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Abstract

The social media platform TikTok is becoming an increasingly emerging space akin to a search
engine, where news and information are shared and discovered, particularly amongst young
adults. Whilst the majority of scholarly research on media trust in TikTok has concentrated on
practices by professional journalists and news organizations, the entities represent only a
fraction of the diverse actors, contributing to the platform'’s news-sharing media landscape.
Notably, citizen journalists play a pivotal role in generating and disseminating war-related
content on TikTok. TikTok personae have the ability to build strong relationships with
followers. Such relationships, which carry great audience loyalty potential, are investigated
through parasocial interaction in combination with the uses and gratifications theory.

This study is a reception study of a young audience based primarily in Austria and Sweden
which aims to investigate media trust in war-related content amongst ordinary individuals.
Through focused interviews with 18 to 28-year-old TikTok users, reactions to viral videos will
be assessed in order to establish trust factors and gain insights into their user behavior and news
consumption habits on the app.

Findings indicate that the TikTok algorithm influences young adults and they approach citizen-
generated news content cautiously due to potential viral motives amongst creators, particularly
when addressing sensitive topics such as the Israel-Gaza crisis. However, they recognize the

value of opinionated content as a tool for young people to build an opinion on political topics.

Keywords: Citizen Journalism, TikTok, War, Social Media Trust, Israel-Gaza Crisis,

Para Social Interaction, Uses and Gratifications
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1. Introduction

Throughout history, advancements in information technology have reshaped the dynamics of
conflict by revolutionizing the communication channels between leaders and their armed
forces, as well as enabling broader audiences to monitor unfolding events. Technology
facilitates the rapid dissemination of information, enabling diverse audiences to engage with
the conflict and voice their support or discontent towards various parties involved. For instance,
during the American Civil War, the widespread adoption of telegraphy and extensive
newspaper coverage empowered ordinary citizens to closely track developments and reports in
real time. This unprecedented access to information allowed for a deeper and quicker
understanding of the war's progression, ultimately influencing public opinion on the conflict
(Zeitzoff, 2018). Social media now significantly influences conflict and contentious politics,
serving as a communication tool for politicians, leaders, insurgents, and protestors alike.
Concurrently, scholars have begun utilizing social media as a valuable source of novel data
about conflict dynamics (Zeitzoff, 2017).

Social media has played a pivotal role in mediating the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Scholars
distinguish between two primary mediation stages. The first phase, until the mid-1990s,
witnessed a scarcity of alternative information sources, leading to carefully crafted media
frames shaping the narrative of the crisis. The second phase emerged in the early 2000s, marked
by the rapid popularity of internet blogs and other platforms facilitating citizen journalism and
individual expression. This shift allowed for the circumvention of state control over the
prevailing media narrative, democratizing it by introducing diverse voices and perspectives and
laying the groundwork for a new era of web-based activism. The advent of social media has
come up in the third phase of conflict mediation, further transforming the dynamics of the
Israeli-Palestinian dispute (Cervi & Divon, 2023). Social Networks are forming a new
communicational scenario which leads to media corporations adapting to this new logic.
Because platform businesses are now the primary source of content distribution for the media
industry, power is being redistributed and news is being dislocated (Negreira-Rey, Vazquez-
Herrero, & Lopez-Garcia, 2022, p.146).

This study will focus on the younger generation and their use of TikTok to inform themselves
about the Isreal-Gaza crisis. The fact that they are the first generation to have never experienced
a world without the Internet is perhaps their most distinctive quality. The internet has shaped

their lives and is now an inherent part of them (Cervi, 2021, p.199).



Nevertheless, in this reception study, I will look at Austria and Sweden to investigate what role
citizen-generated war content on TikTok, plays for a young audience. Austria and Sweden are
chosen for this comparative study due to their differing levels of media trust and press freedom.
When investigating trust in news dissemination in new media, these factors cannot be neglected
and will be described more closely in Chapter 4: Research Aim.

The structure of this paper is formed by the definitions of terms relevant to the aim of this
paper, followed by research aims and research questions. Supplemented by a review of the
current state of research and classification of the theoretical background of uses and
gratifications and parasocial interactions. For this study, a qualitative research approach was
chosen, which will be described in the methodology chapter. Finally, the results of this study

are presented followed by a discussion and conclusion.



2. Background

Firstly, the case for this study the Israel-Gaza crisis, with a focus on the events of October 7th,
will be outlined, since this event has been decisive for everything that has been distributed on
TikTok since then. Subsequently, the platform itself and its algorithm will be introduced and
briefly explained. Understanding the concept of the "For You Page" is crucial for gaining
insight into TikTok's mechanics and its success factors. Additionally, defining the term
"Citizen Journalist” and distinguishing it from a "TikTok Influencer" is important for
comprehending the study's findings. Clarifying these terms is essential for interpreting the

research outcomes effectively.

2.1 What happened on October 71?2

In 2023, Al Jazeera reported that approximately 3,500 young individuals attended the
Supernova music festival. Tragically, the festival became one of the initial targets of Palestinian
assailants who breached Gaza's border fence on a Saturday morning. Videos circulated on
social media displayed the assailants descending on the gathering, some using paragliders while
others arrived by road. Hamas fighters, armed and ready, unleashed gunfire on the attendees,
who had gathered to enjoy electronic music and celebrate the Jewish holiday of Sukkot.
Disturbing footage compiled by Israeli responders and shared on social media depicted armed
individuals plunging into the crowd, firing indiscriminately and causing panic. Many festival
guests were shot as they attempted to flee, with some struck in the back. As rockets continued
to fall, reports emerged of fighters converging on the festival site, while others lay in wait near
bomb shelters, targeting those seeking safety. The assault, which occurred on Saturday 7t of
October 2023, is regarded as one of the deadliest civilian massacres in Israeli history where at
least 260 people were killed by Hamas (Al Jazeera, 10.10.2023). In response, Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu declared Israel to be at war, prompting retaliatory airstrikes on densely
populated areas of Gaza and the implementation of a complete blockade on the coastal enclave,
situated between Israel and Egypt. This marked the beginning of a conflict between Israel and
Hamas, the Islamist group governing the Gaza Strip (Reuters, 14.01.2024). After October 7th,
opinions on TikTok began proliferating, and creators started posting about the war. Hashtags
such as #freepalestine gained popularity, raising the question of trust in citizen journalism on

this app.



2.2 TikTok

Since digital platforms have emerged, they have been fundamentally rooted in the concept of
‘free’ (Jenkins et al., 2013). However, in reality, these platforms collect user data and attention,
which are then transformed into ‘'traffic’ statistics and monetized through the sale of advertising
space and product promotion. This process involves the utilization of refined demographic
clusters of user data, offering significant potential for mass customization (Dijck, 2013). The
emergence of the network economy has facilitated online transactions to evolve into
frictionless' exchanges between sellers and buyers, allowing each item to be assigned a price
and find a new owner seamlessly (Jenkins et al., 2013, p.89). While accessing the platform,
utilizing its technical features, and engaging in challenges may be free, the underlying business
model linking the platform with e-commerce is inherently profit-driven. Specifically, the
platform associates users with recommended products based on algorithms and the creators
they follow (Z. Zhang, 2021, p.227). Zhang Nan, CEO of Douyin (the Chinese counterpart of
TikTok), emphasizes the platform's social value as bringing happiness to all and providing
users with valuable information across various social domains. In her optimistic vision, each
user-generated video on the platform would evolve into scripts of human civilization,
eventually integrating into a comprehensive video encyclopedia of human culture—a purpose
she deemed paramount for TikTok and short-form videos to endure. The metaphor of a 'video
encyclopedia’ reflects TikTok's expansion into diverse public spheres such as online education,
tourism, and e-commerce. It suggests that any institution or individual seeking involvement in
these areas must rely on the platform as an indispensable carrier. This dependency is further
underscored by the extraction of user data during browsing and searching, which enriches the
'scripts’ integrated into the ‘video encyclopedia,’ enhancing its database's depth and
sophistication. The narrative of its video encyclopedia encapsulates its ambition to record,
store, recycle, and monetize user data, aiming for omnipotence and fostering an irresistible

dependency among users (Z. Zhang, 2021, p.226).



2.3 The TikTok Algorithm and For You Page

TikTok's primary distinction lies in its algorithm and consumption experience. In contrast to
other platforms, the user is presented with an endless stream of videos on the For You Page
that are automatically picked by the app’s algorithm, rather than the most recent content from
the accounts they follow. Any user's video, regardless of how many followers they have, can
appear on this page according to TikTok's algorithm. The usage of trending sounds and
hashtags, as well as the number of likes, comments, and shares the video receives in a particular
amount of time from a smaller user base, appear to be determining variables in achieving this
visibility and virality (Klug et al., 2021).

Algorithms are increasingly recognized as powerful tools for understanding the world, often
considered superior to human reasoning. This growing reliance on algorithmic approaches is
grounded in a historical emphasis on quantification spanning centuries. People perceive
algorithms as impartial, contrasting them with human fallibility and bias, leading to the belief
that algorithms are fairer decision-makers due to their perceived objectivity. Due to the
elevated trust placed on algorithmic reasoning, TikTok users frequently rely on algorithms
more than humans in various decision-making scenarios (Cotter et al., 2022, p.5).

But for this master thesis, it is not only relevant to understand the algorithm, but the TikTok
“For You Page”, in this paper often referred to as “FYP”, is an important aspect of TikTok

usage.

TikTok's "For You" feed blends content from both internet celebrities and newcomers,
fostering not only high-quality creative content but also offering a platform with opportunities
for new bloggers to gain visibility through self-made content. The distinct aspect of this feature
is that anyone has the chance to rise to fame on the feed. The recommendation algorithm, based
on user interests and attributes, rapidly spreads creative content without heavily relying on a
creator's existing popularity. TikTok's algorithm not only accurately recommends videos but
also enhances user loyalty by assisting in exploring new areas of interest (Zhang & Liu, 2021,
p.846). Early fieldwork by Schellewald (2021) revealed that the primary motivation for
aimlessly scrolling through TikTok's algorithmically curated content was to seek an escape.
Participants, though not identifying with a specific TikTok community, collectively depicted
their For You Page as personally familiar, finding the people and videos notably authentic and

relatable.



2.4 Citizen Journalist

The rise of digital platforms has broken down the traditional control of "Professional
journalism." Instead of passive audiences, the term "produser” better describes citizens' active
role in today's news landscape, where they both produce and consume content (Waisbord,
2013, p. 202).
In this master thesis, the term "citizen journalism™ is defined as news content produced by non-
professionals, encompassing various formats like text, video, audio, and interactives. It can
capture a single moment, be intermittent, or be regularly produced, such as by hyper-local news
operators. The focus is specifically on digital citizen journalism. Despite its imprecision, the
term remains powerful due to its association with potential citizen engagement in society (Wall,
2015, p.798).
Dupois (2016), defines current citizen journalism by its broad range of participants — the
citizens rather than by specific content or organizational structures, as it manifests in various
forms. This genre is notable for crossing two key boundaries of traditional journalism: the line
between professionalism and amateurism, and the line between journalistic observation and
political activism. Citizen journalism serves as a complement to professionally produced
journalism rather than a replacement. It enhances traditional journalism in several ways:
1. Continuity of Reporting: Citizen journalists can provide ongoing coverage of topics
that traditional news organizations may neglect due to time and space constraints.
2. Diverse Perspectives: They offer a broader range of viewpoints, which traditional
media might limit due to biases and editorial mandates.
3. In-Depth Analysis: Citizen journalism can include expert blogs and detailed
commentary on current events, enriching the overall news landscape (Dupois, 2016,
p.5-8).

Corporate platforms have notably enabled a type of personalized citizen journalism where
meaning is derived from interactions with fellow members of the public. Through activities
like commenting, linking, and sharing, individuals collaboratively create and shape content
(Wall, 2015, p.802). Citizen journalism shows that journalism is not just about being part of
professional news organizations. Thanks to the freedom of speech in democracies, everyday
people can also provide important news and information. The Internet is changing the whole
field by giving citizen journalists more ways to publish their work easily and reach a wider
audience (Neuberger & Quandt, 2010, p.64).



However, most citizen journalism platforms tend to offer selective information on specific
topics. Generally, citizen journalism is often characterized by significantly lower quality due

to the absence of professional standards (Dupois, 2016, p.11).

