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Abstract

This study uses a Stimulus-Organism-Response (SOR) framework to examine
how TikTok Shop advertising shapes Generation Z purchase intention, medi-
ated by consumer engagement and trust. Data were collected through survey
questionnaires from 190 self-reported Generation Z individuals who reported
using TikTok and prior exposure to TikTok Shop advertisements. The six stim-
ulus variables are advertising informativeness, entertainment, visual appeal,
credibility, influencer persuasiveness, and content clarity; the organism varia-
bles are engagement and trust; and the response variable is purchase intention.
Pearson correlations showed that trust was strongly and positively correlated
with purchase intention (r = 0.865, p < 0.001). The multi-item engagement,
trust, and purchase-intention measures showed good to high internal con-
sistency (a = 0.811 - 0.925). The study provides strategic insights for marketers
targeting Gen Z through TikTok Shop advertising.
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1. Introduction

The advent of short-form video platforms has changed how customers shop. Tik-
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Tok has become a prominent platform in social media marketing, and TikTok
Shop integrates short-video, livestreaming, and in-platform commerce features
[1]. Generation Z customers (born 1997-2012) are important in digital commerce
today because they are fluent in social media, have rapidly adopted features like
social commerce, and are increasingly financially powerful [2] [3].

Although studies have shown growing interest in marketing through TikTok, a
gap remains in understanding how the stimulus attributes of TikTok Shop adver-
tising translate into Generation Z consumers’ purchase intention, mediated by the
psychological mechanisms of consumer engagement and trust. Recent TikTok
and short-form video research has linked content characteristics and SOR-based
mechanisms with purchase behavior [4] [5]. Individual aspects such as influencer
credibility, live-streaming functionality, electronic word of mouth (eWOM), and
entertainment have been explained as separate concepts; however, they have
rarely been tested in an integrated framework that focuses on two aspects of the
stimulus-response model: cognitive and affective mediators [6] [7].

The Stimulus-Organism-Response (SOR) framework seems suitable for this
purpose. Initially developed in environmental psychology [8], the SOR framework
explains that internal organism states influence behavior in response to external
stimuli. This seems fitting for understanding how TikTok Shop advertising stim-
uli influence engagement, trust, and purchase intention among customers [9].

This study contributes in three ways. First, it examines the relationship between
TikTok Shop advertising stimuli and Gen Z purchase intention. Second, it exam-
ines the role of trust and engagement in this relationship. Third, it uses survey

data to ground the research in real-life consumer experiences.

2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

2.1. The Stimulus-Organism-Response (SOR) Framework

The Stimulus-Organism-Response (SOR) framework has been widely applied in
e-commerce and social commerce research to explain how external stimuli influ-
ence consumer behavior through internal psychological states. Stimuli trigger
emotions such as pleasure and arousal, which influence whether the individual
approaches or avoids the stimulus [8]. Subsequent use of the concept extended
these emotional parameters with more generalizable cognitive and affective con-
structs in social media and e-commerce settings, such as trust and engagement
[9]-[12]. Furthermore, in social media advertising, attributes such as information,
entertainment, credibility, or source-related stimuli might influence consumer at-

titude, behavioral intention, and perceived value [6] [13] [14].

2.2. TikTok Shop Advertising as Stimuli

Six advertising attributes are relevant to the TikTok Shop context: 1) informative-
ness, or the usefulness of product information; 2) entertainment, or the enjoyment
gained from an advertisement; 3) visual appeal, or the attractiveness of its presen-

tation; 4) credibility, or how trustworthy the advertisement appears; 5) influencer
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persuasiveness, or how convincing an endorsement is; and 6) content clarity, or
how clearly product features are communicated. These traits have previously been
associated with consumer attitudes, behavioral intentions, and perceived value in

social media advertising [4] [13] [14].

2.3. Engagement and Trust as Organism Variables

Consumer engagement is defined as the psychological state that reflects active be-
havioral interaction with, and a positive emotional response to, a stimulus [11].
In the social media commerce context, consumer engagement is illustrated by ac-
tively watching product videos in advertisements, interacting with those adver-
tisements through likes, comments, and shares, and spending time investigating
featured products. Prior studies identify consumer engagement as an important
psychological response in online/social advertising contexts [12] [15].

