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Abstract. The objective of this research project was to spark academic discourse on
the need for practitioner-oriented research in big data marketing applications. For
this purpose, a specific TikTok Hashtag Challenge, #FordWatchMe, was selected
for its over 2.7 billion campaign impressions. Little to no scholarly research was
identified to critically appraise the value of TikTok’s user engagement and reported
campaign metrics, despite TikTok’s growing relevancy for marketers. A sequential
mixed research method was designed, consisting of interviews, qualitative content
reviews and a user engagement experiment to assess the relevancy of the
#FordWatchMe campaign for a defined sample. Analyzing over 450 campaign
videos resulted in more than 88% campaign unrelated user generated content
contributions. The user perception experiment revealed a low probability for both
brand recall and content engagement. Findings showcase the need for more
scholarly research on the value of superlative impression counts and their implied
effect on brand recall, brand perception and purchase intent stimuli.

Keywords. TikTok, Social Media, Marketing, Advertising

1. Introduction

Since early 2020, TikTok established itself as the fastest growing, the most downloaded
and the most hyped social media platform on the planet [1]. With over 3 billion
downloads, TikTok has catapulted itself to become marketing and advertising
mainstream, much supported by the platform’s ever-growing business and advertising
opportunities [2]. Many showcase campaigns on TikTok, such as the handwash
challenge, run by Dettol in 2020, resulted in never heard of marketing reach. In Dettol’s
case, its paid TikTok Hashtag Challenge generated over 125 billion views [3]. A Hashtag
Challenge is one of TikTok’s premium advertising products, actively promoting the
creation of user generated content, potentially using creative elements such as a
campaign soundtrack, a branded effect and of course a challenge for users to creatively
answer through their video content. Some other widely featured Hashtag Challenges
include Chipotle’s #Boorito Hashtag Challenge, or Pringle’s #PlayWithPringles.
Despite TikTok’s skewed demographic to the younger end [4], brands flock to the
platform to capitalize on its still relative affordable reach [5]. Almost every industry,
from sports, automotive to medicine, can be found on TikTok, with many engaging in
the platform’s paid advertising opportunities, or influencer campaigns [6], [7]. Likewise,
scholars’ interest in TikTok as a marketing and advertising platform has increased [8],
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[9], [10]. However, very little research questioning the true effectiveness of TikTok, and
its impressive reach potential was identified, despite the platform’s very restricted access
and information sharing information policy. As such, the app raises much ambiguity for
marketers and scholars alike. For example, with 2.5 billion app downloads in 2020 [11],
how could Dettol’s TikTok campaign content have 125 billion views, or the equivalent
of 33 views for each of 3.8 billion social media users in 2020 [12]. With less than 700
million reported monthly TikTok users during the campaign’s lifetime [3], the above
computes to a minimum of 179 views per active TikTok user. Assuming all views are
true views, that is in TikTok terms any render of the video on a user’s device, how many
of these views are qualitative views? Qualitative in terms of target group reach, brand
recall and brand favorability? How much of the user generated content, as part the user
engagement of a campaign, is truly campaign relevant? These questions are of high
relevancy for marketing budget allocations, with regards to optimizing the return on
marketing investment. A non-representative survey on LinkedIn with 513 answers, the
majority of which came from marketing professionals, revealed a high trust bias towards
reported platform metrics. The latter formed the research aim of this paper.

To provide a use case and stimulate further discourse on these questions, the
#FordWatchMe Hashtag Challenge, by Ford Germany, has been selected for analysis.
The selection was done based on current practitioners’ media publications, which this
campaign dominated. The campaign had at the time of analysis 2.7 billion views and
formed part of a larger product launch by Ford Germany to introduce an all-electric
vehicle to the German market. Starting in June, Ford Germany took it to TikTok to run
a paid Hashtag Challenge, which got kickstarted with various sponsored influencer
postings [13]. At the time of the content analysis, the 23" July 2021, 455 TikToks were
uploaded using the campaign soundtrack, the hashtag #forddeutschland displayed 8.2
million views and the campaign’s underlying product, under the hashtag
#fordmustangmache, 29.2 million views. Ford Germany did not have an active TikTok
account at the time of analysis. The commonality of all clips related to the Hashtag
Challenge is the use of the hashtag #FordWatchMe.

2. Research

This research project followed a mixed method research design [14] to instigate
exploratory- and explanatory-research into the topic matter, while reducing the potential
sequential method bias. Results are likely not representative but meant to stimulate
further academic discourse to tighten the academic-practitioners’ gap in performance
relevant marketing matters. Particularly the wider field of data science is called upon to
further investigate marketing decision making relevant metrics in the areas of
unstructured data applications, such as short video, audio and other novel social media
formats.

