
How can I help elderly people make 
better decisions when they buy 

pharmaceutical products on social 
media in China? 

interview

 Users who purchased through 
social media in China

a cancer patient

I interviewed a friend of mine from college who was a student of good 
character and academics but was diagnosed with lymphoma when she 
was 22 years old. I saw her go from being a lively and active girl to being 
blinded and struggling with her illness. In the early stages of treatment, 
due to the need for chemotherapy and a large amount of medicine, her 
body began to show various symptoms, such as vomiting, hair loss, and 
body aches. After half a year of treatment, the condition did not 
improve. She was in great pain, and indeed, the disease tormented not 
only people's bodies but also people's wills. Later, she saw on the 
Internet that someone was selling a panacea and promising a cure for 
cancer. She decided to give it a try. I had tried to dissuade her, we are 
both highly educated students, and you should know that it is useless. 
You should continue to listen to the doctor. What she said touched me 
deeply: "After so long of treatment, I have spent a lot of money but it 
has never improved, I can't see any hope, I want to live." ”

an old person（my grandmother）

I interviewed my grandmother, and she told me about her experience ten years 
ago. At that time, the Internet was not as widespread in China as it is now, and 
there were no smartphones that could access the Internet at all times. So, at 
that time, telemarketing, leaflet distribution, and newspaper publicity became 
the main means of publicity for these 'health supplement companies'. My 
grandmother was attracted by the advertisements placed in the newspapers, and 
she found the sources of information in the newspapers to be very reliable. 
Subsequently, she got in touch with the 'health supplement company' by phone 
and went to their 'medical seminar'. My grandmother told me that during the 
lecture, she saw a fainting mouse in a cage who had eaten their health 
supplement and immediately became alive. Unsurprisingly, she bought the pills, 
but then my mom called the police as well. The police told the grandmother that 
their actions were not illegal and that they could not be detained because they 
had a qualified sales certificate and there was no coercion. Their behavior is to 
sell a health supplement worth one dollar for ten thousand dollars and to lobby 
and persuade their target customers to gain their trust.  
Now, instead of being advertised in newspapers and flyers, 'health product 
companies' are selling through the internet on China's TikTok platform. They use 
the same lobbying tactics as they did in the past, taking advantage of loopholes 
in the law to seek benefits.  

the family of a buyer

I interviewed a woman from Sichuan Province, 
China, whose parents are both from Sichuan 
Province, China, and who are both 80 years old this 
year. Below is a transcript of my interview along 
with photos.

Question 1: When did you notice that your 
parents bought a lot of medicines and 
health supplements from Chinese TikTok?

Three years ago, I downloaded Chinese TikTok and Toutiao to 
my mother's phone to help them relieve their boredom. They 
enjoy using both apps to read things like current news and 
recipes. Later, I slowly found that there were many more 
bottles and cans of health care products at home. They don't 
have the opportunity to go out, and I buy daily necessities and 
fruits and vegetables at home regularly. When I first asked 
them, they couldn't tell where the supplements came from. 
Finally, I looked through their phone and found that there were 
purchase records on Chinese TikTok.

Q2: How much do your parents spend on 
medicines and supplements on Chinese 
TikTok every month?

My parents used to be ordinary workers, and after retirement, 
my father had a retirement salary of about RMB 2,130 (about 
£200) a month, and my mother had a retirement salary of about 
RMB 1,600 (about £150) a month. I usually pay for the daily 
expenses, and they don't spend much money at all. But I didn't 
expect them to spend most of their money on health 
supplements. Last month, the couple bought nearly 2,000 yuan 
(about 200 pounds) of health supplements. You said that it was 
not good to use the money to buy something, and it really me off.

Question 3: What is your view of this 
behavior of your parents?

I always disagreed. In fact, this is not their first time. As early as 
about a decade ago, offline health talks for the elderly were 
popular. But in fact, it was not a lecture at all, it was to fool the 
elderly to buy their health products. Since then, I have been 
strongly against it and have tried to keep them out as little as 
possible. I thought that this would prevent them from being 
brainwashed by them again, but I didn't expect that now they have 
moved the same trick to Chinese TikTok, which is really hateful.

