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Growing concerns regarding harmful content on social media platforms
underscore the need for systematic examination of these platforms’
advertised safeguards. User reports are a key mechanism through which
platforms can be apprised of and address harmful content. This study
uses tobacco content as an important public health context to examine
how strictly social media platforms moderate content that violates their
own community guidelines after it is reported through user-reporting
mechanisms. Using a replicable observational study, we tested the
responsiveness to user reports across the three platforms most pop-
ular with youth: Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube. We identified 294 cases
(between 97 and 99 per platform) violating platforms’ community guide-
lines covering five content areas: insufficient age-gating, disallowed pro-
motions, illegal sales, underage use, and dangerous activities. Cases were
reported through the platform’s reporting mechanisms and monitored
for at least two weeks for moderation actions. Of a total of 294 cases,
221 (75%) were unmoderated. Instagram moderated 51 of 98 (52%)
cases, YouTube 14 of 97 (14%), and TikTok 8 of 99 (8%). Insufficient age-
gating was the only category with more than 50% of cases moderated
(29 of 56). Less than 10% of dangerous activity (1 of 29) and disallowed
promotion (4 of 79) cases were moderated. Results show that obvious vio-
lations of community guidelines reported to the platforms through their
own mechanisms were rarely addressed, subjecting users to harmful,
and sometimes illegal tobacco-, nicotine-, and cannabis-related content.
Findings call into question whether the platforms can be relied upon to
self-regulate to protect users from harmful tobacco content online.
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1 Introduction

Use of social media platforms is ubiquitous with over 250 million active social media
identities in the United States (DataReportal 2025). Rates are especially high for youth,
with a majority of 13 to 17 year olds in the U.S. stating they use the most popular social
media platforms (YouTube, TikTok, and Instagram) at least once a day (Pew Research
Center 2024), and with the average U.S. teen spending 4.8 hours a day on social media
(Pew Research Center 2024).

This widespread use has drawn increasing public health attention, both as an avenue
for campaign outreach (de Vere Hunt and Linos 2022; Jafar et al. 2023) and because
of concerns about harmful content. Such content ranges from health misinformation
(Armstrong and Naylor 2019; Bode and Vraga 2018; Chou, Oh, and Klein 2018) to content
normalizing dangerous behaviors (Dane and Bhatia 2023; Donaldson et al. 2022; Molly
Rose Foundation 2025b; O’Brien et al. 2020), and often seems to violate stated platform
policies (Bryant 2024; Digitalt Ansvar 2024; Eltaher et al. 2026; Kong et al. 2024).

These findings raise concerns about how successfully platforms moderate harmful
content. While a large body of work has studied moderation effectiveness (Eltaher et
al. 2026; Gillespie 2018a; Gorwa, Binns, and Katzenbach 2020), much of this work has
taken place in non-public health contexts, often focusing on politicized speech. Second,
most work has been conducted by either examining the presence of content violating
community guidelines (Lerman et al. 2025; Molly Rose Foundation 2025a; O’Brien et
al. 2020) or monitoring it to examine possible removal (Alkiviadou 2025; Edelson et
al. 2025; Global Witness 2023). Much less work has involved directly reporting content
to the platforms via user reports (for example see Carlson and Rousselle 2020; Center
for Countering Digital Hate 20223, 2022b), and this has not been done before in a public
health context.

Here, we use one of the most prominent public health contexts, tobacco (HHS 2024), to
examine social media platforms’ moderation practices. We use a systematic, replicable
framework to identify content violating platforms’ community guidelines on tobacco and
report it through the platforms’ own reporting mechanisms, as a real user would. We then
monitor reported content to examine moderation actions, as well as, in a novel approach,
examine platform’s written adjudication of reported content. In so doing, we can analyze
not only moderation actions (i.e. if the content is removed or not), but also the explicit
written decision of the platform on whether content is deemed a violation.

1.1 Governing What’s Allowed on Public Platforms

Public platforms face generally few regulatory restrictions on what content they choose
to allow. In the United States platforms are protected by Section 230, which states that
except under a thin, extreme subset of content (e.g. child sexual abuse and copyrighted
materials), platforms cannot be held liable for content posted by users (Klonick 2018). In
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the European Union, the Digital Services Act (DSA) places more stringent requirements
upon platforms. In Europe, large platforms must have a system to allow users to report
content, and to remove all illegal content promptly once notified (European Commission,
n.d.), although no specific timeframe for removal is given. However, these regulations
only cover illegal content. Instead the strongest set of restrictions comes from platforms’
own “Community Guidelines.”

A primary function of these guidelines is part of “corporate social responsibility” efforts
(Klonick 2018), which help protect users from potential harms (Gillespie 2018a) as
well as instilling distinct community values and culture (Myers West 2018). Additionally,
community guidelines act as public-facing communication to external stakeholders about
what the platform finds permissible (Klonick 2018). Moderation is “the central service
that platforms offer” (Gillespie 2018b, 202). A website with zero moderation would
require few resources, but also be unappealing to users and investors (Gillespie 2018b).
As such, the promise of what content is allowed and disallowed is a key representation
platforms make. These claims can make the platform seem more appealing to advertisers
(Klonick 2018; Madio and Quinn 2025); signal to potential regulators that the platforms
are capable of self-regulating content (Flynn et al. 2025; Sawers 2022); and signal to
potential users the ethics and safety of the platform (Green 2021). This last role of
community guidelines has often been overlooked but remains key. Such representations
appear in documents directed at parents and guardians of young users. For instance,
TikTok’s ‘Guardian’s Guide’ states guidelines “help us to create a welcoming, safe, and
positive experience. These guidelines apply to everyone and everything on our platform.”
(TikTok, n.d.-c). Instagram, in their guide for parents and guardians, states “everyone
who uses Instagram must adhere to our Community Guidelines, which are designed to
create a safe and open environment” (Instagram, n.d.). Lastly, YouTube’s parental guide
writes: “in order to protect our community, our Community Guidelines set out what’s
allowed and not allowed on YouTube” (YouTube, n.d.). In these instances, community
guidelines act as an advertisement to parents and guardians of what their children can
be expected to encounter online.

Community guidelines’ role in protecting youth is especially notable given growing public
health concerns about the content youth encounter on platforms (Bryant 2024; Kong
et al. 2024; Molly Rose Foundation 2025a). Assessing how well platforms enforce these
guidelines is therefore paramount.

1.2 Reviewing Moderation on Platforms

Platforms release moderation transparency reports (e.g., Google, n.d.-d; Meta, n.d.-b;
TikTok, n.d.-b), however these involve relying on platform data and are often limited in
scope (Urman and Makhortykh 2023). External attempts to assess moderation effec-
tiveness face challenges. Platforms have internal documents for assessing content that
are more detailed than public-facing community guidelines (Angwin and Grassegger
2017; Langvardt 2017; Myers West 2018), and automated moderation tools further
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opaqueness (Gorwa, Binns, and Katzenbach 2020). For instance, Meta use the virality of
content to assess whether it needs moderating, but offer little information on how it is
used (King 2020).