Understanding the roles of citizen journalists and distinguishing them from influencers is
crucial for this master‘s thesis. Both of these actors maintain a presence on TikTok, yet their
motivations differ. Citizen journalists contribute to society's informational needs, whereas

influencers may publish war content driven by monetary incentives.

2.5War Influencer

Influencers, often regarded as micro-celebrities, embody a new form of online performance
"amping up" popularity through technologies like video, blogs, and social networking sites.
These individuals have transformed their social media presence into a profession, earning the
title of influencer. Formerly associated with having a substantial following, the definition has
evolved. Influencers, essentially regular people, have garnered a following on social networks
by sharing content about their lives or interests. The key to their appeal, especially for
marketers, lies in their active engagement with their communities (Gong & Holiday, 2023,
p.374). The term “war influence” is relatively new and evolved through TikTok and the war in
Ukraine, which changed the landscape of war journalism. The images, reminiscent of those
seen countless times in video games and films, now carry a different weight. The personal
experiences of the war, shared via social media by someone one already follows (or could
follow), have a much deeper impact than traditional reports from professional journalists.
Influencers, these (pseudo-)real individuals one may have followed for months or years, bring
the events even closer to home, making the war feel more immediate and personal (Grabbe &
Held, 2023).

In this study, | will refrain from setting specific follower thresholds, in this study they are
defined as regular people who have garnered a following on social networks by sharing content
about their lives or interests, in this case about war and therefore in this thesis often referred to

as “war influencer”.



3. Research Aim and Research Question

The topic of this study is to analyze the trust of young Scandinavians in comparison to
Austrians on TikTok regarding citizen-generated news on the ongoing Israel-Gaza crisis.

This decision is rooted in the similarities in the media systems between those two cultures but
the differences in press freedom and media trust. Nordic countries - Sweden, Denmark, and
Finland — have exceptional trust levels in television and radio. These insights are drawn from
the Reuters Digital News Report, which scrutinizes media consumption across 38 countries,
shedding light on substantial trust discrepancies across nations and media platforms.
Scandinavian and northern European nations consistently have a high degree of trust in the
news media. In Finland, for instance, 62% of respondents say they trust the media. Central,
southern, and eastern European nations, on the other hand, have lower levels of trust. In Greece,
only 23 percent of respondents say they trust the media. Germany (50%) Switzerland (46%)
and Austria (45%) continue to have relatively high trust ratings. Political polarisation is viewed
by the study as a significant explanatory element for these variations. As a result, in highly
divisive nations like the USA, Italy, and Hungary, public faith in the media generally declines
(Schranz et al., 2018, p.75). Polarisation of the news audience is frequently viewed as an
undesirable pattern that threatens the shared public space that democracies require. Therefore,
it is vital to understand how polarised news audiences actually are, how this varies between
nations, and if news audiences are more polarised online or offline. A study by Fletcher et al.
(2020) tackled these by creating an audience-centric measure of news audience polarisation
and applying it to two comparisons: one comparing offline and online media, and the other
between media systems in twelve different countries.

Findings show that news audience polarisation is stronger in polarised pluralist/southern media
systems than in democratic corporatist nations. Both Sweden and Austria are considered
democratic corporatist media systems according to Hallin and Mancini's (2004) the analysis of
ideal types of media systems. This shows that our comprehension of polarization may benefit
from the systemic factors that the comparative tradition has discovered.

Therefore, comparing Sweden and Austria is beneficial for studying citizen journalism on
TikTok because both countries have high levels of media trust and belong to democratic
corporatist media systems, providing a stable context for analyzing the impact of systemic

factors on polarization and media consumption patterns.
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Nevertheless, there are severe differences when it comes to press freedom. Austria is ranked in
place 32 and Sweden is ranked 3" on the RSF press freedom index 2024, at the time this thesis
is written (RSF, 2024 ). Exploring the contrast between those countries is an intriguing aspect
of this comparative research. By narrowing the focus strategically, the aim is to delve deeper
into understanding the various factors that shape social media trust across diverse socio-cultural
and geopolitical contexts. According to Fotopoulos (2023), television stands as one of the
primary channels for accessing news, with online news platforms and radio trailing closely
behind in terms of usage. Moreover, trust levels tend to be higher in mainstream broadcast and

print media compared to online news platforms and social media channels.

The establishment of journalistic activity on TikTok necessitates an examination of the
established roles and dynamics, audience relationships, and prevailing news values on the site
(Al-Rawi et al., 2021). Considering the previous studies (see chapter 4), about the effects of
incidental news consumption on TikTok, coupled with a discernible skepticism towards news
content featured within the TikTok feed, there arises a curiosity to ascertain the applicability
of these observations on the example of the Israel-Gaza topic. To pursue my research aim of
audience reception of citizen war journalism on TikTok, by young adults in Sweden and

Austria, and their trust in war content on TikTok, the following research question was formed:

What factors shape young adults’ media consumption habits, engagement, and trust in citizen-

generated content on TikTok, using the Israel-Gaza crisis as a case study?

To pursue this research, the following objectives will be investigated:

e To what extent do young adults use TikTok to get information?

e If war-related content on TikTok impacts the audience and in which way?

e What are the factors that make citizen journalists’ content successful on TikTok?

e Are there differences in the level of trust in war content on TikTok between Austrians

and Swedes?
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4. Literature Review

In the review of the existing research on the topic, some literature on user behavior on TikTok
and disinformation in social networks in general could be found. Followed by research about
news media’s adaption to TikTok and research investigating audience media trust on TikTok.
Lastly, previous research regarding war content and citizen journalism on TikTok is presented.
TikTok is a new platform where young generations are the primary audience demographics,
and it has its own influencer culture. This study focused on researching how journalists are
present on TikTok by examining the kinds of content they produce and the tactics they employ
to fit in. This study offers an initial account of journalists' activities on TikTok, where a range
of roles, applications, and tactics are noted that go beyond those typical of their line of work.
They join the current platform with varying goals (to entertain, inform, or present themselves)
and target audiences (fans, young people, and new audiences). Journalists adjust to the social
media logic of TikTok, looking for a platform where they may have an impact on younger
people (Negreira-Rey et al., 2022).

Simultaneously, the first research has been conducted on how news media have adapted to
TikTok. The authors conducted a content analysis of 234 news media and program accounts
from around the world on TikTok and the findings show an incorporation of the media
landscape since 2019, aimed at informing, establishing their brand presence, and aligning with
the dynamics of TikTok, presenting a fresh journalistic approach tailored for younger audiences
(Vézquez-Herrero et al., 2022). Issues like disinformation and the function of fact-checkers in
social networks in Spain, Portugal, Brazil, and the USA have been examined (Alonso Ldpez et
al., 2021); and particular cases, like how media outlets have covered COVID-19 on TikTok
(Sidorenko-Bautista et al., 2020), have been examined. A study from 2022 investigating
audiences’ trust in news from Brazil, India, the UK, and the US — reveals a discernible disparity
in the perception of news on various platforms compared to news in a broader context.
Generally, audiences in all four countries tend to view news on most social media platforms as
less trustworthy than information disseminated through traditional news media (Mont’ Alverne
etal., 2022).

Another study that is relevant to the research status of this master's thesis is a mixed methods
study on news values on Instagram. This study examines which news stories Instagram users
"like" the most and compares them to the stories that news outlets cover the most. The results

show that Instagram users prefer to read general news, human interest stories, and other stories
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that are primarily positive, as opposed to news about politics and other topics that traditional
news organizations tend to cover (Al-Rawi et al., 2021).

However, as previously indicated, TikTok constitutes a unique platform characterized by a
distinct algorithm and user experience, as highlighted by (Klug et al., 2021). For this reason, it
is important to take a look at the current state of research on TikTok for this study. An
exploratory study of young adults’ uses and gratifications of TikTok aimed to explore the
motivations, experiences, and perceptions of both TikTok users and non-users among young
adults. The study revealed three topics: personal and relational amusement, deterrent qualities,
and purposeful short videos. Results, discussed uses and gratifications theory, indicated that
TikTok meets various gratifications, but some past users and non-users perceived it as too
juvenile, cringe, or providing inadequate agency in terms of privacy and censorship (Vaterlaus
& Winter, 2021). In another user behavior study with a mixed-methods approach (Granow &
Scolari, 2022), conducted by “Media Perspektiven”, information and politics are not
necessarily desired on TikTok. These genres do not align well with the platform's emphasis on
conciseness and lightheartedness. Popular content predominantly originates from
entertainment categories to everyday life content.

The topic of social media‘s influence on conflict was investigated in an article by Zeitzoff,
(2018). The author explored the impact of international public support on conflict dynamics,
by creating a dataset sourced from social media, focusing on Israel and Hamas during the 2012
Gaza Conflict. The key finding indicates that fluctuations in public support correlate with a
reduction in conflict intensity, particularly benefiting Israel. Interestingly, this influence
surpasses that of major international actors like the United States, Egypt, and the United
Nations. These findings shed light on the evolving role of information technology in shaping
the involvement of global audiences in conflicts.

A reception report published in “Medien & Zeit” in 2022 investigated the representation of war
in the era of social media and showed that it is divided into two parts. On the one hand, posts
on social media platforms such as Instagram, YouTube, and TikTok, follow traditional war
reporting strategies by using image, text, music, and video elements to attract attention and
emotionalize and simplify content. On the other hand, "private™ actors are increasingly going
public with individually selected information. An analysis of the comment sections showed
that creators who follow established patterns of presentation are often perceived as "authentic”,
regardless of the quality of the sources. The narrative style, visual design, and background
music play a decisive role here. The accessibility of the platforms makes it possible for anyone

to disseminate content without major obstacles. The conflicts of the war are also reflected in
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the commentaries, where an ideological division between the participants is evident. Both in
the videos and in the associated comments, “sides" are constructed, which users
demonstratively choose and which are reinforced by propagandistic comments (Prattes &
Saborowski, 2022).

TikTok shapes public perceptions during conflicts like the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. In the
past, traditional gatekeepers controlled the flow of information, but now, individual citizens
directly communicate their experiences and viewpoints to the public. During the 2021 Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, both Israelis and Palestinians utilized TikTok extensively to garner
international support. Yarchi & Boxman-Shabtai (2023) analyzed 318 TikTok posts from both
sides to understand the appeals made to global audiences. They found that Israelis focused on
victimization while Palestinians shared personal narratives. Despite Israelis being more
strategic, Palestinians achieved higher engagement. Additionally, a closer examination of 42
highly shared posts revealed deeper meanings encoded in aesthetics and values. By comparing
public diplomacy efforts on TikTok, this study sheds light on how citizens share their
experiences, use storytelling, and interact with the global community during conflicts (Yarchi
& Boxman-Shabtai, 2023).

The article ,,User-Generated-Content als Informationsquelle in Kriegs- zeiten* in “Bilder des
Krieges” focuses on small news and information snippets disseminated to a young audience on
the TikTok app. Through a qualitative empirical study, it examines the news and information
value attributed by 20- to 25-year-old users to these snippets related to the Russian invasion of
Ukraine. Using qualitative interview methods, the study reveals that the information-seeking
behavior of young adults regarding current events is not driven by specific topics or occasions
but rather by chance encounters with information on the app. The usage behavior of the
respondents is influenced by the app's recommendation algorithm. The self-perception of
young adults reflects an emancipatory use of the app; however, there is also evidence of
behavior shaped by algorithmic influence (Grabbe & Held, 2023, p.12). Another chapter from
this book which is relevant for this master thesis is “Die unertragliche Gleichheit des Seins.
Kriegsschauplatz TikTok”. TikTok is a platform for uncensored and unfiltered videos depicting
war and propaganda, raising questions about user reactions and the responsibilities of content
creators and algorithms. The article explores how this flood of information impacts judgment.
It highlights the unique power of personal accounts from war zones shared on social media,
which can deeply affect viewers emotionally compared to traditional journalism. These
"warfluencers™ offer subjective perspectives, serving as digital witnesses. Ultimately, the

author suggests that young people both seek and need this type of reporting, as it provides them
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with a means to form their own opinions and engage with a complex world through social
media (Grabbe & Held, 2023, pp.123-146).

While previous research has mainly focused on how professional journalists and news
organizations use TikTok, a study about reporting practices of citizen journalists on TikTok
investigates the broader spectrum of actors involved in news dissemination on the platform.
According to Peterson-Salahuddin (2023), citizen journalists, in particular, play a substantial
role in creating and sharing news content on TikTok. The author conducted qualitative
interviews with 14 TikTok citizen journalists and findings indicated that these individuals are
influenced by the platform's dynamics. Moreover, participants were concerned about
combating misinformation in their content. This study adds valuable insights to the
understanding of how citizen journalists and social media platforms like TikTok shape the

dissemination of news online and calls for an audience reception study.

