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Abstract

Social media marketing has brought new challenges for marketers, particularly in gaining
consumer trust, which is crucial for establishing and maintaining consumer relationships.
TikTok, a social media platform, has experienced significant user growth and is now one of
the most popular platforms among young people. With the rise of TikTok, new marketing
dynamics have emerged, including user-generated content (UGC), where consumers
independently create and share their own content without direct commercial incentives.
Previous research indicates that UGC tends to generate higher levels of trust compared to
traditional commercial content. The purpose of this thesis is to investigate the key concepts
that influence consumer trust in UGC on TikTok, specifically focusing on virality, awareness,
and source credibility, including authenticity, expertise, and trustworthiness. A qualitative
approach was used and semi-structured interviews with Generation Z consumers were used to
gather insights. The results showed although virality and awareness are associated with
higher engagement levels, they do not necessarily promote trust. Instead, the concepts related
to source credibility, particularly authenticity, expertise, and trustworthiness, were more
frequently highlighted as building trust. Consumers tend to trust UGC which comes from

sources perceived as authentic, knowledgeable, and trustworthy.

Keywords: Trust, TikTok, User-generated content, UGC, Virality, Awareness, Source
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background

In recent years, the marketing landscape has undergone a profound transformation, largely
driven by rapid technological advances (Hafezieh, Pollock & Ryan, 2023). With digital
growth and the exponential increase in internet usage, social platforms have been a strong
driving force behind changes in society, changes in the way we consume information and
interact with each other (Jensen, 2015; Lewis, 2015). The development of digital platforms
and the increased use of social media have significantly changed the marketing landscape. In
the modern business world, social media has become a significant channel for marketing and

communication (Appel, Grewal, Hadi & Stephen, 2020; Dwivedi, Kapoor & Chen, 2015).

Social media presence is crucial as the majority of consumers have a regular social media
presence. For example, 85 percent of all internet users in Sweden use social media every day
(Internetstiftelsen, 2023). This change has required a significant adaptation of marketing
strategies to remain competitive and effectively engage target audiences (Leeflang et al.,

2014; Rust & Espinoza, 20006).

Through social platforms and the interaction of changing internet behavior, users have been
able to customize their exposure depending on their interests and needs (Barton, Wingerson,
Barzilay & Tabor, 2018). The use of social media can vary from entertainment, inspiration, or
social interaction. But also for businesses, social media has been able to create a platform to
promote their news, and launches and communicate with their consumers. Social media has
changed the integration of marketing, previously users were only passive consumers of
content disseminated by companies (Barton et al., 2018). Instead, today's social media users
have become active participants who utilize these platforms to express their opinions, share
recommendations, and offer reviews on products and services. This transformation has
empowered consumers and given them a newfound sense of agency and influence in the
digital sphere. No longer limited to the role of spectator, they are now actively shaping the

stories of brands, contributing to a more dynamic and interactive online environment.

Different types of content are described as having different effects on consumer attitudes
(Miiller & Christandl, 2019). Trust is paramount as it influences consumer behaviors and

decision-making processes. Trust can be conceptualized as a consumer's confidence in the
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reliability and integrity of the content they encounter online, particularly on social media
platforms. In the realm of social media, trust becomes even more critical as consumers are
often unable to verify the authenticity of information through physical or direct interactions.
This heightened need for trust in social media is due to its unique characteristics. On these
platforms, information is not only abundant and accessible but also rapidly disseminated,
which comes with increased uncertainty about its source and accuracy. Social media users
must navigate this complexity and often rely on perceived indicators of credibility of the

source, engagement, and prior knowledge (Appel et al., 2020).

One of the most talked-about content is user-generated content (UGC), which has grown
considerably with content marketing and social platforms, especially on the highly trending
video-based social platform TikTok (Bahtar & Muda, 2016; Shewale, 2024). UGC refers to
any form of content, including text, videos, images, reviews, and blogs, that is voluntarily
produced by consumers and publicly shared on digital platforms without direct commercial
incentives (Duan, 2022). UGC is distinct from firm-generated content and is not part of any
company's direct marketing strategy, as it is created independently by users. This content can
significantly enhance a brand's authenticity and trustworthiness from the consumer's
perspective, as it is perceived as genuine and unbiased. UGC is comparable to electronic
word-of-mouth (eWOM), where consumers share their opinions and experiences, influencing
others in their social network. This type of content can significantly enhance a brand's
authenticity, as it is perceived as more genuine and trustworthy compared to traditional
corporate messaging (Meliawati, Gerald & Aruman, 2023). The authenticity perceived in
UGC comes from real users sharing their genuine experiences and opinions, which are often
viewed as more personal and less biased than formal marketing communications (Cheung,
Luo, Sia & Chen, 2009). This perceived credibility is influenced by several factors, including
the transparency of the user's motivations, the quality of the content, and the presence of any
perceived biases (Metzger, 2007). Rowley (2008) describes it as increasing customer value
through marketing communication and branding. It is described as having a positive impact
on the consumer experience and increasing value creation (Kee & Yazdanifard, 2015;

Rowley, 2008).



1.2 Research problem

UGC where consumers independently create and share their own content without direct
commercial incentives, has been shown to have a stronger influence on consumers compared
to other marketing strategies (Davcik, Langaro, Jevons, Nascimento, 2022). According to
Morgan and Hunt (1994), commitment and trust are essential for creating meaningful and
lasting relationships with consumers. Previous research highlights the significant difference
between the material broadcast on social platforms and how consumers perceive it
(Malthousea, Calder, Kim, Vandenbosch, 2016). There is a delicate balance between
authenticity and marketing, as audiences can be skeptical of anything that appears too staged
or sponsored (Belanche, et al., 2021). A previous study found that UGC had a positive effect
on trust compared to other methods (Tang, Fang & Wang, 2014). Further research emphasizes
the importance of transparency and authenticity in marketing strategies (Ki, Chow & Li,

2023) and highlights the need for honest and reliable messaging (Ionescu & Licu, 2023).

Trust is particularly critical in the context of UGC, where the authenticity of content can
significantly influence consumer perceptions. UGC refers to any content voluntarily
produced by consumers and publicly shared on digital platforms without direct commercial
incentives. UGC is characterized by genuine experiences and opinions from the consumers
themselves (Davcik et al. 2022). This content emerges organically when customers share
their interactions (Lund, Scarles & Cohen, 2020). What sets UGC apart is its authenticity and
trustworthiness as consumers tend to value insights and recommendations from their peers
more than traditional advertising (Cheong & Morrison, 2008; Tang et al., 2014). In one study,
it shows that consumers feel a higher level of trust in the recommendations of other
consumers (Cheong & Morrison, 2009). A further study shows that users are becoming more
active, engaged, and influenced by each other, which has contributed to the power of
consumers increasing more and more (Patterson, 2012). The most vital concepts for
consumers to feel trustworthiness for the created UGC are trust, credibility, and motivation
(Wang & Li, 2017). These elements become pivotal in determining the effectiveness of UGC

in influencing consumer behavior and decisions.

In the past, it was common for both individuals and companies to have to invest to be visible
on various media platforms (Barton et al., 2018). However, with the emergence of
video-based social platforms, new trends have begun to take shape. The social platform

TikTok has been a driving force and changed the landscape of UGC due to its features and



the behavior it encourages among users (Shewale, 2024). A prominent trend within this new
landscape is content creators, individuals who create and distribute their own authentic
content through their own personal accounts on the platform (Malthouse et al. 2016; Rathore,
[lavarasan & Dwivedi, 2016). TikTok's demographic reach is broad and inclusive, appealing
particularly to younger generations who are often skeptical of traditional advertising methods.
This demographic group highly values authenticity and recommendations from others,
making TikTok an ideal platform for UGC. The younger audience's preference for authentic
and relatable content over conventional marketing strategies underscores the importance of

UGC in influencing consumer trust in the platform (Ionescu & Licu, 2023).

Previous research suggests that UGC is more suitable when building trust with customers.
Despite the growing interest in UGC and its impact, there is a lack of research that
specifically focuses on the trust dynamics within TikTok. Existing studies on UGC tend to
generalize across platforms and fail to account for the unique features and user behaviors that
characterize TikTok. Therefore, there is a need to investigate the specific concepts that
influence consumer trust in UGC on this platform. Therefore, this study will investigate

consumer trust in UGC on TikTok which influences its perceived trustworthiness.

1.3 Purpose
The purpose is to investigate the key concepts that influence consumer trust in user-generated

content (UGC) on TikTok, exploring its advantages and the factors that contribute to its

perceived trustworthiness among consumers.

1.4 Research question

What concepts influence consumers' trust in user-generated content (UGC)?

1.5 Limitations

In this study, the focus is limited to unpaid and voluntarily produced UGC in the form of
videos published on TikTok. The population has been delineated to Sweden and specifically
to Generation Z (Gen Z), which includes individuals born between 1997 and 2012 (Stahl &
Literat, 2022). This generation makes up a significant portion of TikTok's user base and is
known to spend over 8 hours daily in the digital world (Internetstiftelsen, 2023), making them

a relevant field of study to investigate the perceived trustworthiness of UGC on TikTok.



2. Theory

2.1 Theoretical framework

The influence on consumers' trust and intentions is shaped by several concepts, including
consumer trust in a brand's products or services (Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Portal, Abratt &
Bendixen, 2018). This trust is built on evaluating critical aspects such as the quality of the
product or service, the effectiveness of marketing efforts, and the overall user experience
(Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Poblete & Bengtson, 2021). To reduce consumer uncertainty about
these aspects, brands often benefit from independent UGC, where consumers voluntarily
create and share their content about the brand on digital platforms. Although UGC is not
directly controlled by the brand and cannot be formally included in a firm's marketing
strategy, it can indirectly contribute to building consumer trust. This is because UGC, much
like traditional word-of-mouth, is perceived as more genuine and unbiased, thus influencing

consumer perceptions positively (Ki et al., 2023).