A large amount of work examining content moderation has found an array of harmful
content, much of which violates community guidelines (Eltaher et al. 2026; Gerrard 20138;
Lerman et al. 2025; Molly Rose Foundation 2025a; O’Brien et al. 2020) that platforms fail
to remove (Digitalt Ansvar 2024; Global Witness 2023; Lerman et al. 2025), as well as
finding moderation actions are often too slow to stop spread (Edelson et al. 2025).
Alternatively, some work finds some success in platforms’ moderation capabilities
(Papakyriakopoulos, Medina Serrano, and Hegelich 2020; Schneider and Rizoiu 2023),
and others find, especially under the DSA in Europe, that platforms can over moderate
(Alkiviadou 2025; The Future of Free Speech 2024), with particular concern that platforms
may over moderate minorities and other disadvantaged groups (Flynn et al. 2025). In a
public health context, excessive moderation may also inadvertently remove legitimate
health promotion messaging by trusted campaigns (Gomes and Sultan 2024).

Such mixed results speak to the challenges of moderation, including: creating protocols
capable of sorting through nuanced content (Angwin and Grassegger 2017; Gillespie
2018a); differing cultural and regional norms (Gillespie 2021; Shahid and Vashistha
2023; Waldon 2023); users’ attempts to flout moderation (Gerrard 2018); and debates
over freedom of expression (Alkiviadou 2025; Young 2022). However, beyond these
challenges, the willingness of platforms to remove content has also been called into
question (Zenone, Kenworthy, and Maani 2023; Zhong et al. 2026). Many platforms
have cut back on moderation infrastructure (Goggin 2024), with moderation work being
done by low-pay workers (Jackson 2025; Roberts 2016; Solon 2017), or by automated
systems that are easily flouted (Gerrard 2018). Additionally, internal documents showing
platforms ignoring internal reports showing harms to youth (Duffy 2025; Horwitz 20253;
Kerr 2024; Scherer and Tiffany 2026) and profiting off advertisements for scam products
(Horwitz 2025b) raise further concerns about content moderation practices.

These findings have led to scrutiny from the U.S. Surgeon General (Murthy 2024) and
work arguing social media is a commercial determinant of health (Lafontaine, Hanson,
and Wild 2025; Zenone, Kenworthy, and Maani 2023). The commercial determinants of
health framework analyzes the “strategies and approaches used by the private sector
to promote products and choices that are detrimental to health” (Kickbusch, Allen, and
Franz 2016, 895); for social media, Zenone, Kenworthy, and Maani (2023) argues the
profit motivations of social media lead to policies and actions, such as failing to remove
harmful content, that have substantial impacts on health.

User reports, where users use in-built features to flag potentially violating content to
the platform, add two useful data points for assessing platform willingness to moderate
content. First user reports can alleviate some of the burden on platforms to surveil all
content, as violating content is already identified and categorized by the user, reducing a
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considerable challenge in moderation. Second, on some platforms (e.g., Instagram and
TikTok) the platform responds to user reports with their adjudication. In so doing, rather
than implicit approval or disapproval of the content’s presence on the platform through
inaction or moderation, they directly label the content as complicit or contravening
community guidelines.

Most research on user reports has focused on the qualitative experience of reporters,
noting the reporting options presented to users: lack alignment with community guide-
lines (Cover et al. 2026; Flynn et al. 2025; Vilk 2023; Zhang, Montague, and Jhaver
2024); can be difficult to navigate (Flynn et al. 2025; Zhang, Montague, and Jhaver 2024;
Zhong et al. 2026); or are overly simplistic (Cover et al. 2026; Crawford and Gillespie
2016; Shim and Jhaver 2024). In terms of effectiveness, users have mixed perceptions
of user reports (Flynn et al. 2025; Vilk 2023; Zhang, Montague, and Jhaver 2024; Zhong
et al. 2026). Research has also noted user concerns over the potential for abuse of user
reports to attack content producers (Crawford and Gillespie 2016; Samermit et al. 2023;
Take et al. 2024).

Attempts to quantitatively study the effectiveness of user reports are rare, with much
work focusing on hate speech. While some findings show 48% (Carlson and Rousselle
2020) and 61% (European Commission 2025) of user-reported hate speech was removed,
others find only 16% of antisemitic (Center for Countering Digital Hate 2022a), and 11%
of anti-Muslim reported hate speech (Center for Countering Digital Hate 2022b) were
moderated. However, to date, no work has systematically tested the effectiveness of
user reports in a public health context.

Consequently, in this study we conduct the first quantitative assessment of platforms’
enforcement of their own community guidelines when responding to user reports in a
public health context.

1.3 Moderation, Public Health, and the Context of Tobacco Control

Social media has become of paramount importance in public health (Terry et al. 2023).
While scholars have recognized platforms can open up new possibilities for public health
messaging (Jafar et al. 2023), concerns remain not only over the direct impacts of the
platforms themselves (Huang 2022; Ortutay and Huamani 2026; Sharp 2026), but also
the potential for platforms to rapidly spread harmful content from health misinformation
(Armstrong and Naylor 2019; Bode and Vraga 2018; Chou, Oh, and Klein 2018) to content
normalizing eating disorders, (Dane and Bhatia 2023; Molly Rose Foundation 2025a), self-
harm, (Bryant 2024; Dyson et al. 2016; Molly Rose Foundation 2025a; Susi et al. 2023)
and substance use (Donaldson et al. 2022; Moreno and Whitehill 2016).

Here, we focus on tobacco content as an ideal context to study how successfully social
media platforms enforce community guidelines in response to user reports. Not only have
parallels been drawn between the tobacco industry and tech industry as commercial
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determinants of health (Lafontaine, Hanson, and Wild 2025; Zenone, Kenworthy, and
Maani 2023), but social media has also been a growing area of concern in tobacco control,
with research documenting large volumes of tobacco content online (Kong et al. 2021;
O’Brien et al. 2020; Silver et al. 2024) and finding associations between platform use and
tobacco initiation among youth (Donaldson et al. 2022). Additionally, since tobacco and
cannabis are regulated consumable goods, identifying content promoting or showcasing
use requires less inference than may be required with other harmful content. Lastly,
given tobacco is the single largest preventable cause of death worldwide (World Health
Organization 2017), the collective will to limit tobacco’s harm, especially among youth,
is high (Al-Shawaf et al. 2023; Kruger et al. 2015).

In the United States, in 2016, the Food and Drug Administration’s authority to regulate
tobacco products was expanded to cover all nicotine products including e-cigarettes and
oral nicotine pouches (Food and Drug Administration 2023). Additionally, the emergence
of cannabis e-cigarettes (Chadi, Minato, and Stanwick 2020; Civiletto, Aslam, and
Hutchison 2024) and dual-use with tobacco (Morean et al. 2015) mean cannabis e-
cigarettes and tobacco products contain overlap in their cultural placement and are
covered similarly in the community guidelines of platforms (Google, n.d.-c; Meta, n.d.-c;
TikTok, n.d.-a). Consequently, we define tobacco as any product covered by the FDA’s
tobacco remit, as well as cannabis vaporizers.

While a large body of literature has examined harmful tobacco content on platforms
(Kong et al. 2021; O’Brien et al. 2020; Silver et al. 2024), there is little understanding
as to how successfully tobacco content is moderated. No work has looked directly at
tobacco moderation, and transparency reports from the platforms lack precise data.
For instance, TikTok’s transparency reports only give figures for “regulated goods and
services,” reporting 61 million video removals in this category for the first three months
of 2026 (TikTok, n.d.-b). Other platforms are even less clear. Meta reports removals for
“drugs and firearms,” reporting 3.4 million actions on drugs content for the first three
months of 2026 (Meta, n.d.-b); however it is unclear if tobacco is included in this category.
YouTube’s transparency reports, meanwhile, do not seem to offer a clear category for
regulated substances content (Google, n.d.-d).