In summary, previous research on TikTok and social networks has delved into usage behavior,
disinformation, and diverse aspects such as celebrity culture and news media adaptation.
Studies also explored user preferences on Instagram, revealing a preference for positive stories.
TikTok's uniqueness, highlighted in various studies, includes an emphasis on entertainment
rather than information and politics. Nevertheless, some previous research regarding citizen
war content on TikTok, as well as a reception study about young people’s war content
consumption could be found.

After carefully reading the previous research, it is noticeable that there is hardly any literature
on trust in war content on TikTok. However, political or war-related content can be found, with
millions of views, on TikTok this might suggest a research gap that is filled in this thesis.
Furthermore, this master thesis contributes to the examination of what news TikTok users are

exposed to on the platform and their perception of citizen journalist news on TikTok.
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5. Theoretical Framework

To investigate the topic of user behavior on TikTok in connection to trust in content, it is
relevant to look at the theoretical background in media psychology. For this study, the
theoretical concepts of parasocial interactions and uses and gratifications are important to
create a profound theoretical base. In the digital era, the concept of news is undergoing a
significant transformation. It is not solely about the content's quality anymore; rather, the
presenter becomes equally significant. This shift is particularly evident on social media
platforms like TikTok, where familiar faces play a crucial role in engaging audiences. Vazquez-
Herrero et al. (2022), highlight this trend, revealing that TikTok profiles often feature well-
known anchors and journalists. For instance, figures such as Jan Hofer of Tagesschau and
Gayle King of CBS This Morning are prominent on the platform. Additionally, journalists who
have become familiar due to their continued presence on TikTok, such as Dave Jorgenson of
The Washington Post, Park Hyun Sil of YTN News, Ash Percival of HuffPost, and several
journalists from La Nacién, further emphasize the importance of the presenter in modern news
consumption. This phenomenon suggests that audiences are not just seeking news; they are
also seeking a connection with the individuals who deliver it. Additionally, social media
enables the instantaneous spread of news as events unfold and at the same time, the TikTok
algorithm decides whether it is newsworthy to be presented to a user or not. Journalism research
needs to delve into how users perceive citizen-generated content and the novel gratifications
that TikTok fosters, shaping user behavior. Investigating how creators and users interact and
how this interaction affects trust in news sources could provide valuable insights for traditional

journalism practices, especially on platforms such as TikTok.

5.1Para Social Interaction (PSI)

Parasocial interaction (PSI) proves to be a valuable audience engagement tactic in citizen
journalism, drawing from its success in diverse sectors like gaming, and streaming, and its
roots in television. Examining PSI closely is crucial, as fostering parasocial bonds between

young adults and citizen journalists could bolster trust in the news they disseminate.

The notion of parasocial interaction has gained solid ground in media and communication
literature over the past four decades since it was first introduced in a 1956 paper by Horton and
Wohl. In their work, the authors investigated how the interaction between mass media

consumers and human figures portrayed in the media, which they refer to as "media figures,"
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such as hosts, actors, and celebrities, can generate a parasocial relationship. This relationship
is one in which the consumer responds as if engaged in a conventional social connection.
Hippel (1992) characterizes PSI as a theory contributing to an interactionist perspective on
television. Wulff (2009) offers a broader perspective, referring to it as a theoretical cornerstone
of television communication, whereas Mikos (1996) labels PSI as a concept. The terms
parasocial interaction (PSI) and parasocial relationship (PSR) have often been used
interchangeably in some literature and the connection is that a parasocial relationship (PSR) is
essentially built upon parasocial interaction (PSI). Parasocial interaction (PSI) pertains to how
audiences perceive their relationship with media personalities during a single exposure to
media content, such as a television show or movie. In contrast, parasocial relationship (PSR)
refers to a more enduring bond that develops over time between media figures and their
audiences (Yuan & Lou, 2020, p.2). The intimacy that is created is not real, it is constructed
by the audience’s imagination. Viewers have the potential to develop parasocial connections
not only with celebrities but also with social media personalities. Previous studies posit that
repeated exposure to a social media personality plays a crucial role in establishing parasocial
relationships (Yang & Ha, 2021, p.299). In contrast to traditional media, social media provides
opportunities for two-way interaction between influencers and their audiences. As a result,
contemporary media personalities not only communicate unilaterally with their fans through
traditional media outlets but also actively participate in conversations and engage with their

audiences through interactive platforms. (Yuan & Lou, 2020, pp.2-3)

5.1.1 Persona

To foster parasocial interaction, the persona, particularly that of a citizen journalist in this
research, plays a pivotal role in cultivating a relationship with users. The essential
characteristics required for the persona to establish a genuine connection are outlined below.
Especially when it comes to citizen journalists, they must appear relatable and authentic to the
audience, which is why the persona is not described as a star but rather as an ordinary person:
The persona should not be mistaken for the "star" for a couple of reasons. Firstly, the star holds
a specific and significant role projected by the fans, occupying an expressive function, whereas
the persona typically lacks prominence outside of media spheres, as noted by Horton & Wohl
(1956). Meyrowitz (1987) characterizes personae as individuals lacking traditional acting
abilities, not being singers, musicians, actors, or comedians of notable quality. In essence,
personae merely portray themselves. Similarly, Langer (1981) distinguishes between "stars"

and "personalities,”. Personalities™ are known for being representative, typical, and wanting to
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seem ordinary, aiming to be accepted and familiar. The persona, according to this perspective,
operates as a normal individual within the media context (Wulff, 2009). On social media, these
impactful online personae are commonly referred to as influencers. They are described as
"independent third-party endorsers who shape audience attitudes™ (Freberg et al., 2011, p.90).
Rubin & McHugh (1987) applied uses-and-gratification theory to delve deeper into
understanding parasocial interactions between audiences and celebrities. They discovered that
physical and social attraction played significant roles in fostering pseudo-relationships.
Simultaneously Schmid & Klimmt (2011) explored attraction/admiration and homophily
across different cultures, highlighting social attraction as the primary factor of parasocial
interactions. Celebrities are often associated with attractiveness, which in parasocial
interactions encompasses both physical appearance and personality traits, or perceived
similarities. Viewers may find certain physical or personality traits admirable and aspire to

emulate them.

5.1.2 Medial Social Relationship

According to Horton and Wohl, the interactions we engage in through media consumption are
akin to everyday experiences themselves. Viewing media is not merely about receiving
information; it is a social and interactive act. It becomes part of our daily routines, shaping how
we interact with and perceive the world around us. However, it is important to recognize that
the content presented on television, for example, comes in pre-structured formats that guide our
interactions and interpretations (Wulff, 2009). The consistent appearance of a persona helps
people include it in their daily routines. However, maintaining the strong bond between viewer
and persona is tricky. In television analysis it is not enough to focus only on the main TV show
or movie; understanding a character requires considering all their media appearances (ibid.).
Horton & Wohl highlighted this point clearly: “Indeed, their [the spectators’] continued
association with him [the persona] acquires a history, and the accumulation of shared past
experience gives additional meaning to the present performance. This bond is symbolized by
allusions that lack meaning for the casual observer and appear occult to the outsider (Horton &
Wohl, 1956, p.4).”

Nevertheless, the theory has weak spots in terms of classification as the authors (Schramm et
al., 2002) discuss. They point out uncertainties surrounding definitions, concepts, and

methodologies of PSI in their work. One particularly pivotal question regarding PSI is
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concerning the categorization of Horton and Wohl's (1956) explanations. While the authors
refrain from definitively labeling it as a theory, law, hypothesis, or metaphor, various terms
used in PSI literature indicate divergent interpretations. Within uses and gratifications research,
PSI is often viewed as a potential source of gratification, specifically as a functional substitute
for real interaction (Schramm et al., 2002, p.437), for this reason, we will now take a closer

look at the uses-and-gratifications theory and its backgrounds.

5.2 Uses and Gratification (U&G)

“The concept of understanding why people use media is an essential empirical question that
continues to change with media development” and the uses and gratifications theory (U&G)
offers a structured approach to comprehend and investigate the motivations behind individuals'
media consumption (Alhabash & Ma, 2017, p.3). To comprehend why young adults are drawn
to TikTok and how they consume news on the platform, one can turn to the theory of uses and

gratifications.

According to Katz et al. (1973), people utilize media to fulfill their requirements for social
interaction, enjoyment, tension release, and cognitive demands. They also use media to fulfill
their needs for information searching and passing the time. The U&G theory delves into the
reasons behind users' choices of media (uses) and the fulfillment of their needs through media
consumption (gratifications). To fully grasp gratifications, it is crucial to also understand why
individuals refrain from using certain technologies or what needs remain unmet by the media.
Instances of failed gratifications can be discerned through the absence of medium adoption
(e.g., lack of interest, unawareness) or unmet needs during media engagement (e.g., loss of
interest, boredom) (Vaterlaus & Winter, 2021, p.2). While traditional interpretations of U&G
have suggested that media serves to fulfill innate needs, contemporary U&G scholars suggest
that new gratifications have arisen through interactions with advanced media and technology
(Sundar & Limperos, 2013). This assertion finds support in the emergence of new media
practices such as the compulsion to check Instagram stories or Twitter feeds. According to
Phua et al. (2017), people utilize social media to meet their informational, social, and
entertainment demands. Others have observed that when people are driven by the desire for
amusement, social media helps them "pass time*, escape their everyday lives, and engage in

behaviors they find entertaining.
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Sundar & Limperos (2013) introduced the MAIN model (Modality, Agency, Interactivity, and
Navigability) as a framework for organizing both existing and emerging gratifications within
four media affordances. The MAIN model includes the following affordances: (1) Modality,
representing the diverse modes of media presentation (e.g., audio, visual, images, text), (2)
Agency, which considers users' capacity to share or generate media content, (3) Interactivity,
focusing on how media enables users to engage with and through the medium itself, and (4)
Navigability, centered on users' ability to navigate within the media environment (Sundar &
Limperos, 2013, pp. 512 - 516)). Distinct features of TikTok tap into various affordances, such
as its modality that allows users to peek into others' lives through videos, in contrast to the
potentially edited perfection of Instagram content. The allure of TikTok's beauty function
coupled with its video format likely drives users to showcase themselves for social validation.
TikTok also offers agency by enabling users to express themselves through video creation and
sharing, rather than the brevity of a tweet on Twitter. Interactivity on TikTok is evident in its
facilitation of video posting and sharing, enhancing user engagement beyond mere link
forwarding. Its algorithm fosters trendy content, driving likes and shares, with metrics like the
"fully-played rate” defining platform popularity. Navigability is streamlined with the "For
You" feature, effortlessly delivering new content without requiring users to follow others. The
platform's navigation has evolved towards "swiping gratification,” where a simple swipe
unlocks a virtually endless stream of algorithmically curated content, catering to users' desire
for escapism (Scherr & Wang, 2021,p.2).

Adopting a qualitative approach can facilitate the discovery of current, evolving, or potentially
novel gratifications and offer detailed portrayals of lived experiences concerning gratifications,
whether newly recognized or previously identified, linked to new media.(Vaterlaus & Winter,
2021, p.3) Given TikTok's status as an "underexplored new media” (Wang, 2020, p.8), this
research utilized a qualitative approach to explore young adults' utilization of and gratifications
(including instances of unmet gratifications) associated with TikTok in Austria and Sweden as

well as the parasocial relationships users’ develop when watching war content of citizens.
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6. Methodology

This master thesis will investigate young adults’ trust in user-generated content on TikTok in
the example of the Israel-Gaza conflict. This study is based on focused interviews with a young
audience (18 to 28 years old) from Austria and Sweden. Utilizing a qualitative inductive
approach, it aims to uncover patterns in young people's motivations and reasons for trust or
mistrust in citizen-generated war content on TikTok.To test the methodological approach
previous to this a pilot study was conducted. As part of this pilot study, 4 young people from
Austria were interviewed and the results were included in this study. To make the results of
this research work transparent and comprehensible, the methodological procedure of this study
is explained in more detail in the following section, which is subdivided into the research
design, sampling & selection of video material, interview guide development, data analysis,

categories, validity & reliability, ethical aspects, and limitations.