Previous research discusses consumers' different perspectives on UGC as a concept affecting
consumer trust (Wang & Li, 2017). The trust variable is described as being strengthened
because consumers experience a connection to the content created by other users in the
marketing context (Ki et al., 2023; Riedl, Schwemmer, Ziewiecki & Ross 2021). There is also
criticism and some uncertainty about consumer trust, which can be attributed to questions
about the transparency of the generated material. This makes consumers doubtful, which in

turn can affect their trust and their relationship with the brand (Tang et al., 2014).

2.1.1 Trust in User-generated Content

Social influence theory is described as a concept underlying the strategy of UGC (Peng,
Yang, Cao, Yu & Xie, 2017). The theory consists of a framework based on social psychology
that examines how individuals influence and are influenced by each other in social
interactions. UGC is based on material that is often published on social channels to reach out
to a target group, through the material being able to build positive associations and trust
(Davcik et al. 2022). The theory is based on aspects of sociology from social network theory,
which is based on how individuals with similar behavioral patterns often belong to the same
social network (Zhang & Liu, 2023). Social influence theory describes mimicry and recites

how individuals within a social group tend to have a higher acceptance of social influence



due to similar behavioral patterns. This homogeneity means that the information, which has
already been validated within the group, is perceived as normative and adapted to the group's
behavioral patterns (Li, 2013). UGC can be used to influence social groups by disseminating
information through content created by members of the social group. These users have a
built-in recognition concept with the group, allowing for effective communication with the

target audience and potentially influencing individuals' perception of the brand.

Value co-creation is described as a process where the customer and supplier work together to
create value (Lusch & Vargo, 2014). The theory describes how value is created through
interactions between the different partners and emphasizes the customer as an active
participant in the value creation process. Customer value is described as an interplay of
interactions and has a strong impact on consumer perceptions, understanding, and
trustworthiness (Gronroos, 2017). UGC and value co-creation are described as a powerful
tool for building brand trust and increasing loyalty among consumers (Lund et al., 2020).
Value co-creation has a strong link to UGC as customers create content that relates to brands.
By generating and sharing UGC, such as reviews, images, and videos, companies can engage
and interact with customers (Lund et al., 2020; Rathore et al., 2016). UGC is described as a
powerful marketing strategy to build trust and increase company credibility. By sharing
unpaid and voluntarily produced UGC on the company's channels, the company can
showcase genuine and authentic stories from its customers, which can increase customers'

trust and belief in the brand (Miiller & Christandl, 2019; Rathore et al., 2016).

The theory of selective exposure that originates from the practice of psychology emphasizes
individuals' tendency to engage with information that reinforces their pre-existing views
(Dylko, 2016). It describes how individuals tend to be exposed to and engage with people on
social platforms who share similar values (Barnidge & Peacock, 2019). The theory is
reinforced by the theory of persuasion where users prefer to follow creators who reinforce
their values and opinions (Barnidge & Peacock, 2019; Messing & Westwood, 2014).
Cognitive dissonance theory resonates with selective exposure and the theory of persuasion,
as cognitive dissonance describes how individuals avoid information that challenges their
existing attitudes, which is reflected in their choice of followers and content on the platform
(Jeong, Zo, Lee & Ceran, 2019). On social platforms, such as TikTok, users strive to maintain
consistency between their values and the content they consume on the platform. If users are

exposed to content that is inconsistent with their views, it can lead to a sense of discomfort,



which in turn drives them to avoid such content (Jeong et al., 2019; Liang, 2016). Social
media algorithms like TikTok tend to show users content that is consistent with their previous
activity on the platform such as interactions and values (Ionescu & Licu, 2023). This helps
reduce cognitive dissonance and creates a comfortable experience for users (Liang, 2016).
Consumers tend to have more confidence in reviews and content that confirm their own
opinions and values, making them more likely to accept brands recommended by like-minded

users on the platform (Ionescu & Licu, 2023; Liang, 2016).

2.1.1.1 Trust in Unpaid User-generated Content

The concept of UGC is multifaceted and previous research provides several definitions.
However, Bathar and Muda (2016, p.338.) describe the concept as “any own created material
uploaded to the internet by non-media”. In contrast, content generated by the producers often
includes paid collaborations with celebrities, influencers, or other endorsers to give
prominence to the advantages of the brand and its products. Content created by users is
perceived to be more genuine and trustworthy by other consumers, compared to content
produced by the brand itself. Consumers tend to trust the opinions of other consumers as they
are perceived to be more likely to uplift both the positive and negative aspects of their
content. Furthermore, unpaid UGC is based on the user's own experience, rather than a paid
opinion, thus the user's opinions have no financial gain and are therefore perceived as more
honest and trustworthy amongst other users (Bathar & Muda, 2016). The level of persuasion
knowledge may also affect how the user perceives the content. Content that is labeled as
sponsored or paid is described as having a negative effect on consumers as they know they
are being targeted by a persuasion tactic and may therefore perceive the content as less honest

and trustworthy (Miiller & Christiandal, 2019).

2.2 Key Concepts for User-generated content

Morgan and Hunt (1994) conclude that trust occurs when one has confidence in its exchange
partner and its reliability, integrity, and ability to live up to what has been promised. The
authors conceptualize trust as the individual confidence that the word of another can be relied
on (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). Several concepts can affect the confidence of the corresponding
actor. Peng et al. (2017) state that individuals often influence and are influenced by each
other. Likewise, the social influence theory described by Li (2013) argues that individuals

have a higher acceptance of information that has already been validated within the



homogeneous group to which it belongs. Virality occurs when content is shared by a large
number of users in a short amount of time (Campbell, Drake, Thornok & Twedt, 2023).
When a large number of users share the content it could be suggested that it is accepted
within the group and therefore more trustworthy within the group. This increases awareness
which leverages trust as consumers tend to trust what is familiar (Nguyen, Tran & Nguyen,
2024). Furthermore, unpaid UGC is perceived as more trustworthy because it is seen as a
more genuine and honest source of information compared to paid content (Bathar & Mudar,
2016). This suggests that the credibility of the source affects the level of trust users feel

towards a content creator.

2.2.1 Virality

The term “going viral” or virality has been widely studied since the rise of social media,
despite this, there is a lack of common definition of what virality is. However, the concept of
virality on social media might be explained as the result of content spreading to a large
number of people in a short amount of time (Han, Lappas & Sabnis, 2020). Campbell et al.
(2023) conclude that the reason for virality is often connected to a specific event that interests
the general public and makes people share it with one another. Furthermore, Tellis, MacInnis,
Tirunillai & Zhang (2019) state that content that arouses emotions is more likely to be shared
amongst the public than information-focused content. Content that is more extreme, either
extremely positive or negative, often goes more viral than those who are neutral (Campbell et
al., 2023). Content that includes elements such as surprises, a plot, babies, or animals often

arouses emotions and is more likely to go viral.

With virality and information sharing to a large number of people in a short amount of time it
is also the root of rumors and trends, which may affect consumers' opinions (Mulyono,
Syamsun & Najib, 2016). This could further be described as eWOM. Virality is a concept that
is closely intertwined with eWOM. Their foundation lies in users sharing opinions with each
other, but contrary to the traditional world-of-mouth from person to person, it is via the
internet and often on social platforms (Fong & Burton, 2006). The rapid spread of content
through virality can significantly influence consumer trust. When content is shared widely
and quickly, it can create a perception of social proof, leading consumers to trust the content
more due to its popularity. This widespread sharing can serve as an implicit endorsement by

other users, suggesting that the content is trustworthy or relevant.



2.2.2 Awareness

Awareness is the first cognitive step the consumer faces when interacting with a brand and
refers to the consumer's ability to recall the existence of a brand (Hassan, Nadzim &
Shiratuddin, 2015; Nguyen et al., 2024). As social media has become a significant part of the
consumer's life, it has also become one of the most effective marketing tools to influence
awareness among consumers. Nguyen et al. (2024) state that a brand's presence on social
media greatly impacts its ability to reach and create a brand identity in consumers' minds,
which also has an impact on increased brand awareness. Furthermore, the authors state that
awareness plays a crucial part since consumers tend to choose brands they are familiar with
1.e. if the consumer knows of or is aware of the brand or product they are more likely to
choose those above others (Nguyen et al. 2024). It is therefore crucial for brands to have a
social media presence as most consumers seek information on social media before making a
purchase decision (Fong & Burton, 2006; Shin & Choi, 2021). UGC plays a significant role
in shaping consumer trust. The degree to which consumers are familiar with a product or
content creator is often influenced by UGC, as it contributes to product recognition rates,

recall of product messaging, and consumer knowledge of product features.

2.2.3 Source Credibility

Shin and Choi (2021) state that source credibility refers to the traits the source possesses,
which affect how the message is perceived by the receiver. The sources credibility theory
developed by Ohanian (1990) further states that it can be explained as “a communicator’s
positive characteristics that affect the receiver's acceptance of a message” (Ohanian, 1990 p.
41). The traits affect to what extent the consumer trusts the communicator and play a crucial
part in the decision-making process. Source credibility contains three parts; attractiveness,
expertise, and trustworthiness. However, attractiveness has been shown to have a less
prominent part in digital settings as many creators do not show their faces on their accounts
and therefore have less effect on credibility (Shin & Choi, 2021). Furthermore, authenticity is
suggested to affect the credibility and trust in the source (Wickham, Reed & Williamson,
2015) and was therefore added as a concept within source credibility in this thesis. This study
will therefore focus on authenticity, expertise, and trustworthiness connected to source

credibility.



2.2.3.1 Source Credibility - Authenticity

Authenticity is a subjective term and what is redeemed as authentic content differs between
individuals. Despite its multifunctional meaning, a common description of authenticity is
when the content matches the person itself. Lee and Eastin (2021, p. 825) describe it as “the
portrayal of an unpolished personality, behaviors, and beliefs that are practiced backstage or
with trusted companions”. Busser and Shulga (2019) further explain that authenticity is a
hard-defined concept as the perception of authenticity is fluid. However, the authors conclude
that several concepts can affect the perceived authenticity. For instance, genuineness,
consistency, uniqueness, and naturalness. Authenticity originates from within and the inner
motivation of the content creator, in contrast to inauthenticity which derives from external
forces to obtain a separate or favorable outcome (Lee & Eastain, 2021). Authenticity is said
to be a key element when building trust as it is a way of determining if the source is true to its

word and therefore could be trusted (Wickham et al., 2015).

