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TIK-ING OFF USERS?

TIKTOK SHOP AND THE ETHICS OF EVOLVING BRANDS

On September 12, 2023, TikTok launched its newest
addition to the popular app: TikTok Shop. Originally,
TikTok functioned as a video-sharing platform where
users shared information, their thoughts and feelings
on various topics, and of course, viral dances.
However, with the implementation of the marketplace
feature, creators now have the ability to promote
products and directly sell them from the app without
linking to an external browser. Thus, TikTok Shop
creates new streams of revenue for -creators,
advertisers, sellers, and TikTok itself. According to a
statement made by TikTok: “TikTok Shop empowers
brands and creators to connect with highly engaged
customers based on their interests, and it combines the power of community, creativity, and commerce to
deliver a seamless shopping experience” (TikTok, 2023).

Despite the initial excitement for TikTok Shop, many users have begun to feel annoyed by the new
marketplace’s presence. Before the shop launched, TikTok was a place for everything video-related such as
funny skits, news content, niche recommendations, and many other types of entertainment content. Since
the Shop's opening, many users claim their “For You Pages” (FYP) have been dominated by TikTok Shop
advertisements. This likely compromises the experience the user has with TikTok since a majority of users
download the app for video entertainment, not advertisements (Bejella, 2023). A recent study found that out
of 500 consecutively watched videos on TikTok, 64% of the content was entertainment while 36% of the
content was TikTok Shop advertisements (Niemeyer, 2023). This is a significant shift from the previous
100% of entertainment content that users had access to before TikTok Shop was launched. Many have
reported decreasing their screen time on TikTok because they cannot stand the constant advertisements,
and multiple anonymous comments say that they haven’t bought a single thing from the new marketplace as
they skip every advertisement that appears on their FYP (Bejella, 2023). Some have even said that TikTok
has become an “ad-filled wasteland” (Niemeyer, 2023).

Knowing this, is TikTok Shop just a complete waste of time? Not entirely. According to recent data, 88%
percent of people have bought an item after watching a video advertisement on their FYP (Clark, 2023). The
new marketplace available to TikTok users allows them to buy items very quickly and at cheap prices, which
has led to significant user interaction with the shop. For small business owners especially, TikTok shop has
been a dream because it allows them to have access to a vast group of customers without needing a vast
advertising budget. According to Evelyn Nateras, a small business owner who didn’t think her business
would survive 2023, her business is now thriving thanks to one viral video and the positive effect it had on
her TikTok Shop revenue streams (Hunter & Kelly, 2023). Indeed, as Oxford Economics report, “[small and
midsize businesses] activity on TikTok contributed $24.2bn to GDP in the US in 2023, while supporting
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224,000 jobs” (Oxford Economics, 2024). Furthermore, as critics themselves note, TikTok Shop ads are
skippable, and no one is forced to watch them.

Nonetheless, while TikTok Shop is easy to utilize for quick purchases, scams are still possible and driving
some people away from the platform. Not only are a portion of users not getting the quality of products they
paid for, some buyers aren’t receiving their items at all. Similarly, dangerous items that are supposedly
banned from TikTok Shop, including weight loss pills and “lipo” (lipotropic) injections, can be found for sale
on the marketplace (Hunter & Kelly, 2023). Because these products are available and relatively easy to
purchase from the shop, this suggests that the inspection process is not thorough enough to ensure all of the
sellers on TikTok Shop are adhering to rules and regulations.

TikTok Shop has been a dream come true for those who are profiting from the marketplace - creators, small
businesses, and TikTok itself. Despite these advantages, some of the negative experiences users have had
with annoying advertisements and scam sales are clear downsides for many. This raises several questions:
Was the implementation of TikTok Shop a good idea? And if not, why is TikTok pushing it so heavily? Are
monetary interests their main motivation and priority, rather than user experience? Rather than simply
being a fun app for entertaining videos, which was its appeal to users in the first place, TikTok is transforming
into something vastly different from its original inception.

This dilemma serves as a reminder that businesses must consider the ethical implications of seeking
corporate advantages that disappoint their users. TikTok is far from the first social media company to
introduce ads to its platform. Though social media is often touted as important for social connection and
even democratic deliberation in the 21st century, these platforms are ultimately businesses, not public
services. While some may be annoyed by advertisements, ad revenue is what allows all of us to enjoy social
media free of charge. How far can platforms deviate from their original product while still valuing user
experience?

Discussion Questions:

1) What is ethically problematic about video-sharing platforms changing their intended user
experience by implementing advertisements as a way to increase revenue? How might it be
justifiable?

2) How can companies update and evolve their brand while still valuing their customers?

3) Can you highlight ethical principles that companies could use as a guide when deviating from a
version of their service that is beloved by many customers?

4) In situations where a company's customer base is at odds with each other on what services they
want, how should a company ethically go about appeasing those involved? Can everyone be happy
or only some?
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