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Introduction: TikTok, a social media platform, is a tool for disseminating dermatological public 
health education. On TikTok, like other social media platforms, both board-certified dermatologists 
and non-medical providers (“influencers”) provide dermatological advice, but how the quality of the 
advice compares between the two creator groups is unclear.
Objectives: This study sought to assess similarities and differences in the language used within content, 
user receptibility, and engagement and the utility of online education in understanding hair and scalp 
disorders.
Methods: A cross-sectional analysis of 97 TikTok videos from 2023 was performed to evaluate the 
content quality of videos made by dermatologists and influencers regarding three common hair and 
scalp disorders: seborrheic dermatitis, telogen effluvium, and traction alopecia.
Results: Dermatologists and influencers had similar user engagement, but 49% of dermatologists 
were more likely to recommend standard treatments compared to 27% of influencers; 46% of influ-
encers were more likely to recommend alternative treatment options compared to 25% of dermatolo-
gists. An analysis of user comments to assess audience understanding indicated that the three disorders 
were often confused with at least 2–3 other similar hair and scalp conditions.
Conclusions: This study highlights a need to clarify for patients the standard of care for common hair 
and scalp disorders. This study also identified a universal lack of messaging encouraging users to seek 
in-person medical attention for their dermatological concerns.
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Introduction

Digital platforms are popular tools for public health edu-

cation and increase patient-provider engagement [1]. Over 

75% of individuals engage in online health-seeking behavior 

because of its cost-effectiveness and anonymity [2]. TikTok, 

a social media platform specializing in short-form video 

content, boasts a high monthly usage of nearly 24 hours 

amongst Americans ages 16 to 64 [3]. Short-form content 

renders itself a useful form of education, allowing patients 

to find content relevant to their own conditions in an easy-

to-digest format.

While more than 80% of Americans experience condi-

tions of or related to the skin, only 40% visit a dermatologist 

for annual skin checks due financial and insurance con-

straints or limited access to dermatologists [4]. Despite social 

media’s use as a forum for health education and communal 

support, boundaries between validated and non-validated ed-

ucational sources are blurred [5]. No credential disclosure is 

required to post dermatology-related content, and informa-

tion sources can range from board-certified dermatologists 

and licensed trichologists to self-proclaimed hair experts and 

influencers. A 2020 study indicated board-certified dermatol-

ogists accounted for 4% of accounts with dermatology con-

tent in 2024 [6], leaving concerns surrounding the credibility 

and accuracy of dermatology content on social media.

Objectives

This study sought to evaluate the quality of TikTok content 

created by dermatologists and non-medical providers (“in-

fluencers”), focusing on three common hair and scalp dis-

orders: seborrheic dermatitis, traction alopecia, and telogen 

effluvium. We assessed the similarities and differences in the 

language used within content, user receptibility, and engage-

ment and the utility of online education in understanding 

hair and scalp disorders.

Methods

A cross-sectional analysis was performed for TikTok vid-

eos discussing seborrheic dermatitis, traction alopecia, 

and telogen effluvium between January 1, 2023 and De-

cember 31, 2023. Each condition was searched from the 

perspective of a TikTok user using symptom descriptors, 

excluding the condition name itself (Table 1). Videos were 

categorized by creator type: board-certified dermatologist 

or influencer, according to the creator’s biography. Influ-

encers included trichologists, hair stylists, barbers, licensed 

cosmetologists, and hair influencers. Multiple videos from 

the same creator were included. Recurrent videos from 

different search terms were counted once. Videos were 

stratified by condition and analyzed based on content 

and audience engagement (“likes” and comments). Two-

tailed t-tests were used to analyze user engagement, and 

chi-square analyses were used to analyze video quality and 

user response.

Results

Content

Ninety-seven TikTok videos were analyzed (41 from derma-

tologists, 56 from influencers). Compared to influencers, 

dermatologists had a significantly higher average follower 

count, 590,345 versus 232,032 (t(95) = 3.397, P=0.001). 

The number of likes (13,773 vs. 11,925) and comments 

(157 vs. 112) between dermatologists and influencers were 

similar (t(95)=0.7965, P>0.05 and t(95)=0.4733, P>0.05, 

respectively). However, for referral behaviors, 20% of 

dermatologists recommended patients seek medical help 

from either a dermatologist, medical provider, or hair pro-

fessional, while 11% of influencers mentioned referral to 

a professional. A chi-square test of independence showed 

no significant difference in referral behavior between the 

two content creator groups (χ²(1)=0.86, P=0.355). Both 

creator groups were similar in naming and describing the 

diagnosis; 33 dermatologists versus 42 influencers named 

the diagnosis (χ²(1)=1.67, P=0.65), and 33 dermatologists 

versus 42 influencers described the diagnosis (χ²(1)=0.41, 

P=0.94). Treatment practices varied significantly between 

dermatologists and influencers: 49% of dermatologists 

were more likely to suggest standard treatment, while 

46% of influencers were more likely to suggest alternative 

treatments (χ²(2)=6.271, P=0.043).