2.2.3.2 Source Credibility - Expertise

Expertise refers to creators who are perceived to be a versed source of information and who
possess relevant knowledge and experience within their field and possess the possibility to
make valid claims (Crespo & Tille, 2023; Shin & Choi, 2021). The persons that possess the
expertise have a deep understanding and a set of skills in their area of expertise as well as
qualifications and authority to make statements related to their topic. Experts are also able to
persuade customers to a greater extent as their messages are more likely to be valid and
accurate (Crespo & Tille, 2023). Content made by experts on a certain topic is often
perceived as more trustworthy compared to those made by less experienced users. A high
level of expertise also eliminates the feeling of uncertainty and risk a consumer might have

towards a brand or a product (Li, Zheng, Sun, Lu & Ma, 2022; Lou & Kim, 2019).

2.2.3.3 Source Credibility - Trustworthiness

Source credibility also includes trustworthiness. The concept refers to whether or not the
source is redeemed as a reliable source. As well as to what extent “the source is motivated or
willing to convey valid arguments without prejudice” (Shin & Choi, 2021 p.3).
Trustworthiness has always been essential in marketing to gain trust from customers and has
proven to be just as essential in the digital era, especially on social media. Trust occurs when

the receiver is confident and accepts that the sender's message is reliable, honest, and truthful.
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Furthermore, consumers are more keen to be persuasive when they consider the messenger to

be reliable (Crespo & Tille, 2023; Ohanian, 1990).

2.3 Theoretical summary

The theoretical framework for this study has been developed to examine the key concepts that
influence consumer trust in UGC on TikTok. The research delves into three primary concepts:
virality, awareness, and source credibility, which include sub-concepts of authenticity,
expertise, and trustworthiness. Each of these concepts is considered to have a distinct impact
on the level of trust consumers attribute to UGC on the TikTok platform. This theoretical
framework, depicted in the research model in Figure 1, illustrates how these concepts

interrelate and contribute to building consumer trust in UGC on TikTok.

Awareness
Consumer

Source Credibility / Trust in UGC
the:

Figure 1: Theoretical framework

Virality refers to the propensity of content to be rapidly shared, spread, and engaged across
the platform. High virality enhances the visibility and reach of UGC, potentially increasing

its perceived trustworthiness by suggesting social validation and widespread acceptance.

Awareness pertains to the degree to which consumers are aware of and familiar with UGC
related to specific brands or products. Increased awareness, facilitated by repeated exposure
to UGC, can enhance trust as familiarity with a brand or product typically boosts consumer

confidence and reduces perceived risk.

Source Credibility is divided into three sub-concepts: authenticity, expertise, and
trustworthiness. Authenticity refers to the genuine nature of the content and the creator,
emphasizing the importance of sincere and relatable UGC that appears genuine and sincere,
which is more likely to be trusted by consumers. Expertise denotes the content creator's
knowledge and authority in a specific domain, highlighting how perceived expertise can
strengthen trust in the information provided. Trustworthiness summarizes the overall
perception of the creator's reliability and honesty, which directly influences consumer trust,

underlining the critical role of ethical and honest communication.
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3. Methodology

3.1 Research design

The research approach was based on a qualitative approach, with the primary empirical data
collected through interviews. The research framework embedded in the approach was chosen
because of its suitability for investigating whether a phenomenon exists or how it works

(Bryman & Bell, 2017).

By using a qualitative research approach, the study has been able to design an inquiry process
between people and their positions and opinions on the phenomenon. The research approach
allows the study to explore and understand complex phenomena in an in-depth way.
Qualitative research focuses on in-depth observations, interactions, and interpretations that
make it possible to grasp the nuances and contexts of different phenomena. It allows for an
in-depth understanding of people's perceptions in different contexts, promoting a finer
understanding of their experiences, perspectives, and behaviors. The research method
contributes to a more holistic and contextual understanding of the phenomenon under

investigation and helps to enrich and deepen the understanding of the chosen research area.

The research approach was chosen to investigate consumers' perceived trustworthiness of
UGC on TikTok. Considering the study's goal of delving into consumers' opinions and
experiences of UGC, in-depth interviews are considered appropriate. This method allows
respondents to freely express their opinions without the potential interference of dissenting

opinions from other respondents.

3.2 Empirical data collection

The primary data collected to investigate the study's approach has undergone a qualitative
methodological approach, specifically through semi-structured interviews. Selecting this
methodological approach allowed for an in-depth exploration of the topic and the
respondents' perceptions and perspectives. Semi-structured interviews provide a flexible
framework with open questions and encouragement for participants to explore their thoughts

and experiences (Bryman & Bell, 2017).
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3.2.1 Design of Interview Guide

The data collection was based on individual semi-structured interviews where the
respondents were in focus to answer the questions. The choice of semi-structured method was
based on the respondents' perspective and engaging the respondents in an in-depth discussion
that allowed for a richer understanding of the topic. Bryman & Bell (2017) describe the
benefits of semi-structured as an open and interactive process where new questions and
themes can emerge during the interviews. A consequence of the process is creating an
enriched and nuanced insight into the phenomenon. Semi-structured interviews provided a
dual advantage: they enabled the interviewer to steer the conversation towards specific,
pre-established themes, maintaining focus on the research objectives while simultaneously

granting participants the freedom to express their thoughts and insights openly.

The development of the interview questions was a careful process based on the study's
theoretical framework and research objectives. The questions were designed as open-ended to
encourage detailed responses and to allow participants to freely share their experiences and
perspectives (Bryman & Bell, 2017). The questions were structured to progressively delve
into the topic, starting with more general questions before moving on to specific aspects of
the study. Additionally, two concluding questions were added allowing the respondent to
speak freely or add something that has not been addressed. Great emphasis was placed on
formulating the questions clearly and neutrally to avoid leading or biased answers to increase
the validity of the study (Bryman & Bell, 2017). A pilot interview was conducted with two
respondents who had no prior knowledge of the topic to ensure that there were no ambiguities

or uncertainties.

In order to increase the reliability of the responses and allow respondents to reflect on their
answers, the interview questions were sent out in advance. This preparatory step was
intended to minimize the pressure of the interview taking place and lead to more thoughtful,
considered responses (Bryman & Bell, 2017). By sending out the questions in advance,
participants also had the opportunity to collect their thoughts. This approach aimed to
improve the quality of the data collected.

3.2.2 Operationalization table

The purpose of operationalization is to connect theory to the empirical material. In qualitative

research, this often implies breaking down the conceptual framework, which in many cases is
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abstract, into concrete concepts (Lynham, 2002). The chosen method is semi-structured

interviews, the operationalization of the framework was therefore made using an interview

guide (Appendix 1) and an operationalization table (7able I). The interview guide intends to

be a guide for the interview and is much less structured than an operationalization table

(Bryman & Bell, 2017). To ensure that the concepts described in the theoretical framework

were studied, a table was concluded with definitions of the concepts how operationalized in

the data collection, and which number of questions connected to each construct.

Question | Construct Definition Operationalization

Q1-6 Virality The extent to which UGC is | Number of views, shares,
spread across TikTok likes, and comments; reach
indicates its popularity and | and spread of content.
ability to engage users.

Q7-11 Awareness The degree to which Product recognition rates;
consumers are familiar with | recall of product messaging;
a product or content creator | consumer knowledge of
is influenced by UGC. product features.

QI2-13 Source Credibility | The perceived Consumers' perception of
characteristics of a creator | the traits/ characteristics
influence the acceptance of | influence and affect.

a message.
Q14-Q17 | Source Credibility | The perceived genuineness | Consumer perceptions of
- authenticity and realness of the UGC, source honesty and
contribute to a positive trust | sincerity; consistency in
relationship with communication.
consumers.

Q18-Q21 | Source Credibility | The perceived knowledge Level of specialized

- expertise and competence of the knowledge demonstrated;
UGC in a specific area, qualifications; accuracy of
influencing trust and information provided.
reliability.

Q22-25 Source Credibility | The degree to which the Consumer trust levels;

- trustworthiness | UGC is deemed reliable perceived bias or

in the source and dependable in objectivity; history of
delivering truthful and accurate and reliable
unbiased information. information.

14
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3.2.3 Sample selection

Bryman and Bell (2017) state that the majority of qualitative research includes some form of
targeted selection to get access to data that will help answer the research question. Because of
this, a purposive selection was made to reach adequate information relevant to the topic.
According to Stahl & Literat (2022), Gen Z includes those who are born between the years of
1997 and 2012. The same distinction was made in this research, with an exception for those
under the age of 18 due to ethical and legal reasons, and therefore included Swedish
respondents between the ages of 18 and 27. Gen Z tend to have different online habits and
perceptions of trust on TikTok than other age groups. However, since Gen Z is the generation
that could be described as digital nomads and spends more time online than other generations
(Stahl & Literat, 2022), it was redeemed as an appropriate age group that could provide

valuable insights into the topic.

The sample selection was made based on convenience sampling from the authors' contact
network. In convenience sampling, the respondents are selected based on their proximity to
the authors. This sampling method allows for a time-efficient gathering of empirical data
(Bryman & Bell, 2017). Due to the limited timeframe of this thesis, a convenience sample

was redeemed fitting.

Furthermore, to ensure that the respondents would be able to provide valuable information
one further distinction was made based on the respondent's use of social media. This thesis
emphasis was on UGC on the social media platform TikTok, to be eligible for the research
the respondent therefore had to have a TikTok account and use the platform at least daily. The
convenience sample made it possible for the authors to beforehand ask the intended
respondents about their TikTok use. By doing so, reducing time-consuming errors if the
respondents' TikTok habits did not meet the criteria for this study. To decide an appropriate
number of respondents in qualitative research could be arduous. The number of interviews is
rather determined by the researcher and when he or she redeems it to have reached theoretical
saturation no new information emerges from the interviews (Bryman & Bell, 2017).
Therefore ten initial respondents were scheduled, with the possibility of more respondents

being added if the authors would have seen it fitting.
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3.2.3.1 Ethical considerations

Bryman and Bell (2017) describe ethics as the standards that govern the behavior and
decisions concerning the respondents who participate in the research, or those affected by it.
To ensure ethical behavior, the respondents were informed of the purpose of the research
before deciding to participate. Upon agreement to partake in the interviews, they were asked
if they consent to a recording of the session, with further remarks that the recordings would
be handled confidentiality and would only be used for research purposes. Furthermore, the
respondents have ensured anonymity as their names would be replaced by a number in the

presented research.