6.1 Research Design

For the implementation of the method, the focused interview approach was chosen. The
focused interview technique, pioneered in the 1940s by a research team led by American
sociologist Robert K. Merton at Columbia University's Bureau of Applied Social Research
(BASR), originated from studies on propaganda analysis, communication, and audience
reception. The BASR is recognized as the cornerstone of contemporary mass communication
research. Today, this method finds application in various domains such as market research and
opinion analysis. Additionally, its counterpart, the focus group interview, is a common tool in
qualitative social research, particularly in studies of political and cultural dynamics (Klevesath
et al., 2021, p.24). The focused interview method aims to determine reactions to specific
situations that have been previously analyzed. Unlike other interview approaches that delve
into broad and multifaceted experiences like life stories or daily encounters, focused interviews
zero in on the impact of narrowly defined scenarios, both natural and artificial test scenarios
(termed 'stimulus situations’). These scenarios may include films, radio broadcasts, written
materials, experiments, or social interactions. (Reiter & Witzel, 2021, p.2) In the case of this
study, the author shows the participants the previously selected TikTok video material and the
desired effect is that this leads to a deeper and more meaningful discussion about trust.
Qualitative interviews, which are guided interviews, are a comparatively well-developed
method of generating qualitative data. In this method, the interviews were conducted using a

previously developed interview guide (Appendix 1 ). The implementation method is therefore
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a qualitative-focused interview, as the study is aimed at young people's trust in TikTok content.
This form of questioning should encourage the interviewees to talk freely about their user
behavior and trust in content by asking specific questions. To help the interviewees identify
specific factors for their trust in content, they are shown video material to which they react.
The benefit of film or video is that it allows viewers to empathize and engage the viewer in a
sensitive exploration of the sensory and experiential bodies of the film subjects. However, the
risk lies in the viewers lacking the necessary cultural knowledge to interpret these experiences.
(Pink, 2007, p.251)

6.2 Sampling & Selection of Video Material

The selection of the interview partners will be firstly through social media and subsequently, a
snow-ball sampling will be carried out. Firstly an Instagram story was posted and then reposted
by other people so that friends of friends could be reached and a convenience sample was
selected. Convenience sampling is a non-probability research method that relies on recruiting
participants through easily accessible means (Brodaty et al., 2014). The sample size is 15 and
consists of 8 Austrian participants and 7 from Sweden. Furthermore, the sample consists of 9

female participants and 6 male ones.

To investigate trust and the reception of war videos relating to the Gaza-Israel conflict, the
participants in the study were shown a wide range of content and forms of presentation to
compare their different effects. However, if the number and variety of videos were too high, it
was feared that the interviews would lose depth. It was therefore essential to narrow down the
videos based on criteria. In detail, content and formal criteria were formulated in the selection
process and applied to the videos. In terms of content, the videos were uploaded starting from
October 7th and were not published by news outlets but by private individuals. This fits the
definition of a citizen journalist as outlined in previous studies (see Chapter 3.4). The diversity
of the videos was crucial to gain insights into the trust of the recipients. Therefore, a mixture
of opinion pieces and emotionalized content without spoken text was specifically sought. |
selected videos posted after October 7th to ensure participants were exposed to diverse
perspectives on a complex conflict, thereby facilitating discussions about their trust in and
engagement with war content on the app. The videos were not solely selected after specific
events since the Hamas attack, they are meant to represent a collection of the general mood on
TikTok since that day.
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To select the video material, the search function on TikTok was used to search for specific
hashtags: #gaza #israel #standwithisrael #palestine #newsupdate #hamas #war #freepalestine.
Subsequently, videos that had over 90.000 views, with a length between 0.5 minutes and 1.30
minutes, were selected. The videos were found through a private account without incognito
mode, which could be a limitation to the study since the author’s algorithm could be influenced
by its search history and not show all videos but only a narrow selection for the specific
account. Videos shorter than 30 seconds are to be disregarded for this study, as they provide
too little basis for a sufficient discussion and videos longer would go beyond the time frame of
the interviews. The videos will not be presented in the results chapter since they were only
shown to prompt a fruitful discussion. A closer description of the material selected can be found
in Appendix 2.

6.3 Interview Guide Development

The interview guide was developed based on the previously reviewed research, with a
particular focus on the media use of TikTok.

After the development of the interview guide, the questions were divided into 4 themes:
consumption habits and user behavior, political interest, attitudes toward war content, and trust
in content. These themes were formed by the author for structural reasons and in the following
the background to the questions asked is described. The interview guide can be found in the
appendices (Appendix 1).

First of all the interviews start with open questions concerning the reasons for young people to
use the app, the role of the app in their everyday life, and the content they are interested in. The
most popular TikTok categories which are humor, life hacks, and inspiration as well as cooking
and music/lipsync are suggestions in the questionnaire to assist the participants (Granow &
Scolari, 2022, p.175).

On TikTok, users rarely navigate to specific content, relying largely on the platform's FYP to
deliver relevant content. This algorithmically personalized feed serves as the central entry
point, providing users across various sub-target groups in order to help them discover
interesting videos. Users demonstrate a strong reliance on the algorithm, trusting it to know
their preferences, as the feed is not consciously curated. Artificial intelligence is perceived as
useful rather than dangerous, with concerns about potential loss of control outweighed by the

benefits of pre-selected and personalized content. This trust may be influenced by familiarity

23



with similar personalized suggestion algorithms on other social media platforms like Spotify
or YouTube (Granow & Scolari, 2022, p.171). Therefore it was relevant to include questions
about their news consumption on TikTok (if user consume news incidentally via their FYP or
if they use the search bar or follow specific accounts).

When it comes to attitudes towards war content, previous research has already shown, that
some users report negative experiences with the recommendation algorithm, encountering
disturbing content such as violence, fake news, or pornography. In such cases, users employ
actions like blocking or swiping away to remove inappropriate content, allowing the algorithm
to learn their preferences and refine future suggestions (Granow & Scolari, 2022, pp.171-172).
For this reason, questions about their content avoidance strategies were asked. For the question
of what builds trust regarding citizen journalists‘ or influencers‘ content, criteria like
authenticity and genuineness, as well as the engagement rate (shares, likes, and comments),
were considered as possible factors according to Gong & Holiday (2023) and therefore

included in the interview guide.

6.4 Data Analysis

All interviews were held and recorded via Zoom and then transcribed using a mixture of literary
transcription and standard orthography. This mixed form makes it possible to retain the forms
of expression and terms used by the participants, as these can also generate insights, although
for example the Austrian dialect was not assigned any extraordinary significance for the present
work (Flick, 2011, p.381). In addition, a vertical transcription was chosen as this offers the
advantage of clarity, as the sequence of conversations can be maintained. For the evaluation
and coding, the MAXQDAZ24 program was used, which can process all data that is read
electronically (e.g. transcripts). Important passages can then be assigned different codes and
colors (Meyen et al., 2018, pp.178-180). One can create codes, add to them, or assign several
codes to text passages at any time. This creates a so-called code word tree that is divided into
“main codes” and “subcodes”, which enables so-called thematic coding (Strubing, 2014, p.9).
The creation of the codes was strongly oriented towards the interview guide, which worked
well. This resulted in the main categories: habits & user behavior, news consumption, trust
factors, content, and creator. Furthermore, formal criteria such as age, gender, country, city,
educational background, and current occupation were coded for structural reasons.

Nevertheless, codes had to be revised and adapted during the evaluation process. Some of the

codes were used very often, while other codes were used only rarely. Thematic coding with
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MAXQDA made it easy to compare the participants and quotes to support individual findings

were easy to find (Meyen et al., 2018, p.172).

6.5 Categories

The first category ‘Habits and User Behavior’ consists of the subcategories Topics of Interest,
Reasons, and Routines. This category includes the general TikTok use of the participants and
gives an overview of their behavior on the platform.

The category ‘News Consumption & Perception of Disinformation’ includes the
subcategories Fact-checking, News Outlet Content, Content Avoidance, Incidental News
Consumption, and Fake News Awareness. This category covers the way young people consume
news or war content on TikTok and the way they interact with it. The next category is
‘Content’ which consists of Engagement and Importance of Citizen Content. This category
sheds light on factors such as the influence of engagement on TikTok content and its influence
on an individual’s level of trust in the content. It also focuses on the question, of whether citizen
content is important for a young TikTok audience and in which way.

‘The Creator’ is constructed by the subcategories of Role, Influencer Notoriety, Attitude &
Presentation, Looks, Familiarity, Posting History, and Reasons. This category can be used to
determine the impact of the creator's online presence on recipients' trust and which type of
creator is most trusted when it comes to war reporting.

Finally, the category ‘Trust Factors’ is formed by the subcategories Mistrust and Trust, which
have further subcategories: Information, Participant, and Emotion Effect. Mistrust has one
more subcategory and that is Propaganda. This category helps to analyze differences and
similarities between Austrian and Swedish young people developing trust in war-related
content.

Information is the code that was developed to find out how information has to be delivered to
be credible and how relevant sources are for the audience as well as credible video elements
(e.g. caption, a thumbnail of article, facts & numbers). The Participant is the sub-category that
means all factors that influence trust which are coming from the participant’s previous
knowledge or interest in the topic. Emotion Effect includes the effects of video elements on the
recipients. Topics such as the camera setting, cuts, background music, and the setting in which

the video was recorded. The full code system can be found in the Appendices (Appendix 3).
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6.6 Validity and Reliability

According to Clark (2021) reliability refers to the extent to which a measure of a concept
remains consistent over time, reflecting how results might vary if the study were replicated
under identical conditions. In this study, a consistent coding procedure was applied to each
interview transcript. It is important to acknowledge that the coding process was not
independently verified by another individual; thus, the interpretation of results relies solely on
my judgment, based on previously conducted codes.

Moreover, participants were primarily selected from my personal Instagram followers, with
additional referrals from acquaintances. The participants will be introduced in chapter 7.1.
Consequently, the findings may be influenced by the convenience sampling method.
Furthermore, another aspect of quality is validity, which pertains to the trustworthiness of the
conclusions drawn from the research. This study focuses solely on internal validity, not external
validity. The distinction between these terms lies in the generalizability of findings: external
validity implies applicability to broader populations beyond the sample group. (Clark, 2021)
However, the sample group in this study represents only the participants themselves, who are
part of a larger demographic of young adults from Sweden and Austria aged between 18 and
28 years old. Therefore, the results of this study can only offer insights into user behavior and
trust regarding war-related content on TikTok within this specific demographic, serving as a

preliminary indication for a representative study on a large scale.

6.7 Ethical Aspects

When showing my interviewees selected conflict-related material, it can be triggering for some.
Therefore, the choice of content was discussed with the supervisor beforehand and the
interviewees were asked if they were fine to see possibly triggering content. Information was
gathered, stored, and handled in compliance with the European GDPR policy. Before
conducting the interviews, participants were required to provide informed consent (Appendix
4) through a form that was created in alignment with the supervisor's guidance and signed by

the participants.

The recorded data were treated with confidentiality and promptly removed from cloud storage
or drives upon completion of the transcript finalization process. Subsequently, since the study's
conclusion rendered the transcripts unnecessary, only the findings, pertinent quotes, and the

codebook were retained for inclusion in this thesis.
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To engage participants more actively throughout the research endeavor, | extended an
invitation for them to reach out to me at any point during or after the project. This was
facilitated by providing both my university and personal email addresses, ensuring accessibility

for any further inquiries or discussions.

6.8 Limitations

Among the limitations inherent in this study, foremost is the utilization of a convenience
sample sourced exclusively from my acquaintances and friends of friends. Consequently, this
sample lacks representation from diverse societal strata and regions across Austria and Sweden.
Additionally, the nature of the political theme addressed in this work introduces the possibility
of socially desirable responses. This is the tendency to portray oneself and one's social setting
in a way that is deemed to be socially acceptable but not entirely reflective of one's reality is
known as social desirability bias. (Bergen & Labonté, 2020) Moreover is a potential for the
emergence of a filter bubble issue, as the algorithm on TikTok may selectively expose
individuals with a lesser interest in the conflict to a diminished amount of war-related content.
Findings reveal what participants say they would do if they would see war content on their
FYP, instead of what they may do in real time.