User Comments

The content analysis revealed key differences in treatment 

recommendations and referral behaviors between dermatol-

ogists and influencers. An analysis of viewer responses in-

dicated that of the 12,669 comments across all 97 videos, 

389 comments listed a treatment option that aligned with 

evidence-based practices, and 237 comments listed alter-

native treatments emphasizing vitamin supplementation, 

low-processed diets, natural hair products, and minimizing 

hair manipulation. Only 31 comments mentioned seeking 

help from a professional: 25 comments either sought help 

from a dermatologist or referred another user to seek out a 

dermatologist. The other six comments mentioned seeking 

help from a general practitioner or hair professional. Of the 

comments that demonstrated help-seeking behaviors, derma-

tologists were mentioned significantly more (χ²(2)=12,597.2, 

P<0.05), but overall, seeking help was mentioned less than 

1% of the time.
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Discussion

Although the dermatologists and influencers used similar de-

scriptive language and identifying similar triggers for each 

condition, users’ misconceptions surrounding diagnoses and 

appropriate therapies persisted. Users often misidentified 

conditions or incorrectly assumed that treatments for simi-

lar conditions applied to the condition discussed. Seborrheic 

dermatitis was mistaken for scalp psoriasis, dry scalp, ec-

zema, and lice; telogen effluvium for androgenetic and trac-

tion alopecia; and traction alopecia for telogen effluvium or 

other forms of alopecia, specifically androgenetic and cica-

tricial alopecia.

Alternative Treatments

Influencers promoted alternative treatments more often than 

did dermatologists, who opted for evidence-based practices. 

Traction alopecia alternative treatments underscored elim-

inating factors that increase susceptibility to hair loss, in-

cluding reducing hair manipulation and hairstyles that cause 

trauma to hair follicles. Frequently stated alternatives for 

seborrheic dermatitis were apple cider vinegar, aloe vera, co-

conut oil, and rosemary oil, the latter mentioned for all three 

hair conditions. Between creators and users, rosemary oil 

and vitamin supplementation were the only alternatives men-

tioned for telogen effluvium. Additionally, many influencers 

emphasized the following behavioral modifications: stress  

management, diet (e.g., mercury-containing fish and nutri-

tional supplements like biotin and riboflavin), sleep, and 

exercise. Though the role of dietary changes in managing 

hair disorders is underexplored, lifestyle modifications hold 

potential value. In this regard, influencers may be correct in 

advocating for these approaches as part of a holistic treat-

ment strategy [7].

Treatment Discordance

Among board-certified dermatologists and influencers, contra-

dictory information existed surrounding hair oils for treating 

seborrheic dermatitis. Because seborrheic dermatitis is caused 

by the Malassezia yeast, which thrives in sebum-producing ar-

eas of the skin, treatment includes topical antifungals and cor-

ticosteroids. Patients are advised against applying hair oils such 

as castor and coconut oils directly onto the scalp, especially 

with textured hair, which may impede sebum from travelling 

down the hair shaft and leads to oil build-up on the scalp [8].

Referrals to Dermatologists

Influencers and dermatologists had limited referral behaviors 

overall. Few videos mentioned seeking medical care, and few 

viewers indicated seeking medical advice for the conditions 

described. To minimize misinformation and provide patients 

with accurate medical advice, video content created by both 

dermatologists and influencers should also encourage users 

to seek professional medical advice from a dermatologist.

Table 1. Search phrases per skin condition.

Search Phrases Videos (N)

Source: Dermatologists

(%)

Source:

Non-Dermatology Providers (%)

Seborrheic dermatitis

Beard dandruff
Dandruff
Dandruff dermatologist
Flaky skin
Greasy flaky scalp
Treating dandruff

15
15
6
3
6
2

33%
27%
83%
33%
50%

-

67%
73%
27%
67%
50%

100%

Telogen effluvium

Hair loss
Hair shedding
PCOS hair loss
Perimenopausal hair loss
Postpartum hair loss

2
6
4
2
6

50%
50%

-
-

83%

50%
50%

100%
100%
17%

Traction alopecia

Braids and hair loss
Hair loss from tight hairstyles
Hair loss perimeter
Hairstyles and hair loss
Tension alopecia
Tension hair loss
Thinning edges

1
14
1
2
4
5
3

100%
36%

100%
100%
75%
20%
33%

-
64%

-
-

25%
80%
67%
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Limitations

This study was limited by its small sample size and by the 

uneven video distribution per diagnosis. Certain diagno-

ses had fewer original videos when searched by descriptor 

terms. Due to limited search terms, the resulting videos may 

be limited in scope. We must also consider the variability of 

TikTok’s algorithm. However, to minimize algorithmic bias, 

videos were reviewed based on search terms until exhaustion.

Conclusion

Board-certified dermatologists and influencers are at the 

forefront of dermatological education on TikTok. There is an 

increased need for content directing patients to seek licensed 

medical help for solutions to dermatological concerns. As 

patients frequent these platforms, it is important to clarify 

the standard of care while minimizing the dissemination of 

medical misinformation. It is also important to underscore 

when conditions warrant medical attention and to avoid 

possible misconceptions.
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