3.2.3.2 Respondents

Respondent Age Gender
Respondent 1 23 Male
Respondent 2 24 Female
Respondent 3 22 Female
Respondent 4 20 Male
Respondent 5 19 Female
Respondent 6 23 Female
Respondent 7 27 Male
Respondent 8 26 Female
Respondent 9 27 Female
Respondent 10 21 Male

Table 2: Respondents

3.2.4 Collection of data

For logistical reasons, the interviews were conducted on Zoom, allowing for a broad reach
and flexibility for participants. Digital meetings were also beneficial since they reduced the
researchers' impact on the respondents, and might have led them to feel more comfortable to
share their opinions (Jacobsen, 2012). Participants were given clear instructions on how to
use Zoom, including how to access the meeting and any settings or software installations

required.
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At the beginning of each interview, an introduction was presented to clarify the purpose and
scope of the study to the respondents. This initial briefing aimed to set a comfortable tone for
the dialog and ensure that respondents fully understood the context and the importance of
their contribution. The introduction included an overview of the research objectives, the
importance of their participation, the confidential and anonymous treatment of their
responses, and the expected length of the interview. The introduction was crucial to building
trust and a good relationship with the respondents. Bryman and Bell (2017) describe an
introduction as essential for respondents to feel comfortable with the topic and have an

understanding of the research phenomenon.

At the beginning of each interview session, respondents were introduced to the five different
examples of UGC, published for unpaid purposes TikTok (4ppendix 2). This initial step was
crucial to familiarize respondents with UGC. The selection aimed to provide a broad
understanding of UGC as a phenomenon and create a knowledge base for the subsequent
discussion. The selected examples span five diverse categories to ensure that each respondent

encounters at least one instance of UGC that aligns with their interests.

This study was limited to Swedish respondents. The choice to conduct the interviews in
Swedish was strategic and aimed to minimize the risk of misunderstandings and to ensure
that all participants could express their opinions freely and clearly. Using the respondents'
mother tongue in the interviews ensured that all the nuances and subtleties of their
communication were captured. The use of Swedish in the interviews also contributed to an
increased comfort level for the respondents, which is fundamental to achieving an open and
honest dialog. It was of utmost importance to create an environment where respondents felt
safe and comfortable sharing their personal views and experiences without language barriers.
The interviews were then translated into English by the authors, with the support of the

translation tool DeepL.

The interviews lasted for about 45 minutes each, providing enough time for an in-depth

exploration of the respondents' perceptions and experiences related to UGC on TikTok. The
time frame allocated was 90 minutes to ensure that participants could comfortably articulate
their thoughts and feelings without feeling rushed, thus enhancing the richness and depth of

the data collected.
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Empirical data collection was conducted through semi-structured interviews with ten
respondents aged 19 to 27 years. The interviews were based on an interview guide carefully
structured around the theoretical framework. The design of the interview questions was
systematically aligned with the operationalization table and addressed the five different
concepts under investigation. To facilitate an exhaustive examination and achieve thematic
saturation, the investigators employed supplementary follow-up inquiries as necessary. A

detailed outline of the interview protocol can be found in Appendix 1.

3.3 Analysis method

The collected data was analyzed using thematic analysis. This method allows the researcher
to code the data based on identifying common themes or patterns related to the established
research question and is often used in qualitative research. The initial step in thematic
analysis is to get to know the collected data. This can be concluded by producing transcripts
of the concluded interviews. Followed by reviewing and coding the data by categorizing it
into categories with similar meaning to then search for themes and patterns within those

categories that can be related to the research question (Bryman & Bell, 2017).

All interviews were recorded and then transcribed directly after, using the transcription tool
in Microsoft Word. The recording ensured that nothing was missed during the interview and
allowed the authors to go through the material multiple times. As it can be difficult for the
authors to take extensive notes during the interview, the decision to transcribe the material
directly after the interviews was made so additional notes could be made with the
conversation fresh in mind to minimize the risk of thought that came up during the
interviews. After the transcription of each interview was completed the authors went to
review it one by one independently, to then discuss the material together. As the material
underwent review by both authors separately it reduced the risk of wrong coding, as mistakes
in coding could have impacted the material (Bryman & Bell, 2017). The initial coding was
concluded by identifying common codes or phrases in the interviews. The code was then
combined into themes related to the theoretical framework presented in the analysis chapter
under the construct relating to the theoretical framework; virality, awareness, source

credibility, authenticity, expertise, and trustworthiness.
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3.4 Methodological criticism

This thesis has identified a subset of methodical limitations. The choice of a qualitative
method with a convenience sample makes the research unattainable to generalize to a broader
population (Bryman & Bell, 2017). Furthermore, in qualitative research, the results derive
from the researchers' interpretation of the data and are therefore subjective. This implies that
the author's own experiences, age, gender, and previous knowledge may have an impact on
the interpretation of the data. In contrast, quantitative methods derive from numbers i.e.
objective, and will not result in different results depending on who is analyzing the data
(Bryman & Bell, 2017). To minimize the risk of coding errors and biased interpretation,
every transcription was coded separately by the authors before discussing it jointly. This

allowed a deeper understanding of the data and reduced the risk of a biased analysis.

A further method limitation is interviews as the data collection method. According to Bryman
and Bell (2017), a limitation of interviews as a method is its inability to capture the
phenomenon over time. In observation, which is the other method often used in qualitative
research, the researcher has the ability to observe the intended objective in a natural
environment over time which leads to more authentic data closer to reality. Even though
interviews can capture the respondent's depth of thought, there is a risk of shallow results as
the researchers only meet the respondent for a limited amount of time (Bryman & Bell,
2017). There is also a risk of the respondents' biases affecting their answers. For instance, the
respondent might not realize to what extent they are affected by marketing efforts or the
content presented, leading them to provide answers that they believe fit their worldview or

providing answers they think the researcher wants to hear, rather than their true opinion.

However, as this thesis aimed to capture the opinions and thoughts, rather than their actions,
interviews were redeemed as a more fitting method. To reduce the risk of shallow

information, each interview was allocated to 90 minutes. Furthermore, the authors assured to
ask follow-up questions on the respondent's answers when necessary, to ensure saturation in

each interview.
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3.5 Validity and reliability

Bryman and Bell (2017) conclude that the terms of validity and reliability are not as easily
defined in qualitative research as in quantitative research, and might therefore need some
adaptation to be applicable in qualitative methods. Reliability refers to the consistency of
used measurements and whether the results could be reproduced, which is challenging since
qualitative research seldom has the ability to reach a generalization of the results. Validity
refers to the accuracy of the measure i.e. if the results measure what was intended for the
research. However, as stated qualitative research derives from deeper understanding and
interpretation rather than numbers and the terms need some adaptation to be applicable to
qualitative research. Bryman and Bell (2017) instead suggest the use of the terms
trustworthiness and authenticity. Trustworthiness denotes the accuracy and truthfulness of the
findings and its ability to represent the interviewees' reality. Authenticity refers to the quality
of the research and the research consistency and meticulousness throughout the research

process.

Bryman and Bell (2017) suggest that in order to conclude trustworthiness the researchers
should validate their results with the respondents to ensure that the researcher has understood
and interpreted the answers correctly. This was made in this thesis by first sending the
interview guide to the respondents to ensure they felt comfortable with the questions.
Furthermore, in the end, each interviewee was asked if there was something they would like
to add to the topic that had not been brought up before. Lastly, after completing transcription,
coding and the first draft of the empirical material, were sent to each respondent to confirm
that their answers were interpreted accurately. Additionally, to reach trustworthiness in
qualitative studies the authors should provide a rich description of the process and how the
research was concluded and interpreted. This was made by thoroughly describing the
research and explanation of the choices made in the method chapter. To ensure authenticity,
the interview guide was saved in Appendix I, and the interviewees were transcribed for
possible review. The analyzing process was thoroughly described in the Analysis method
(chapter 3.3). As the interviews were divided and done separately between the two authors, a
clear structure was made with the interview guide and a timeframe for the interviews to
minimize the variety of answers depending on the researchers. Lastly, all material was
cross-checked and coded by both authors separately to reduce the risk of incorrect

interpretation and coding.
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4. Empirical material

4.1 Virality

In exploring the role of virality in UGC on TikTok, several similarities in respondents'
perceptions emerged, as well as clear patterns in their responses. One commonality across
respondents is that they associate virality with engagement and authenticity on the platform,
which are often seen as indicators of content interest and credibility. Six respondents (1, 2, 3,
4, 5, 6) emphasized that high levels of engagement, such as likes, comments, shares, and
views, are seen as indications of interesting content and credibility. "Viral then I think of it as
having a lot of likes and a lot of comments is a lot of engagement generally" (Respondent 1).
Another added, "When I think of a viral TikTok I think if it's got a lot of likes, comments, a
lot of people looking at it and a lot of people sharing" (Respondent 2). This view is supported
by another similarity where trust and influence from viral UGC is significant; several
respondents (6, 7, 10) expressed a propensity to trust and to be influenced by such content,
especially when it has a high number of views. This link between virality and engagement

reinforces their trust in the video, motivating them to spend more time watching the content.

Trust is described as being influenced not only by the number of engagements and
interactions but also by the speed of virality spread. Fast-spreading content is described by
respondents as increasing curiosity and trust, especially if it involves products or services. "If
it's a newly opened restaurant and very few people have tried this restaurant...my interest in
trying the restaurant increases" (Respondent 2). Respondents (1, 3, 6, 8, 10) reinforce that
viral UGC increases their interest and that they are more eager to see the TikTok completed.
"I guess I feel that I have something to gain from it, that is why it has a lot of likes. For
example, there is something to see from there so it will be easier for me to stay on the video."
(Respondent 1). This increase in interest is based on the assumption that if other users have
engaged with the content, it must have something valuable to offer. Respondent 8 further
adds that if there is a small number of likes they tend to trust it less and conclude “If I see

something with like 2 likes, I think a little “where have I ended up now?” (Respondent 8).