Furthermore, the interviews were held in English with the Swedish participants and in German
with Austrian ones. Even though all participants were confident speaking in English it must be
considered that it is not their mother tongue, which could lead to less of a fruitful conversation

when arguing for reasons of trust.
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7. Results

During the analysis five overarching themes emerged, each accompanied by various sub-
themes. This chapter will begin by introducing the interviewees and subsequently delving into
these five distinct sections, each dedicated to a central category. The first section explores
participants' behaviors and habits on the app, while the second theme deals with their patterns
of news consumption on TikTok and perceptions regarding potential disinformation. The third
theme examines the motivations of citizen journalists from the audiences’ perspective,
emphasizing the importance of citizen reporting on TikTok and its impact on recipient trust.
Moving forward, the fourth theme explores participants' impressions of creators on TikTok.
Finally, the chapter concludes with a presentation of the results regarding the level of trust,
including a comparison between Austria and Sweden. The results are derived from discussions
with participants following their viewing of selected videos. Therefore, the videos themselves
are not detailed in the results as their sole purpose was to prompt meaningful dialogue. In the
evaluation of the factors relating to trust in war content, trust is often based on the attitudes and
previous knowledge of the participants about the Gaza-Isreal conflict, therefore it is important
to mention that participants were not asked about their personal stands on the conflict which
can be a limitation to this study.

These findings will be thoroughly discussed and analyzed in the following chapter, drawing
connections to the literature review and theoretical framework. It is important to note that while
these categories align closely with the research questions, there is often overlap among the

themes.

7.1 Participants

Fifteen participants were interviewed and six of them identified as men and nine of them as
women and the age range is between 18 and 28 years. All of their names were changed into
pseudonyms in order to protect their identity. The participants stem from different areas of
Sweden and Austria and their educational levels varied from high school students to master
students. All of the participants use TikTok regularly and all of them have seen war content on
their FYP before. Nevertheless, this sample does not represent the general population of young
adults from Sweden and Austria since their educational level is relatively high and the majority
of the participants live in a city, and without an urban-rural divide, no assumptions can be made

for entire cultures.
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Austria

Simon (m) is a 28-year-old bachelor’s student from Salzburg.

Felix (m) is 18 years old and a high school student living in Graz.

Janni (m) is a 26-year-old bachelor’s student who lives in Salzburg.

Anabel (w) is a 22-year-old teacher living in Graz. Her highest degree is a bachelor’s
degree.

Nadine (w) is 24 years old, from Salzburg, and working in public relations. Her highest
level of education is a bachelor’s degree.

Anna (w) is a 23-year-old sales trainee from Schladming and the only one in the sample
living in the countryside. Her highest level of education is a bachelor’s degree.

Nella (w) is a 20-year-old sports editor from Salzburg and her highest educational
qualification is high school level. She is in this position because of her previous career
as a professional athlete.

Johanna (w) is a 22-year-old bachelor’s student living in Salzburg.

Sweden

Alex (m) is a 28-year-old receptionist from Gothenburg and his highest educational
qualification is high school level.

Marten (m) is a high school student from Stockholm and 18 years old.

David (m) is a 26-year-old bachelor’s student from Nyneshamn.

Lisa (w) is 26 years old and working as a digital visual designer. She lives in Stockholm
and holds a bachelor’s degree.

Tove (w) is a 21-year-old waitress from Stockholm and her highest educational
qualification is high school level.

Klara (w) is a master’s student from Stockholm and 25 years old.

Noa (w) is an 18-year-old high school student from Stockholm.
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7.2 General Habits

The participants enjoy TikTok for its cozy and effortless way to pass the time or as a distraction
from everyday life, thanks to its unpredictable algorithm. Some of the participants use the app
while commuting or before going to bed but in general, a lack of routines can be determined.
Users engage with the app during idle moments, at work for trend research, during breaks at
school, or whenever boredom strikes. Most of the participants said they tend to “mindless
scroll” through TikTok and share videos with their friends or watch content friends shared with
them. Another popular user behavior is to read through the comment section. TikTok's appeal
lies in its up-to-date content, functioning like a search engine for trend research rather than
information. Only one of the 15 participants mentioned using the search function on TikTok to
get access to specific information:

“But if I'm looking for short-term information on certain topics say the Gaza war,

if I want to know for example where exactly something happened I use TikTok just

to find out what happened there. Completely independent of the reliability or that |

assume that will be the case, but | generally use TikTok for easily accessible

information because then | don't have to read any texts. ” (Simon, 28, AUT)

Most of the participants both Austrians and Swedes use TikTok for inspiration, exploration,
and entertainment only one participant mentioned they have it because everyone else has it.

Users find inspiration in a variety of topics such as politics, lifestyle, comedy, cooking, travel,
and Sports. A few mentioned consuming war content whereas one said they only watch those
kinds of videos if censored on TikTok. The participant expressed that they cannot watch videos
where e.g. blood or dead bodies are shown. When it comes to political content young people
mostly consume “Trending Political Topics” which are shown to them by their algorithm and
most of the time they tend to consume domestic Swedish or Austrian content. One mentioned
as an example the deepfake of Taylor Swift supporting Donal Trump that went viral on TikTok
or others mentioned consuming vlogs about creators who are living in Ukraine filming their

daily life and making political statements in a casual video.

30



7.3 News Consumption & Perception of Potential Disinformation

User-generated content and citizen journalism on the Gaza-Israel conflict are very diverse. In
addition to supposed war scenes and bombed-out cities, as well as scenes from everyday life,
various news articles are also commented on by users. How does the audience decide whether
the content they see has news or information value or is potential disinformation?
Both Austrians and Swedes have their Fact-checking strategies when it comes to consuming
informational or news content on TikTok. Some use Google when they find the information
interesting, but some of the facts or numbers shown are questionable. Others may look through
the comments to get a feeling for the major opinion in the comment section. Only two
participants said they never fact-check content on TikTok, only if the topic is very important
and interesting to them, they would go as far as to use another search engine to find information
on the issue. In general young adults are aware of potential disinformation. One of the
participants seemed very critical during the interview when example 5 was shown to Marten
(18) while watching he checked the thumbnail of the article and directly looked up the source
during our interview. Interestingly only two participants followed news outlets’ accounts on
TikTok both of them were Swedish and both said they followed Aftonbladet on TikTok. Most
of the participants consume news on TikTok incidentally when it gets shown in their FYP
instead of following news outlet accounts or using the search bar for information. When it
comes to news avoidance Swedish as well as Austrian young adults tend to use TikTok as an
entertainment platform but are not trying to avoid war or news content on their FYP. Only four
told the interviewer about their news avoidance strategies on TikTok. The most common
strategy is to swipe on a video so that the algorithm would not show this kind of content again
but one participant even goes as far as to train the algorithm by giving TikTok feedback when
news or war content shows on his FYP:

“Yes, most of the time when | see content where | don't know how the reporting

came about, | usually click on not interested if TikTok asks me for feedback and

that works very well. And for the content that I like, | also make sure that I like or

stay longer on the video so that it is shown to me more. And the same if | want to

see less of something I click on, not interested. I do a lot of sorting out. “ (Janni, 26,

AUT)
Reasons for news avoidance are that participants want TikTok to be uplifting and do not want
to see content that makes them think or unsure where the information comes from. This could

be related to the fake news awareness of the participants since most of those, who are showing
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news or war content avoidance are at the same time skeptical about the reliability of news on
TikTok. One Swedish and one Austrian even mentioned they are aware of fake news and

framing of news in news coverage outside of TikTok and stated a lack of trust in media.

7.4 Relevance of Audience Engagement

The content code category delves into how engagement metrics like likes, comments, or shares
impact audience trust levels, while also highlighting the significance of citizen-driven content
on TikTok for both the participants themselves and society at large.

For the majority of the participants, citizen content is an important part of the opinion-making
process, it has a learning effect on the audience and creates awareness around a topic. For
example, one person, after watching example 6, stated that TikTok was a good way for him to
start getting interested in the topic of the Gaza-Isreal conflict:

“If I had the whole thing on my FY now, | wouldn't do anything because I'm already very well-
informed about the topic. But at the beginning when | got videos like this, | looked it up again
to understand the whole setting. Because you can't look at it out of context. If | had seen it for

the first time, |1 would have started researching the whole war on Google.” (Felix, 18, AUT)

Others said they find it a good way of news consumption since it is better than not consuming
any news and citizen war reporting can make the audience feel more compassionate than war
reporting by news outlets. The reason for this could be that participants also mentioned they
find first-hand accounts trustworthy and relevant.

Simon mentioned appreciating the raw nature of the content, recognizing that not everything
needs a journalistic filter. The importance of content is acknowledged for opinion formation,
especially through extreme opinions.

"Because not all content has to be journalistic and that is also the advantage of our time, that
not everything always goes through a journalistic utilization. Instead, some things can be
thrown out unfiltered and unchecked." (Simon, 28, AUT)

However, this person mentioned moderation is deemed necessary, suggesting the inclusion of
trigger warnings for opinionated content on TikTok, so that the audience is informed that the
content they are seeing is not journalistic. The user distinguishes this from traditional
journalism but acknowledges its relevance. Conversely, for those who would say this type of
content is not important to them, content avoidance is expressed due to the perceived tragic

nature of world events.
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Two Swedish participants said they do not trust war content at all. Both repeatedly said in the
interviews that war content on TikTok is not more than propaganda and therefore has no
relevance for themselves.

“For me, personally, I don't think this content is that important. | try not to engage with it too
much, because | know there can be a lot of, like, factual errors and a lot of, like, just lies in it,
because it is propaganda. It is a war.” (Marten, 18, SE)

One of them describes TikTok as a new weapon in war:

“TikTok is a little bit new, so I think it's a little bit of a strange place to be in a crisis and to
have social media, like both sides are trying, to get a new weapon to turn people against the
other side. “ (Alex, 28, SE)

When it comes to the engagement of the videos, opinions are divided. On the one hand, positive
comments and a lot of likes can generate more trust in the content but on the other hand, some
participants are very aware of the dangers of misinformation in the comment section.

“ 1 think comments are almost the most dangerous thing about this kind of thing because it's
really easy to take sides or to get carried away. ” (Nella, 20, AUT)

Even though some do not trust the comment section at all, participants are aware that comments
can influence their opinion on the conflict. Nevertheless, the comment section cannot be
neglected when researching trust in citizen war reporting on TikTok, because the aim of the
creator can be more transparent for the audience through their interaction in the comments.
“Comments do play a big role because often the creator interacts there and then you get even
more information about the creator and what they want to inform us about. ” (Noa, 18, SE)
The advantages of TikTok for news reporting are highlighted, emphasizing easy access to
information without the need for reading. One user appreciates the unfiltered and unchecked
nature of the content attributing that typical for TikTok, providing “first-hand accounts, (...) a
lot of information from a wide variety of sources and not filtered out and edited together,
chewed through, and pre-chewed by some news outlets. “(Felix, 18, AUT)

In this study, the creator which is looked at closely in the next chapter, proves to be the
important factor when it comes to trust in the information the user is getting from a video, but
also the mainstream opinion from the rest of the TikTok users is important for three
participants.

“But yes, | would say likes and comments if there is a flood of positive comments then | would
be more likely to accept it than if that is not the case. ” (Nadine, 24, AUT)
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7.5 The Creator

In this study, participants considered the creator's attitude and presentation most important for
conveying trustworthy information. They also found the reasons behind creators sharing
journalistic content and their role (e.g. war influencer, military source, civilian, scientist,...)
significant. Additionally, the creator's posting history was seen as very relevant, since most of
the participants asked to see some of the previous content posted to help them develop an
opinion on the video. While factors like reputation and appearance were mentioned less often.
The role that the creator plays on TikTok can have a strong impact on user trust. For instance,
influencers especially war influencers cause mistrust among Swedish young adults. Military
sources are seen as the least trustworthy for some and as the most trustworthy for others.
Participants who mistrust military personalities showed high interest in war and conflict and
showed awareness of propaganda strategies. The reason not to trust a military personality is
because it is their job to report in a way that would not harm their troop and therefore are not

Seen as a trustworthy source.

On the other hand, some participants chose video example number 3 as the most trustworthy
example. Their reasoning for their choice was the fact that a military personality is professional
and the participants could not imagine a military personality to be fake. Trustworthy roles
concerning war coverage on TikTok are scientists as well as if someone is an expert in their
field. Civilians in Gaza or Israel, nevertheless are seen as the most trustworthy personas in the
context of war and conflict on TikTok. This is because they seem to be informed about their

first-hand accounts.

