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Abstract:
There have been increasing concerns over the impact of 
personalized recommendations on people’s behavior since 
many social media platforms used by modern people 
have such algorithms. Notably, influences on people’s 
purchasing behavior are usually analyzed to provide 
useful implications for both consumers and companies. 
This article investigates the impact of personalized 
recommendations on TikTok on people’s purchasing 
decisions. A primary research method, a survey, is 
used to gather people’s opinions toward personalized 
recommendations. It reveals that people of different 
age groups respond differently toward personalized 
recommendations but it is certain that the recommendation 
system on TikTok has an impact on people regarding their 
purchasing decision.

Keywords: personalized recommendation, impact, pur-
chasing decision

1 Introduction

1.1 Context
In 2023, TikTok adapted its recommendation algo-
rithm in response to the European Union’s Digital 
Services Act (DSA) [1]. Users are now given the 
option to turn off personalized content recommenda-
tions. For TikTok, this means altering how it collects 
and utilizes user data to generate content sugges-
tions, thus allowing users more autonomy in their 
content experience without the influence of targeted 
algorithms. This recent situation provides a unique 

context to study how personalized recommendations 
differ from non-personalized recommendations and 
how they affect consumer behavior.
As a result, a research question “To what extent does 
personalized recommendation on TikTok affect peo-
ple’s decision-making in purchasing products and 
services” is designed, and would then be attempted 
to answer by analyzing the general public’s opinion 
toward it and the reasons behind people’s trust and 
distrust toward it.

1.2 Definition of Key Terminology
The main terminology in the research question that 
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requires a more specific definition is “personalized rec-
ommendation” and, more specifically, the “personalized 
recommendation function on TikTok.” According to Tik-
Tok’s official website, its personalized recommendation 
system, which powers the “For you” feed, ranks videos 
mainly based on three factors, which are user interaction, 
such as likes, shares, comments, and follows; video details 
like sounds, background music and hashtags; and device 
settings, mainly users’ language preference, country [2]. 
In addition, the system adjusts recommendations as users 
interact with content, ensuring each feed is unique. It also 
works to introduce diverse content to avoid repetitive 
patterns and filter bubbles. New users start with broad 
categories or popular videos, refining recommendations 
through their interactions.

1.3 Rationale
There are three main reasons why this investigation is 
chosen to be conducted.
Firstly, it is considered that the idea of this investigation 
starts from people’s personal experiences and is practical 
for understanding consumer behaviour. Most people have 
the experience of influencing by personalized recommen-
dations to make purchasing decisions. For example, we 
often buy certain products based on the influencers we 
like or watch live-streaming commerce. So, this investiga-
tion is considered relevant to people’s daily lives and ex-
periences. Investigating how users’ purchasing desires and 
actual buying behaviour are affected by TikTok’s person-
alized recommendation mechanism can provide insights 
into modern consumer behaviour.
Secondly, the research is considered relatively easy to 
conduct first-hand research. Many people would also 
have a say in this due to the commonness of the problem 
in modern society. As a result, it would be suitable to 
form first-hand research such as surveys, focused group 
research, and interviews to know the general public’s 
opinions and attitudes toward personalized recommenda-
tions. The first-hand research will be valuable backup in-
formation that can be used to supplement the second-hand 
resources being searched.
Thirdly, this investigation would be helpful with further 
study on related fields. It is believed that this investigation 
can also provide useful insights for further study on other 
fields related to Behaviour Economics, such as improv-
ing marketing strategies for TikTok, which is a business 
management focus, or exploring more about the advanced 
recommendation algorithm in machine learning, which 
contribute s to a broader field of technology and data sci-
ence.

1.4 Thesis statement and structure overview
This study focuses on investigating how TikTok’s person-

alized recommendation system affects users’ purchasing 
and buying behaviour. The main hypothesis is that person-
alized recommendations on TikTok will increase people’s 
purchasing desire and lead to more impulse purchases. 
However, this sign of increase might also differ from nu-
merous demographic traits as people’s purchasing ability 
is often affected by factors such as age, gender, and occu-
pation.
The next section, which is section 2, will provide a lit-
erature review of the existing research in this field, an 
evaluation of the limitations of these studies, and how it is 
planned to improve these problems. The subsequent sec-
tion is used to explain the experiment carried out to gather 
first-hand data and the results of the experiment. Then in 
section 4, the collected data are carefully analysed, along 
with the occurring limitations and evaluation of the ex-
periment method. The final section offers a synthesis of 
findings, the conclusion, and their implications for future 
research in the field of behaviour economics.