Here, we examine five types of tobacco content violations seen on social media. For each,
we discuss the public health rationale behind concerns and describe the relevant policies
of the three platforms most popular with youth—Instagram, TikTok and YouTube (Pew
Research Center 2024). Relevant sections of platform policies can be seen in Appendix A
and full policy language can be seen in our Open Science Framework (OSF) archive: https:
//osf.io/wzjge/overview?view_only=774ea82d389f4c4da5645dd7318038ab.

1.3.1 Insufficient age-gating

Based on three decades of research, the U.S. Surgeon General declared a causal link
between exposure to smoking in movies and youth tobacco initiation (HHS 2012). A


https://osf.io/wzjge/overview?view_only=774ea82d389f4c4da5645dd7318038ab
https://osf.io/wzjge/overview?view_only=774ea82d389f4c4da5645dd7318038ab

Pearson et al. 7

meta-analysis also finds evidence of a relationship between exposure to tobacco content
on social media and tobacco initiation (Donaldson et al. 2022). Consequently, reducing
youth exposure to tobacco media is a key priority (HHS, n.d.) and age-gating tobacco
media is a key step to reduce this exposure (Kong et al. 2024). All three platforms have
language requiring age-gating on some tobacco content (Google, n.d.-c; Meta, n.d.-c;
TikTok, n.d.-a).

1.3.2 Disallowed promotions

The tobacco industry has a history of youth-appealing advertising strategies (Food and
Drug Administration 2019; Freeman, Watts, and Astuti 2022). Tobacco brands have now
moved online (Kong et al. 2021; O’Brien et al. 2020) where they continue to employ
youth-appealing marketing (Pearson et al. 2025b; Silver et al. 2024). There are few
regulations around tobacco marketing online (Silver et al. 2023; Silver et al. 2024)
and those that do apply are largely unenforced (Silver et al. 2024; Sharp et al. 2025;
Donaldson et al. 2026; Silver et al. 2023). TikTok (n.d.-a) and YouTube (Google, n.d.-c)
prohibit promoting tobacco content, while Instagram requires paid-for collaboration
posts to use their branded content tool, but prohibits using this for tobacco promotions
(Meta, n.d.-a), essentially forbidding paid-for tobacco influencer posts.

1.3.3 Illegal sales

Concerns have been raised that increased anonymity online could facilitate the illegal
sale of tobacco products to youth (Nali et al. 2024) with research documenting youth
using social media to source products (Singer et al. 2025). Furthermore, recent work
has examined “discreet shipping” (Dobbs, Schisler, and McCormick 2025; Pearson et
al. 2025a), where the product is shipped as either regular mail not disclosing its content,
or hidden inside another product, such as cosmetics kits. These discreet techniques may
aid youth access. All three platforms forbid all tobacco sales (Google, n.d.-c; Meta, n.d.-c;
TikTok, n.d.-a).

1.3.4 Underage use

Content explicitly showing youth or young adults using tobacco products can present
tobacco use as aspirational and desirable to adolescents whose developing identities
make them impressionable to such depictions (Food and Drug Administration 2019).
While TikTok (n.d.-a) and YouTube (Google, n.d.-c) prohibit depictions of underage use,
Instagram does not have a specific policy.

1.3.5 Dangerous activities

Youth are vulnerable to learning tobacco use via social learning (Ranker et al. 2024),
as well as learning specific behavior (Harakeh et al. 2007). Hence, content depicting
the dangerous use of tobacco products may be replicated by youth, leading to more



8 Journal of Online Trust and Safety

immediate health risks. These behaviors can include attempting to recharge disposable e-
cigarette batteries (SAMS, n.d.), excessive use of tobacco products, or e-cigarette pranks.
TikTok (n.d.-a) and YouTube (Google, n.d.-a) do not have policies about dangerous tobacco
activities specifically, but do prohibit dangerous acts more broadly. Instagram does not
have a specific policy.

2 Methods

To assess the platforms’ responsiveness to user reports of violating content, we de-
veloped and implemented a replicable protocol to identify, report, and document plat-
form responses to nicotine- and cannabis-related content prohibited by the platforms’
own community guidelines. To allow greater replicability and transparency, we have
added additional documents to an Open Science Framework (OSF) project, viewable
at: https://osf.io/wzjge/overview?view_only=774ea82d389f4c4da5645dd7318038ab.
The data used in the study are also available on request from the authors.

2.1 Procedure

To identify and report content violating the platforms’ community guidelines, an account
was created on each of the three platforms. The accounts were created specifically for this
project, and used exclusively for all searches, browsing and reporting, meaning accounts
had minimal history on the platforms. Furthermore, the accounts posted no content, had
minimal followers (between zero and one) and followed few accounts (between 1 and
16). Accounts were accessed from a variety of locations including researchers’ onsite
work location and homes; however, they were only accessed from two machines.

Content was identified using both search terms and on the platform’s feeds (e.g. TikTok’s
For You Page). Given this sampling method, all identified content was publicly available
on the platforms at the time of reporting. Cases the lead author deemed met the reporting
criteria (see Reporting Categories and Criteria, Section 2.2) were subsequently reported
by a second researcher using the same account. Screen recordings and screenshots
of the reporting process were captured to ensure successful reporting and were later
used to record video metadata. All reports were made between July 29 and October 16,
2025.

All three platforms have an interface to view submitted reports (see the OSF archive:
Supplementary File 2). This was monitored for at least two weeks after the report was
made to record any moderation actions. Finally, after all data were collected, three mem-
bers of the research team reviewed all the reported but unmoderated content to remove
cases that failed to meet specified criteria (see Identifying Content, Section 2.3).
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Table 1: The five categories of reported content, with descriptions.

Category Description

Insufficient Age-Gating Content which, while allowed on the platform, requires age
restriction. Posts viewable while logged out of the social
media platform were deemed to be non age-gated.

Disallowed Promotions Content promoting or marketing products in a manner con-
travening the policies of the social media sites.

Illegal Sales Content advertising services illegally selling or instructing
users how to illegally buy products (usually for underage
users).

Underage Use Content that depicts an underage user using tobacco.

Dangerous Activities Content depicting inappropriate or dangerous use of a prod-

uct, such as excessive or dangerous use (e.g. consuming
a whole can of Zyn in one go) or instructions on how to
“recharge” a disposable battery.

2.2 Reporting Categories and Criteria

Based on a review of site policies as well as our pre-existing knowledge of social media
content and tobacco control regulation derived from being researchers in the field, we
initially identified five common categories of problematic tobacco content: insufficient
age-gating, disallowed promotions, illegal sales, underage use and, dangerous activities.
A definition for each of these categories can be seen in Table 1.

Three of these five categories had relevant community guidelines for all three platforms.
Two—dangerous activities and underage use—while having relevant language on TikTok
and YouTube, do not appear to be explicitly prohibited on Instagram. However, to allow
better consistency across platforms in the categories of reported content, and given the
potential harmful impact of this content, we included cases in this category for Instagram
as well.