Respondents share how viral products or services have affected their trust. Positive
experiences where independent users provide genuine reviews of a product or service tend to
increase trust. An example is when a respondent describes their reaction to independent

reviews of a restaurant on TikTok: "One of the most important concepts was that the creators
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did not know each other, but that there were several independent profiles sharing their
experience at the restaurant" (Respondent 2). Respondent (6, 7, 10) reinforces this by
describing how the multiplicity of positive reviews of products, restaurants, and food, among

others, from several different creators increases their confidence in the product or service.

4.2 Awareness

Awareness in the study highlights the impact of brand or product recognition on consumer
trust. All respondents describe how recognition and awareness increase interest and
engagement in UGC. Respondent 1 explains this effect "When I recognize a brand or
company or product on TikTok, I become more interested in the material itself.", as well as
respondent 6 "If I recognize the product, I become more interested". This increased interest is
often described as leading to interactions from respondents staying longer or finishing the

whole video on TikTok and engaging in the video.

In addition to the increased interest, respondents emphasize that familiarity with a brand or
product not only increases interest but trust in the content presented. All ten respondents
confirm that recognition is a concept that has an impact on their trust in UGC content.
Respondents (1, 2, 6, 7) share an insight that when well-known brands present new products,
it increases their willingness to engage: "It might be that it's a brand coming out with a new
flavor. If I recognize the brand and it's something I like, I feel more interested in continuing
to watch UGC." (Respondent 2). Trust is further described by respondents when they can
relate to the products on a personal level. Several respondents feel a confirmation of their
previous choices and preferences when they see well-known brands or products, which
increases their trust in the content (Respondents 5, 7, 9). Respondent 7 reinforces this by

describing how recognition linked to one's interests and hobbies further strengthens trust.

4.3 Source Credibility

The investigation of source credibility is described by respondents as essential if the UGC
video is seen as trustworthy. Most respondents (2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8) express that their trust in a
TikTok creator can increase when the creator presents a product that they already trust or like.
This is especially true if they feel that the creator shares their tastes or preferences.
Respondent 3 describes "It makes me like the creator more because that creator and I and my

personal interests might have more things in common.".
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However, different nuances are described in how this trust is formed among the different
respondents. Some of the respondents emphasize the importance of the creator's authenticity
and personal fit with the product they present. If a user experiences that a product does not
meet expectations after a creator's recommendation, it can reduce trust in the creator.
Respondent 1 describes it as a difference in taste preference and describes how this difference
can lead to a lack of trust in the creator. On the other hand, the data shows that a creator's
credibility is also strengthened if it shares the same preferences and interests as the
respondents. This is described as increased relevance and personal connection to the UGC
content. Depending on whether respondents have a positive experience with the product
presented, respondents (2, 5, 8, 9, 10) describe that it can create trust in the creator.
Respondent 5 expresses this well: "Because I trust the product, I am positive about the

product. And thereby also become more positive about the creator and trust it more."

4.3.1 Source credibility - Authenticity

In the investigation exploring the role of authenticity in how respondents perceive the
credibility of sources on TikTok, respondents emphasize the importance of honesty and
genuineness. A common view shared by respondents (1, 2, 6, 7) is their belief that creators
who balance both positive and negative opinions about products appear more credible.
Respondents express skepticism and questioning when it is perceived that creators only give
positive opinions. Respondents 1 and 2 describe that it is perceived as less genuine and can
thus reduce their trust in both the content and the creator. "If it dares to say that things are

negative as well then I would say it is more authentic" (Respondent 2).

The majority of respondents answered that authenticity is also about the creator showing a
personal connection and a genuine interest in what they present. This includes the creator
sharing personal experiences and being consistent in their opinions and presentations.
Respondents 4 and 9 emphasize the importance of the creator not appearing to have a "hidden
agenda" or that the content feels like part of the underlying intention or purpose, but
genuinely reflects the creator's personal views and styles. Another aspect highlighted is the
ability of creators to be able to present content in a way that does not feel over-prepared or
over-produced. Respondents 5 and 9 describe that when the UGC feels spontaneous and less
controlled, it increases the respondents' feeling that the creator is trustworthy and honest,

which makes the content feel more engaging and credible.
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The majority of respondents described the importance of the creator's consistent honesty, and
openness to express both disappointment and admiration openly in their UGC videos.
Respondents describe how this authenticity has a strong impact on their trust in the creator as
it shows genuineness and authenticity. Respondents (3, 10) describe how creators who show
both positive and negative aspects of a product or service give a more nuanced picture, which
makes them feel more confident in the creator's other content. Respondents (5, 7, 9, 10) also
describe how they feel more engaged and trust creators who express genuine opinions and
share personal experiences or interests that feel relatable. "It feels genuine and like topics
they are passionate about themselves. They have been posting videos for a long time and

have that profile as their major interests and work." (Respondent 7).

4.3.2 Source credibility - Expertise

In the interviews regarding the credibility of the source of expertise and its impact on the
credibility of the respondents, there were many similarities among the respondents. All
respondents (1-10) believe that expertise is often related to the creator's specialization in a
certain field, as well as previous experience. The respondents emphasize that there is a
common thread through the creator's content on TikTok and that it engages in a specific area,
for example. Areas raised by the respondents were makeup, styling, food, exercise, etc. "If it
has a niche in a certain area" (Respondent 1). Another concept raised in terms of expertise by
respondents was training. Respondents (1, 2, 7, 10) describe how trained creators in a specific
field strengthen the creator's credibility and contribute to respondents' confidence in their
UGC. Respondents (2, 3, 4, 7) also conclude that professionalism through relevant education
or working experience related to the content they present makes the creator's perceived
expertise accelerate and instill more trust. Respondent 4 exemplifies it by “For me, it is
optimal if a creator has previous working experience in the areas or otherwise if they can
demonstrate that they are very well read and preferably been active in the area in what they
create during a long time” (Respondent 4), "If it is someone who is trained and has chef as
their title so it's easier to call it an expert..." (Respondent 8). Respondent 10 further confirms
this with” if the TikTok creator has some form of education or working experience of the
subjects whom they create Tik Tok about, for example, if they are a chef or a car mechanic or

a lawyer and make videos on that topic”.
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All the respondents stated that they valued expertise highly when evaluating their trust in a
creator. They mentioned that expertise makes the content creator more credible and makes the
respondents' trust higher. When examining the level of expertise a content creator possesses,
respondents (1, 3, 6, 8) evaluate the creator's consistency and engagement within their area of
expertise whether it is food or makeup for example. As well as the content creators' ability to
give detailed and relevant information on the subject. “Like when some post a lot of cleaning
videos for example, I would say it is more likely that I see them as an expert within cleaning
and also more credible in that” (Respondent 8). Respondents further highlight the importance
of the creator showing a genuine interest and commitment to their content area. This emerges
as a strong indicator of expertise, which is described as having a strong impact on
respondents' trust. Respondents describe that it is something that the creator has been doing
for a long time and only focuses on a specific area. "She's been doing that exact same thing
for 10, 15 years and I know her interest is genuine" (Respondent 6), and "I would say he's an

expert. He almost only posts videos where you make lunch boxes." (Respondent 7).

The presentation and quality of the UGC are also described as a contributing and crucial role
for the creator to be considered credible. Respondents (1, 2, 7) describe creators that are
consistent with their publication of materials. What is mentioned for UGC to meet these
requirements is that the material should be well-structured and informative content. "His
videos look like they are professional. He gives good tips, they are educational and it looks
very good" (Respondent 7). Furthermore, respondents (2, 3, 5) appreciate detailed product
descriptions and practical demonstrations, and not only talking about the product, makes the

content creator seem more knowledgeable on the subject and more trustworthy.

4.3.3 Source credibility - Trustworthiness

The majority of respondents mentioned authenticity or being genuine as a way to determine a
source's trustworthiness. The respondent mentioned honesty, transparency, and consistency as
signs of a content creator being trustworthy. This is leveraged by the creator being transparent
with positive and negative opinions about products, showing how it is used and price.
Consistency in the content is also a sign of authenticity, respondents (1, 6, 7, 8, 9) mentioned
that they have a higher level of trust for a creator and their content if it is in their category and
they have continuously uploaded content within their niche. Respondent 1 concluded, “ I
would say if they started creating UGC that is not within their context or main area it would

make me question the material” (Respondent 1).
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Several respondents mentioned honesty and the agenda for posting as a level of determining
trustworthiness. Respondent 4 stated authenticity and expertise arouse a higher level of trust
if there is no hidden agenda behind the content by being transparent; “it could be as simple as
showing that they paid for the products themselves” (Respondent 4). According to
Respondent 5 showing transparency makes the content creator more trustworthy “by giving
positive and negative comments and reviews, there is a very substantial transparency in the
UGC " (Respondent 5). Respondent 9 also brought forward how the content is presented
could make them question the agenda and increase or decrease trustworthiness. It was stated
that too extreme of opinions or stories makes them trust it less ““ In that case I do not feel like
it is trustworthy, it makes me feel like they are fishing for likes or going viral rather than

providing actual honest advice” (Respondent 9).

Expertise was also brought up by all the respondents as a sign of trustworthiness. On the
question, what makes you consider a content creator as a reliable source of information?
Respondent 6 responded, “If it is an expert in the area, and has a lot of experience”.
Respondent 2 mentioned “ The expertise, that they know what they are talking about and dare
to tell what they actually think is good and not”. The majority of respondents also mentioned
content creators being consistent in their content makes them perceive the content creator as
an expert and something they look for when determining the level of trustworthiness. The
respondents also stated when the content creator goes outside their area of expertise it makes
them lose trust in their content. Likewise, the majority of respondents recite that overly
positive or extreme reviews make them lose trust in the content creator as it dips into almost
being a selling point rather than an authentic and honest opinion. Furthermore, several of the
respondents brought up cases where it had come to light that there was a hidden agenda in the
UGC that made them lose trust in the content creator. Respondent 4 recites the example of; “I
would say when a creator turned out to be a restaurant owner. He created UGC as credible,
but he heavily criticized a restaurant that was one of his biggest competitors. I would say it
made me doubt it more because it didn't feel genuine. It made me lose confidence in him, as

it felt like he had a hidden agenda behind UGC” (Respondent 4).