Question 4: Have you expressed your 
opinion to your parents?

Hey, I've tried to persuade them, and I've lost my temper with them, 
but to no avail. Before, I stopped them from listening to offline 
lectures, but they were anxious with me, not to say that I was not 
their biological daughter, and to prevent them from living a long life. 
It's really chilling.

Question 5: Would you like to receive some 
help from the government or society?

To be honest, I feel like they're brainwashed. I wish there was an 
authority or a doctor to try to persuade them.

relevant agency

police

我通过采访我的祖母得知

问题 1: 有多少人向你们报警？ 有非常多，并且基本都是老年人的子女来报警。

问题 2: 你们是如何处理呢？

他们并没有违法，他们都有非常齐全的手续，所
以我们无权执法。我们最多只能劝诫老年人不要
上当受骗。

问题 3: 你们有什么想对人们说的吗？

agency or government 

I interviewed a Chinese TikTok staff 
member whose job is to oversee individuals 
or companies that sell items on Chinese 
TikTok.

Q1: What is your day-to-day job?

I'm a colleague in the product department of TikTok in 
China, and I'm mainly responsible for overseeing the 
products sold on the platform.

Q2: What qualifications or certifications do 
I need to provide if I want to sell on TikTok?

It is necessary to apply for 5 qualification 
certificates, namely business license, ICP business 
license (value-added telecommunications business 
license), and network culture business license, 
including live broadcast, commercial performance 
license, and radio and television program production 
license.

Q3: Does TikTok have any special 
requirements for the sale of medicines and 
health supplements?  
 

In addition to the above-mentioned certificates, food 
and health products also need to provide commodity 
registration certificate, food production license, food 
business license and commodity quality inspection 
report. The sale of drugs needs to be in accordance 
with the relevant regulations of the country on drug 
sales, and the control on our platform is generally very 
strict. And very few users buy medicines on our 
platform, and they generally need to go to hospitals or 
clinics to prescribe medicines.

Q4:Does TikTok have strict regulations on 
the sale of health supplements?

Yes, first of all, you need to choose formal channels to 
purchase health care products to ensure product quality. 
Secondly, it is necessary to comply with relevant laws 
and regulations, such as labeling product name, 
ingredients, use, dosage and other information, and not 
to exaggerate or falsely advertise to improve consumer 
trust, such as providing real customer evaluations and 
providing after-sales service.

Q5: What does TikTok think about false 
advertising, exaggerated sales and other 
sales methods that mislead people to buy?

In fact, we have very clear rules that do not allow 
exaggeration and false publicity in the sales process. We 
utilize AI technology to supervise. Once verified, we will 
punish the streamer. 

interview with a reporter

I spoke to Chen, a medical columnist who had infiltrated a 
pharmaceutical processing plant in China's Sichuan province in 2019 
under the guise of a prospective partner and quietly recorded key 
video evidence. He later wrote a report on the experience, which 
attracted a lot of attention on the Chinese internet. "My biggest 
concern is my safety," Chen said during the interview, "especially after 
the incident fermented, and I was afraid that they would retaliate 
against me because I had touched their interests. At the same time, 
my report is also highly discussed on the Internet, and people's 
opinions are not consistent. The overly sharp language and explicit 
reality in the report may cause confrontation between people with 
different points of view, and I think it is also important to convey the 
message to people subtly.“