Despite broad similarities, language from the community guidelines varied across plat-
forms. Additionally, guidelines lacked clear definitions for numerous terms (see sample
policy language in Appendix A and full language on the OSF archive: Supplementary
Folder, Platform Policies). For instance, regarding disallowed promotions, YouTube states
they forbid content “that promotes a product that contains drugs, nicotine, or a con-
trolled substance” (Google, n.d.-c), but does not define “promotes.” To overcome this,
we created clear, explicated criteria for reporting content for each category and platform.
These definitions were designed to be conservative so that reported content would be
clear and obvious violations. For instance, for YouTube, we defined promotion as content
“that promotes or advertises a tobacco product (i.e., gives a favorable impression of)
that is posted by someone with a clear vested interest in people buying the product;
specifically, either the manufacturer of the product or a retailer.” The reporting criteria
and relevant language from community guidelines can be seen in Appendix A.
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All reported cases also had to (a) feature or be about a product or substance covered
by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration’s (FDA) tobacco products remit (Food and
Drug Administration 2023) or a cannabinoid e-cigarette; and (b) promote (or normalize)
the substance or product (i.e., the content could not be part of cessation or prevention
efforts).

2.3 Identifying Content

To construct a sample of content to examine content moderation effectiveness, the
research team aimed to report over 300 cases, with over 100 per site, while keeping the
number of cases within each category between sites approximately equal. While perfect
parity within categories across sites could not be achieved, all sites had over 100 cases
initially reported (N = 314).

A single ‘case’ could mean we reported: a post (where the post violated community
guidelines); an account (where an account’s purpose violated community guidelines,
e.g. an account set up to illegally sell e-cigarettes, but where no individual posts
violated community guidelines); or a post/account pair (where a post violated community
guidelines and the account’s clear purpose was also a violation; see the caveat for
reporting accounts on YouTube under Reporting Process, Section 2.4). For a breakdown
of the number of cases of each type reported as well as in the final sample, see the OSF
archive: Supplementary File 6.

Content was identified using a snowball-like procedure, wherein the lead researcher
used both the platform’s own search and Google Search’s within-site function (Google,
n.d.-b) using keywords likely to generate violating content. Search terms were varied but
based on keywords or themes identified in violating videos. Examples included: product
brand names, “vape tricks”, or “vape review” (insufficient age-gating): e-cigarette brand
names, “vape paid partnership” or “vape shop” (disallowed promotions); “discreet vape’
and “buy nic no id” (illegal sales); “blinkers at school”, or “school vape” (underage use);
and “zyn challenge”, “nose blinkers”, or “pool noodle blinker” (dangerous activities). To
aid transparency, a full archive of search terms used for YouTube is available on the OSF
archive: Supplementary File 5. An archive of search terms was not available for other
platforms. Searches also led to the platforms’ algorithms (e.g., TikTok’s “For You Page”)
recommending violating content, which could also then be reported.

i

Every attempt was made to ensure that each case belonged to a unique social media
account. Upon cleaning the data, we identified eight cases that involved four duplicate
accounts. However, as no moderation action was taken in any of these cases, implying
no cross-case interference, we have kept them in the dataset. Cases were removed due
to errors with the reporting system (e.g., where we failed to record the violating content
for review) or content being removed by the uploader (n = 7).

At the end of the study, three lead authors independently reviewed all reported but
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Table 2: Cases removed from the initial sample to reach the final sample.

Site Instagram TikTok YouTube Total
# of Items Reported 104 107 103 314
Dropped? 4 0 3 7
Removed During Review” 2 8 3 13
Final Sample 98 99 97 294

2 Dropped because the item was removed by the uploader, or other problems in reporting
the case.

b During final review, it was deemed the content did not violate the respective social
media site’s policies and was removed.

unmoderated cases and assessed them against reporting criteria. As our aim was to
create a conservative estimate of the volume of content left unmoderated, rather than
seeking reliability across coders, we decided to remove any cases that any researcher felt
did not reach the criteria for reporting (in other words, only keeping cases where there
was unanimous agreement among coders that content violated community guidelines).
Moderated content was not re-reviewed as the platform had found it in violation. This
made estimates of unmoderated content more conservative, by excluding potential
unmoderated cases while crediting platforms for all moderated content.

Cases were often removed on technicality grounds, for instance, a TikTok account called
“Cloud Connected” selling products with ‘no ID required’ was removed because it was
never expressly stated the products sold were nicotine or cannabis products. In total
13 of 234 unmoderated cases (5.6%) were flagged by at least one researcher and were
removed from the study (the number flagged by site can be seen in Table 2). For all other
cases (n = 221) all three researchers deemed the content met the reporting criteria,
leaving a final sample of N = 294. A breakdown of the sample is shown in Table 2.

2.4 Reporting Process

Consistent with previous research (Cover et al. 2026; Flynn et al. 2025; Zhang, Montague,
and Jhaver 2024), we found platforms’ community guidelines often did not align with the
options shown when reporting content (the full menu of options when reporting content
is available in the OSF archive: Supplementary File 1). As such, we had to create rules for
what options to use when reporting content. For instance, as Instagram has no options
to report content for tobacco-related violations, we reported content under the “Other
drugs” category, the closest category we could find.

Additionally, when reporting accounts on YouTube, we could find no reporting options
matching the relevant community guidelines. Consequently, we only reported posts
on YouTube and did not report accounts. The reporting options used for each site are
available in the OSF archive: Supplementary File 1.

YouTube allows comments to be submitted with reports. Template responses were
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created for each category (see OSF archive: Supplementary File 1) and used to submit
comments with all reports to YouTube.

2.5 Response Options and Measures

All three platforms offer a page to monitor responses to submitted reports (directions to
access these pages are available in the OSF archive: Supplementary File 2). Each case
was monitored for at least two weeks after the report was made. Instagram and TikTok
both usually provide a direct response to reports specifying their verdict. For instance, for
posts deemed not in violation, a sample response from TikTok writes “We found that the
reported content doesn’t violate our Community Guidelines,” while Instagram’s response
reads “Our team reviewed [CREATOR’S] post. They found that it does not go against our
Community Standards.” For removed content, a sample TikTok response reads “We've
reviewed the video you reported and found that it violates our Community Guidelines.
The video has been removed,” while Instagram writes “Thanks for reporting [CREATOR’S]
post. We removed it from Instagram because it goes against our Community Standards.”
Examples of all template responses received by the platforms are available in the OSF
archive: Supplementary File 3.

Not all cases received a response from Instagram and TikTok. Additionally, on YouTube,
the relevant page merely shows the current status of reported videos as either “Live,”
“Restricted,” or “Removed,” and we were only able to monitor this page for changes to
the status. Consequently, we monitored each case for at least two weeks for either a
response from the platform (TikTok, Instagram) or a change in the status of the video (all
platforms). After this time, all cases were settled into one of three groups.

2.5.1 Moderated

For insufficient age-gating, we considered the content moderated if it was age-gated or
removed from the site. For all other categories, since the platforms stated the content was
not allowed on the site, the content had to be removed within the two-week monitoring
period to count as moderated. In cases where both the post and account were reported,
we counted it as moderated if either was removed.

2.5.2 Suspended

After data collection, we noticed cases in which the platform stated it had removed
content, but the content was later viewable on the site. In these instances, we con-
sidered the content “Suspended,” though we note the platform merely listed these as
removed.
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2.5.3 Unmoderated

Cases could be classed as unmoderated by one of three ways: (1) cases where the
platform responded to say that the content did not violate their community guidelines;
(2) for any category except insufficient age-gating, where the case received a minor
moderation action (e.g. removed from the algorithm) but was not removed; and (3) where
the platform failed to respond or take action on the case within the two-week monitoring
period.