In social commerce contexts, where uncertainty is higher due to increased infor-
mation asymmetry between buyers and sellers, consumer trust plays an important
role. Consumer trust is defined as the willingness to rely on an exchange partner
based on positive expectations about its actions [16]. Consumer trust in TikTok
Shop refers to reliance, belief in product information, perceived transactional secu-
rity, and confidence in the seller. TikTok Shop-specific research also identifies trust
as an important factor in purchase intention [1]. Studies have shown consumer trust
predicts purchase and continuance intention in social commerce and live-streaming
commerce contexts [10] [17] [18]. Trust therefore represents beliefs about reliabil-
ity, safety, and information credibility, whereas purchase intention represents a re-

spondent’s stated likelihood of making a future purchase.

2.4. Research Hypotheses

Based on the literature above, we hypothesize as follows:

H1: The six TikTok Shop advertising attributes are positively associated with
consumer engagement.

H2: The six TikTok Shop advertising attributes are positively associated with
consumer trust.

H3: Consumer engagement is positively associated with trust in TikTok Shop.

H4: Consumer engagement is positively associated with Gen Z purchase inten-
tion.

HS5: Trust is positively associated with Gen Z purchase intention.

Hé6: Mediating effect of consumer engagement and trust on the relationship be-
tween stimulus attributes of TikT ok Shop advertisements and Gen Z purchase in-

tention.

3. Methodology
3.1. Research Design and Sample

The study uses a quantitative, cross-sectional survey design. The survey was ad-

ministered through Google Forms and distributed using purposive online out-
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reach through Instagram, personal networks, and other public online channels. A
total of 270 responses were received. Eligibility was assessed using self-reported
screening questions asking whether respondents identified as Generation Z (born
between 1997-2012), used TikTok, and had seen product advertisements on Tik-
Tok Shop. Of the 270 responses, 59 did not identify as Gen Z, 20 identified as Gen
Z but did not use TikTok, and 1 used TikTok but had not seen TikT ok Shop prod-
uct advertisements. The remaining 190 respondents formed the final sample for
analysis. The survey was not restricted to a single geographic market, and re-
spondent location was not collected.

The sample included 116 males (61.1%) and 72 females (37.9%); 2 individuals
identified as none (1.1%). The mean age of respondents was 20.23 years (SD =
5.82), with a range of 13 to 40 years. Regarding academic qualifications, 55.3%
reported high school education, 20.5% college-level education, and the remainder
held graduate degrees or other qualifications; 70.5% reported daily TikTok use,
and 55.8% confirmed they shop on e-platforms frequently every week. Eligibility
was based on the screening responses rather than independent verification of de-

mographic information.

3.2. Measures

All the items were operationalized using a 5-point Likert scale anchored from 1 to
5 (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). The survey items were developed
specifically for this study from the construct definitions and literature reviewed
above rather than directly adopted from an existing validated scale. The question-
naire was reviewed with the faculty co-author and pilot-tested before final distri-
bution; feedback on item wording and clarity was used to refine the questionnaire.
The stimulus component included six distinct single-item advertising attributes:
informativeness, entertainment, visual appeal, credibility, influencer persuasive-
ness, and content clarity. The 4 items of consumer engagement are active watch-
ing, interacting with content, investigating the product, and felt engagement,
whereas the 4 items of trust included product trust, seller reliability, safety of pur-
chase, and product information trustworthiness. Purchase intention was meas-
ured using the 2 items that directly assessed intent to purchase and likelihood of
buying recommended products. The additional items on considering TikTok
Shop when shopping online and recommending purchases from TikTok Shop
were treated as separate platform-consideration and advocacy outcomes and were

not included in the purchase-intention composite.