2 Literature Review

2.1 Existing Research in this Field
Based on the literature being read through, it is found that 
the existing research on the topic chosen, which is the 
impact of personalized recommendations on consumer 
behavior spans various disciplines, and mostly, it comes 
down to the field of behavioral economics and consumer 
psychology.
Basically, these studies mainly focus on investigating the 
personal recommendation functions on E-commerce and 
Social Media platforms. The reason for this is that person-
alized recommendation functions are mostly seen on these 
platforms and it is true that these platforms are where 
people get into contact and are influenced by the functions 
most. All the academic articles being read suggested that 
these recommendations help tailor the shopping experi-
ence to individual preferences to some extent and also 
increase the likelihood of purchases and enhance overall 
consumer satisfaction [3].
There is an overall trend in personalized marketing, which 
is shown by the existing research and literature in this 
area. Studies highlight the trends in personalized market-
ing, noting a significant increase in the use of data-driven 
strategies to tailor recommendations. This approach has 
been shown to improve customer engagement and loyalty 
[4].
Additionally, the literature being read through reflects a 
relative consistency in conclusions. Specifically, empir-
ical studies have commonly confirmed that personalized 
recommendations lead to a higher desire for customers to 
purchase and a higher purchase rate for the overall prod-
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ucts. These existing studies also show a trend of employ-
ing methods such as data analysis from online platforms, 
user surveys, and behavioural tracking and observation 
to understand how personalized content drives consumer 
actions [5].
Some of the academic papers being read also evaluate the 
effect of personalized recommendation from a more psy-
chological perspective. Studies conclude that personalized 
recommendations leverage cognitive biases and heuristics. 
The reason for that is that personalized recommendations 
make use of familiarity and relevance to capture consumer 
attention and foster a sense of personal connection to the 
recommended products, which enhances purchasing be-
haviour [6].

2.2 Possible Limitations of these studies
A further evaluation of the limitations that appeared in 
these studies will be given in the company of a specific 
one, which is called The Impact of Personalized Recom-
mendations on Consumer Purchase Decisions on TikTok 
– A Case Study of College Students. This study aims to 
investigate how personalized recommendations on TikTok 
influence college students’ purchasing decisions and the 
mechanisms behind this influence. However, it is found 
that several potential research gaps could be addressed in 
future studies to enhance the understanding of this phe-
nomenon.
Firstly, it is discovered that this study focuses solely on 
college students. Future research should include a more 
diverse demographic sample. For instance, it can include 
people in different age groups, people with different occu-
pations, and people who are living in different geograph-
ical locations to understand if the impact of personalized 
recommendations varies across different segments of the 
population.
In addition, this study is centered on TikTok and men-
tioned little about other common social media platforms. 
However, comparing the effectiveness of personalized 
recommendations across different social media such as 
Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter or other common social 
media used by the Chinese such as WeChat, Taobao, etc. 
can provide a broader understanding of how platform-spe-
cific features and user interfaces impact consumer behav-
ior.
It does not specify the types of products that are recom-
mended by TikTok based on the viewers’ personalized 
preferences. However, examining how personalized rec-
ommendations affect different product categories can also 
provide insights into whether certain types of products are 
more likely to benefit from personalization. For example, 
people might be more willing to make purchasing deci-
sions when they are recommended with less expensive 

goods compared to luxuries. This would be helpful for 
marketers to adjust their strategies based on the products’ 
nature.
Lastly, these studies mainly focus on the positive out-
comes of personalized recommendations. However, future 
research should also try to consider the impact of negative 
experiences with personalized recommendations in order 
to balance the arguments and provide multiple perspec-
tives to think about. For example, it might be possible 
to talk about irrelevant or intrusive suggestions and how 
these affect overall consumer trust and engagement.