Examples of all types of responses received from the platforms are available in the OSF
archive: Supplementary File 3.

2.6 Post and Account Metadata

To analyze the metadata of reported posts and accounts we reviewed the screen
recordings made when submitting reports and recorded the relevant metadata viewable
alongside the content at the time the report was made. For insufficient age-gating,
metadata (e.g. likes) would be from users who should be able to view the content (i.e.
not all likes would come from underage users). Consequently, we removed insufficient
age-gating cases from analyses of metadata, leaving n = 238 cases (81%). As these 238
cases comprised n = 11 account cases; n = 141 post cases; and n = 86 post/account
pair cases (see OSF archive: Supplementary File 6), we attempted to collect metadata
for n = 227 posts and n = 97 accounts.

For reported posts we noted the like and comment count of the post. For accounts, we
noted the number of followers the account had. If the full value was not shown and
was truncated (e.g. 76.5k) we used the logical whole number (e.g. 76,500). For some
posts, the metadata was not viewable in the reporting video: for likes n = 209 of 227
reported posts (92.1%) were available (Instagram = 59 of 69, 85.5%; TikTok = 79 of
79, 100%; YouTube = 71 of 79, 89.9%); for comments n = 165 of 227 (72.7%) were
available (Instagram = 36 of 69, 52.2%; TikTok = 79 of 79, 100%; YouTube = 50 of 79,
63.3%). There was no missing data for account followers.

The view counts of reported posts were not recorded. However, we did make attempts
to estimate this. The engagement rate (percentage of likes and comments per view)
for Instagram has been measured at 0.48% (Cucu 2026a) and TikTok, 3.85% (Cucu
2026b). Consequently, we estimate views by taking the cumulative likes and comments
and multiplying by 208.33 for Instagram (100/0.48) and 25.97 (100/3.85) for TikTok
per video. On YouTube, an average view-to-like ratio is estimated to be between 4% and
6% (Rai 2025). We take an estimate of 5%, multiplying a video’s likes by 20 to estimate
views on YouTube.
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Table 3: Items moderated per site and reporting category. Percentages are of the row total.

Unmoderated Suspended Moderated® Total Reported

Instagram

Insufficient Age-Gating 4 (20%) 0 (0%) 16 (80%) 20
Disallowed Promotions 26 (92.9%) 1 (3.6%) 1(3.6%) 28
Illegal Sales 4 (11.1%) 1(2.8%) 31(86.1%) 36
Underage Use 6 (100%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 6
Dangerous Activities 7 (87.5%) 0 (0%) 1(12.5%) 8
Total 47 (48%) 2 (2%) 49 (50%) 98
TikTok

Insufficient Age-Gating 13 (72.2%) 0 (0%) 5(27.8%) 18
Disallowed Promotions 27 (100%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 27
Illegal Sales 35(97.2%) 0 (0%) 1(2.8%) 36
Underage Use 6 (75%) 0 (0%) 2 (25%) 8
Dangerous Activities 10 (100%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 10
Total 91 (91.9%) 0 (0%) 8 (8.1%) 99
YouTube

Insufficient Age-Gating 10 (55.6%) 0 (0%) 8 (44.4%) 18
Disallowed Promotions 22 (91.7%) 0 (0%) 2 (8.3%) 24
Illegal Sales 27 (93.1%) 0 (0%) 2 (6.9%) 29
Underage Use 13 (86.7%) 1(6.7%) 1(6.7%) 15
Dangerous Activities 11 (100%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 11
Total 83 (85.6%) 1(1%) 13(13.4%) 97

2 For insufficient age-gating, for an item to be moderated it had to be placed behind an age-gate or
removed. For all other categories, moderated means the item was removed.

3 Results

3.1 Moderation Responsiveness

A detailed breakdown of the total number of cases reported and moderated per site
and per reporting category is shown in Table 3. To aid transparency and understanding,
examples of unmoderated content are available in the OSF archive: Supplementary File
4.

Of the total 294 reported cases, 221 (75%) remained unmoderated. Instagram moder-
ated nearly half of reported cases (n = 49; 50%), while moderation rates were much
lower on YouTube (n = 13, 13.4%) and TikTok (n = 8; 8.1%). Instagram’s rate of mod-
eration would rise to 48 of 84 cases (57.1%) if dangerous activity and underage use
reports were removed, which were not directly prohibited by Instagram’s Community
Guidelines.

Moderation varied by reporting category for each platform. Instagram regularly mod-
erated illegal sales (n = 32; 88.9%) and content with insufficient age-gating (n = 16;
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Figure 1: Percentage of content unmoderated with confidence intervals for each category.
Note. Labels next to points indicate the total number of posts unmoderated over the total
number of posts reported for that category and site. Confidence intervals calculated with
Clopper-Pearson Interval. Confidence intervals are not provided for the “Total” column
as this would contravene the assumptions of the test.

80%), but rarely moderated disallowed promotion (n = 2; 7.1%). On TikTok and YouTube,
moderation was low across all categories, but content with insufficient age-gating was
the highest moderated on both TikTok (n = 5; 27.8%) and YouTube (n = 8; 44.4%). As a
result, insufficient age-gating was the only category where over 50% of cases were mod-
erated in total (n = 29 of 56, 51.8%). Across all platforms, about a third of illegal sales
content was moderated, and less than 10% of dangerous activity posts and disallowed
promotions were moderated.

To create a confidence interval around the unmoderation rate (the rate at which content
was not moderated) we used the Clopper-Pearson Interval (Wheeler 2020). The results
of this analysis can be seen in Figure 1.

While, due to the low number of reports, confidence intervals for insufficient age-
gating, underage use and dangerous activities are large, confidence intervals for illegal
sales and disallowed promotions are much smaller, and suggest that even at a lower-
bound estimate, 85.5% of illegal sales content on TikTok and 77.2% on YouTube go
unmoderated.

We also find that Instagram left posts lacking age-gating unmoderated (LCI-UCI =
5.7%-43.7%) less often than TikTok (LCI-UCI = 46.5%—-90.3%), and left illegal sales
unmoderated (LCI-UCI = 3.1%-26.1%) less often than TikTok (LCI-UCI = 85.5%-99.9%)
and YouTube (LCI-UCI = 77.2%-99.2%).

3.2 Analyzing Post and Account Metadata

Metadata for reported posts can be seenin Table 4, while metadata for reported accounts
can be seen in Table 5. Unmoderated posts that were, by the platforms’ own community
guidelines, prohibited from the platform accounted for 688,784 likes and an estimated
15,714,012 views. The estimated view totals are extrapolated estimates from platform-
wide engagement benchmarks (0.48% for Instagram, 3.85% for TikTok, 5% for YouTube).
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Table 4: Metadata values for all reported posts and unmoderated posts per site. N is the number of posts for
which the metadata was recorded; percentages are of the total number of posts reported.

Likes Comments Views?

