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[bookmark: _Toc939235506]Chapter 1: Introduction 
1.1. [bookmark: _Toc1257170876]Introduction to the topic
The growth of fast-fashion stores, specifically Shein, is also related to the way the TikTok algorithm works. In 2022, Shein became the most downloaded shopping app in the world. Its growth can be attributed to the FYP (For You Page) algorithm of TikTok. It uses user data to produce content that keeps users engaged with likes, shares and watch time (Kemp, 2025).
1.2. [bookmark: _Toc2046319780]Research Problem
While previous research has described the association between social media marketing and fast fashion consumption, the psychological processes underlying these behaviours remain largely under examined.  This study identifies a hitherto unrecognised ethical challenge within social media marketing, which this paper labels 'the dual-use algorithm.' According to Stjelja (2025), the algorithms designed to prompt impulse buying among fast-fashion consumers are dual-use technologies, present significant ethical challenges, as these persuasive technologies can lead to sever behavioural manipulation and consumer exploitation.
1.3. [bookmark: _Toc1837531031]Purpose of the research
The purpose of this study is to investigate how TikTok's engagement metrics influence consumer behaviour in the fast fashion industry, using Shein as a case study. Furthermore, the research aims to critically reflect on the dual-use risk of these algorithmic influence techniques, arguing that their commercial application can lead to significant consumer manipulation and broader ethical concerns regarding digital privacy and autonomy.
1.4. [bookmark: _Toc824118952]Proposed aim, objectives and research questions 
Aims: 
This study aim to investigate how TikTok's engagement metrics shape consumer behaviour in the fast fashion industry with special refence to Shein. 

The Objectives: 
1. To investigate the engagement metrics on TikTok are related to the purchase intentions of the fast fashion consumers with special refence to Shein
2. To study positive and negative impacts of the engagement metrics such as the likes, shares and views on TikTok are related to the consumer behaviour of the fast fashion consumers, with special refence to Shein
3. To provide necessary recommendations for Shein to enhance the engagement metrics of TikTok to improve consumer behaviour. 

Research Questions:
RQ1: What is the connection between TikTok engagement metrics (views, likes, comments and saves) and purchase intentions among fast fashion consumers? 
RQ2: How does the For You Page's algorithm influence consumer decision-making in adopting impulsive consumption habits when interacting with Shein products?
RQ3: What are the societal and security risks associated with sophisticated algorithmic manipulation techniques in social media marketing?

1.5. [bookmark: _Toc582874298]Significance of the topic 
There are three key reasons why this study is important. Firstly, it is important to understand how people behave online. Social media has changed the way people traditionally purchase. They don't make decisions about what to buy in the same way. They are instead guided by algorithmic recommendations and social proof online. By looking at this we can learn how mental biases like impulsive buying are exploited in e-commerce today (Salwanisa and Wikartika, 2023). Secondly, TikTok is a rich space to study. It has moved beyond being seen as just an entertainment platform to now being a major player in global social commerce. The platform now has over 1.5 billion active users. The discovery-oriented algorithm there has a level of predictive precision for people's preferences. This is more than any other social platform. Generation Z now increasingly rely on TikTok as the primary channel to discover products. So TikTok is the most relevant space to study in terms of understanding how digital marketing influences behaviour (Ding, Antonucci and Venditti, 2025). Further studies have shown that TikTok's algorithmic content is a major influence on purchase decision-making for this demographic (Hidayatullah et al, 2025). Finally, Shein is the perfect case study because it represents the epitome of the fast fashion business model. The company was the most downloaded shopping app in the world in 2022. This was because of how they integrated their fast supply chain with the virality of trending styles on TikTok. Shein, despite intense criticism around ethical and environmental practices, drives hyper-consumption for Generation Z. This makes it an interesting lens to look through when examining how algorithmic marketing can affect people's purchasing decisions in a way that overpowers rational behaviour (Zimand-Sheiner and Lissitsa, 2024).