2.1. Literature Review

Academic research interest around TikTok amplified since 2017, which is evident
through over 15k search findings for TikTok on Google Scholar and almost 5K for
TikTok and advertising. A similar search query on ScienceDirect displayed only 82
results. Most research on the topic relates to the impact TikTok holds on digital
marketing [5], TikTok’s use motivators [15], the impact of TikTok on users [16],
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predictors of success of product placement [17], the use of TikTok for politics [18], [19],
medical content dissemination [20], its demographic makeup [21], or the TikTok
algorithm [22]. No relevant research was identified to critically appraise the value of
brands’ TikTok engagement, other than optimization product conversion campaigns [17].
No research was identified to question the ambiguity of metrics, or generally
unstructured format impacts. A deeper level of research was identified relating to
TikTok’s Chinese version Douyin [23], [24], which has however little generalization
value in the west due to the higher content moderation practice, differing cultural spheres
and of course more lenient privacy and data protection laws at work [25], [26]. For this
reason, this research project seems highly relevant to stimulate the practitioner-oriented
data science community for further research in this area.

A potential rational for the absence of academic research in the above areas is to be
found in TikTok’s young age. Academic research requires much time [27], which is
evident by the ample of research available for other social media networks, such as
Facebook [28].

2.2. Creator Interviews

Pre-dating the campaign analysis, a random selection of 10 campaign contributing
TikTok creators were interviewed on their motivation to participate. Creators were
randomly selected from the campaign’s landing page and contacted through social media.
Sponsored content creators were excluded from the preliminary interview round due to
their obvious transactional relationship with the brand and campaign.

Out of all interviews, 8 out of 10 participants were unable to explain the Hashtag
Challenge’s objective. 6 out of 10 participants stated to have participated as a follow up
to consumed user generated content. The main stimuli to participate was the campaign’s
soundtrack. 3 out 10 participants stated to have participated as a growth hacking attempt
to boost views. None of the interview participants’ motive of participation was related to
either brand liking, brand affiliation, or brand engagement. Further, 4 out of 10
participants were in fact unaware of the Ford brand’s sponsorship of the challenge.

It is important to note, that the campaign’s creative did not receive further attention
in this study. Creative introduces a high subjective bias, which further studies should
consider as a moderating variable.

Preliminary interview findings support the need to further research this sample
campaign’s content relevancy to infer on the quality of generated views.

2.3. Campaign Analysis

Since TikTok does restrict automated third-party analysis of TikTok content and further
restricts searchable results, the campaign analysis was conducted using video content
found under the campaign soundtrack. Secondly, a random selection of campaign clips,
from the Hashtag Challenge’s landing page, was analyzed. In total, 301 clips using the
campaign soundtrack? and 150 random clips from the campaign landing page® were
selected. The 301 limit marked the maximum number of accessible clips for the
campaign soundtrack. The analysis was conducted on pre-defined content criteria, by
two independent researchers. Results were combined through an iterative process.

2 https://vm.tiktok.com/ZMRD4NWYp/
? https://vm.tiktok.com/ZMRDXT{XW/
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Out of all clips using the campaign soundtrack, 48% used the branded effect, 2%
were sponsored uploads, 5% related to Ford, 10% related to the Hashtag Challenge, 9%
had the campaign soundtrack muted or overlayed with other sound and 88% appeared
non-campaign related. Out of the 10% uploads relating to the Hashtag Challenge, all but
2 applied the campaign’s branded effect.

In all but 19 uploads, both researchers had matching relevancy ratings of uploads.
Examples of the category of non-related campaign uploads include clips with a black
screen, gaming recordings, advertising of a local fast-food shop, advertising for other
businesses, the showcasing of random objects like lamps or bottles, people performing
to the soundtrack, unrelated to the challenge, to trend watchers explaining why users
should apply the campaign hashtag for a boost in views. The latter is congruent to some
of the preliminary interview findings.

Out of the random sample not incorporating the campaign soundtrack, all 150
sampled videos were non campaign related. Some of the sample included dating tips,
recordings of famous soccer players, lunchbox preparing instructions, comics and
random tv recordings.

Since this sample analysis hints at a low user generated content relevancy to the
analyzed campaign, a further user experiment was setup to assess brand recall and
relevancy of user generated content to average TikTok users.

2.4. User Experiment, Interviews and Marketing Manager Survey

Following the quantitative campaign analysis, 20 TikTok users were recruited to
qualitatively test the impact of branded effects on brand recall and overall perception.
Since branded effects provide a visual stimulus, the purpose of these experiments was to
assess, whether unrelated user generated content still provokes a positive brand effect.
For this test, these 20 users were recruited on pre-defined criteria, such as geographic
location, age, TikTok usage. Only users situated in Germany, being above the app’s set
minimum age of 13 and having an active TikTok account qualified for the experiment.
User recruiting was done via an ad-supported network sampling technique on Facebook
[29]. Participants were randomly split into two groups. Using videoconferencing systems,
each participant was exposed to a total of 15 TikTok videos. 5 TikTok videos were
randomly selected clips from the #FordWatchMe campaign. Only clips using the
campaign soundtrack were eligible. The other 10 clips were randomly selected TikToks
using trending music. These 10 clips were shown to all 20 participants. The 5
#FordWatchMe clips however differed for participants from group A vs. participants
from group B. Group A was exposed to campaign clips using the campaign’s branded
effect, whilst group B was exposed to campaign clips not incorporating the branded
effect. Participants were exposed only once to each clip. Following each viewing,
participants were asked a standard set of questions about the clip’s content, perception,
favorability of the perceived content and their likely engagement. Participant interactions
were recorded to reduce experiment and interview duration. All recordings were deleted
post data analysis, compliant with privacy laws.

