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Warning! 
Not a bed of roses



Researching TikTok is very difficult!

1. Opaque algorithm 

2. Legal issues

3. Bot blocking



So then… Why TikTok?



Very influential 
(especially for young people) “Having done comparative analyses, we’re 

really struck by just how front-and-center 
youth identities are on TikTok,” Dr Literat 
in the NYT

Nature
Amnesty International

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/28/style/tiktok-teen-politics-gen-z.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/28/style/tiktok-teen-politics-gen-z.html
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41599-024-03984-5
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2023/11/tiktok-risks-pushing-children-towards-harmful-content/


News consumption

Ofcom

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/research-and-data/tv-radio-and-on-demand-research/tv-research/news/news-consumption-2024/news-consumption-in-the-uk-2024-report.pdf?v=379621


Political tool

“TikTok in 2022 is what Facebook was for the 
Obama era – if candidates want to connect with 
young voters (...), they can’t afford not to be on 
it.”New York Times
Heinrich Boll Stiftung

New York Times

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/28/style/tiktok-teen-politics-gen-z.html
https://us.boell.org/en/2022/11/02/how-tiktok-shaping-us-democracy-swipe-swipe
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/06/15/world/americas/rodolfo-hernandez-colombia-election.html


Political tool

Politico

Deutsche Welle

FT

https://www.politico.eu/article/tiktok-far-right-european-parliament-politics-europe/
https://amp.dw.com/en/eu-elections-will-young-german-voters-boost-far-right-afd/a-68411584
https://www.ft.com/content/e1f433a0-e947-484a-8966-71764921df59


The Guardian
“Their (the AfD) political messages are at least 
simple and emotional, and often massively 
shortened and misleading. In other words: 
They fit perfectly with the functional logic of 
social media” 

Social Media Watchblog

Political tool

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/article/2024/jun/14/far-right-seduced-young-voters-europe-elections
https://www.socialmediawatchblog.de/warum-die-afd-auf-tiktok-dominiert-und-was-dagegen-helfen-konnte/


Political tool

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1gMkA76R6T6CFO8BLbzefX-XbZRETpOks/preview


The Guardian’s methodology



1. Gathering content from TikTokers

2. Searching and gathering content

3. Researching “For You” feed

The Guardian’s methodology



Gathering content from TikTokers

The Guardian

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/article/2024/jun/26/nigel-farage-outperforms-all-other-uk-parties-and-candidates-on-tiktok


● Manually search for TikTok accounts (3,200 
candidates, 71% of all standing for election) 

● Of that total, 500 TikTok accounts identified 

● Gather all video content from those accounts

● Discard content published before the general 
election was called for the analysis

Gathering content from TikTokers



● https://github.com/davidteather/TikTok-Api
● Uses Playwright + undocumented API

Gathering content from TikTokers

https://github.com/davidteather/TikTok-Api
https://playwright.dev/python/docs/api/class-playwright






Searching and gathering content

The Guardian

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/article/2024/jul/04/ukpolitics-how-the-2024-general-election-has-played-out-on-tiktok


Searching and gathering content

● Select keywords and hashtags

● Create new accounts (even in different countries)

● Collect content several times a day at different times during ten days

● Clean the content (duplications, time frame, not relevant content creators)

● Refine sample of creators



Hashtag search



Schedule hashtag search

● Scheduling hashtag search
● Run script 4 times / day across the day 

in local time for ~2 weeks



Researching the ForYou feed

“20 minutes into the experiment …  72% of the 
videos recommended in the next 40 minutes 
related to mental health struggles, with at least five 
references to suicidal thinking or the content 
creator’s death wish”

Amnesty International

“When opening the app again a week later, the 
account was again flooded with Tate content, with 
eight out of the first 20 videos being of Tate.

The algorithm also suggested videos from Dr 
Jordan Peterson, a Canadian psychologist known 
for his rightwing views; men’s coaching 
programmes and videos from men’s rights 
activists.”

The Observer

https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/POL40/7350/2023/en/
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2022/aug/06/revealed-how-tiktok-bombards-young-men-with-misogynistic-videos-andrew-tate?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other


Researching the ForYou feed

● Set up a new account 

● Select relevant TikTokers and follow them

● Monitor TikTok for a few hours during several 
days, only watching content relevant to the 
investigation and skipping the rest

● Download your data



Researching the “For You” feed

Settings > Manage account > Download your data



Researching the “For You” feed

“Download your data”



Setting up accounts in different countries and search hashtags

NRK

https://www.nrk.no/ostfold/xl/tiktok-doesn_t-show-the-war-in-ukraine-to-russian-users-1.15921522


Hashtag search from different regions

● Creating accounts
○ New email address per user
○ Account creation using VPN
○ Some countries require registration in app



● Decodo / smartproxy residential proxies

Hashtag search from different regions



Researching the “For You” feed

● Answers questions like “Do Tiktok accounts based in 
Ukraine see more content related to the war than those 
based in Russia?”

● Need to decide on 
○ independent variables (location of TikTok user) 
○ dependent variables (# war-related posts in “For 

you” feed)
○ control variables (gender, age, interests, etc.) 



Data and its limitations

● Only public videos 

● No deleted or deactivated accounts

● We don’t know the algorithm

● Analysis based on frequency, not sentiment

● Metrics used: view rate and engagement rate



In summary…



In summary…

● It is difficult and it changes all the time

● It is experimental

● Find good experts - our recommendations: 

● We want to hear from others

https://ati.io/ https://aiforensics.org/

https://ati.io/
https://aiforensics.org/


Thanks