[bookmark: _Toc371193006]Chapter 2: Literature Review 
[bookmark: _Toc1416089772]2.1 Introduction 
Although there is a copious amount of literature on social media marketing and fast fashion, there is a precise research gap regarding the specific mechanisms of how algorithmic influence works. Recent studies on social media platforms such as TikTok's general impact on Generation Z are mostly qualitative in nature. Therefore, this paper proposes to address the current gap by employing a quantitative approach to examine the impact of visible engagement metrics such as views, likes, comments and saves as digital stimuli on impulsive consumer behaviour. In doing so, the paper aims to statistically measure and isolate specific variables of the S-O-R model on impulsive consumer behaviour within the setting of Shein.

[bookmark: _Toc1376409758]2.2 Introduction to consumer behaviour
In the digital age, consumer behaviour has moved beyond the linear search-based purchasing to be more changing and discovery driven consumption. The S-O-R (Stimulus-Organism-Response) structure has been utilised as a statistically testable model to quantify how external digital stimuli result in observable consumer outcomes (Rawangngam, 2025). 
This shows that various digital stimuli (e.g., TikTok likes, shares and watch time) interact with several attitudinal variables, referred to in S-O-R as the 'organism' (e.g., Fear of Missing Out, FOMO and purchase urgency ratings), to result in certain key behavioral outcomes, such as impulse buying frequency (Hong-Ngoc, 2025). Empirical studies have found that consumers from Generation Z had high scores on a proposed scale of digital social proof susceptibility and are susceptible to follow peers' opinion and algorithmic product recommendation when they decide to buy, particularly within the fast fashion industry (Salwanisa & Wikartika, 2023).


[bookmark: _Toc7620678]2.3 Evolution of Tiktok and its engagement metrics
Platform differences reflect a major shift in how people discover products online. Where previous platforms relied on social graph interactions, the TikTok For You Page uses an interest graph. It pushes content proactively using predictive engagement metrics like watch time, completion rates and shares (Ding et al, 2025). The discovery-based model is powerful for matching content with audiences at scale. Shein has successfully leveraged this algorithmic structure. The company aligned their supply chain with TikTok's viral trend cycles, creating a feedback loop between high engagement metrics and faster product discovery and sales (Zimand-Sheiner and Lissitsa, 2024).

[bookmark: _Toc831321408]2.4 Positive impacts on Tiktok on Consumer Behaviour
From both a commercial and user experience standpoint, platforms like TikTok use algorithm-driven discovery to minimize search friction for consumers seeking relevant products while expending minimal mental effort, as noted by Xilai et al. (2026). 
TikTok's algorithmic exposure of user-generated content (#SheinHaul videos, for instance) fosters community sense and perceived authenticity over traditional advertising, enhancing the personal connection between algorithmic personalisation and consumer satisfaction through tailored entertainment and product recommendations, which correlates with higher purchase intentions, particularly for fast fashion brands as observed by Hidayatullah et al. (2025). 
Extra research supports that social media-driven product discovery, particularly TikTok-based influencer content, yields statistically important improvements in both brand awareness and conversion rates among Generation Z consumers (Arifin et al, 2024).


[bookmark: _Toc146575272]2.5 Negative impacts on TikTok on Consumer Behaviour
Yet, the same algorithmic efficiency can also drive other, equally deleterious, impacts on consumer behaviour. Emerging research suggests that the engagement metrics of TikTok are designed to target measurable attitudinal vulnerabilities (Degli et al, 2024), to elicit self-reported Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) and compulsive usage metrics that are directly linked to overconsumption patterns (Degli et al, 2024). Bar-Gill and Sunstein (2023) argue that such quantified targeting is a direct form of behaviourally manipulative advertising. This research identifies a key dual-use dilemma: the algorithmic bypass of rational decision-making to help overconsumption raises significant ethical concerns regarding consumers autonomy and digital manipulation (Bradshaw and Howard, 2023). This research will highlight the empirical reality that Tik Tok’s algorithm can heavily distort consumer decision-making, leading to large-scale behavioural manipulation (Finkelstein, 2025), which poses measurable risks to vulnerable consumer group. In total, these findings point towards important ethical and regulatory risks that extend far beyond fast fashion (Hacker, 2023). Finally, Stjelja (2025) demonstrates that the lack of algorithmic transparency legislation is significantly correlated with statistically important commercial exploitation and, in turn, measurable harm to society.