Both groups displayed a very similar attitude towards the overall likelihood of
content engagement. Across the board this was non-existent for high engagement
activities such as video shares, duets, or stitches. The latter are two popular TikTok
reaction mechanisms. For low engagement tactics, group B displayed however a much 2
times higher likelihood to engage with the content through likes or comments than group
A. Assessing brand recall and brand attitude differed much in weight between both



M. Rach / Is the TikTok Hype Real? A Contextual Analysis of the #FordWatchMe Challenge 119

groups. Group A displayed a 4 times higher brand recall, particularly after seeing the 2"
or 3" campaign video, as compared to group B. For the latter, brand recall was below
10%, due to the low perception of the Ford brand. Equally, the effect of hashtags on user
brand recall behavior proved in this sample experiment very low for both groups. Group
A however exhibited a higher sensitivity to the campaign hashtag #FordWatchMe, which
participants related to the branded effect group A was exposed to.

Further, a non-representative survey was conducted on LinkedIn with 266
participating B2C marketing managers in Germany. Only 17% questioned a non-
qualitative impression metric as sufficient to determine the potential of a platform’s paid
media options for their brand. The vast majority viewed a high impression number as
sufficient to assume a broad reach, justifying potential media investments.

3. Results Discussion

This research project analyzed an accessible sample of the #FordWatchMe campaign on
TikTok to estimate ambiguities of marketing practitioners when referring to impression
metrics on TikTok for budget allocation decision making.

Whilst the selected campaign has 2.7 billion views, the analyzed sample revealed
over 88% of campaign unrelated user generated content. The sample represented 66% of
all uploads using the campaign’s soundtrack. Campaign relevancy even decreased for a
randomly generated, non-representative, sample of 150 clips not using the campaign
soundtrack. Whilst the analyzed sample does not infer views, it poises to question the
quality of views achieved. A follow up experiment suggested that most sampled users
did not actively perceive the sponsoring brand. Visual clues in the form of branded
effects provided a noticeable uplift in brand recall, compared to clips not having visual
clues.

As existing studies confirmed [30], recall of video advertising is dependent on goal-
oriented consumption, which is to a higher degree impacted by product displays,
compared to brand displays. This asks for a congruent goal-oriented purpose of branded
content.

In summary, the findings of this research project raise various questions. First, on
the qualitative side, what is the value of superlative impression metrics on the TikTok
platform? How much do impression metrics dilute marketing budget decision making
processes in favor of the TikTok platform? Although the views relating to this campaign
could not be automatically processed, 88% campaign unrelated user generated content
suggests a high ratio of non-qualitative impressions. Nevertheless, the conducted
LinkedIn survey findings suggest a high positive bias towards impression metrics.

Second, what are the opportunity costs for marketers initiating non-product related
user engagement campaigns with regards to brand recall and quality user engagement.
How can these opportunity costs be qualified with regards to marketing return on
investment? This study suggested a low brand recall for non-visually supported clips.
Thus, marketing managers are advised to increase the use of visual stimuli in paid
formats to maximize brand recall effects.

Thirdly, from an operational level, can brands impact the advertising intensity on
both product and brand by stimulating a higher level of campaign related user generated
content? How, if at all, is the latter perceived by marketing managers sighting
competitive campaigns?
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4. Conclusion

This research project highlighted two separate issues demanding further research. First,
academics and practitioners need to question the ambiguity and quality of impression
metrics, particularly on platforms with restricted third-party access. With over 88% of
campaign unrelated uploads identified in this project, brand perception and thus potential
brand favorability impacts on scale need to be questioned. Particularly practitioners need
to demand an impression and engagement quality score to better judge their relevant
campaign reach.

Second, in the experiment conducted, visual aids such as the branded effect
displayed the highest impact on brand recognition and thus brand recall. It is therefore
advisable for practitioners to include visual brand clues in their creations. Due to the
current trend to consume much video content without sound [31], visual recall aids are
prone to receive an even higher importance in the coming future. The best placement of
brand mentions has already been researched on TikTok, however the placement of visual
clues to enhance brand recall and favorability demands further scholarly attention.

Finally, this research project evidenced the academic-practitioners’ gap [32]. Whilst
a lot of research has already been conducted on TikTok, very little focuses on current
marketing practitioners’ problems.

5. Limitations And Further Research

The following limitations have been noted. First, TikTok’s restriction to search and data
access did not allow for automated data queries or large-scale analysis of user generated
content. Sampling data through a manual analysis of user generated content served as a
mitigation measure yet exposing this research project to sampling and self-selection bias.

This research project hopes to spark further interest in the wider research and
practitioners’ community to expand upon these findings. Besides the quantitative
validation of findings, auxiliary research is highly suggested, such as research on
predicting factors of impression metrics’ quality. It is argued that with the increasing
focus on short video and other high impression formats, the stressed thematic becomes
even more relevant for marketers.
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