2.3 Improvements
Firstly, as it is decided to use a survey as the first-hand 
research method, the population group being investigated 
will not limited to only college students, instead, the par-
ticipants’ age range will be asked in the preposition part. 
This ensures that age can be used as an affecting factor 
when evaluating the participants’ purchasing behavior.
Additionally, TikTok is still going to be the primary 
source of information and data, but studies on other sim-
ilar social platforms, such as Amazon, Netflix, etc. will 
also be looked at. This ensures that the study is not biased 
and that a more comprehensive perspective on the prob-
lem can be developed.
And lastly, instead of only focusing on the positive effect 
of personalized recommendations, the arguments will be 
balanced by also researching the potential negative effect 
of this function. This could make the argument more com-
prehensive. Also, the term “product” would be carefully 
avoided to cease generalizing the things people purchase. 
Instead, different types of products will be specified and 
see if people’s purchasing decisions vary because the 
products they are being recommended have different price 
levels and different quality concerns, etc.

3 Experiment and Data Collect

3.1 Methodology
A mixed-methods approach is employed in this investi-
gation, combining an online survey with questions. This 
design allows for a more holistic perspective and address 
effectively the question of our research. In the ques-
tionnaire, the participants will first be presented with a 
clarification that declares that their personal views on the 
impact of TikTok’s personalized recommendation on their 
purchasing behavior will be collected, and their answers 
will only be used as primary data to complete a research 
paper.
To be more specific, data collection was conducted using 
an online survey platform between June 29th and July 1st, 
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2024. A total of 474 participants effectively submitted 
their answers. The survey consisted of 19 questions cover-
ing demographic information and specific issues related to 
the research topic.

3.2 Design of the Questions
To collect as much information as required, the survey is 
decided to consist of a variety of different types of ques-
tions, which are listed below:
1. Basic demographic information (age, gender, employ-
ment status)
2. Basic conceptual information (concept of personalized 
recommendation)
3. Use of TikTok (frequency, purchasing behaviour)
4. Use of other social media
5. People’s attitude toward personalized recommendation 
(frequency, impact on purchasing habits, trust and dis-
trust)
the questions included in the survey were first designed 
based on previously read academic articles and the main
focus of the research then a built-in test (BIT) was con-
ducted between the group members to see if the logic and 
rationality of the questions were reasonable, also to see 
if the options can cover different thoughts people usually 
have. After the problems that occur in the BIT are fixed, 
the formal survey is distributed online to gather sufficient 
data, and a time limit of seven days is set to provide us 
with time to fully process and analyze the data afterward 
with convenience.

4 Data Analysis

4.1 Analysis
The data achieved from the survey results are analyzed in 

this section from 7 dimensions, which are “TikTok users’ 
portrait”, “cognition and use of personalized recommen-
dation”, “the impact of personalized recommendations on 
purchasing behavior”, “purchase behavior and satisfac-
tion”, “trust and distrust factors”, “other social platforms 
and shopping habits”, “gender and occupation distribu-
tion”.
4.1.1 TikTok Users’ Portrait

From Figure 1 below, it can be seen that most participants 
who filled out the survey were 18 years old and below, 
accounting for about 60%, followed by users in the 45-54 
age group, accounting for about 15%. In terms of frequen-
cy of use, most of the samples use TikTok multiple times 
a day which might give us the prerequisite explaining why 
people’s purchasing behaviors can be affected by person-
alized recommendations. They would spend a very long 
time on TikTok, which means they have higher chances 
of being exposed to personalized recommendations. In 
addition, the algorithms operating behind such platforms 
often become more accurate as people spend more time 
browsing, increasing the adaptability of personalized 
recommendations. However, users who never use TikTok 
also account for a relatively high proportion, reaching 
25.53%. Suggesting that our research might not be that ac-
curate since the majority of the samples do not even have 
the chance to experience personalized recommendations, 
let alone change their purchasing behavior accordingly. 
This result is probably affected by the people who take the 
surveys, as according to source analysis, are mostly our 
fellow students or our parents, who seem not to be main-
stream TikTok users.
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As shown in Figure 2 below, more than half of the participants (about 63.71%) were aware of the 
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Figure 1 TikTok Users’ Portrait
4.1.2 Cognition and Use of Personalized Recommenda-
tion

As shown in Figure 2 below, more than half of the par-
ticipants (about 63.71%) were aware of the concept of 
personalized recommendation. In addition, personalized 
recommendation is highly recognized on TikTok, with 
about 64.56% of participants aware of its existence. How-
ever, most participants (about 35.65%) never interact with 
personalized recommendations.

