation of health-related videos on online social
networks, including TikTok. Such content is produced not only
by dermatologists, physicians, and health educators, but also by
creators without formal academic training in health sciences,
raising concerns about the quality and reliability of the informa-
tion available on the platform.

Most TikTok users fall within the age group most affec-
ted by acne.'” Due to their young age, insecurity about their
looks, and high internet usage, this population is particularly
vulnerable to online misinformation.* Moreover, studies have
shown that patients with acne actively seek therapeutic options
online and may adopt treatments found on the internet without
consulting a dermatologist or physician to determine whether
the intervention is appropriate for their specific case.”

Considering that, if left untreated or if treatment is de-
layed, moderate and severe forms of acne can lead to scarring
and long-term disfigurement,® it is important to assess the qua-
lity of acne-related content to which patients are exposed on
TikTok, as such content may negatively influence patient beha-
vior. Studies have shown that videos about acne produced in
English have low informational quality, even when created by
health educators,” but there is a lack of scientific literature ad-
dressing the Brazilian population. As internet usage trends vary
across cultures,® data from other populations may not accurately
reflect the Brazilian context. Therefore, this study was designed
to evaluate the educational quality, reliability, and evidence-ba-
sed accuracy of TikTok videos on acne treatment in Brazilian
Portuguese.

METHODS

This was a cross-sectional study, with data collection
conducted in March 2025 in the state of Santa Catarina, Brazil.
A new user profile was created on TikTok to avoid algorithm
training bias, and a search for “tratamento da acne” (Brazilian
Portuguese term for “acne treatment”) was performed on the
platform. The recommended Top Videos were screened indivi-
dually, starting from the top, until 30 videos were identified that
met the inclusion criteria: videos in Brazilian Portuguese re-
commending treatments for acne vulgaris. The videos were then
saved for data extraction at a later date.

Two independent investigators extracted both quantita-
tive (number of views, likes, shares, and video length) and quali-
tative (creator academic background and gender) data from the
videos. The educational quality of the videos was assessed using
the Patient Education Materials Assessment Tool for Audiovisual

Materials (PEMAT-A/V),” a validated instrument designed to
measure how understandable and actionable health education
materials are for patients. PEMAT-A/V scores range from 0%
to 100%, with higher scores indicating better educational qua-
lity. Two investigators independently studied the PEMAT-A/V
scale and underwent joint training to maximize consistency in
their assessments. Given that the scale includes over 20 items,
complete agreement was unlikely; therefore, the mean of their
scores was used as the final value. For all other variables assessed
in the study, a third researcher was consulted to resolve any di-
sagreements.

It is important to note that the PEMAT-A/V does not
evaluate the scientific accuracy of the content—a video may
achieve a perfect score while presenting information that is not
evidence-based. Taking this into account, and to allow for a more
robust evaluation of evidence-based accuracy and reliability, the
videos were also assessed using the Journal of the American Me-
dical Association (JAMA) Benchmark Criteria' and the 2024
Guidelines of Care for the Management of Acne Vulgaris of the
American Academy of Dermatology'' (hereafter referred to as
the 2024 AAD guidelines for the management of acne).

The JAMA Benchmark Criteria assess the quality and
reliability of online health information across four domains: au-
thorship, attribution, disclosure, and currency. Scores of 3 or 4
are generally considered indicative of high reliability, whereas
scores of 2 or less suggest low reliability.