N (%) Min—-Max Sum N (%) Min-Max Sum N (%) Min—Max Sum
Instagram
All 59 (85.5%) 0-55,996 126,740 36(52.2%) 0-238 553 36(52.2%) 0-1,661,250 2,761,667
Unmoderated 35 (83.3%) 3-55,996 125,506 12(28.6%) 0-238 474 12(28.6%) 833-1,661,250 2,488,125
TikTok
All 79 (100%) 0-53,200 376,255 79 (100%) 0-1,183 5,601 79 (100%) 0-1,412,545 9,918,338
Unmoderated 76 (100%) 0-49,800 309,420 76 (100%) 0-886 4,306 76 (100%) 0-1,300,987 8,148,727
YouTube
All 71 (89.9%) 0-86,000 254,200 50 (63.3%) 0-940 3,821 71(89.9%) 0-1,720,000 5,084,000

Unmoderated 66 (90.4%) 0-86,000 253,858 47 (64.4%) 0-940 3,797 66(90.4%) 0-1,720,000 5,077,160

2 Views are an estimate based on likes and engagement rates (Cucu 2026a, 2026b; Rai 2025).

Reported accounts whose entire purpose contravened platform community guidelines
but not moderated had a cumulative follower count of 482,058, almost all of which came
from unmoderated accounts on TikTok.

4 Discussion

Though moderating platforms with millions of daily uploads is challenging, our analysis
shows that even when clearly violating content is reported directly to the platforms
using their own reporting mechanisms, tobacco-related content is rarely moderated.
Our ambition was to identify and report content that was unambiguously in violation. As
such, our threshold for reporting content was intentionally stringent. Yet, content that
was easy to identify as violating the site’s policies (as well as, in some cases, U.S. federal
law) was left unmoderated, including depictions of underage use and accounts openly
advertising the sale of tobacco products to youth. The fact that some reported content
was removed shows that sites are capable of finding rule-breaking content in violation.
However, it appears moderation was often applied rarely and sporadically.

Notably, the platforms not only failed to remove the content, but often responded by
saying the content did not violate their policies. Instagram’s policies state the branded
content tool cannot be used to sell tobacco products (Meta, n.d.-a), but when we
reported posts doing this, the response stated they found it “does not go against our
Community Standards.” On TikTok, we reported an account noted in a case study
for openly illegally selling e-cigarettes to youth (Pearson et al. 2025a). Yet, TikTok
informed us the account “doesn’t violate our Community Guidelines” (see OSF archive:
Supplementary File 4). These responses are a key addition to existing literature on content
moderation practices. While not removing content can be seen as an implicit message
that the content does not violate community guidelines, we record Instagram and TikTok
writing to users to confirm that content was reviewed and that they deemed it not in



Pearson et al. 17

Table 5: Follower counts for all reported accounts and unmoderated

accounts.
N (%)  Min—Max (Sum)
Instagram
All 26 (100%) 0-4,333 (11,235)
Unmoderated 3 (100%) 27-120 (187)
TikTok
All 60 (100%) 0-128,200 (482,024)

Unmoderated 59 (100%) 0-128,200 (481,871)

& Number is the total number of accounts for which the metadata was
recorded, percentage is of the total number of accounts reported.

violation despite unambiguous violations. This suggests a deeper misalignment between
published community guidelines and platforms’ own internal moderation practices. Such
misalignment, and the platforms’ practice of directly notifying users that content is not in
violation, may have increased the lack of trust many users have in reporting mechanisms
(Flynn et al. 2025; Vilk 2023; Zhong et al. 2026).

We also note problems with the reporting mechanisms themselves. In one instance, we
reported content to Instagram (verified by reviewing screen recordings), but the report
never showed up on the profile’s list of reports. Additionally, there were instances where
reports initially were shown but later disappeared. Perhaps more concerning, we noted
instances where the platforms informed us that content had been removed but was
later viewable. While we classed these instances as “suspended,” the platform only
described them as “removed” and in some instances, this content was viewable less
than 48 hours after receiving the “removed” message. Informing users that content was
removed when it is still viewable may create a false confidence in the moderation actions
of the platform.

The options presented to users when reporting content also poorly matched the plat-
forms’ community guidelines; in the case of YouTube leaving us unable to report accounts
completely. These findings corroborate qualitative research that finds the confusing op-
tions when reporting content were a barrier to user reports (Flynn et al. 2025; Zhang,
Montague, and Jhaver 2024). Improving reporting mechanisms will aid users and make it
easier for platforms to understand why content has been reported. Simple options, such
as better alignment between reporting categories and community guidelines, as well
as more advanced features, such as the ability to search guidelines by keyword while
reporting, may aid users. Allowing reporters to submit comments with their reports (such
as on YouTube) can aid users to communicate rule-breaking content (Shim and Jhaver
2024) provided these comments are used by moderators.

There was variation in how successfully platforms moderated violations; particularly for
insufficient age-gating and illegal sales. Regulators may wish to pay closer scrutiny to
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certain platforms as a result. Variation existed within platforms as well. For instance,
while Instagram was successful at removing illegal sales content, few posts breaking
Instagram’s rules on branded content were removed. Such variation within platforms
suggests that successful moderation is not universal—a platform may be successful
at removing one type of harmful content, but unsuccessful in others. Additionally, the
moderation rates we find here are low compared to some studies in different contexts
(Carlson and Rousselle 2020; European Commission 2025; Papakyriakopoulos, Medina
Serrano, and Hegelich 2020). A possible explanation could be that substance use
may receive less attention for moderation (compared to issues which receive greater
attention in moderation literature, such as hate speech, e.g., Alkiviadou 2025; Carlson
and Rousselle 2020; Center for Countering Digital Hate 2022a; The Future of Free Speech
2024). However, further research is needed to identify the factors contributing to this
variation. Regardless of the cause of such variations, audits of content moderation—
both by external organizations and by the platforms themselves—should consider
multiple contexts, and literature should avoid solely focusing on specific moderation
contexts.

This is especially the case given differing priorities and risks for over moderation in
public health or substance use versus political contexts. While much moderation work
is concerned with how moderation may impact freedom of speech (Alkiviadou 2025;
The Future of Free Speech 2024), in some public health contexts, especially substance
use, over moderation is often less concerning. While public health concerns exist that
over moderation may inadvertently censor public health messaging (Gomes and Sultan
2024) or cut vulnerable populations off from supportive messaging (Zhang et al. 2024),
the speech rights of, for instance, drug dealers to reach customers (Fuller et al. 2024;
Li et al. 2019), alcohol brands to market products (Carah and Brodmerkel 2021), or
both legal (Kong et al. 2021) and illegal (Pearson et al. 2025a) tobacco sellers to market
products are less of a concern. Consequently, differing contexts may require different
moderation standards.

Attempts to understand different content contexts are hindered by platforms’ trans-
parency reports lacking alignment with community guidelines. Although all three plat-
forms have tobacco-related policies, platform transparency reports (which often report
high numbers of content removals; Google, n.d.-d; Meta, n.d.-b; TikTok, n.d.-b) do not
highlight which community guideline rule the content violated. Consequently, it is hard
to meaningfully compare our results here to existing transparency reports.