3.3. Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s alpha reliability analysis, and Pearson correla-
tions were used in the analysis using the software Python (pandas v1.5; scipy
v1.10). Composite scores were calculated as the mean of the items for engagement,
trust, and purchase intention; the six advertising stimulus attributes were analyzed

separately rather than treated as a validated unidimensional construct. Internal
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consistency was evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha [19]. Discriminant validity be-
tween trust and purchase intention was assessed using the heterotrait-monotrait
ratio (HTMT) [20]. Pearson correlations examined the bivariate relationships
used to test H1 - H5.

To address H6, we performed separate regression-based serial mediation anal-
yses for each of the six advertising attributes, with engagement and trust as se-
quential mediators and purchase intention as the outcome.

We calculated 95% confidence intervals for the direct and specific indirect ef-

fects using 10,000 bootstrap resamples [21].

4. Results

4.1. Descriptive Statistics

For advertising stimuli, informativeness received the highest rating (M = 3.28, SD
= 1.04), closely followed by Entertainment (M = 3.24, SD = 0.97), while Content
Clarity received the lowest rating (M = 2.58, SD = 1.15). Regarding engagement,
Perceived Engagement has the highest mean score (M = 3.30, SD = 0.87), whereas
Active Interaction has received a conspicuously low mean rating (M = 1.58, SD =
0.85). The trust scale found perceived purchase safety to have the highest rating
among sub-scale measurements (M = 3.34, SD = 0.98). The two purchase-inten-
tion items also had relatively high mean scores, with Intent to Purchase the highest
(M =3.74, SD = 1.34). (See Table 1)

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for survey items (N = 190).

Item M SD Construct

Advertisements provide useful product information 3.28 1.04 Stimulus attribute
Advertisements are entertaining 3.24 0.97 Stimulus attribute
Advertisements are visually appealing 291 0.77 Stimulus attribute
Advertisements appear credible 2.81 0.92 Stimulus attribute
Influencers promote products in a convincing way 2.89 1.17 Stimulus attribute
Advertisements clearly explain product features 2.58 1.15 Stimulus attribute
I actively watch TikTok Shop product videos 2.32 1.06  Engagement

I interact (like, comment, share) with TikTok Shop

1.58 0.85 Engagement
content

I spend time exploring products promoted on TikTok 3.03 1.05  Engagement

I feel engaged watching TikTok Shop content 3.30 0.87  Engagement
I trust products promoted on TikTok Shop 3.28 1.31 Trust
I believe TikTok Shop sellers are reliable 3.01 1.06 Trust
I feel safe purchasing products through TikTok Shop 3.34 0.98 Trust
TikTok Shop provides trustworthy product information 3.18 1.08 Trust
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Continued
I intend to purchase products through TikTok Shop 3.74 1.34 PI
I am likely to buy products recommended on TikTok 3.61 1.13 PI
I would consider TikTok Shop when shopping online 3.35 1.40 co:i?ctifeor:trilon
I would recommend purchasing from TikTok Shop 3.48 1.00 Advocacy

Note. PI = Purchase Intention. Platform consideration and advocacy were analyzed sepa-
rately and were not included in the PI composite.

4.2. Reliability and Discriminant Validity

The three multi-item constructs showed good internal reliability above the 0.70
threshold [19]. Trust showed the largest scale reliability (a = 0.925), followed by
purchase intention (a = 0.885) and engagement (a = 0.811). Because the six ad-
vertising attributes were modeled separately, no alpha was used to claim that they
formed a unidimensional construct. The HTMT value between trust and purchase
intention was 0.947, above the 0.90 benchmark [20], indicating that discriminant

validity between these two measures was not fully established. (See Table 2)

Table 2. Multi-item construct reliability and composite means.

Construct Items a M SD
Engagement 4 0.811 2.56 0.77
Trust 4 0.925 3.20 1.01
Purchase Intention 2 0.885 3.67 1.17

4.3. Correlation Analysis and Hypothesis Testing

All six advertising attributes were positively associated with engagement (r = 0.351
- 0.677, all p < 0.001), supporting H1, and all six were positively associated with
trust (r = 0.266 - 0.706, all p < 0.001), supporting H2. Table 3 reports the attribute-

level associations.

Table 3. Advertising attribute correlations with engagement and trust (N = 190).

