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Abstract

Background: Despite the public health importance of vaping and the widespread use of TikTok by adolescents and young
adults, research is lacking on the nature and scope of vaping content on this networking service.

Objective: The purpose of this study is to describe the content of TikTok videos related to vaping.

Methods: By searching the hashtag #vaping in the discover feature, ~478.4 million views were seen during the time of data
collection. The first 100 relevant videos under that hashtag were used in this study. Relevance was determined by simply noting
if the video was related in any way to vaping. Coding consisted of several categories directly related to vaping and additional
categories, including the number of likes, comments, and views, and if the video involved music, humor, or dance.

Results: The 100 videos included in the sample garnered 156,331,347 views; 20,335,800 likes; and 296,460 comments. The
majority of the videos (n=59) used music and over one-third (n=37) used humor. The only content category observed in the
majority of the videos sampled was the promotion of vaping, which was included in 57 videos that garnered over 74 million
views (47.5% of cumulative views). A total of 42% (n=42) of the 100 videos sampled featured someone vaping or in the presence
of vape pens, and these videos garnered over 22% (>35 million) of the total views.

Conclusions: It is necessary for public health agencies to improve understanding of the nature and content of videos that attract
viewers’ attention and harness the strength of this communication channel to promote informed decision-making about vaping.

(JMIR Pediatr Parent 2021;4(4):e30681) doi: 10.2196/30681
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Introduction

Use of e-cigarettes or “vaping” functions by producing an
aerosol when liquid nicotine is heated [1]. Liquid nicotine
contains chemicals (eg, heavy metals such as nickel, tin, and
lead; volatile organic compounds like benzene; the carcinogens
acetaldehyde and formaldehyde; cadmium, a toxic metal; and
ultrafine particles that can be inhaled deeply) and flavorings
(eg, diacetyl, a chemical linked to the condition bronchiolitis
obliterans, and diketone, also known to cause lung damage),
which are inhaled into the lungs [2]. “E-cigarettes are not safe

for youth, young adults, pregnant adults, as well as adults who
do not currently use tobacco products, according the United
States Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)” [1].
Additionally, “while e-cigarettes may have the potential to
benefit some people and harm others, scientists still have a lot
to learn about whether e-cigarettes are effective in helping
adults quit smoking” [1]. Evidence suggests that vaping has
negative health effects [3]. Current (2020) estimates indicate
that 19.6% of high school students and 4.7% of middle school
students in the United States reported present use of e-cigarettes
[4]. A survey of adolescents in the United States revealed a
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positive association between frequency of social media use and
exposure to e-cigarette messages across four different social
media platforms [5]. Further, in a recent study of adolescents
aged 13-18 years, an association was found between increased
daily social media use and intent to use e-cigarettes, and that
those who used social media more daily had a more positive
outlook about e-cigarettes and sensed that e-cigarettes were less
dangerous [6]. There have been studies of vaping on several
social media websites. Researchers on Instagram found that
e-cigarettes were promoted among youth [7] and that provaping
content is prevalent [8]. Similar sentiment was noted on
YouTube [9,10], with researchers noting the presence of
beneficial health claims [11] and minimal Food and Drug
Administration warnings [12]. In concert, studies of vaping
content on Twitter determined that there was a high level of
endorsement of vaping [13], and these were dominant forces
[14].

TikTok, a social media platform, has had an exponential increase
in popularity, with roughly 100 million monthly users in the
United States and 689 million monthly users worldwide [15].
This platform allows for the uploading of short video segments,
which often tend to be entertainment based. In the United States,
the age groups that most commonly use TikTok are those aged
10-19 years (32.5%), followed by those 20-29 years of age
(29.5%) [16]. Despite the public health importance of vaping
and the widespread use of TikTok by adolescents and young
adults, at the time this study was conducted (March 2021), we
did not identify any published studies on the nature or scope of
vaping on TikTok, thus identifying a gap in the literature. The
purpose of this study is, therefore, to describe the content of
posts on TikTok related to vaping.

Methods

In March 2021, a cross-sectional, descriptive study was
conducted. By searching the hashtag #vaping in the discover
feature, ~478.4 million views were seen during the time of data
collection. The first 100 relevant videos under that hashtag were
used in this study. The coding sheet was based on a prior study
of e-cigarettes conducted on a different social media platform
[9], and the methods mirrored those of another TikTok study
with a different focus [17]. Relevance was determined by simply
noting if the video was related in any way to vaping. The coding
categories included showing someone vaping or in the presence
of vape pens, mentioned danger, mentioned/suggested long-term
health effects, mentioned specific products, demonstrated how

to make homemade vaping products, showed vape stores and/or
purchasing vape products, showed vaping tricks (blowing smoke
rings), contained information from medical professionals,
mentioned safety, and contained misinformation. Additional
categories included if the video involved music, humor, or
dance. In addition to the number of videos associated with each
category, the number of likes and comments were also
documented. One individual (author AP) coded all videos, while
a second individual (author CHB) coded a 10% random sample.
Out of 380 total data points, the two reviewers differed in only
3, demonstrating high interrater reliability (κ=0.98). Descriptive
statistics were calculated using Excel (Microsoft Corporation).
Human participants were not included in this research, which
was not reviewed by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at
William Paterson University; the study was deemed exempt by
the IRB at Teachers College, Columbia University.