research

videos on Chinese social media

The Kuaishou certification information of "Dr. Li Miao" is "Doctor of 
Integrated Traditional Chinese and Western Medicine in a Hospital in 
Ningbo", with nearly 700,000 fans. The reporter entered the live 
broadcast room and saw that Dr. Li was wearing a blue medical gown with 
a small whiteboard behind him, and was introducing the symptoms of 
weak spleen and stomach to netizens: "dry mouth and bitter mouth, 
excessive gas, stomach distension and indigestion, dare not eat 
cold ......" In order to show medical professionalism, Dr. Li also talked 
about Chinese medicine tongue diagnosis. For example, how to judge 
tongue coatings, tooth marks, cracks, etc., she also patiently drew 
pictures on the small whiteboard to explain. After some explanation, Dr. 
Li began to bring the goods. She took out her mobile phone and taught 
netizens how to place an order - first open the product link of "Ginseng 
Gui Spleen Cream" below, and then select the quantity package and pay 
immediately. At the same time, I didn't forget to add a few words, "If you 
have a weak spleen and stomach, remember to take the No. 10 link to 
recuperate, and many old fans have sent me private messages after 
buying it, saying that the effect is good and it is selling fast." The fact 
that a product lasts for years shows how effective it is! ”

After being cracked down, the Kuaishou platform still allows "Dr. Li Miao" 
to bring goods? Some industry insiders told reporters that the natural 
traffic of ordinary live broadcast rooms is relatively small, and live 
broadcast rooms with more than 100 online people like "Dr. Li Miao" usually 
need to be advertised to achieve it. Mr. Li, who has been engaged in the 
Internet advertising business for many years, revealed that in some live 
broadcast rooms that sell health care products, the daily advertising 
amount can easily exceed 10,000 yuan. Recently, Kuaishou released its 
results for the first quarter of 2023, achieving revenue of 25.22 billion 
yuan, a year-on-year increase of 19.70%; The adjusted net profit was 42 
million yuan, which was the first time that Kuaishou achieved overall 
profitability at the group level since its listing. As the largest source of 
revenue, Kuaishou's online marketing service (commercial advertising) 
revenue reached 13.1 billion yuan in the first quarter, a year-on-year 
increase of 15.1%; The total transaction volume (GMV) of e-commerce 
reached 224.8 billion yuan, a year-on-year increase of 28.4%; Revenue from 
live streaming was 9.3 billion yuan, a year-on-year increase of 18.8%. A 
reporter from Yangcheng Evening News interviewed the Kuaishou Public 
Relations Department on why "Dr. Li Miao" can pass the Kuaishou 
certification audit, the amount of advertising, and how the Kuaishou 
platform checks the goods brought by "doctors". The other party said that 
it could not reply to the above questions for the time being.

A new way to buy medical related products

With the rise of e-commerce in recent years, more and more 
pharmacies have opened up social media as a new way to sell 
medicines. Many official pharmacies and pharmaceutical 
companies have gradually started to develop TikTok online 
prescriptions, and provide services such as online consultations 
and over-the-counter drug purchases. This is a good way to go, 
which is very convenient for people who are pressed for time and 
have limited transportation. But there are also many unqualified 
doctors or drugs fishing in troubled waters in the market. So far, 
platforms have not been strictly regulated, and people have not 
been able to identify them accurately.

For mature online shopping sites, they do a very 
good job of supervision, but for social media 
such as TikTok, the supervision needs to be 
strengthened.

https://bydrug.pharmcube.com/news/
detail/2aa046d4579205cc4aa4fb9806e44ad0

relevant information 
through books 

Placebo effect：It can 
effectively relieve symptoms 
such as stress, pain, insomnia, 
etc., but it cannot truly cure 
the disease 

our mind can be a powerful healing tool when given the chance. The 
idea that your brain can convince your body a fake treatment is the 
real thing — the so-called placebo effect — and thus stimulate 
healing has been around for millennia. Now science has found that 
under the right circumstances, a placebo can be just as effective as 
traditional treatments. 
 
The placebo effect is more than positive thinking — believing a 
treatment or procedure will work. It's about creating a stronger 
connection between the brain and body and how they work together. 
 