The most important aspect for the participants was the attitude of the citizen journalists and
how they presented themselves. A trustworthy creator is confident, has an assertive tone in
their voice, and seems genuine and authentic. Other trustworthy factors are that the creator
seems knowledgeable and calm, has rhetorical skills, and shows real emotions. Facial
expressions are trustworthy in some cases in others they create mistrust. If the creator is making
fun of other opinions and therefore making faces this leads to mistrust but if a creator looks
emotional and upset this leads to trust.

Mistrust is generated by a patronizing tone or nervosity, if the creator seems aggressive and
too persuasive. The attitude that generates the most mistrust is if the creator is too calm in a

war setting.
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“It’s a little weird he seems to0 happy and foo normal I don’t think it would be like this in
reality.” (Anna, 23, AUT)

Results show that influencer notoriety, familiarity, and the looks of the creator do not play a
crucial part in the development of trust. Only two Austrian participants mentioned they trust
more if the creator has a lot of followers. Their reasoning behind this statement is the reputation
that is at stake if the creator could lose by spreading fake news. Nevertheless, results also show
that users do not trust a “random person”, if the user is not familiar with the creator or the
creator lacks relatability this leads to mistrust. The looks of the creator can influence the level
of trust severely especially when it comes to a war setting and the looks do not correspond to
the expected. For instance, some participants said they do not trust a beautiful girl in a war
setting.

A very important aspect in the development of trust towards war reporting by TikTok personas
is the posting history of the creator. Just under half of the respondents find that the previously
posted content has a major impact on their trust: “The kind of history that the creator has in
their feed like if a person had 1 million views on a beach walk, it feels like they sent out some
propaganda videos now just to get views. "(Alex, 28, SE)

Inconsistency in a creator’s feed leads to mistrust whereas consistency and a transparent feed
lead to trust in the information they are giving.

“My question behind it would always be on TikTok do they just want to stage themselves now
so that they get a lot of followers or do they want to point out the grievance. ” (Janni, 26, AUT)
During the interviews, we inquired about the motivations driving creators to share content on
TikTok. The aim was to determine whether the audience perceives these creators primarily as
influencers seeking financial gain or as citizen journalists, as selected in the sample of this
study, with a mission to educate. The Austrian participant Janni said in his interview that his
problem with trust in war content on TikTok is mostly the aspect of creators wanting to go viral
with their videos. Most of the participants agree on this point, one even mentioned that creators
post-war content for more traction. A polarizing topic and strong opinions can make the
audience angry, which leads to more comments or discussions in the comment section between
users. Some participants said they think the creators’ reason for posting this type of content is
propagandistic means. Two main categories were formed in this study: citizen journalist and
influencer/ war influencer, to investigate how the participants view citizen journalists. Some
participants were convinced war influencers were shown to them because the creator seemed
to want to gain virality by taking on the Isreal-Gaza topic. Other reasons like the aim to bring

out the truth, to spread awareness, to inform, or to get support are more likely to be categorized
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as citizen journalist’s reasons. When it comes to the creators trying to get support pointing out
that a petition to be signed by users is not trustworthy because participants would not call this
good reporting. One participant said smaller creators might use TikTok as a form of therapy to

cope with their experiences and therefore post their first-hand accounts.

7.6 Level of Trust: Comparing Sweden and Austria

To investigate the research aim of differences in the level of trust in war content between
Austrians and Swedes, the two categories Trust and Mistrust were formed and the results are
described below. Starting with reasons for the audience to mistrust followed by reasons for

trust in information by citizen journalists.

7.6.1 Mistrust

Four Austrians and three Swedish participants would say they mistrust this type of content
since they assume it is based on propagandistic means. Most of the Austrians show mistrust
regarding propagandistic content stemming from US-American creators whereas the Swedes
mistrust propaganda by Israel or Hamas. The reason for participants not trusting US-American
creators is that the participants think the United States is involved in conflicts around the world.
When considering the delivery of information in a video, factors such as the presentation of
facts and numbers, the inclusion of source citations in captions, and the potential for
opinionated presentation are all noteworthy. The results show for both Swedish and Austrian
young adults a similar outcome. If the creator mentions facts and numbers regarding a topic
recipients do not believe those numbers since it sounds scripted or too professional to them.
On the other hand, both groups of participants believe that a video that presents no facts is not
credible either. When creators use simplifications in their reporting on war topics, which might
be a tribute to the shortness of TikTok videos in general, some participants mentioned that this
even makes them angry. “Yes, it's a perspective of how much you can shorten it and how much
you can simplify it. That's just the annoying thing on TikTok, that you're constantly coming up
with super clear opinions, and on TikTok everyone is always absolutely sure, or at least
pretends to be.” (Simon, 28, AUT)

Most of the participants agree on one topic, if the content is too opinionated, polarizing, or one-
sided, they do not trust the information given to them. A difference can be found here, namely
that there are significantly more Austrian recipients who immediately classify opinionated

content as u ntrustworthy.
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Another issue examined in this study is the impact of participants' prior knowledge of the Gaza-
Israel crisis on their trust in the sample videos shown. In this category differences in the
development of trust can be found. Only Swedish participants mentioned not trusting a creator
or a video because it did not represent their opinion on the conflict. Similarities can be found
when it comes to interest in the topic, no interest in a topic leads to mistrust regarding the
information about it. This also applies to too little prior knowledge, for instance, if the
participant does not have sufficient prior knowledge about the existing crisis, then they trust
war content to a limited extent. This was expressed by participants for example saying | do not
trust this video because | am not well informed about the conflict or some said they do not trust
Israeli creators because of what they have previously seen on social media. This means other
opinions by citizen journalists or influencers supporting the hashtag #freegaza and framing
Israel as the aggressor.

Results of the emotion effects code show that Swedish participants do not trust sad music,
because it makes a video angeled towards one side. Another aspect that makes information by
citizen journalists not credible for participants from both nationalities, is if the quality of the
video is too high and the video looks like a studio production.

One Austrian and one Swedish participant mentioned that too many cuts in a video make the
information less credible since it gives them the feeling the creator does not know what they
are talking about. When it comes to not appearing professional, one would assume that the
front-camera perspective is the solution to appearing credible as a citizen journalist, but there
are exceptions. Namely, if the creator puts themselves too much in the spotlight, then this is
also a reason for participants not to trust the information.

Nevertheless, the most important factor when it comes to the influence of emotion effects on
the level of trust is the setting in which the video was recorded. Participants identified certain
settings, such as "vlog" or "get ready with me," as unserious when discussing war-related
content. This perception likely arises from the potential for these videos to go viral and the
prevalence of such styles among influencers.

Furthermore, if the actual location is not recognizable from the video or the person is not in the

war zone at first glance, this has a negative effect on credibility.
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7.6.2 Trust

Regarding the perception of trustworthy information, participants emphasized the importance
of receiving information presented in an argumentative, emotionally balanced, or objective
manner. Notably, Swedish respondents articulated a preference for text in videos or credible

captions, which enhanced the perceived credibility of the content.

Interestingly, findings revealed that facts and figures have less impact in shaping trust when
sourced from citizen journalists. However, both Swedish and Austrian young adults align in a
shared belief: the inclusion of visuals such as graphics or article thumbnails bolsters trust in
video content, providing transparency regarding the creator's opinion.

Furthermore, Austrian participants noted a significant observation: when citizen journalists are
linked with reputable news outlets, especially through platforms like TikTok, it enhances trust
in the disseminated information. This indicates a complex relationship between the identity of
the source and the perceived credibility of the content.

As mentioned in the evaluation of the factors relating to mistrust, trust is also very often based
on the attitudes and previous knowledge of the participants about the Gaza-Isreal conflict.
Therefore participants said they trust a creator if they share the same opinion on the war or if
the participants are convinced they know that the creator is in the right, which stems from the
participants’ previous knowledge.

Similar to the findings in the category of mistrust, the category of trust reveals that trust in
citizen journalists' content is influenced not only by the persona presenting the information but
also by the emotional impact conveyed in the video.

For instance, background noise in a war setting (ambulance sounds or people screaming), lends
credibility to a citizen source. Additionally, participants expressed greater trust in content
featuring calming sounds rather than melancholic music in the background. Regarding
cinematographic elements within the emotion effects category, amateurish footage is perceived
as more credible than high-quality footage, such as drone shots. Both Swedes and Austrians
agree on this preference. Specifically, imagery depicting destruction, bombings, graphic
scenes, and the aftermath of missile attacks is deemed the most trustworthy when shared on
TikTok.

While the front-camera perspective may evoke mistrust when the creator is presenting
themselves too much, it often fosters trust due to its perceived lack of professionalism by the

audience. Moreover, one participant suggested that footage filmed secretly would further
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enhance the trustworthiness of a citizen journalist. One topic that came up during the interviews
is that emotional awareness posts are very positively received by the recipients.

,,For sure | cannot tell if the numbers are right and what the facts say or if they are correct
and I’'m not gonna straight up google it but if they lie, showing emotions instead, that is not

too dramatic either.. in a way that you can tell they are hurt. “ (Anna, 23, AUT)

Another theme that came up during the interview with a Swedish participant, was that if the
creator shares the same opinion as the major opinion other creators share on social media, this
is more trustworthy than a contradictory opinion. One participant mentioned that individual
fate for them, is more of a story that they trust. This result is coherent with the result in the
creator category, that creators who share first-hand accounts are more credible than others. The
last sub-category of emotion effects is the setting, as mentioned before if the creator is in the
war zone this leads to trust whereas if the scene is set in a location that cannot be identified as
a crisis the information is seen as less credible for the audience.

. Especially if it’s not fact-based, since If it’s fact-based it doesn’t matter who is stating the
fact or who is showing the news content, but if it’s more like debating and telling an opinion [
feel like it’s a lot about the presentation. Who does it and what kind of setting they are in really

affect how long | will stay on the video. And also how much I trust it. “ (Tove, 21, SE)

39



8. Analysis & Discussion

In pursuit of addressing the research question central to this thesis—'What factors shape young
adults’ media consumption patterns, engagement levels, and trust in citizen-generated content
on TikTok, using the lIsrael-Gaza crisis as a case study'—the research objectives were
formulated, delineating the focus of this study. This chapter serves to unravel these objectives
and compare them with previous literature on the topic of citizen journalism on TikTok.
Additionally, theoretical constructs such as parasocial interaction and uses and gratifications

will be scrutinized for their applicability and relevance to the research aim.

9.1 To what extent do young adults use TikTok to get information?

This research supports findings from Granow & Scolari (2022), indicating that young adults
use TikTok as an entertainment platform rather than an informational platform. The content
that is mostly consumed on the platform is everyday life content. Nevertheless, young adults
still consume political or war-related content if it is trending on their For You Page. Further
findings that align with this research are the users’ strong reliance on the algorithm. The
audience trusts the algorithm to know their preferences and this is shown as a result of this
research since participants rarely search for information, they wait for it to show up. Almost
all young adults in this study still use TikTok as sort of a search engine but for lifestyle topics
rather than news. Findings of Grabbe & Held (2023) show evidence that young adults’ user
behavior on the app is shaped by the algorithmic influence even if their self-perception would
be an emancipatory use of the app. This aligns with the findings regarding incidental news
consumption on TikTok. Only one of the participants mentioned actively using the search
function for news on the Isareal-Gaza crisis. Most of the participants mindlessly scroll on their

FYP and then rather stumble upon news or war content.

This mindless scroll was described in previous literature as a “swiping gratification”
(Scherr&Wang, 2021). In contrast to new gratifications that have arisen through other social
media platforms such as the compulsion to check Instagram (Sundar & Liperos, 2023), TikTok
is a platform where people take time to use it. Even though some of the young adults mentioned
they have no routine with TikTok, most of them mentioned using it in their spare time such as
commuting. This shows a new gratification that fulfills the need to pass the time or kill
boredom. Another finding from this study that aligns with previous U&G research is that young

adults use TikTok as an escape from their everyday lives (Scherr & Wang, 2021; Plume &

40



Slade, 2018). A new gratification that can be found through this study is the compulsion to
check the comment section. Young adults seem to be more intrigued by the comment section
than likes or shares on a video and some use the comment section as a personal fact-checking
method. The more positive comments that support an argument in a video, the more trust the

young adults in this study develop towards the opinion.

This possibly could have consequences regarding the dissemination of propagandistic content
as well as disinformation, as many of the participants in this study mentioned that comments
can strongly influence their opinions. Therefore, an analysis of comment sections about war

content is highly relevant for future research.