[bookmark: _Toc2115287075]Chapter 3: Research Methods and Methodology
[image: Can the ‘research onion’ help your thinking around the philosophical ...]

3.1. [bookmark: _Toc1558353307]Research Philosophy

The Study will adopt a positivist research philosophy, which holds that knowledge is derived from observable and measurable phenomena leading to objective and generalisable findings (Saunders et al., 2023). Given the primary objective is to measure the connection between TikTok engagement metrics and consumer purchase intentions, statistical measurement and hypothesis testing to achieve empirical generalisation is warranted. Also, the adoption of positivist methodology will enable the application of structured survey instruments and statistical analysis tools such as SPSS to identify correlations and regression relationships within the defined sample population (Creswell & Creswell, 2025).  This approach should yield replicable findings and provide objective insights to inform the existing body of knowledge in understanding algorithmic influence and consumer behaviour.

3.2. Approach to Theory Development

This study will use deductive methodology for theoretical development. Deductive theory development is the process of formulating hypothesis based on existing theory and testing the hypothesis to confirm or refute the theory (Saunders et al, 2023). The deductive theory development is appropriate for this study because the theoretical structure already exists. The study uses the Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) model as the theoretical structure to test whether TikTok engagement metrics can statistically predict consumer purchase intention for Shein. The inductive methodology is inappropriate for this study because the theoretical structure has already been developed (Saunders et al, 2023). The abductive methodology is not required for this study because the study does not intend to develop new theoretical structure. Instead, the study aims to confirm or refute the existing theoretical structure using empirical data. The deductive methodology is appropriate for this study because the study uses survey design which is a quantitative research method (Saunders et al, 2023).

The specific Hypotheses to be tested are: 

· H1: There exists a positive and important connection between TikTok engagement metrics (such as likes, shares and watch time) and consumer purchase intentions toward Shein.
· H2: The FOMO effect induced by the TikTok “For You Page” (FYP) algorithm mediates the relationship between consumer engagement metrics and impulsive purchasing behaviour.
· H3: Consumers exposed to a higher percentage of algorithmic content on TikTok report higher levels of concern about societal risks related to algorithmic manipulation.
[bookmark: _Toc65647192]3.3. Methodological Choice
To address the research questions objectively and generalisable, a mono-method quantitative design will be employed. This involves collecting numerical data through a structured survey to establish statistical trends and correlations. While a mixed-methods approach was considered to gain deeper qualitative insights into consumer psychology, it was ultimately rejected. The primary objective of this study is to quantify the impact of engagement metrics and test specific hypotheses derived from the S-O-R model, which requires statistical rigour and a large sample size rather than subjective interpretation. A single quantitative method ensures that the findings are objective, replicable, and statistically significant, aligning perfectly with the positivist philosophy and deductive approach (Saunders et al., 2023).