26



4.4 Concluding questions

Finally, we asked respondents if they had anything to add. Several respondents conclude that
they trust UGC when the content creator shows signs of genuine knowledge, interest, and
expertise within a field. This is reflected in that they prefer content from creators who are
known for their honesty and who are not shy to provide both positive and negative reviews
about products. Beyond that, the presentation of the content is crucial to insinuate trust. The
majority of respondents said they prefer content that appears to be genuine and not overly
produced or manuscript as it seems to have a commercial agenda. However, there are some
differences in opinion of the trustworthiness of the presentations. Several respondents
mentioned good qualitative videos insinuate trust. Respondent 1 said that they don’t mind
content creators using professional equipment as long as the creator is known for their
honesty. Respondents 3 and 7 mentioned that they instead valued spontaneity and a personal
touch for increased trustworthiness. Additionally, respondent 9 also brought up that their
network affects their trust as they tend to trust content creators to a greater extent if they have

been recommended by trusted friends.

4.5 Empirical summary

The empirical material delves into the concepts of virality, awareness, source credibility;
authenticity, expertise, and trustworthiness within UGC on TikTok. The material provided
several insights and patterns amongst the respondents. Virality was seen as an indicator of
high engagement from other users that helped capture the interest and trust of the
respondents. Awareness and recognition of brands or products increase interest and trust in
UGC, leading to a stronger perception of credibility. Familiarity with a brand, product, or
creator enhances trust, especially when it aligns with personal preferences or interests.
Source credibility; authenticity, expertise, and trustworthiness are crucial factors
influencing respondents' trust in content creators. Authenticity is perceived through honesty,
transparency, and consistency in expressing both positive and negative opinions. Expertise,
demonstrated through specialization and experience, contributes significantly to trust, with
consistency and engagement within a specific area reinforcing credibility. Trustworthiness is
facilitated by the content creator’s ability to uphold authenticity and expertise and is
undermined by hidden agendas, overly positive reviews, and content creators straying from

their expertise.
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5. Analysis

5.1 Virality

The concept of virality on TikTok emerges from the number of interactions like; likes, views,
comments, and the speed at which content is spread amongst users (Cambell et al. 2023). The
respondents confirmed that they shared this description of a viral TikTok. As virality is based
on the concept of sharing and engagement with a large number of users it could also be
described as eWOM (Fong & Burton, 2006). It is suggested that eWOM insinuates a higher
level of trust in consumers as consumers tend to trust other consumers (Peng et al. 2017).
This was to some extent further confirmed by the respondent. It was mentioned that several
of the respondents used the level of virality of the UGC as a way of determining if there is
some value to be gained by watching the video. The respondents pointed out that they are
more likely to engage in a UGC if other people have shown their interest in the content or
product presented. Respondent 1 concluded that they feel that they are more likely to feel that
they have something to gain from a video if it has a large number of likes. This aligns with
Peng et al. (2017) description that consumers influence other consumers. This was especially
prominent in UGC consisting of products where the respondents concluded that they are
more likely to trust products that have gone viral and been recommended by several

independent creators.

Though virality was stated as a concept to gain interest, there were some instances where
virality seemed to have a negative effect on the interest. Respondent 2 mentioned the

example of a restaurant that very few have tried, increasing their interest in trying it
themselves, suggesting that recommendations from a large number of people may not always
be beneficial. However, what came to light during the interviews was that virality is a concept
that sets the level of interest or engagement amongst the respondents, rather than the level of
trust. It seems that virality is a starting point to gain trust, but not the solemn concept that

determines it.
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5.2 Awareness

After the empirical data collection, it emerged that respondents felt an increase in interest
because of brand familiarity. Previous research and respondents point to an important trend:
familiarity and awareness can promote trust. When respondents recognize or have prior
knowledge of it, they are more likely to trust the UGC associated with it. This phenomenon is
supported by studies by Nguyen et al. (2024) and Peng et al. (2017). Nguyen et al. (2024)
emphasize that consumers tend to choose brands they recognize, which increases their trust in
those brands. This is further confirmed by the findings of Peng et al. (2017) and Nguyen et al.
(2024), who note that consumers feel a confirmation of their previous choices when exposed

to familiar products, resulting in an increase in their trust in the content presented.

Empirical data also shows that respondents' brand recognition not only increases their interest
but also has some impact on their trust in the content. This increased interest leads to greater
engagement, with users more likely to finish viewing the full UGC on TikTok and interact
with the content. Furthermore, when well-known brands introduce new products, recognition
leads to an increased willingness to engage with UGC, demonstrating a direct link between
brand awareness and consumer engagement. Nguyen et al. (2024) describe how familiarity
and recognition create a kind of validation among consumers as there is already a built-up
trust in the brand. What also emerged was the impact of TikTok's algorithm on respondents'
brand awareness and trust. The role of algorithms in promoting brand awareness is something
that emerged from all respondents. By repeatedly exposing respondents to certain products or
brands, the algorithm improves recognition, which promotes a sense of familiarity among
respondents. Nguyen et al. (2024) explain that when consumers become more aware of a
product through repeated exposure, their product knowledge increases, leading to a higher

likelihood of choice based on recognition.

5.3 Source Credibility

The empirical data collection shows that source credibility has a strong impact on
respondents' trust. What emerged was that respondents feel that mutuality of interests
promotes their trust. Trust in UGC creators is strengthened when respondents perceive
creators to share similar interests or preferences. This shared connection to UGC makes
respondents feel more relatable and authentic, thus increasing the credibility of the creator.

Nguyen et al (2024) emphasize that this shared interest further reinforces consumer trust,
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which is primarily based on the familiarity and relatability of the content. It also emerged
how awareness of trusted products has an impact on the credibility of content creators.
According to Nguyen et al. (2024), there is a clear connection between consumers' trust in a
product and their trust in the creator who presents it. This relationship is based on the
principle of familiarity; consumers tend to trust what they know and are familiar with. When
a creator presents a well-known and trusted product, it not only increases the attractiveness of

the product but also strengthens the creator's credibility.

What emerged clearly from the respondents was how the authenticity and expertise of the
creator increase trust and credibility. All respondents during the interviews highlighted how
concepts such as transparency, authenticity, and expertise are crucial to establishing their
trustworthiness. Shin & Choi (2021) and Lee & Eastin (2021) emphasize that creators who
provide genuine, honest information and demonstrate knowledge in their domain are
perceived as more credible. This credibility is crucial in a digital environment where

consumers are often skeptical of advertising content.

5.3.1 Source credibility - Authenticity

Authenticity came to play a crucial role in how respondents perceive and trust creators'
content on TikTok. A consistent theme in previous research and respondents is that honesty is
highly valued when determining creators' authenticity (Wickham et al., 2015). Respondents
describe the importance of creators sharing both positive and negative experiences, as it is
described as more authentic and credible. This honesty is described as helping to create
genuine contact with the respondents, which strengthens the creator's credibility. Respondents
also emphasize how genuine opinions increase credibility. By seeing creators expressing
opinions based on their own experiences and interests, it is seen as more authentic. Lee &
Eastin (2021) describe that creators who share personal insights and genuine opinions make
their content feel more real and less like a fabricated story. Respondents describe this as
crucial on TikTok where there is a lot of material that is often perceived as overly curated or

commercial.

What emerged from respondents was that consistency in content and adherence to a specific
niche also contribute to perceived authenticity. Creators who are true to their themes and
consistently present content that is in line with their stated interests are seen as more

authentic (Lee & Eastin, 2021). This consistency helps to build a credible personality as the
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audience feels a continuous and reliable connection with the creator. What also seemed to
have an impact on respondents was the creator's personal and engaging presentation of the
UGC. It describes how content that is personal, engaging, and not overly produced is more
likely to be perceived as authentic (Busser & Shulga, 2019). Respondents describe how
overly polished or sales-driven content often leads to skepticism among respondents, as it

appears less authentic and more commercially motivated.

5.3.2 Source credibility - Expertise

Previous research suggests that creators who possess relevant knowledge and experience
within a field are considered experts within said field. With the role of an expert comes the
possibility of making valid claims on the subject that are perceived as more trustworthy (Shin
& Choi, 2021; Crespo & Tille, 2023). Furthermore, experts have a higher level of trust in the
content, than non-experts (Li et al., 2022; Lou & Kim, 2019). The collected empirical
material further confirms this, as the majority of respondents stated they perceive experts to
have a higher credibility and therefore trust their content to a greater extent than those who

are not considered experts.

Furthermore, the empirical material provided further insights into the characteristics the
respondents associate with an expert. Content creators who can prove an education or
professional background in the field in which they create content are perceived as experts.
Formal knowledge is a way of showing the qualifications and authority within a field that is a
key concept for expertise (Crespo & Tille, 2023). The respondents further stated that content
creators who provide demonstrations and explanations for the products they use are
considered to have a higher level of expertise. Crespo and Tille (2023) proclaim that an
expert has a deep understanding and a set of skills in their area of expertise. It could be
argued that content creators who provide demonstration of use, can do so based on their
specific set of skills that makes them an expert. For instance, Respondent 8 mentioned that a
content creator who specifies their content to cleaning, and shows how they clean makes the
respondent perceive that creator as a cleaning expert. The content creator has in this instance
demonstrated their specific set of skills, which has made the creator be perceived as an expert

the respondent trusts for advice.

Busser and Shulga (2019) state that consistency is a concept that determines authenticity in

the content. However, what came to light during the empirical data collection is that
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consistency is a concept in determining the level of expertise according to the respondents.
Several of the respondents concluded that consistency within a field and a clear niche makes
the content creator seem more knowledgeable in that field, compared to a content creator who
presents a variety of topics in their content. The consistency in the content could be a way of
proving the content creator's knowledge of the field over time, as well as proving their
authority and set of skills related to the topic that makes the respondents trust their expertise

(Crespo & Tille, 2023).