The 2024 AAD guidelines for the management of acne
were used to assess whether treatment recommendations in the
videos were correct, incomplete, or incorrect. Treatments for
mild acne were considered correct if they included multimo-
dal topical therapy comprising a retinoid (adapalene, tazarotene,
tretinoin, or trifarotene), salicylic acid, or azelaic acid, combined
with benzoyl peroxide (alone or with other topical antibioti-
cs) and/or clascoterone. Treatments for moderate to severe acne
were considered correct if they combined a systemic treatment
with topical therapy or prescribed isotretinoin. Systemic treat-
ments included systemic antibiotics (doxycycline, minocycline,
or sarecycline), hormonal agents (combined oral contraceptives
or spironolactone), and isotretinoin administered as a daily re-
gimen rather than intermittently. Treatments were classified as
incomplete if they recommended products included in the 2024
AAD guidelines for the management of acne but did not cons-
titute a multimodal regimen for mild acne or failed to include
systemic therapy for moderate-to-severe acne. The recommen-
dation of any active ingredient not included in the guidelines
was considered an incorrect treatment. All incorrect treatments
were recorded and subsequently compiled for qualitative analy-
sis. In addition, the investigators documented whether a video
functioned as promotion for a single product, either through
explicit company sponsorship or through self-reported finan-
cial benefit from product sales, and recorded the corresponding
brand when applicable.
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The initial study design did not include any statistical
analysis, as it was not possible to anticipate whether the resul-
ting videos would exhibit characteristics allowing for quanti-
tative comparisons among pre-specified groups— for example,
the study could have identified 30 videos created by the same
category of creator, such as individuals without formal academic
training in health sciences. For this reason, all statistical analyses
were performed post hoc and should be regarded as exploratory,
as no prior sample-size calculation was conducted.

For statistical analysis, the videos were divided into three
groups: creators without a formal academic background in
health care or aesthetics, creators with an academic backgrou-
nd in health care or aesthetics, and medical doctors (including
dermatologists).

Dermatologists were not classified separately from other
medical doctors because the resulting number of videos per
group would have been too low, reducing the sensitivity of the
statistical power of the analysis. However, the quantitative and
qualitative characteristics of videos produced by dermatologists
were recorded in a subgroup and reported, even though they
were not included in the formal statistical comparisons. Likes
and shares of the videos were reported as percentages to serve as
a measure of user engagement. While videos with more views
tend to accumulate a higher absolute number of likes and shares,
less popular videos may have a higher proportion of these inte-
ractions, indicating greater relative user engagement.

Normality was assessed using the Shapiro-Wilk test, with
a p-value of 0.05 as the threshold for normality. Parametric data
were reported as mean (standard deviation) and analyzed using
one-way ANOVA, whereas non-parametric data were repor-
ted as median and interquartile range and analyzed using the
Kruskal-Wallis test. Categorical variables were analyzed using
the chi-square test. For all analyses, an alpha level of 0.05 was
considered the threshold for statistical significance. Data analysis
was performed using GNU PSPP software, version 2.0.0.

RESULTS

A total of 197 videos were screened, of which 30 met the
study’s inclusion criteria.Videos were excluded if they were not in
Brazilian Portuguese or did not address acne treatments (eg, those
focusing on acne pathophysiology or personal patient experien-
ces). Table 1 presents the data for each group, while Table 2 provi-
des the results for the dermatologist subgroup.The group of video
creators with an academic background in health care or aesthetics
consisted of three pharmacists, three biomedical professionals, and
one aesthetician.

Figure 1 illustrates the rates of correct, incorrect, and in-
complete treatment recommendations in each group, including
the subgroup analysis of dermatologist-created videos. Table 3
summarizes all incorrect treatments recommended in the videos.

Seven of the 30 videos were promotional in nature, cor-
responding to 23% of the sample. Three were from Creamy, 2
from Visara, 1 from Beiersdorf, and 1 from TheraSkin.

DISCUSSION

These results provide insights into the current landscape
of TikTok videos on acne treatment. First, the quality of treat-
ments recommended in the most-viewed videos is very low—
only 10% of the videos recommended treatments in accordance
with the 2024 AAD guidelines for the management of acne.
Notably, none of the creators without a medical degree recom-
mended correct acne treatments, and even among physicians, the
rate of correct recommendations was low (33%).This finding is
in line with studies assessing the quality of videos about acne in
American English” and is consistent with research in other areas
of medicine, where TikTok videos have been shown to provide
1214 urolo-
and cardiology.'® It is likely that this trend of online mi-

low-quality information on topics such as oncology,
gy’15717
sinformation on TikTok extends across all areas of medicine, and
one potential explanation may be reflected in the PEMAT-A/V
scores observed in the videos analyzed in this study.