So, it can be seen that our samples are self-aware of the 
concept of personalized recommendation and its presence 
on TikTok. What is important is that this shows that they 
are self-conscious that their behaviors are being affected 
by personalized recommendations to some extent. Being 
aware that personalized recommendations might mean 
that our samples have already formed certain kinds of per-
spectives (biased or not) toward the function, which might 
result in some later answers with a stronger tendency.
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4.1.4 Purchase Behavior and satisfaction

From Figure 4 below, it can be seen that the majority of 
participants (about 46.62%) spend less than 100 yuan 
per month on online shopping given that there is a large 
proportion of people under 18 who are not fully economi-

cally independent. 24.47% of participants never buy any-
thing based on TikTok’s personalized recommendations. 
47.89% of participants hold a neutral attitude toward 
products purchased through TikTok’s personalized recom-
mendation.
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Figure 4 Purchase Behaviour and Satisfaction 

4.1.5 Trust and Distrust Factors 

And now in figure 5, participants are encouraged to come up with reasons why they trust or distrust 
TikTok’s personalized recommendations. 

60.55% of participants hold a neutral attitude toward TikTok’s personalized recommendations. 
The biggest distrust factor was “fear of personal data being tracked and analyzed” (34.39%), and 
28.06% of participants also believed that “TikTok’s recommended content shows bias or a narrow 
perspective”. People generally express their worries about privacy problems that come hand and hand 
with personalized recommendations. In addition, people’s distrust in TikTok’s recommendations 
varies more compared to the reasons for their trust.  

To further explain why data privacy issues have become people’s major factor of distrust in TikTok, 
evidence is found to show that TikTok is reported to be collecting an excessive amount of private 
information from its users [7]. Additionally, people have the inclination to avoid losses over acquiring 
an equivalent number of gains. This suggests that people might be invoked with stronger resistance 
toward using TikTok due to the potential leakage of personal information and privacy they might face. 
This leads to an increase in the distrust of TikTok, which causes these losses [8].   
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4.1.5 Trust and Distrust Factors

And now in figure 5, participants are encouraged to come 
up with reasons why they trust or distrust TikTok’s per-
sonalized recommendations.
60.55% of participants hold a neutral attitude toward Tik-
Tok’s personalized recommendations. The biggest distrust 
factor was “fear of personal data being tracked and ana-
lyzed” (34.39%), and 28.06% of participants also believed 
that “TikTok’s recommended content shows bias or a nar-
row perspective”. People generally express their worries 
about privacy problems that come hand and hand with 
personalized recommendations. In addition, people’s dis-

trust in TikTok’s recommendations varies more compared 
to the reasons for their trust.
To further explain why data privacy issues have become 
people’s major factor of distrust in TikTok, evidence is 
found to show that TikTok is reported to be collecting an 
excessive amount of private information from its users 
[7]. Additionally, people have the inclination to avoid 
losses over acquiring an equivalent number of gains. This 
suggests that people might be invoked with stronger re-
sistance toward using TikTok due to the potential leakage 
of personal information and privacy they might face. This 
leads to an increase in the distrust of TikTok, which caus-
es these losses [8].
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As shown in figure 6, WeChat is the most commonly used social platform with personalized 
recommendation functions after TikTok, accounting for about 69.41%.  However, it can be seen that 
options I to L are seldom chosen by the samples. They are more commonly used apps outside China, 
which means that the samples focused more on domestic applications. Most participants (about 
42.19%) believe that TikTok’s personalized recommendation has not changed their overall shopping 
habits.   
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As shown in figure 6, WeChat is the most commonly used 
social platform with personalized recommendation func-
tions after TikTok, accounting for about 69.41%.  Howev-
er, it can be seen that options I to L are seldom chosen by 

the samples. They are more commonly used apps outside 
China, which means that the samples focused more on 
domestic applications. Most participants (about 42.19%) 
believe that TikTok’s personalized recommendation has 
not changed their overall shopping habits.
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4.1.7 gender and occupation Distribution

Women accounted for nearly half of the participants. In 
Figure 7, most of the participants were high school stu-
dents, accounting for about 48.95%.
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5 Conclusion

5.1 Conclusion
In conclusion, TikTok’s personalized recommendation 
function has had a certain impact on users’ purchase be-
havior and experience, but a considerable proportion of 
participants still hold a neutral or negative attitude. In 
addition, the biggest proportion of participants who filled 

in the survey are high school students, which suggests that 
this population group is considered to be largely affected 
by TikTok. However, their purchasing power is under-
mined due to their absence from the stage of economic 
freedom. Participants’ trust in personalized is scattered, 
with some participants concerned about data privacy 
issues, while others have doubts about the quality and 
impartiality of recommended content. In the future, per-
sonalized recommendation algorithms should be further 
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optimized, and certain policy decisions should be made to 
improve users’ experience and gain users’ trust.