5.3.3 Source credibility - Trustworthiness

As stated by Shin and Choi (2021), trustworthiness refers to the perception of the creator’s
reliability and credibility as a valid source of information. The empirical material further
concludes that trustworthiness in a source increases the respondent's trust in the content
presented. Furthermore, the respondent was asked what makes a source a valid source of
information, and it came to light that the respondents consider authenticity and expertise as
signs of trustworthiness in the source. This was conceptualized by the content creator being
honest and transparent with negative and positive opinions. This affirms previous research
that states that trust occurs when the receiver accepts the message as reliable, honest, and
truthful (Crespo & Tille 2023; Ohanian, 1990). The respondents stated that they trust creators
who show their honest opinions, with transparency being a key element for determining the
level of honesty. The respondents mentioned interaction with followers, responding to
comments and possible criticism make the content creators perceived as more honest and
transparent and therefore more trustworthy. This was further stated by some respondents that
this transparency makes the creator seem more personal and like a real person, rather than a
commercial message, which makes them trust the content more. This delves into the fact that
the content creators' closeness to their true selves makes them perceived as authentic and

therefore installs a higher level of trustworthiness (Lee & Eastin, 2021).

Furthermore, the empirical data collection shows that consistency by the content creator is a
way of determining the credibility of information from the source. The respondents conclude
that consistency within a field is a sign of both authenticity and expertise as it shows the
content creator seems honest and true to themself, and knowledgeable in the field over time.
Authenticity and expertise were seen as key indicators by the respondents when determining

the level of trustworthiness in UGC.
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6. Discussion

Virality was chosen as a concept to investigate in this thesis for its possibility to affect
consumer trust in the content. Virality delves into the concept of eWOM since it is based on
the shares and large engagement among users. However, the research concluded that virality
did not have a notable effect on the level of perceived trust consumers feel. The concept was
instead mentioned as a way of determining if the content contains value for the viewer which
then increases the interest for the content, rather than trust. Value was described by the
respondents as something to gain from it, both in terms of knowledge and informal
information. The respondents described that high value often described something exciting
and something others had liked and therefore continued to engage in the material. This can be
explained by the fact that the viewer feels a social belonging with the content that many have
watched, which increases their interest in being a part of the social group (Li, 2013). What
was further mentioned by one respondent was the occurrence of virality did not necessarily
install higher trust, but the lack of virality affected their trust negatively. This could be
explained by the respondent feeling left out of the social group if there is a lack of interaction

with other people (Zhang & Liu, 2023).

Awareness was something the respondents described as being affected by more than virality.
The respondents mentioned that they trust creators and products they recognize, aligning with
Nguyen et al. (2024) conclusion that consumers choose what is familiar. However, even
though awareness was stated to affect trust it might be difficult to determine how it affects
trust in UGC. It was not clearly stated when trust in the content occurred. This leaves a large
range of uncertainty when the content is redeemed as familiar and when they trust the creator.
It was stated by the respondents that they trust creators they have seen before, but not
explicitly if it is enough to have seen the same creator once or twice or if it is necessary to be
exposed multiple times. However, it was stated that some awareness, if it occurs, can have an
impact on their level of trust. During the interviews, it was found that source credibility also
has a determining factor on awareness, and together have an impact on their trust. The
credibility of the source presenting the product has a crucial role in how UGC content is
received and perceived by respondents. According to Shin & Choi (2021) and Lee & Eastin
(2021), consumers are more likely to remember and trust products presented by

knowledgeable and genuine creators.
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Virality and awareness can be seen as concepts that influence the level of interest in the
content. When exposed to the same type of content or product repeatedly, the consumer's
awareness of said product increases. It was further mentioned by the respondents that
awareness of the creator or product makes them more prone to interact and to some extent
also trust the content presented. This suggests that both virality and awareness are essential
for gaining interest and interacting with the content. This concept could be described as value
co-creation, where value is created through interactions between different parties where the
consumer is an active participant in creating value (Lush & Vargo, 2014). On TikTok,
co-creation is evident as users generate authentic content that reflects their personal
experiences and interactions with different brands or products. UGC's inherent trust and
credibility is its persuasive power. When consumers see real people sharing their genuine
experiences, it builds trust and encourages others to follow suit. This validation builds trust
and increases the reach and impact of content. The different perspectives and creativity that
creators bring to UGC also enrich the brand as they gain knowledge of consumer preferences
and behaviors, allowing brands to tailor their offers more effectively and make them more
relatable and compelling. When consumers share and interact with content, they become
co-creators of value by enhancing the content's appeal. This interaction increases interest and
engagement but also adds value for both the brand and other consumers by boosting the

content's credibility through peer confirmation.

TikTok uses an algorithm that exposes users to data they are already interested in. The
selective exposure theory provides insights into how UGC affects consumer trust, as
consumers tend to engage with content that aligns with their pre-existing values (Dylko,
2016). Through algorithms, it reduces cognitive dissonance and creates a more convenient
and consistent user experience (Ionescu & Licu, 2023). This personalized feed ensures that
users are frequently exposed to UGC that aligns with their opinions, further increasing their

trust in the content.

The concepts within source credibility seem to have a profound effect on consumer trust.
Authenticity and expertise were frequently highlighted by the respondents throughout the
empirical data collection. The data collection aligns with Wickham et al. (2015) who describe
that authenticity is trust building as it is a sign of the source being honest and true to its word.
UGC originates from the user and its own experience and it is therefore suggested to be more
authentic as it is closer to their true self, compared to other commercial content on TikTok.

The respondents value honesty and transparency when determining their trust in the content
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creator, which is also a sign of authenticity (Busser & Shulga, 2019), which suggests that

UGC can uphold a high level of authenticity which makes it trustworthy to consumers.

It was further mentioned by the respondents that content that is extraordinary or overly
positive makes the content less credible. Overly positive reviews make the respondent feel
that the content creator is dishonest and the content is perceived as a selling pitch rather than
an honest opinion. This suggests that content does not need to be of commercial origin to be
perceived as less trustworthy. Even content without ad marks could be seen as commercial
content that is perceived as less honest and authentic and therefore less trustworthy. This is
noteworthy as it can be tedious for consumers to know if the UGC is voluntarily produced or
is paid since the content creator can receive products from companies that would not need to
be labeled as an ad, but there is still a brand behind the product the content creator presents.
However, it seems like the respondent does not always use the ad-label to assess if the
content is paid or unpaid and worth trusting, instead, it is the perception of the content being
paid or unpaid that sets their level of trustworthiness in the content. This again highlights the
importance of authenticity for the UGC to be perceived as trustworthy. Overly positive
content leads the respondents to believe that the content creator is being paid and dishonest
with their opinions, even though it might be unpaid. Instead, honesty with both positive and
negative opinions is perceived as more honest and authentic, which insinuates a higher level

of trust.

Expertise was consistently emphasized by the participants as a concept that influences the
level of trust in the content. The respondent trusts experts because they seem knowledgeable
and are able to make valid claims within their areas of expertise (Shin & Choi, 2021; Crespo
& Tille, 2023). The perception of high trust in experts can also be explained by the expert's
ability to eliminate the feeling of uncertainty and risks the consumer otherwise can feel in the
content (Li et al, 2022; Lou & Kim, 2019). What was further mentioned in the empirical
material was consistency. Busser and Shulga (2019) conclude that consistency is a way of
determining authenticity. However, the respondents also mentioned consistency as a way of
determining expertise as well, which was not mentioned in previous research. This concludes
that consistency within a niche is crucial for gaining trust as it is a sign of both authenticity

and expertise, which was frequently mentioned to insinuate trust by the respondents.

Since consistency is a result of the same content over time it could be argued that previous

knowledge or recognition of the content creator is crucial to determine the level of
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consistency. One respondent mentioned an example of this by stating “She's been doing that
exact same thing for 10-15 years and I know her interest is genuine" (Respondent 6). The
respondents have prior knowledge of the creator and used their knowledge of the creator to
determine their consistency over time and by that determine the content creator's level of
expertise and authenticity. It was in some instances mentioned that the respondents examined
consistency by viewing the content creator's profile to see if the profile stays consistent
within a niche. However, it was most predominantly determined with pre-existing knowledge
of the creator’s content over time. With the pre-existing knowledge of the content creator’s
previous work, it could be stated that the respondent has an awareness of the creator. Even
though awareness has not been stated as a concept that directly insinuates trust, it could be
argued that awareness of a creator helps determine the level of consistency, and by that, the
level of authenticity and expertise increases the respondents' trust. Awareness impacts the

overall credibility of the source and helps determine its level of trustworthiness.

This thesis concluded that virality and awareness are the first steps of the consumer gaining
trust in the content, but not the sole concept that leverages their trust. Source credibility was
more frequently highlighted to affect the respondents' trust. The perceived trustworthiness of
the source is essential for building trust. The characteristics of the source, i.e. authenticity and
expertise, insinuate and contribute to consumers feeling a higher level of trust, compared to

social belonging or recognition associated with virality and awareness.
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7. Conclusion

The purpose of this thesis was to investigate the key concepts that influence consumer trust in
UGC on TikTok, specifically focusing on the concepts of virality, awareness, and source
credibility, including authenticity, expertise, and trustworthiness. Based on this, a qualitative

research approach was conducted through semi-structured interviews to collect data.

Previous research showed that although virality, which is characterized by engagement
between consumers, does not affect the level of perceived trust, it plays a role in indicating
content value and high engagement increases interest. The sense of social belonging
associated with viral content can increase interest, but not necessarily trust. Awareness
proved to be a more critical concept in influencing trust than virality. Consumers tend to trust
content and creators they recognize, which is in line with existing literature highlighting the
importance of familiarity in consumer trust decisions. Source credibility was identified as a
key concept in establishing trust with consumers. Authentic material is defined to be honest
and transparent, which makes UGC seem more credible compared to commercial content.
This supports previous findings that emphasize the trust-building nature of authenticity.
Expertise, which is associated with content creators' knowledge and valid claims, reduces
consumer uncertainty and increases trust. Trustworthiness, which includes truthful and
unbiased information, was also found to have an impact on trust. Consistency in content was
considered crucial in establishing source credibility; authenticity, expertise, and

trustworthiness, which further strengthens trust.