PEMAT-A/V scores were high for all videos included
in this study, regardless of creator background. This suggests
that, on TikTok, video formatting may be more important than
content for achieving high view counts and engagement. High
PEMAT-A/V scores indicate that the videos were well edited
and easily understandable to the audience, even when conveying
health misinformation. Research in education has shown that
student perceptions of lecture quality are often influenced more
by lecturer charisma than by the content of the lecture itself."
A similar phenomenon may occur with audiovisual content on
TikTok: the manner in which the message is delivered may be
more influential than the message itself in reaching wide au-
diences. This does not imply that evidence-based, high-quality
videos on acne treatment do not exist on TikTok, but the results
of this study suggest that such videos are not reaching broader
audiences effectively.

One of the primary barriers to effective, evidence-ba-
sed science communication on TikTok is its short-video format.
Median video length in this study was approximately 1 minute,
often too short to convey the complexity required for prescri-
bing evidence-based acne treatments. This structural limitation
likely contributes to the poor quality of medical content dis-
seminated. Notably, none of the 30 videos assessed achieved a
score higher than 1 on the JAMA Benchmark Criteria, with that
single point awarded stemming from the platform’s automatic
disclosure of the publication date rather than from any deliberate
effort by content creators to ensure transparency or reliability.
Most videos lasted less than 90 seconds, and creators carefully
optimize the content presented within this brief time frame.
Consequently, creators may omit information on potential con-
flicts of interest or the sources used to support their content, as
such details are unlikely to interest the average viewer. The result
is that the most-viewed videos on acne treatment frequently rely
on a fallacy known as the argument from authority, or appeal to
*—the perceived correctness of a treatment is judged
based on the status of the person recommending it rather than

authority
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TABLE 1: Qualitative and quantitative characteristics of the study groups

No formal academic Academic background in

Video creators (n) background (14)

health care or aesthetics (7)

Medical doctors (9) Statistical analysis

Views - Median (IQR) 840050 (1281100) 626000 (448300) 845500 (760300) p=10.08
% of likes - Median (IQR) 6.7% (3.98) 5.1% (4.7) 5.8% (2.95) p=1035
% of shares - Median (IQR) 6.7% (3.98) 0.35% (0.37) 0.28% (0.32) p=0.17
Length (seconds)

Median (IQR) 60.5 (93.7) 81.0 (41.0) 40 (32.5)

% of women as creators 86% 100% 78%

PEMAT-A/V . ) , _
(understandability) Mean (SD) 81% (6) 86% (17) 86% (7) p=043
PEMAT-A/V (actionability) o o o _
Mean (SD) 67% (24) 52% (41) 57% (37) p=0.75
PEMAT-A/V (total) o o 0 _
Mean (SD) 78% (9) 80% (21) 78% (13) p=10.96
JAMA Benchmark Criteria* 1 1 1

Correct treatments - n (%) 0 0 3 (33%) p=0.02
Promotional videos - n (%) 5 (30%) 2 (29%) 0 p = 0.04

n: number; IQR: interquartile range; SD: standard deviation.

*All videos in the groups scored 1 on the JAMA Benchmark Criteria, all of them in the “currency” domain.

Table 2. Qualitative and quantitative characteristics of the dermatologist subgroup

Video creators (n)

Dermatologists (6)

Views - Median (IQR)

% of likes - Median (IQR)

% of shares - Median (IQR)

Length (seconds) - Median (IQR)

% of women as creators

PEMAT-A/V (understandability) - Mean (SD)
PEMAT-A/V (actionability) - Mean (SD)
PEMAT-A/V (total) - Mean (SD)

JAMA Benchmark Criteria*

Correct treatments - n (%)

Promotional videos - n (%)

844450 (678475)
5.5% (1.73)
0.39% (0.48)
45.5 (46.0)

83%
86% (9)
58% (16)
80% (13)

1
3 (33%)
0

n: number; IQR: interquartile range; SD: standard deviation.