The result on news avoidance can also be linked to previous research about news trust on
TikTok. Generally, audiences view news content, published on social media platforms, as less
trustworthy (Mont’Alverne et al., 2022). Results show that reasons for news avoidance are
strongly linked with a certain skepticism about the dissemination of information on TikTok,
coming from a high level of fake news awareness in combination with the viral motives of

creators on TikTok.

9.2 Does war-related content on TikTok impact the audience and in which way?

When considering the impact of war content on audiences, findings suggest a predominantly
positive influence rather than negative. For most participants, citizen-generated content plays
a significant role in shaping opinions, fostering learning, and raising awareness of current
issues. Many view it as a relatable and more empathic way of news consumption, as it often
evokes greater compassion in audiences than traditional news reporting on war. This preference
may stem from participants' perceptions of firsthand accounts as more trustworthy and relevant.
This result is similar to Grabbe & Held’s (2023), who found that personal accounts from war
zones shared on social media hold a unique power, which can deeply affect viewers
emotionally compared to traditional journalism.

The findings from this study align with the dynamics observed in TikTok usage during the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict in 2021. In their study, Yarchi & Boxman-Shabtai (2023), found
that Israelis focused on victimization while Palestinians shared personal narratives. Despite

Israelis being more strategic, Palestinians achieved higher engagement.
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Participants' skepticism towards citizen reporting due to concerns about propaganda aligns with
the cautionary approach towards content shared on TikTok during conflicts. The hesitation to
trust Israeli content creators could stem from the perception of the mainstream opinion on
social media which supports the opinions of creators from Gaza. These insights underscore the
complexities of navigating information dissemination platforms during conflict situations.
Another finding consistent with Grabbe & Held's perspective is the role of war content on
TikTok in shaping the opinions of young adults. The benefits of using TikTok for news
dissemination are underscored, emphasizing the accessibility of information without the
requirement of reading. One user values the raw and unfiltered nature of the content,
acknowledging that not all information necessitates a journalistic filter. The significance of
content in shaping opinions, particularly through the presentation of extreme viewpoints, is
recognized.

However, the young adults in this study suggest the inclusion of trigger warnings for
opinionated content. Some of the young adults who are experiencing the negative impact of
war content on TikTok established their avoidance strategies. Due to the perceived tragic nature
of world events some swipe on war content and some even feedback TikTok to not show such
content again. This behavior suggests that certain users exclusively utilize TikTok for
entertainment purposes and segregate their news consumption to other platforms to avoid

mixing it with their entertainment platform.

9.3 What are the factors that make citizen journalists’ content successful on TikTok?

Peterson-Salahuddin (2023) highlights the significant role of citizen journalists in generating
and disseminating news content on TikTok. Their study reveals that these individuals are
influenced by the platform's dynamics and express concerns about countering misinformation
in their content. Comparing these findings with those of the reception study presented here, it
becomes evident that users vary in their trust levels towards citizen journalists. Credibility
largely hinges on the creator's role and posting history, especially their TikTok presence before
October 7™, 2024. A transparent TikTok presence leads to more approval from users. If the
recipients recognize that the creator is a civilian who shares their first-hand accounts, it
generates more trust than personas that the recipient classifies as war influencers or military

sources.
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Findings show that the authenticity of the creator plays a major role when it comes to building
trust and a connection between creator and user. As also noted by Prattes & Saborowski (2022),
creators that follow established patterns of presentation, are often perceived as “authentic”,
regardless of the quality of the sources. As mentioned by participants, it is more important that
empathy is created and the creator seems relatable rather than the correctness of the facts and
numbers that are presented.

The reason for this could be found in parasocial interactions, established by Horton & Wohl
(1956). For example, the results showed that if a creator is a “random person” and the user feels
no connection to the creator or has never seen the creator before in any other context, then the
content is also rated as less trustworthy. Another factor that can make a citizen journalist
successful on TikTok is building a parasocial relationship by interacting with users in the
comment section. Social attraction is the primary factor in parasocial interactions. The results
indicate that individuals perceived as too well-groomed were not trusted within the context of
war. This suggests that creators must conform to certain expectations in their behavior and
appearance to gain the trust of users when reporting on wars and conflicts.

To conclude, PSI is not entirely applicable to TikTok because of the distinct user behavior on
the app. As explained by Yang & Ha (2021) repeated exposure to a social media personality
plays a crucial role in establishing parasocial relationships. Findings from the interviews show
that users do not tend to follow specific accounts, instead, they trust the algorithm on what they
consume and explore new content. Therefore it can be hard for citizen journalists to develop a
strong parasocial relationship with users without the algorithm showing this persona frequently

on the recipients’ FYP.

9.4 Are there differences in the level of trust in war content on TikTok between

Austrians and Swedes?

Based on the interviews with the small convenience sample it is impossible to state concrete
differences between Austrian and Swedish young adults when it comes to their trust in citizen
content on TikTok. The outcome of this group of participants was quite similar, however, some
minor indicators for possible differences could be found.

Results show that if the content appears overly opinionated, polarizing, or biased, young adults
lose trust in the information presented. A notable distinction emerges: Austrian recipients are

notably more inclined to deem opinionated content untrustworthy outright. Conversely, only
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Swedish participants cited mistrust towards creators or videos that failed to align with their
personal views on the conflict. Another contrast observed is that every Austrian participant
identified at least one of the videos presented to them as highly trustworthy. In contrast, two of
the Swedish participants expressed skepticism, believing none of the videos shown to them
could be trusted due to their perceived use of propaganda tactics. With this finding no
conclusions can be drawn but assumptions can be made.

This might only seem like minor differences but opens up questions for further research. For
example, through a content analysis, it could be investigated if the news framing of the Israel-
Gaza conflict is different in Austrian and Swedish media. Therefore Swedish participants could
have a stronger opinion or different view on the conflict than Austrians.

A finding from this study that does not align with the findings of Mont’ Alverne et al. (2022) is
that audiences’ trust in news on social media is less than information disseminated through
traditional news media. Through the interviews, it quickly became clear that most young adults
consume their news on social media from news channels but preferably not on TikTok. A
notable finding from Austrian participants highlights a key observation: when citizen
journalists collaborate with reputable news outlets, particularly via platforms like TikTok, it
boosts trust in the information being shared. This shows how important it is to consider who is

sharing the information and the influence on the perception of credibility of the content.
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9. Conclusion

The findings from this study contribute to the field of citizen war reporting and how journalistic
practices must adapt to new forms of reporting. The audience reception approach of this study
gives insights into media trust and consumption habits of a young target group. It is relevant
not only for citizen journalists but also for news outlets to gain media trust on TikTok since it
is one of the fastest-growing platforms of our time.

Young adults consume news on TikTok incidentally when it gets shown in their FYP instead
of following news outlet accounts or using the search bar for information. For journalism this
means that media organizations are not shaping news values anymore, instead, the user is
establishing sort of personal news values. The principle of the platform reinforces its relevance
through the users themselves, despite the often incidental contact with a wide variety of topics.
Users influence their filter bubble through their usage behavior which is simultaneously
determined by the algorithm.

Even if the findings indicate that traditional journalistic reporting styles, such as objectivity are
seen as more trustworthy, the results from the recipient sample in this study suggest a need for
opinionated content on TikTok as a tool for the opinion-shaping process of young people.

It can be concluded from this study that participants in this study value citizen-generated
content on war but in the example of the Israel-Gaza crisis they remain skeptical. It seemed
hard for some participants to distinguish between a war influencer with propagandistic means
and a citizen journalist speaking of first-hand accounts.

Even though this study is not representative due to the small sample, trust factors for citizen-
generated content can still be derived from this study and implemented in the TikTok presence
of citizen journalists and news outlets.

The findings of this study open up avenues for further research in several key areas. Firstly, a
content analysis could explore potential differences in the news framing of the Israel-Gaza
conflict between Austrian and Swedish media. Secondly, a reception study incorporating
questions about personal political beliefs and attitudes toward the conflict could highlight the
influence of individual opinions on trust in war-related content. Additionally, investigating
trust dynamics within comment sections surrounding war content on TikTok is essential, as
participants noted the significant impact of comments on their opinions. Analyzing comment
sections could reveal insights into the dissemination of propaganda and misinformation,

underscoring the need for attentive monitoring of online discourse.
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Examplel: olganikollaeva. (03.11.2023). Nova Music Festival. [Video]. URL:

https://vm.tiktok.com/ZGeDkahvk/ (Accessed 13.03.2024)

Example 2: gaggeniushg. (10.11.2023). Isreal-Hamas War. [Video]. URL.:
https://vm.tiktok.com/ZGeC5LjsM/ (Accessed 13.03.2024)

Example 3: youridfsoldier. (12.01.2024). Week 14. [Video]. URL:
https://vm.tiktok.com/ZGeCPnQHm/ (Accessed 13.03.2024)

Example 4: wizard_bisanl. (15.12.2023). [Video]. URL:
https://vm.tiktok.com/ZGeC5JW2w/ (Accessed 13.03.2024)

Example 5: allie_202_. (19.01.2024). Part 11. [Video]. URL:
https://vm.tiktok.com/ZGeDkkMcv/ (Accessed 13.03.2024)

Example 6: hiragoharrr. (12.10.2023). [Video]. URL:
https://vm.tiktok.com/ZGeDkAxsB/ (Accessed 13.03.2024)
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11.Appendices

Appendix 1: Interview Guide

Questions

Notes

Think about yesterday. How did you use TikTok yesterday.

a. Do you consider this to be a typical day?

What role does the platform play in your everyday life? If you wanna know
something, how do you go about it?

What are your reasons to use the App? (entertainment e.g.)

What topics are you interested in and what are the ones you watch the most?
(ex. categories of humor/comedy/pranks, life hacks/tutorials, and inspiration.)

Do you consume any political or informational content?
a. (NO politics) Are you generally interested in politics and political issues?

b. (YES politics) Can you tell me more about what political content you
consume on TT?

Do you follow any News Accounts on TikTok, or do you specifically search for
news on political or war related topics?

a. (NO) Are you trying to avoid seeing this kind of content? (e.g. by searching for
other topics or swiping quickly to the next video if something war related pops

up?)
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b. (YES) Can you explain which news outlets and what content do you consume?
(Do you have examples?)

If you think back in the fall season last year when the attack on this music festival
in Israel happened... do you remember how your FYP looked like?

May | show you some examples of viral videos that TikTok shows when
searching for #gaza and can you tell me what you feel about this content that
| am going to show you?

Example 1. https://vm.tikiok.com/ZGeDkahvk/

a. If you would have seen this on your FYP how would you act and why?
(Would you have finished watching, comment, share, like..)

b. Do you trust this content and if so why?

Example 2:

https://www.tiktok.com/@gaggeniushaq/video/7288820864722668802

a.If you would have seen this on your FYP how would you act and
why? (Would you have finished watching, comment, share, like..)

b. Do you trust this content and if so why?

Example 3: https://vm.tiktok.com/ZGeDky3rg/

a.lf you would have seen this on your FYP how would you act and why?
(Would you have finished watching, comment, share, like..)

b. Do you trust this content and if so why?

Example 4: https://vm.tiktok.com/ZGeDk8FDM/

a.lf you would have seen this on your FYP how would you act and why?
(Would you have finished watching, comment, share, like..)

b. Do you trust this content and if so why?

Example 5: https://vm.tiktok.com/ZGeDkkMcv/
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a.If you would have seen this on your FYP how would you act and why?
(Would you have finished watching, comment, share, like..)

b. Do you trust this content and if so why?

Example 6: https://vm.tikiok.com/ZGeDkAxsB/

a.lf you would have seen this on your FYP how would you act and why?
(Would you have finished watching, comment, share, like..)

b. Do you trust this content and if so why?

Which one of those videos seem the most trustworthy for you and why?

What do you think, who made this content or what reasons could the creator
have to post this?

Is this kind of content important for you?

How does a video need to be to gain your trust?
(authenticity, facts/numbers, confidence of the creator..)

What are the characteristics of a trustworthy source for you?

a. Do you check the content after you have consumed it?
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Appendix 2: Description of Material

Material

Description of Material

Example 1:

_( Q reim music festival
On Oct. 7 2023

'Re'im music festival
VA m@ssacre by

Hamas ®

women at the
"were begging,

B

Oiga Nikolaeva &

Part 4 1 On'7 Octobe
terrorist initiated a si

In this video you see the female creator @olganikollaeva in front camera
perspective with a "Black Noise" TikTok filter and “Very Sad” music by
@chanenchan, walking around the Nova Festival area. At the time of the
selection this video was clicked 1.1M times and had 22.8K likes.