The thesis therefore concludes that while virality and awareness can increase consumer
interest and indicate value, it does not explicitly insinuate trust in UGC. Instead, the
identified concepts for building trust are source credibility; authenticity, expertise, and
trustworthiness. Consumers are more keen to trust content and creators they recognize,

especially when they exhibit honesty, transparency, and consistent expertise in their niche.

7.1 Theoretical implications

Previous research on UGC has mainly used quantitative methods to determine whether
certain concepts influence trust. This leaves a gap in the understanding of how these concepts
affect trust, especially on the growing platform TikTok. This platform, now a major social

media force, has seen limited research on trust in its UGC, particularly among Gen Z
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consumers. This thesis addresses these gaps by qualitatively examining concepts that

influence consumer trust in TikTok UGC.

The study shows that although virality and awareness increase interest and engagement, it
does not directly affect trust. Instead, source credibility is crucial. Consumers trust content
that is transparent, consistent, and created by knowledgeable creators. Familiarity and
repeated exposure to creators also increase trust, which is consistent with existing theories but
provides new insights specific to TikTok. These findings contribute to a deeper theoretical
understanding of trust in digital marketing, specifically TikTok and UGC. They highlight the
importance of authenticity, expertise, and familiarity in building trust on video-based
platforms like TikTok. This research provides valuable insights, emphasizing source

credibility; and authentic, expert-driven content to foster consumer trust.

7.2 Managerial implications

The thesis shows that Gen Z consumers trust authentic content presented by knowledgeable
creators. These findings are valuable for marketers when developing strategies for social
platforms. Previous research has shown that source credibility affects trust, but this thesis
provides practical insights into the specific characteristics that make content appear authentic
and honest, which can be leveraged to create credible marketing content. Although brands
have no direct control over UGC, they can create environments that encourage consumers to
share positive experiences, which strengthens the brand. By designing products or campaigns
that encourage sharing and engagement, virality allows brands to increase consumer interest.
Virality, in turn, can lead to higher awareness and potentially increase consumer trust. The

study found that multiple independent reviews can increase perceived trust in the UGC.

Source credibility, defined by the authenticity and expertise of content creators, plays a
crucial role in building consumer trust. Brands should focus on being associated with
knowledgeable and authentic creators within their field to increase brand trust. As unpaid
UGC is perceived as more trustworthy, brands can create products or campaigns that have the
potential to go viral, by creating extreme or emotional content that more often goes viral,
attracting the attention of these creators and encouraging them to voluntarily produce UGC.
Several respondents stated that they have higher trust in informative UGC. Therefore, brands
should aim to create content that balances emotional engagement with valuable information

to create virality and awareness among consumers.

38



7.3 Limitations and Future Research

This thesis focused exclusively on Gen Z consumers and their perceptions of trust in UGC
content on TikTok. The study was facilitated by a convenience sample of ten respondents,
which limits the generalizability of the results. A larger sample size and a more diverse
sample of respondents could have increased the validity of the thesis by providing a more
representative picture of the public. In addition, a longer timeframe and greater resources

could have allowed for a broader and more comprehensive study.

Demographic factors, such as age, gender, and cultural background, may also play an
important role in how trust is created. Future research should consider a more diverse
demographic sample to better understand how these variables influence trust in UGC. Given
that this study was limited to Gen Z consumers, future studies should include other age
groups to examine how different social media habits affect trust in UGC. For example, older

generations may have different perceptions and behaviors, leading to different conclusions.

Research showed that source credibility has an impact on trust, with authenticity and
expertise being the most influential concepts. It is noteworthy that the respondents were
aware of the topic that would be covered during the interview beforehand, leading them to
mention these concepts more than others. This limited the results to address new topics that
otherwise might have arisen. Further studies could delve deeper into these specific concepts
using quantitative methods to measure their exact impact on trust. Another area for future
research is the impact of virality and awareness on trust. Although these concepts did not
prove to be crucial in this study, a more in-depth investigation could determine more subtle
connections and insights. This research was limited to the concept of virality, awareness, and
source credibility. The thesis did not include other factors that could affect trust in UGC; high
value or low value product, pre-establish relationship with the content creator, to only note a
few. Future research could include these concepts to compare with the concepts studied in

this thesis to establish what impacts trust the most.

Finally, a quantitative study could explore which concepts - authenticity, expertise, or
trustworthiness - are more significant in building trust and whether there are any links
between these factors. Furthermore, exploring the business perspective on leveraging trust in
a social media environment would provide a more comprehensive understanding of how

businesses can effectively engage with consumers through UGC.
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Appendixes

Appendix 1 - Interview guide

Virality, in the context of this study, is conceptualized as the propensity of content to be
shared and spread and received across the digital platform. This concept is examined in
terms of its ability to improve the visibility and reach of UGC, thereby influencing consumer

trust through widespread support and engagement.

Q1: What are your thoughts when you come across a viral UGC TikTok?

Q2:When you come across UGC on TikTok that many others have viewed, shared or
liked, how does this popularity influence your trust in the content?

Q3: Can you describe a piece of UGC on TikTok that you trusted enough to share?
Yes: What about it made you perceive it as credible?

No: What would make you share?

Q4: Does the speed at which a TikTok video gains popularity affect your trust in the
content, and if so, how?

Q5: Can you describe a scenario where the virality of UGC on TikTok led you to trust
the content more? What were the key factors in your judgment?

Q6: Can you describe a scenario where the virality of UGC on TikTok led you to trust

the content less? ? What were the key factors in your judgment?

Awareness is examined as the degree to which consumers are aware of and familiar with
UGC related to specific brands or products. This construct addresses the extent to which
increased awareness, facilitated by repeated exposure to UGC, affects the trustworthiness

that consumers attribute to such content.

Q7: What is your perception in terms of awareness and familiarity when you
recognize a product or brand in UGC on TikTok?

Q8: How does your recognition of a brand or product featured in UGC on TikTok
affect your trust in that content?

Q9: Could you discuss a TikTok video that increases your awareness of a product or
brand? Do you feel that the awareness of the product or brand influenced your trust?
Q10: When a TikTok video introduces you to a new product or brand, what elements

make you recall the information presented?
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QI11: If you are exposed to a product multiple times and become aware of the product,

does this affect your trust? How?
Source Credibility

Q12: In your experience, when a TikTok creator features a product you trust, does this
enhance your trust in the creator as well?
Q13: Could you describe how the creator’s association with a trusted product

specifically affects your view of their credibility?

Source Credibility - Authenticity refers to the genuine nature of the content and creator,

emphasizing the importance of sincere and relatable UGC.

Q14: In your view, what makes a TikTok content creator come across as authentic?

- How does this content creator make you feel?

Q15: How does this authenticity influence your trust in their UGC?

Q16:Can you share an example of a TikTok creator whose authenticity has impacted
your perception of the trustworthiness of their content?

- What about it earned your trust?

Q17: What characteristics or behaviors make you perceive a TikTok content creator as

authentic, and how does this perception affect your trust in their UGC?

Source Credibility - Expertise denotes the content creator's knowledge and authority in a
specific domain, and highlights how perceived expertise can strengthen trust in the

information provided.

Q18: In your opinion, what makes you perceive a TikTok content creator as an
expert?

- How does this content creator make you feel?

Q19: How does the demonstrated expertise of a TikTok content creator affect your
trust in the information they present in their UGC?

Q20: Can you recall an instance where a TikTok content creator’s expertise in their
content area led you to trust their content more?

Q21: In your opinion, what indicates that a TikTok content creator is an expert in the

content they are presenting? How does this perception build trust?
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Source Credibility - Trustworthiness in the Source summarizes the overall reliability and
integrity of the creator, underlining the critical role of ethical and honest communication in

building consumer trust.

Q22: What factors lead you to consider a TikTok content creator as a trustworthy
source of information?

Q23: Can you think of a time when a content creator on TikTok gained your trust?
What led to that change in perception?

Q24: Can you think of a time when a content creator on TikTok lost your trust? What
led to that change in perception?

Q25: When assessing the trustworthiness of a content creator on TikTok, what signs

do you look for?
Concluding questions

Q26: Do you have anything to add that makes you trust UGC that I haven't asked?
Q27:1s there anything you would like to add?
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Appendix 2 - TikTok clips shown in interviews

Theme Creator Video link Description

Cooking/ @nikodemusd ' . .

Food romer httns.//www.tlktok.com/ @ni | The creator tesj[s new food

kodemusdromer/vi 1 | products and gives their
801214427876640 opinion.

Beauty https://www.tiktok.com/(@pa | The creator informs of news
@paulasmake ulinasvanity/video/73531618 | within beauty and gives their
upvanity 20988820769 opinion.

Fashion . https://www.tiktok.com/(@ce | The creator shows and tries
@ceciliaulver | oijiaylveras/video/73492548 | on new clothes from a
as 20689104160 clothing store.

Restaurants | @kebabspotti | https://www.tiktok.com/@ke | The creator recommends a
ng babspotting/video/73447644 | restaurant and shows when

97589996833 they try the food.

Home ) https://www.tiktok.com/@eli | The creator recommends

@elinnordr nnordr/video/734174242656 | porcelain from a variety of
8019232 brands.
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https://www.tiktok.com/@nikodemusdromer/video/7351801214427876640
https://www.tiktok.com/@nikodemusdromer/video/7351801214427876640
https://www.tiktok.com/@nikodemusdromer/video/7351801214427876640
https://www.tiktok.com/@paulinasvanity/video/7353161820988820769
https://www.tiktok.com/@paulinasvanity/video/7353161820988820769
https://www.tiktok.com/@paulinasvanity/video/7353161820988820769
https://www.tiktok.com/@ceciliaulveras/video/7349254820689104160
https://www.tiktok.com/@ceciliaulveras/video/7349254820689104160
https://www.tiktok.com/@ceciliaulveras/video/7349254820689104160
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https://www.tiktok.com/@kebabspotting/video/7344764497589996833
https://www.tiktok.com/@elinnordr/video/7341742426568019232
https://www.tiktok.com/@elinnordr/video/7341742426568019232
https://www.tiktok.com/@elinnordr/video/7341742426568019232