5.2 Policy Implication
Some policy implications can, therefore, be suggested to 
TikTok for it eases its data privacy-related issues, which 
are proven to be one of the biggest concerns of the general 
public.
Firstly, TikTok should provide its users with more free-
dom and control over private information. For instance, 
users should be given the option to opt out of functions 
such as data sharing and delete private data at their wish. 
To further transparentize the process, the company should 
implement more trust transfer strategies, such as showcas-
ing endorsements from trusted third parties and security 
certifications which might greatly help to enhance Tik-
Tok’s users’ trust in it. Nonetheless, TikTok should keep 
strict compliance and adherence with relevant regulations 
that monitor privacy issues, such as data laws like CCPA 
and GDPR [9].

5.3 strength
Based on existing research and experiments conducted in 
this field, the biggest strength of the investigation is that 
the research is not limited to one age group. Instead, the 
responses to personalized recommendations from people 
who are in different age groups with different occupations 
are tried to observe. Additionally, the reasons behind peo-
ple’s trust and distrust toward TikTok and its personalized 

recommendation system are also being observed, which 
are not commonly seen in the existing research.

5.4 Limitation and Future study
However, it is important to note that this investigation still 
possesses weaknesses. Firstly, the samples are still not di-
verse enough because it is still hard for us to reach a larg-
er population regarding their age, occupation, and what 
TikTok has impacted on them. Furthermore, this reason 
caused our investigation to be slightly mismatched with 
the previous studies done in this field since a lot of par-
ticipants fulfilling our survey suggest that they don’t even 
use TikTok, so naturally, TikTok’s impact on them would 
be small. Additionally, the experiment method we chose 
also has its limitations, such as its difficulty in reaching a 
representative sample of the population, its influence on 
respondents’ behavior or attitude (mode effect), and cer-
tain nonresponse biases.
This investigation has provided future studies with data 
foundation and some other research directions, but in the 
future, the problems mentioned in the limitation part are 
expected to be resolved to promote the accuracy of the 
research.
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5.2 Policy Implication 

Some policy implications can, therefore, be suggested to TikTok for it eases its data privacy-related 
issues, which are proven to be one of the biggest concerns of the general public.  

Firstly, TikTok should provide its users with more freedom and control over private information. 
For instance, users should be given the option to opt out of functions such as data sharing and delete 
private data at their wish. To further transparentize the process, the company should implement more 
trust transfer strategies, such as showcasing endorsements from trusted third parties and security 
certifications which might greatly help to enhance TikTok’s users’ trust in it. Nonetheless, TikTok 
should keep strict compliance and adherence with relevant regulations that monitor privacy issues, 
such as data laws like CCPA and GDPR [9]. 

5.3 strength 

Based on existing research and experiments conducted in this field, the biggest strength of the 
investigation is that the research is not limited to one age group. Instead, the responses to personalized 
recommendations from people who are in different age groups with different occupations are tried to 
observe. Additionally, the reasons behind people’s trust and distrust toward TikTok and its 
personalized recommendation system are also being observed, which are not commonly seen in the 
existing research. 

5.4 Limitation and Future study 

However, it is important to note that this investigation still possesses weaknesses. Firstly, the samples 
are still not diverse enough because it is still hard for us to reach a larger population regarding their 
age, occupation, and what TikTok has impacted on them. Furthermore, this reason caused our 
investigation to be slightly mismatched with the previous studies done in this field since a lot of 
participants fulfilling our survey suggest that they don’t even use TikTok, so naturally, TikTok’s 
impact on them would be small. Additionally, the experiment method we chose also has its limitations, 
such as its difficulty in reaching a representative sample of the population, its influence on 
respondents’ behavior or attitude (mode effect), and certain nonresponse biases.  

This investigation has provided future studies with data foundation and some other research 
directions, but in the future, the problems mentioned in the limitation part are expected to be resolved 
to promote the accuracy of the research. 

Appendix 

Appendix #1 - survey Questions 
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