Placebos won't lower your cholesterol or shrink a tumor. Instead, 
placebos work on symptoms modulated by the brain, like the 
perception of pain. Placebos may make you feel better, but they will 
not cure you. They have been shown to be most effective for 
conditions like pain management, stress-related insomnia, and 
cancer treatment side effects like fatigue and nausea.

https://www.health.harvard.edu/
newsletter_article/the-power-of-the-
placebo-effect

Clinical trials have shown that placebo will have a strong 
psychological suggestion on patients, making people feel more 
positive about treatment, and the effect will be better than doing 
nothing. However, due to the current small sample size and the time 
period of the study, the study of placebo is not yet mature.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/
PMC6930978/

Ordinary supplements may have a placebo 
effect, but we can't guarantee whether the 
pharmaceutical-related products purchased 
online are not harmful to our body.

relevant regulations 

Can doctors sell 
medical related 
products on social 
media?

 
With the endorsement of the doctor's identity, it is easier to gain the trust of 
consumers. However, in the "Key Points for Correcting Unhealthy Practices in the Field 
of Pharmaceutical Purchase and Sales and Medical Services in 2022" issued by the 
National Health Commission and the Administration of Traditional Chinese Medicine 
and other departments, it is clearly pointed out that "the staff of medical 
institutions will be seriously investigated and punished for taking advantage of their 
positions and identities to bring goods live". In March this year, the "Nei Mongolia 
Daily" published an article entitled "The Chaos of "Practicing Medicine" in the Live 
Room Urgently Needs to Be Rectified", which pointed out: "Even if a doctor privately 
carries out online diagnosis and treatment in the live broadcast room, it does not 
meet the practice standards of doctors. Practicing medicine and selling drugs in the 
live broadcast room in the name of a doctor is undoubtedly illegal. It is worth noting 
that Article 8 of the Measures mentions that "it is forbidden to publish 
advertisements for medical treatment, medicines, medical devices, health foods, and 
formula foods for special medical purposes in the form of introducing health and 
health preservation knowledge". At the same time, Article 8 also emphasizes that 
"those who introduce health and wellness knowledge shall not appear on the same 
page or at the same time". The reporter checked and found that while introducing 
health and wellness knowledge in the live broadcast room of "Dr. Li Miao", relevant 
shopping links will pop up on the page. Her "Physician Qualification Certificate" and 
"Physician Practice Certificate" are also displayed on its homepage.

history

Early

Telephones, newspapers, posting advertisements, etc., to attract a large number of 
seniors. After getting in touch, invite the elderly to attend their offline lectures, usually 
giving some daily necessities and food. A large number of elderly people are also skeptical 
at first, but they have plenty of time, and they usually choose to attend offline lectures 
in order to receive daily necessities and food. Such offline lectures are usually only 
allowed to attend by the elderly, and there will be some big men guarding the door. If an 
elderly person comes with their children, they will be stopped and said that there is no 
lecture today. After the lecture began, the "doctors" began to popularize science and 
sell their own products. They often opt for experiments to convince older people that 
their products work wonders and can cure any disease. Most older people will slowly 
start to believe when they see the experiment. Usually after 3-4 lectures, many older 
people start buying medicines. At this time they have been completely brainwashed and 
convinced.  
 

Now

With the popularity of the Internet, they moved the same routine to the web. Because 
the cost of practice on the network is lower, the number of target groups is larger, 
and it is more "secure".

news

On March 15, 2023, China's CCTV reported an 
article on 'The live broadcast platform sells 
plasters and the anchor becomes "Jianghu 
Langzhong"? The article "Bringing Goods Hidden 
Risks" revealed the scam of selling fake health 
products on Chinese TikTok.

https://news.cctv.com/2023/03/15/
ARTIfooCPh81H3saxALEq8hd230315.shtml

Live streaming platforms may be a good 
channel - official pharmacies register 
accounts on Chinese TikTok to sell over-
the-counter drugs.