Advertising attribute Engagement Trust
Informativeness 0.677*** 0.706***
Entertainment 0.667*** 0.681***
Visual appeal 0.598*** 0.290%**
Credibility 0.351*** 0.667***
Influencer persuasiveness 0.622*** 0.567***
Content clarity 0.520*** 0.266***

Note. ***p < 0.001.
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The association between engagement and trust supports H3 (r = 0.623).

The positive association between engagement and purchase intention supports
H4 (r = 0.566). Trust showed the strongest association with purchase intention (r
= 0.865), supporting H5. Table 4 presents the correlations among engagement,
trust, and purchase intention. H6 is reported in the serial mediation analysis in
Table 5.

Table 4. Pearson correlation matrix for engagement, trust, and purchase intention (N =
190).

Construct 1. Engagement 2. Trust 3.PI

1. Engagement -
2. Trust 0.623** -

3. Purchase Intention 0.566*** 0.865%** -

Note. PI = Purchase Intention. ***p < 0.001.

Table 5. Summary of hypothesis testing results.

H Hypothesis r P Result

H1 Advertising attributes > Engagement 0.351 - 0.677 <0.001 Supported

H2 Advertising attributes - Trust 0.266 - 0.706 <0.001  Supported
H3 Engagement > Trust 0.623 <0.001  Supported
H4 Engagement > Purchase Intention 0.566 <0.001  Supported
H5 Trust > Purchase Intention 0.865 <0.001 Supported
Partially

H6 Engagement & Trust mediate attributes > PI - -
supported*

*Note. H6 was tested using separate serial mediation analyses for the six advertising attrib-
utes with 10,000 bootstrap resamples. The sequential indirect effect was significant for five
of the six attributes (see Table 5).

4.4. Serial Mediation Analysis

Serial mediation was estimated separately for each advertising attribute. Table 6
reports the direct effect and each specific indirect effect with 95% bootstrap con-
fidence intervals. The sequential indirect path through engagement and trust was
significant for entertainment, visual appeal, credibility, influencer persuasiveness,
and content clarity because their confidence intervals excluded zero. The sequen-
tial path for informativeness was not significant because its confidence interval
included zero. H6 was therefore partially supported. Influencer persuasiveness
and content clarity also showed significant negative direct effects on purchase in-
tention despite positive total indirect effects. This pattern is consistent with com-
petitive or inconsistent mediation, suggesting that their positive indirect effects
on purchase intention operate primarily through engagement and trust rather

than through a positive direct pathway. Visual appeal showed a more complex
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pattern: its trust-only indirect effect was negative and nonsignificant, while its se-
quential indirect effect through engagement and trust was comparatively strong
and significant, suggesting that engagement may be important in translating vis-

ual appeal into trust-related purchase intention. (See Table 6)

Table 6. Serial mediation effects by advertising attribute.

Attribute Direct Via engagement Via trust Sequential Total indirect
. 0.246 -0.031 0.436 0.150 0.556
Informativeness
[0.098, 0.390] [-0.127, 0.057] [0.286, 0.665] [-0.003, 0.278] [0.406, 0.739]
. 0.183 -0.013 0.447 0.189 0.623
Entertainment
[-0.017, 0.367] [-0.121, 0.084] [0.274, 0.686] [0.053, 0.318] [0.440, 0.847]
. 0.107 -0.004 -0.165 0.537 0.368
Visual appeal
[~0.054, 0.245] [-0.135, 0.127] [-0.343, 0.048] [0.367, 0.743] [0.177, 0.590]
- 0.122 0.024 0.502 0.152 0.678
Credibility
[~0.095, 0.308] [-0.052, 0.076] [0.319, 0.744] [0.076, 0.266] [0.481, 0.941]
Influencer -0.258 0.098 0.269 0.251 0.618
persuasiveness [-0.395, —0.125] [~0.005, 0.199] [0.131, 0.430] [0.129, 0.401] [0.476, 0.778]
-0.200 0.084 -0.067 0.290 0.307

Content clarit
Y [~0.324, —0.084] [~0.009, 0.190] [-0.183, 0.053] [0.187, 0.426] [0.162, 0.454]

Note. Values are unstandardized B coefficients with 95% bootstrap confidence intervals in brackets. Intervals that exclude zero

indicate a statistically significant effect.