[bookmark: _Toc1418839103]3.4. Research Strategies

The chosen research strategy is a survey. Surveys are highly suitable for deductive, positivist research as they allow for the collection of a large amount of standardised data from a sizeable population in a highly economical way, facilitating statistical analysis (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). Alternative strategies were considered but deemed inappropriate for this study. A case study strategy, while ideal for in-depth exploration of an organisation, would not provide the broad consumer data needed to test hypotheses across a population. Similarly, ethnography, which is suitable for studying cultural contexts over extended periods, is incompatible with the need for objective, quantifiable data regarding specific engagement metrics and purchase intentions. Therefore, a survey strategy is the most robust choice to answer the research questions
[bookmark: _Toc324692914]3.5. Time Horizon
The Research will employ a cross-sectional research design, capturing consumer behaviours and attitudes at a single point in time to assess current consumer behaviours and attitudes. A longitudinal design, capturing data repeatedly over a period to observe changes, is not suitable as the rapid progress of TikTok trends and fast fashion makes it more efficient to assess current consumer behaviours and attitudes. the snapshot of algorithmic influence is noted in Saunders et al. (2023). 
[bookmark: _Toc839995432]3.6. Data Collection and Data Analysis
The selected population of interest for the data collection will be UK-based university students classified as GenZ who users of social media are app Tiktok and fashion platform Shein. The data will be collected by administering the questionnaire and will be selected through purposive sampling targeting a sample size of approximately 100 - 150 students. The sample will consist of participants aged between 18 and 24 and university students who use Tiktok and Shein apps at least once a week to participate. Any students who do not meet these criteria will be excluded from the study. 
The primary data collection technique used for this research is the online, self-administered questionnaire which will be distributed via Qualtrics or Jisc Online Surveys. This will enable rapid collection and consistent recording of data among a dispersed student body. To quantitatively assess the variables in the proposed research model, questionnaires incorporating 5-point Likert scale ranging from "Strongly Disagree" to "Strongly Agree" will be utilised to quantify intangible constructs such as FOMO, purchase intent and consumer awareness of algorithmic risks from personal data in the setting of social commerce. 

The completed questionnaires will be collated and inputted into SPSS for data analysis. Descriptive statistics including means and standard deviations will provide an overview of the demographic characteristics of the selected sample. Inferential statistics will be applied to test the proposed hypothesis, including Pearson Connection to examine the relationship between perceived content attributes on Tiktok and consumer's purchase intentions (H1); Multiple Regression analysis will investigate the potential impact of the FYP algorithm on impulsive consumption and whether FOMO plays a mediating role (H2); Multiple Regression will also measure levels of consumer concern for societal risks arising from algorithmic influence on FYP (H3).
[bookmark: _Toc212869897]3.7. Time prospects of the research
The following Gantt chart outlines the key research activities and timeline:

	Task / Phase
	April
	May
	June
	July
	August

	Finalise topic and research questions
	X
	
	
	
	

	Submit research proposal
	X
	
	
	
	

	Conduct literature review
	X
	X
	
	
	

	Submit ethics approval application
	X
	
	
	
	

	Design and distribute online survey
	
	
	X

	
	

	Data collection period
	
	
	X
	X
	

	SPSS statistical analysis
	
	
	
	
	X

	Draft Introduction, Lit Review, Methodology
	
	
	
	
	X

	Draft Findings, Discussion, Conclusion
	
	
	
	
	X


	Final proofread, formatting, and submission
	
	
	
	
	X




[bookmark: _Toc363026983]3.8. Ethical consideration of the research
This research will be carried out following the UWTSD Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice and the UWTSD Research Data Management Policy. Ethical approval will be obtained before data collection begins on 10th June 2026. Data collection will involve only an anonymous online questionnaire shared via the UWTSD OneDrive platform. No names, email addresses or any personal contact details will be collected. This will ensure full compliance with GDPR and the Data Protection Act 2018 (ICO, 2018). Participants in this study will be adults in Generation Z aged 18-29. These adults will participate in the research voluntarily. Recruitment will happen via online social media groups and forums. All respondents prior to participation will see an online consent form, informing them of their right to withdraw from the study at any point and their right to skip any question. It will also inform respondents of the secure storage of their data. All data will be reported in a way that is fully anonymised and aggregated. There will be no vulnerable participants, deception or audio/video recording as part of this study.






[bookmark: _Toc971358545]Chapter 4: Conclusion
The research proposes a quantitative approach to investigate the relationship between TikTok consumption and fast fashion consumption in the setting of Shein by leveraging the S-O-R model, a widely applied structure in consumer behaviour studies. The analysis is guided by a positivist model and is dedicated to exploring how algorithmic cues elicit impulsive Purchase Impulse Responses in consumers. The study contributes to the understanding of dual-use algorithms, explaining how dual-use algorithms can also help commercial persuasion and societal risks such as mental exploitation and consumer manipulation. The study is relevant to digital marketing literature by providing empirical evidence for the societal impact of algorithmic ethics. The study provides practical implications for algorithmic ethics, regulatory policies and future regulatory recommendations.
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