Results

The 100 videos included in the sample garnered 156,331,347
views; 20,335,800 likes; and 296,460 comments (Table 1). The
majority of the videos (n=59) used music and over one-third
(n=37) used humor. The only content categories observed in
the majority of the sample was “promoted vaping,” which was
included in 57 videos that garnered over 74 million views
(47.5% of cumulative views). Independent 1-tailed t tests (=.05)
confirmed that using music or promoting vaping alone did not
have a statistically significant association with whether a video
was viewed, liked, or commented on. Even though the videos
covering “mentioned danger” and “mentioned long-term health
effects” were only covered in 38 and 30 videos, respectively,
videos covering each of these categories garnered ~54% of the
cumulative views (over 84 million). Although 42 of the videos
featured someone vaping or in the presence of vape pens, these
videos only garnered 22.67% (n=35,447,500) of the total views.

The following remaining characteristics were present in fewer
than half but still over one-quarter (>25%) of the videos
sampled: showing someone vaping or vape pens (n=42),
mentioned dangers (n=38), used humor (n=37), and mentioned
long-term effects (n=30). In these cases, too, independent
1-tailed t tests (α=.05) were performed to determine if the
presence of this content was statistically associated with views,
likes, or comments received. Only one test returned significant
results (P<.05). Showing someone vaping or vape pens returned
a statistically significant result (P=.02) with respect to video
views.
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Table 1. Observed content, views, likes, and comments of 100 TikTok videos related to vaping.

Comments (N=296,460), n
(%)

Likes (N=20,335,800), n
(%)

Views (N=156,331,347), n
(%)

Videos
(N=100), n

72,004 (24.29)7,450,600 (36.64)69,398,247 (44.39)59Used music

195,854 (66.06)12,129,900 (59.65)75,969,247 (48.60)37Used humor

8663 (2.92)601,800 (2.96)3,700,000 (2.37)2Used dance

Provaping content

75,397 (25.43)7,410,900 (36.44)74,256,900 (47.50)57Promoted vaping

39,682 (13.39)4,182,600 (20.57)35,447,500 (22.67)42Showed someone vaping or in the
presence of vape pens

13,399 (4.52)2,313,900 (11.38)27,208,600 (17.40)18Mentioned specific products

3983 (1.34)1,327,700 (6.53)25,059,200 (16.03)15Demonstrated how to make home-
made vaping products

32,753 (11.05)1,621,300 (7.97)17,984,900 (11.50)6Contained misinformation

Antivaping content

228,753 (77.16)12,684,700 (62.38)84,911,247 (54.31)38Mentioned dangers

219,399 (74.01)12,208,700 (60.04)84,316,147 (53.93)30Mentioned long-term health effects

166,336 (56.11)9,147,500 (44.98)48,035,700 (30.73)11Contained information from medical
professionals

14,669 (4.95)1,963,000 (9.65)15,903,800 (10.17)9Mentioned safety

Discussion

This study demonstrates that the portrayal of vaping content is
prevalent on TikTok. This is exemplified by the fact that 42 of
the 100 videos in our sample showed someone vaping or in the
presence of vape pens, and these videos garnered over 35 million
views. Additionally troubling was the fact that more than half
of the videos in the sample, which garnered over 74 million
views, “promoted vaping.” On a positive note, 38 of the 100
videos mentioned the dangers of vaping, and 30 of the videos
mentioned long-term health consequences; videos covering
these topics attracted over 84 million views, the highest
proportion of cumulative views of any coding category.
Although there were 6 videos containing misinformation, there
were 11 containing information from medical professionals.

Although the conclusions that can be drawn from this study are
limited by the cross-sectional design, small and selective sample,
and limited scope of information coded, the data show that a
variety of information about vaping is being communicated and
widely viewed on TikTok. This is particularly important since
the majority of TikTok users are within an age range that makes
them susceptible to both the influence of social media and
experimentation with vaping. It is important to note that user
agreements prohibit content that depicts use of alcohol, tobacco,

or drugs by a minor [18]. However, the age of the person
featured in each video was not estimated to avoid introducing
the potential for error. This study fills a research gap by
investigating a public health issue on an emerging video-sharing
networking service. The necessity to learn more about coverage
of vaping content on this platform is confirmed by the age of
users and the popularity of the site. Public health agencies not
only should be aware of and address provaping communications
on TikTok and other social media but also should find ways to
communicate effectively and help adolescents and young adults
make informed decisions about vaping based on accurate and
up-to-date scientific understanding. The widespread reach of
videos addressing the dangers and long-term health effects of
vaping suggests that TikTok users are interested in this content.

Social media may be viewed as a source of entertainment for
users, and this is clearly one of its benefits. At the same time,
TikTok and other social media have become a dominant
communication channel through which people learn about
health, form health-related beliefs, and connect with others who
may reinforce health-compromising behaviors. It is, therefore,
necessary for public health agencies to improve understanding
of the nature and content of videos that attract viewers’attention
and to harness the strength of the platform to promote informed
decision-making about vaping.
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