5. Discussion

5.1. Theoretical Contributions

First, this study contributes to theory extension by applying the S-O-R framework
to TikTok Shop, a relatively novel short-form social commerce channel, and by
verifying its relevance across emerging platforms. This empirical confirmation ex-
tends the SOR framework’s broad applicability to new communication channel
types. At the attribute level, all six advertising attributes were positively associated
with both engagement and trust, supporting and expanding existing findings on
social media advertising effects [13] [14].

In particular, the notably strong link between trust and purchase intention (r =
0.865) reiterates the significance of trust in unfamiliar, high-risk e-commerce con-
texts and is consistent with TikTok Shop-specific evidence [1] [10] [17] [18].

Because trust showed the strongest relationship with purchase intention among
the variables studied, this suggests that trust may be particularly important in Tik-
Tok Shop purchase intention. Furthermore, the findings emphasize the im-

portance of evaluating Gen Z social commerce behavior through a trusting lens.

5.2. Practical Implications

The strongest relationship found between trust and purchase intention highlights
the need for marketing activities targeting Gen Z on TikTok Shop to prioritize
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building trust and credibility, alongside entertainment- or visual-focused efforts.
Specifically, brands should provide transparent product information, highlight
seller credibility, offer secure payment processes, and use authentic rather than
purely promotional influencer endorsements.

The relatively lower scores for Content Clarity (M = 2.58) and Active Interac-
tion (M = 1.58) suggest key areas for improvement. Advertisers on TikTok Shop
need to balance high entertainment value with more substantial and clear infor-
mation in their marketing campaigns. Increased efforts through interactive prod-
uct demonstrations, engaging Q & A sessions, and prompt responses to comments

can promote greater interaction and eventual purchase among consumers.

5.3. Limitations and Future Research

Future research can extend this line of inquiry by addressing limitations in our
study, such as the cross-sectional design that restricts drawing definitive causal
inferences between S-O-R constructs. A longitudinal design or experimental
methods could better establish temporal order and causality in stimulus-organ-
ism-response relationships. Despite these causality limitations, correlational find-
ings can still provide support.

Most respondents in our sample were high school-educated male Gen Z users;
consequently, their perceptions may not generalize to all demographics.

This self-selection into the sample makes it crucial for studies of social media
consumption to ensure a wide and varied age and demographic distribution
among participants. Generational eligibility and TikTok exposure were deter-
mined through self-report, and some reported ages were inconsistent with the
stated Gen Z birth-year range; therefore, demographic responses were not inde-
pendently verified. Respondent geography was also not collected. The researcher-
developed measures were reviewed and pilot-tested but were not directly adopted
from previously validated scales. In addition, the HTMT value between trust and
purchase intention (0.947) exceeded the 0.90 benchmark, so discriminant validity
was not fully established and the strong trust-purchase intention relationship
should be interpreted cautiously. Future research should validate more sharply
differentiated measures and could also explore moderating factors such as prior
purchase experience, product category, and social media literacy across a wider

and more diverse group of Gen Z consumers.

6. Conclusions

This study examined how TikTok Shop advertising is associated with Gen Z pur-
chase intention through engagement and trust using the Stimulus-Organism-Re-
sponse (SOR) framework. Data were collected from 190 self-identified Gen Z re-
spondents who passed the TikTok use and TikTok Shop advertisement-exposure
screening questions. The results showed significant positive associations between
each advertising attribute and both engagement and trust, which were also signif-

icantly associated with purchase intention.
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Trust showed the strongest relationship with purchase intention among the ex-

amined constructs (r = 0.865). The serial mediation analyses also showed signifi-

cant sequential indirect effects through engagement and trust for five of the six

advertising attributes.

Findings from this study extend the conceptualization of the S-O-R theoretical

framework to short-form social commerce and provide actionable implications

for brands seeking to leverage TikTok Shop’s advertising attributes to drive pur-

chase behavior.
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