These findings call into question the ability of social media platforms to self-regulate
and moderate the content disseminated on their platforms, highlighting a need for policy
and infrastructure to facilitate third-party monitoring and removal of egregiously harmful
content. The European Union’s (EU’s) Digital Services Act (DSA) has imposed such
a framework on these platforms, with provisions relevant to our findings, including
an obligation to enable third-party audits, guidelines around reporting, expeditious
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action by the platforms when notified of illegal content, and explicit focus on consumer
protection (European Commission, n.d.). Evidence of overzealous moderation continues
to raise concerns regarding online censorship (The Future of Free Speech 2024). Despite
these limitations, the framework set up by the DSA enables promising opportunities for
refinement of dubious criteria and transparency to evaluate and improve enforcement
(Chapman 2025; Griffin 2025). While the DSA’s impact on countries outside of the EU,
such as the U.S. remains both contentious (Armangau and Tadeo 2025) and hypothetical
(Nunziato 2023), future comparative research is needed to determine whether our results
are specific to the U.S., due to differences in moderation practices between topics,
or indicative of an over-correction of moderation practices in response to early DSA
findings.

Previous work using the commercial determinants of health framework has argued that
the profit motivations of platforms may lead to actions that impact public health (Zenone,
Kenworthy, and Maani 2023). Moderation is both an expensive endeavor requiring sub-
stantial resources (Gillespie 2018a) and one that can decrease user engagement (Liu,
Yildirim, and Zhang 2022). The results here suggest platforms may need to increase
efforts and the resources exhausted to moderate in line with their community guide-
lines.

Other options may increase the efficiency of moderation. While automated tools are
prone to failure (Gerrard 2018; Gorwa, Binns, and Katzenbach 2020), direct and clear
language such as “buy vape no ID needed” should be identifiable with AI tools, removing
the most obvious violators. While removing all substance trading from platforms may be
impossible, simple steps can make sure content is harder to find and spreads less easily.
Platforms could also partner with organizations in key disciplines (such as mental health,
substance use, etc.) to identify common trends and slang.

Community guidelines act as a representation for what regulators, advertisers, users and
guardians can expect on the platform and what actions the platform will take to remove
violations. Our results suggest such guidelines may not be an accurate portrayal of content
moderation actions. Platforms either need to improve their moderation capabilities or
do a greater job of acknowledging their limitations in protecting users from harmful
content.

4.1 Limitations

We can only view the content that is reported and subsequent moderation decisions.
Other unknown factors may influence moderation, including both content features—for
instance whether content received other reports—and features of the reporting account.
We used a new account with minimal history, made over 300 reports to the platforms,
and we cannot be certain what impact network or device fingerprinting may play. Using a
brand-new account with minimal history to report content found via search may look
like inorganic behavior, or potential brigading, leading to our reports being ignored or
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deprioritized. However, some of our reported cases were moderated throughout the
study period, suggesting, at the very least, that our account was not shadow banned
from making reports.

Due to the imprecise language used in the policies, we had to create our own rules for
identifying violations. The platform’s own internal procedures are likely more specific
than public-facing community guidelines (Angwin and Grassegger 2017; Langvardt 2017;
Myers West 2018) and the lack of removal actions for some cases may be due to this
mismatch. However, to counter this, our guidelines sought to restrict our reporting
to only unambiguous violations (for instance, when reporting content that ‘promoted’
tobacco products on YouTube, we only reported promotional content made specifically
by commercial tobacco entities).

Our focus was on assessing content moderation actions after content was reported,
and we did not focus on the volume or proportion of overall content that was violating.
Other work has documented the variety and volume of tobacco content on social media
(Dobbs, Schisler, and McCormick 2025; Kong et al. 2021; O’Brien et al. 2020; Sharp
et al. 2025). We cannot make claims to how prevalent rule-breaking content is, how
regularly users encounter it, and can only make estimates of violating contents’ reach and
viewership. Future work may wish to focus on real-world behavior; creating a naturalistic
feed and only reporting content that organically appeared. Virality can impact moderation
decisions (King 2020), and such an approach may lead to more recent, viral content being
reported with greater moderation success. Previous research has noted minor changes
in the frequency of harmful content shown in platforms’ algorithmic feeds compared to
active searching (Eltaher et al. 2026).

While TikTok and YouTube have specific policies forbidding underage use of tobacco
products and dangerous acts, Instagram does not. Given the potential concerning
effects of this type of content (Silver et al. 2026; HHS 2012), and to have greater
consistency in the reported categories between sites, we reported violations in these
categories. Violations on Instagram for these categories should be considered with this
in mind.

We must exercise caution as to the generalizability of the results. Sample sizes were small,
and therefore categories had large confidence intervals. However, in some instances
well over 90% of cases were left unmoderated suggesting systematic under moderation.
Differences in the moderation rates between sites must also be treated with caution. Not
only do community guidelines differ between platforms, but the content reported also
varied. Still, the different rates at which some categories of violations were moderated
between platforms may reflect underlying differences. Lastly, while we make an estimate
of video views counts, these numbers are an estimate and should the actual engagement-
to-view ratio differ, actual view counts may vary considerably.
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4.2 Conclusions

This study offers a replicable methodology for measuring the moderation actions of
social media platforms in response to user reports. This can be used in other areas of key
public health interest, such as self-harm (Bryant 2024; Dyson et al. 2016; Molly Rose
Foundation 2025b; Susi et al. 2023), eating disorders (Dane and Bhatia 2023; Molly
Rose Foundation 2025a) and substance use (Carah and Brodmerkel 2021; Moreno and
Whitehill 2016).

Social media platforms continue to make claims about the steps taken to protect users
from harmful content (Domingo 2024; Kindelan 2024; Paul 2024) and create policies
that prohibit certain content from the site (Google, n.d.-c; Meta, n.d.-c; TikTok, n.d.-a).
However, our findings show that even when users report content that clearly violates
community guidelines, social media platforms rarely take moderation action, countering
claims that platforms can successfully safeguard their platforms.
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Appendix

A. Platform Policies and Reporting Criteria

Here we provide sample text from each platform’s community guidelines and the criteria
we used to decide whether content should be reported, for each of the five reporting cat-
egories described in this paper. The categories are covered in the order used in the body:
insufficient age-gating (Section A.1), disallowed promotion (Section A.2), illegal sales
(Section A.3), underage use (Section A.4), and dangerous activities (Section A.5).

A.1. Insufficient Age-Gating

Posts were considered to lack age-gating if they could be viewed without logging in.

A.1.1. Sample text from content guidelines

Instagram “For the following content, we restrict visibility to adults 18 years of age
and older:

- Content posted by or promoting legitimate brick-and-mortar entities, including
retail businesses, websites or brands, which attempt to buy, sell, trade, donate
or gift of alcohol or tobacco products.

- Content depicting the consumption of tobacco, nicotine products, or “ENDS”
products.

« Content that coordinates or promotes the use of tobacco, nicotine products,
‘ENDS’ products, or tobacco brands.” (Meta, n.d.-c)

TikTok “FYF INELIGIBLE & AGE-RESTRICTED:
Showing or promoting cannabis-related items, or adult tobacco use.” (TikTok, n.d.-
a)

YouTube “Age-restricted content
Sometimes content doesn’t violate our policies, but it may not be appropriate for viewers
under 18.

Examples of age-restricted content

« Content that promotes a cannabis dispensary.

« Content that reviews brands of nicotine e-liquid.” (Google, n.d.-c)
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A.1.2. Criteria for reporting

Instagram Content promoting or marketing a tobacco product posted by a legitimate
retailer or by the manufacturer that is not age-restricted, despite platform policies
requiring age restriction for such content.

TikTok Content that is not age-restricted, despite policies requiring age restriction for
content that:

1. Showed adult use of a tobacco product

2. Shows an adult promoting or modeling a tobacco product

YouTube Content thatis not age-restricted, despite policies requiring age restriction
for content that:

1. Reviews a tobacco product

2. Promotes a tobacco product, but where the account promoting the content
did not have a clear vested interest in the sale of the product (i.e. was not a
manufacturer or retailer).