http://www.legaldaily.com.cn/
Drug_supervision/content/
content_8822317.html

The Chinese Supreme Court's judgment on 
relevant cases is a reference point

https://www.spp.gov.cn/xwfbh/wsfbt/
201903/t20190322_412539.shtml

a real experience https://m.huxiu.com/article/822998.html

Forbidden drugs are mixed with corn flour 
to pretend to be diet pills, the cost is a 
dime, the daily output reaches tens of 
thousands of grains, TikTok and Tieba are 
promoted, and they are sold in WeChat, 
causing users to have diarrhea. https://www.sohu.com/a/358438516_171287

intervention

Intervention 1: Does the form of video 
marketing have an unconscious effect 
on people？

A lot of repeated information will lead people to believe

The heavy use of special effects and sound effects will 
unconsciously increase people's purchase rate

Intervention Purpose： Telling people will unconsciously be 
brainwashed by special effects on social media, thus 
reducing people's sanity when shopping

Intervention process and outcomes

Form 1: Video sales, accompanied by hospital 
backgrounds, sound effects and special effects

A total of 106 feedbacks were received, of 
which 78 chose to buy, accounting for 73.6

Form 2: Sell offline, sell to people verbally
A total of 31 people sold goods offline, of 
which 6 chose to buy, accounting for 19.3

Intervention reflection 

1. Unable to ensure that the feedback from the video 
intervention all comes  from my target demographic.

2. It is not convincing and far from achieving the 
expected science popularization effect.

Intervention 2: Fight fire with fire - Fight 
back in the same way

Intervention purpose: To correct the reflection of the 
previous intervention. I chose to do two simple experiments 
with visualizations to increase my persuasiveness. And add 
the crowd tag when the video is delivered, so as to be more 
accurate to my target group.

Experiment 1: Refutation of alcohol can test for 
the presence of gelatin in a pharmaceutical 
product.

Experiment 2: Explain how gelatinous substances 
are produced in pharmaceutical products.

Intervention feedback：Many netizens expressed 
great anger after seeing the video and said that 
they would not buy it again.

Intervention reflection：But there are so many 
different ways to sell in the market, they have 
different products, and they do different shows to 
confuse consumers. The coverage of such a 
counterattack is too small to solve the problem on a 
large scale.

Intervention 3: Information-sharing sites

Based on the reflection of Intervention 2, I decided to 
create a website where anyone can share their 
experience of buying and using different 
pharmaceutical products.

Intervention purpose 1: Receive more opinions and 
experience sharing from relevant people

Intervention purpose 2: We hope to provide people 
with a website for popular science and related 
information, which can be queried or shared before 
purchasing, such as how to use it.

https://upright-dove-l9kgm6.mystrikingly.com

Website Ideation

Skeleton

available at the moment 
Write some reports and 
send them to the website

 misunderstanding

In China, doctors cannot sell any  
pharmaceutical products in any form.

Sound effects and special effects on social 
media may have an unconscious impact 
when people buy a product.

interview

My interview with the staff of Chinese 
TikTok.

My interview with pharmaceutical 
manufacturers about what they think 
people need to pay attention to and know 
when buying pharmaceutical products on 
sodcial media in china.

cases

blueprint find allies
pharmaceutical manufactures

Institute of Disease Research

ads

I wanted to do a small intervention to get people to fully immerse 
themselves in the scene and realize that it is necessary to double-
check products on this website before buying on social media. I also 
use this intervention as a way to promote this website, which I think 
is more effective than posting its address in a hospital or on the 
web.

Intervention 4:comic and video

Create a virtual character called Apple and 
spread the information to people in the 
form of telling Apple's story.  It is also 
possible to dub the comic and make it into 
video mode.

topics

Highlight common misconceptions about 
pharmaceuticals

Teach readers how to read and interpret 
pharmaceutical labels

Common situations where consumers may 
be misunderstood, such as sponsored 
posts, influencer endorsements

Summarize the steps you need to go 
through to buy your medicine

Appeal to verify before purchasing, consult 
a doctor, etc

ads

Collaborations: Pharmacists, official 
government accounts, social media influencers

Establish forums, discussion groups on 
popular websites

 Workshop