* All videos in the group scored 1 on the JAMA Benchmark Criteria, all of them in the “currency” domain.

on an evidence-based approach. Without disclosure of conflicts
of interest or sources, viewers have no means of verifying the
claims presented. This is particularly concerning given that only
33% of videos produced by dermatologists recommended cor-
rect acne treatments, as the audience is likely to perceive these
creators as authoritative figures in acne management.

The skincare market is closely linked to acne treatment
and 1s projected to generate revenues of US$198.35 billion
worldwide in 2025.#" Our study suggests that this industry is
successfully leveraging online social network marketing, as 7 of’
the 30 most-viewed videos on acne treatment were promotional
in nature. This may further degrade the health care informa-

tion consumed by TikTok users, as marketing on the platform is
poorly regulated, raising concerns regarding transparency, disclo-
sure, and potentially misleading content.*

Another notable finding of our study is that approxima-
tely half of the incorrect treatments recommended in the videos
(Table 3) involved home-based remedies for acne, including teas,
supplements, and lifestyle changes. This is consistent with studies
showing that up to 80% of patients use non-pharmacological,
home-based remedies for their illnesses.** Specifically for acne,
it has been estimated that up to 80% of female patients who
follow acne advice online adopt either home-based remedies
or dietary changes.” This behavior is concerning, as acne is a
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Creators with an
academic background in
Healthcare or Aesthetics

oo

Creators without a formal
academic background

m Incorrect Treatment

= Incomplete Treatment

Medical Doctors
(including Dermatologists)

Dermatologists
(subgroup analysis)

m Correct Treatment

FIGURE 1: Analysis of treatments according to the 2024 Guidelines of Care for the Management of Acne Vulgaris of the
American Academy of Dermatology.

TABLE 3: Incorrect acne treatments recommended in the videos

Incorrect treatment

Number of videos in which the treatment
was recommended

Consumption of teas (mint, blackberry leaves, and/or dandelion)
Use of acids not recommended by the guidelines

Use of topical moisturizers as standalone treatment

Oral supplementation with saw palmetto (Serenoa repens)

Oral supplementation with turmeric and resveratrol

Daily topical application of lavender essential oil to the face
Chronic topical application of Diprogenta® to the face

Topical application of banana peels to acne lesions

Use of mechanical or chemical peels as standalone treatment
Dietary changes as standalone treatment

Changing pillowcases daily

5
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potentially scarring disease, and delays in effective treatment may
result in poorer cosmetic outcomes.® The incorrect treatments
portrayed in these videos are also consistent with key themes of
acne misinformation identified in previous studies.* They inclu-
de the pursuit of natural remedies, the belief that dietary changes
can cure the disease, and the search for “miracle cures”—the idea
that a single treatment can resolve acne.*The pursuit of a miracle
cure may also explain why some patients cycle through different
topical treatments, even for moderate to severe acne, before see-
king specialized care, failing to recognize that the issue lies not
with the products used but with the need for systemic treatment.

The present study has some limitations, however. The
constant influx of new videos on TikTok, as well as the undis-
closed variables the platform uses to recommend content,® li-

mits the replicability of our findings. Even though our sample of
videos was relatively small, the small sample size was intentional,
as the study focused exclusively on the best-performing videos
on the platform.

CONCLUSIONS

These results provide insights into the current landscape
of TikTok videos on acne treatment in Brazilian Portuguese. The
quality of treatments recommended in the most-viewed videos
was very low: only 10% provided treatment recommendations
fully in line with the 2024 AAD guidelines for acne manage-
ment. None of the creators without a medical degree recom-
mended correct treatments, and even among physicians, the rate
of correct recommendations was low (33%). On the other hand,



Fabris VC, Battisti IP, Dadalt MLR.

the videos were generally well edited, engaging, and easy to un-
derstand, as reflected by their high PEMAT-A/V scores. Given
these characteristics, coupled with low JAMA Benchmark Cri-
teria scores—which indicate that viewers cannot reliably assess
whether the proposed treatments are supported by legitimate
sources—caution is warranted regarding the use of TikTok as a
source of information on acne treatment. Most treatments re-
commended in the most-viewed videos in Brazilian Portuguese
analyzed in this study were either incorrect or incomplete.
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