A.2. Disallowed Promotion

A.2.1. Sample text from content guidelines

Instagram “We define branded content as a creator or publisher’s content that features
orisinfluenced by a business partner for an exchange of value, such as monetary payment
or free gifts.

Branded content may only be posted with the use of the branded content tool, and
creators must use the branded content tool to tag the featured third party product, brand,
or business partner.

[...]

Certain goods, services, or brands may not be promoted with branded content. We
prohibit promotion of the following:

[...]

3. Tobacco products, vaporizers, electronic cigarettes, or any other products that simulate
smoking.” (Meta, n.d.-a)

TikTok “Regulated Goods and Services

We don’t allow trading, marketing, or providing access to regulated, prohibited, or high-
risk goods and services.
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[...]

Trade: The sale, purchase, exchange, giveaway, or redirection of goods or services. This
includes posting links, sharing contact or location information, or directing people off-
platform.

Tobacco Products: Vaping products, synthetic nicotine, combustible tobacco (like
cigarettes), smokeless tobacco (like chewing tobacco), E-cigarettes, and other electronic
nicotine delivery systems.” (TikTok, n.d.-a)

“NOT ALLOWED

« Trading, marketing, or providing access to (except where otherwise specified
below):
- Alcohol, tobacco, drugs, or other regulated substances” (TikTok, n.d.-a)

YouTube “Here are some examples of content that’s not allowed on YouTube.
Keep in mind that this isn’t a complete list.

[...]

- Content that promotes a product that contains drugs, nicotine, or a controlled
substance.” (Google, n.d.-c)

A.2.2. Criteria for reporting

Instagram Content that is either:

« A paid-for promotional post using the “branded content” tool on Instagram.
(Determined by if the post says “Paid Partnership” next to the account posting
the content.)

= A clear and open ‘paid for’ brand collaboration—(for instance, the user says
in the post description the post is a “paid partnership” or uses “#ad” or
“#paidpartnership”)

TikTok Content that promotes or advertises a tobacco product (i.e. gives a favorable
impression of) that is posted by someone with a clear vested interest in people buying
the product; specifically either the manufacturer of the product or a retailer. An additional
clear indicator is a link to where the product can be bought or the post refers to a link in
the bio where the product can be bought.

YouTube Content that promotes or advertises a tobacco product (i.e. gives a favorable
impression of) that is posted by someone with a clear vested interest in people buying
the product; specifically either the manufacturer of the product or a retailer.
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A.3. Illegal Sales
A.3.1. Sample text from content guidelines
Instagram “We do not allow:

Content that:

Attempts to buy, sell or trade tobacco/nicotine related products, or products that simulate
smoking, including all kinds of “ENDS” Electronic Nicotine Delivery Systems Products
(e.g., electronic cigarettes, vapes, and nicotine free-vapes). Except when posted by a
Page, Group, or Instagram profile representing legitimate brick-and-mortar entities,
including retail businesses, websites, brands, or a private individual sharing content on
behalf of legitimate brick-and-mortar entities, including offering delivery services and
brand giveaways.” (Meta, n.d.-c)

TikTok “NOT ALLOWED:

Trading, marketing, or providing access to (except where otherwise specified be-
low):

Alcohol, tobacco, drugs, or other regulated substances” (TikTok, n.d.-a)
YouTube “Don’t post content on YouTube if it aims to directly sell, link to, or facilitate
access to any of the regulated goods and services listed below. Making the sale of these

items or facilitating the use of these services possible by posting links, email, phone
number or other means to contact a provider directly is not allowed:

[...]

Nicotine, including vaping products” (Google, n.d.-a)

A.3.2. Criteria for reporting

All platforms Content that facilitates the sale of tobacco products to underage
users.

This can be either:

1. Posts instructing users where they can buy products underage
2. Posts advertising services to sell products to underage users

3. Specifically advertising a tobacco product to be used in school by youth

Any of the following can be used as evidence that the post/account is facilitating underage
sales:
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1. A clear offer that anyone of any age can buy the product. Example: “No id
required”, “We sell to any age”, “No signature required”

2. An offer to ship the product discreetly—usually hidden as another type of
product—so others would be unaware of the contents (see Discreet Shipping).
Example: Selling e-cigarettes hidden inside cosmetics kits.

3. Suggesting the user contacts an account directly via DMs or through other
anonymous platforms to purchase. Example: Telling buyers to contact them on
Telegram to buy. Telling buyers to DM them on Instagram to buy.

A.4. Underage Use

A.4.1. Sample text from content guidelines

Instagram No relevant content guidelines.

TikTok “NOT ALLOWED:

[...]
Showing or promoting young people participating in gambling, using alcohol, tobacco, or

fireworks, or having weapons.” (TikTok, n.d.-a)

YouTube “Here are some examples of content that’s not allowed on YouTube:

[...]

Showing minors drinking alcohol, using vaporizers, e-cigarettes, tobacco or marijuana,
or misusing fireworks.” (Google, n.d.-c)

“We also don’t allow content showing dangerous acts by minors. This includes content
that shows minors:

« Drinking alcohol

« Using vaporizers, e-cigarettes, tobacco, or marijuana” (Google, n.d.-a)

A.4.2. Criteria for reporting

All platforms Content that shows an underage individual using a tobacco product. The
post must not be designed to be satire, but show genuine usage. The post must also
provide substantial evidence that the product was used. Merely holding the product is
not enough; further evidence is required, for instance, holding the product while exhaling
vapor, inserting the product into their mouth etc.

The age of the user can be determined either by:
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1. Physical appearance: if the user is very clearly underage. For instance, clearly
under 16.

2. Contextual clues: if the user is young, dressed as a student, and the video
clearly states or shows the user in a school setting (note, must be school and
not college), then there is enough contextual information to declare the user
underage.

A.5. Dangerous Activities
A.5.1. Sample text from content guidelines

Instagram No relevant content guidelines.

TikTok “Dangerous Activity and Challenges: We don’t allow content that shows or
promotes dangerous stunts, dares, or challenges that could lead to physical harm.”
(TikTok, n.d.-a)

YouTube “YouTube doesn’t allow content that encourages dangerous or illegal activities
that risk serious physical harm or death.” (Google, n.d.-a)

“[Not allowed to show] Risking serious harm or death: Behavior that shows adults
risking serious bodily harm or death, particularly if someone watching could imitate
the dangerous act or if the content encourages or praises the dangerous act” (Google,
n.d.-a)

A.5.2. Criteria for reporting

All platforms Content that shows tobacco/nicotine/e-cigarette products being used
(or tutorials on how to use) in dangerous ways. Three specific types of content are
reported:

1. Incorrect Usage: Using a product in a way that is more likely to cause harm.
Example: A “double nose blinker” where two cannabinoid vapes are inhaled
through each nostril simultaneously

2. Dangerous Dosage: Using high quantities of a product in one go. Examples: A
“pool noodle blinker” where several cannabinoid vapes are inserted into a pool
noodle so that they can all be inhaled at the same time. Users consuming an
excessive amount of ONP products—such as a whole can—simultaneously.

3. Disposable Battery Recharging: Posts informing users of a dangerous method
to recharge a disposable vape battery.
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