The Text says: “On Oct. 7 2023 Re’im music festival Nova m@ssacre by
Hamas. Young women at the festival “were begging Hamas members not to
kill them”. “But they were having fun with them.” They took them by their
hair and shOt them in the head. Why? | will never see a day tougher than
that day. It is the toughest day in the history of the country.” HAMAS
m@ssacred 270 civilians, injured greater number, and took an unknown
numbers of hostages.”

08:434
Q israel

\srael-Ham: Aftermah of
Israell Refénc. irstrtke s more

Q Search - Israel e Erklarung Part 3

The video was posted by @gaggeniushg and shows a man sitting in the
rubble of Gaza city. The images show desperate civilians and the bombed-
out city. The camera shots appear to be professional including drone footage.
In the other shots that are shown, the protagonist is in focus and the
devastation and people in the background appear somewhat blurred. The
sound used is “Original Sound” by @GagGeniusHQ. At the time of the
selection this video had 44.1M views and 5.9M likes.
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Example 3:

08:44 2

/

< Q Find related conl

The video shows the creator @youridfsoldier being filmed by someone else.
The scene takes place in a building that looks like a bunker and he speaks
directly into the camera.
The text says: “Shabbat Shalom everyone to those in New York to those in
America and to those around the world. This is our seventh week in reserve
duty in our third week inside Gaza and it’s a bit of a weird feeling. You know
none of us woke up with the dream of one day leaving our families, leaving
our jobs, just walking into Gaza to fight these terrorists that did horrible
things on October 7th and after. But uh that’s something that we have to do
and it’s something that we 're going to do until they re all gone. So the next
time that you come to Israel you know that you're gonna feel safe. So
in our third week although you may not see this video for a week or two or three, myself and
gsigelCata my team and the rest of the IDF wanted to wish you a Shabbat Shalom. Have
a peaceful Shabbat and hopefully we’ll see you very soon.”

Example 4

The video by the creator @wizard_bisanl shows the creator Bisan sitting
inside Gaza speaking into her front camera. In the background you can hear
ambulance sounds and street noises.

She says: “Hey everyone this is Bison from Gaza. | am still alive. And these
are some figures you need to know to know how the situation is now in Gaza
after 70 days of continuous bombing. So 25 thousand children became
orphans as they lost one or both parents in the bombing. 9 out of 10 people
cannot eat everyday and people in Gaza and people in Gaza lost 90% of the
water they had before the war. By the way even before the war we had so
much problems and issues with the water. It was not clean and drinkable. It
was not enough either for washing or for drinking. More than 25000 were
killed either found or still missing under the rubble. 12000 of them are
children so yes you can tell now what is happening. By the way 22 hospitals
are out of service more than 100 medical centers are out of service more
than 100 ambulance vehicles are out of service. More than 300 doctors or
medical staffwere killed so yes you can’t survive this, you can’t have medical
care, you can'’t eat, you can’t drink, you can’t have anything in Gaza strip.”

h
=
+
\ 4

1.5M

;0

I3
2
=

°
$
=

wizard_bisan1 - 2

La1Sa# bisan_ouda# suse Lot

Q Search - bisan before and after

Example 5
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&ﬁvrh’
Fa

QOEIFRgRelated contant

o>

[

Israeli army admits to it{f})
soldiers digging up "
graves in Gaza s, @

A

k perfet also h k
|t A v&m perfect b ";)(;'\'lox!um\

The video shows the creator @allie_202_ speaking in to her front camera
and using greenscreen effect she presents an instagram posting by
“aljazeeraenglish”. The headline of the article says “Isracli army admits to
its soldiers digging up graves in Gaza”

She says: “The Israeli army has admitted that its soldiers have been digging
up graves in Gaza and their stated reason for doing so is that they were just
checking if the hostages were in there. Friendly reminder if you forgot that
there is a petition on my page... I said it before and | will say it again. This
11 year old who signed the petition is smarter than our president. If you are
american like me and you wanna tell Biden that we are not really buying all
this propaganda go sign it. "Please."

Example 6

>

® ®

This is a reaction Video of the creator @hiragoharrr commenting on “why
won’t anybody help us israel”. In the video an Isreali girl is crying. And Hira
cuts her off and speaks into her front camera: “First of all saying your
country is actually crazy. I don’t know why you are crying because more
than half of the world is on your side. Also stop being delusional it is not
your country. Palestinians have been tortured and abused for over 70 years.
These people really think that they can break into somebody’s house
violently beating your parents, your siblings, and little children. You steal
everything they have you torture them to death and then you freaking call
them a terrorist for fighting back. Palestinians have no other choice but to
fight back. You took away their freedom. These people think that they could
do all of this and we just gonna stay quiet like no. So if you are watching the
news think to yourself logically what causes people to react in this way.
Obviously someone is gonna react back if you are killing children. Bombing
the whole city dealing land, cutting off food, water, elictricity. You leave’em
no choice but to fight back. But just remember Allah is always with us and
InshAllah there will be a free Palestine.”
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Appendix 3: MAXQDA Codesystem

Code System
Code System
RED
Formal Criteria

Current Occupation
Sales Trainee
Redakteurin
Teacher
PR Consultant
Student
Receptionist
Visual Merchandiser
Waitress

Education
Highschool Student
Bachelor
A Levels

Country
Austria
Sweden

City
Nyneshamn
Schladming
Graz
Salzburg
Goteborg
Stockholm

Gender
Female
Male

Age
23
20
22

Frequency

512

[EEN
(o]

N PP O O © O Ok o0 N P kPP O N 0O N O wW o P P kP o P P »r O o
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24

25

18

28

26

21

Habits & User Behavior
Topics od Intrest

Cooking

Sports
Ski
Dance

Lifestyle
Hacks/Tricks
Cleaning
Books
Vlogs
Fashion
Dog Videos
Storytime

Conspiracy Theories

Music

Travel

Comedy

Politics
Speeches
Trending Political Topics
Domestic Austrian
Party Propaganda
Domestic Swedish

War
When Censored

Reasons
Search Engine

To pass the time

S P N NP N O PN 0O W R, R, PPN R P PPN PN O NO O PN W,

|_\
QN
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Distraction
Topicality
Unpredictibility of Algorithm
Inspiration
All my friends have it
Explore
Entertainment
Routines
Mindless Scroll
Training of Algorithm
Sharing with Friends
Reading through comments
When bored
no routines
Commuting
News Consumption TT
Factchecking
Not at all
trough Commenmts
Sometimes
Google
News Outlet Content
Content Avoidance
Incidental News Consumption
Fake News Awareness
Trust Factors
Mistrust
Propaganda
Israeli Propaganda
Hamas Propaganda
US Propaganda
Information
facts and numbers
no facts/numbers

Opinionated

N W O O NN W M O O o 0o » 00 D N A N W O W W d» 0O B PP 0 O O F P+~ O L F~ PP~

=
o
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Polarizing
simplifications
Partcipant
lack of knowledge
Opposite Opinion
Not Inrested
Emotion Effects
Cinematography
Cuts
Too Professional
Drone Footage
Framing of Footage
Front Camera Perspective
Sound
Sad Music
Setting
Vlog
No Evidence to Location
not on site
"Get ready with me"
staged
Trust
Information
News Outlets Account
Text in Video
Caption
Facts
Article Thumbnail
Objectivity
Not Emotionalized
Argumentative
Participant
Previous knowledge
Shares Patrticipants Opinion

Emotion Effect

SO N O P P B O N P P W O O W Fr N PP P DN OO PP P P O N O O N OO, O W B
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Sound
Background Noise
Calm Music
Cinematography
Not professional
Graphic Footage/Destruction
Front Camera Perspective
Filmed Secretly
Major Opinion on Social Media
Emotional Awareness Post
Setting
Individual Fate
Creator
Role
War Influencer
Influencer
Expert in their Field
Civilian
First Hand Accounts
Military Source
Military Source
Scientist
Attitude&Presentation
Patrionizing
Genuinity
Real Emotions
Good rethorics
Authenticity
Intimidating
Confidence
Knowledgable
Facial Expressions
Nervous/Hectic
Facial expressions

Assertive tone

A O = b~ DN

=
P P N W O O kP W W Fr = N DN

[
[N

W P N N N W, NN PN PO R, DNDN
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Calm
Aggressive
Too persuasive
calm
Influencer Notoriety
Loads of Followers
Loads of Followers
Looks
Beautiful
Woman
uniform
Familiarity
Relatability
Random Person
Posting History
inconsitency
consistency
Reasons
Therapy to cope with experiences
Bring out the truth
Viral Motives
Opinions for Traction
Spreading Awareness
Propaganda
Informing
Trying to get support
Petition
Content
Engagement
Comments
Influence Opinions
No trust in comments
Interaction
Dangerous

Loads of Likes
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Positive Comments

Importance of Content
New Weapon
No Trust in War Content
More Compassionate
News Consumption
Awareness
Opionion Making Process
First Hand Accounts from Civilans
Media can be one sided
Learning Effect

News Outside of TikTok
Fake News Awareness

Lack of Media Trust

N P PN DN PN DWW, PP, O W

National News Outlets

Appendix 4: Information and Consent Form for Partcipants

Department of Journalism

Master Programme in International Journalism (2024)

Information sheet for the master student research project:
“Citizen War Journalism on TikTok — A reception study about young people’s trust in

content on TikTok on the example of reporting on the Gaza-Israel conflict.”

The aim of this research is to delve into the dynamics of young people's trust in war-related

content on TikTok through a reception study. By examining the reception of such content, |

aim to understand the factors influencing trust levels among the younger demographic on this

popular social media platform. This investigation will provide valuable insights into the ways

in which young individuals engage with and perceive war-related content.

This study is part of the Master Programme in International Journalism at the department of

Journalism at Sodertorn University, supervised by Univ.-Prof. Dr. Katja Schupp, Lecturer at

the Department of Journalism at Johannes Gutenberg University Mainz. At the end of the
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course, an examiner will evaluate and grade the thesis. We seek your approval to use the

gathered data for our study.

Participation is always voluntary. Even if you consent to take part in an interview at this

point, you can withdraw from participation at any time without giving a reason until the

publication of the thesis planned on the 23rd of May 2024. During the interview, you can

choose not to answer any question that makes you uncomfortable.

Throughout the study, your personal data will not be disclosed to unauthorized individuals.
The interviews will solicit personal information encompassing demographics and socio-
economic backgrounds as well as sensitive data pertaining to participants' opinions and
thoughts about the Gaza-Isreal conflict. The collection, storage, and management of data will
strictly adhere to the guidelines outlined in the European General Data Protection Regulation
(GDPR) policy, as stipulated by Sodertérn University. The interviews will be recorded
through Zoom and subsequently stored on Office 365 associated with the university student

account (Microsoft).

Any data collected in the interview after you have given your consent will be transcribed into
text and sent to you. A second interview might be conducted for clarification so some
elements or for a deeper comprehension of a statement previously made. The participant is
always free to refuse to continue the process. After, the transcription will be coded to analyse
the findings. This will be done immediately upon transmission to maximise anonymity. When
the study is completed, and the thesis has passed the assessment, the original data that has

been collected will be destroyed.

Obtaining your consent is crucial for the successful completion of the study. Should you

require additional information, please feel free to contact us.

Consent form for participating in the research project: “Citizen War Journalism on
TikTok — A reception study about young people’s trust in content on TikTok on the

example of reporting on the Gaza-Israel conflict.”
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Statement of Consent Yes No
| have read and understood the information sheet for participating in the research project

stated above or it has been read to me.
| was given the opportunity to ask questions, and these were answered to my satisfaction.

| understand that I can stop participating to the research at anytime and/or withdraw my

application until the publication of the thesis’s research

planned on the 239 of May 2024.

| willingly agree to take part in this study and acknowledge that the content will be recorded,

stored, and transcribed for utilization in the master's thesis.
Contact Informations
Person Role Email Telephone

Christiane Freimann Student Researcher xxx@xxx

Univ-Prof. Dr. Katja Schupp Thesis Supervisor xxx@xxx
Legislation related to the study.

If you have questions or complaints about how your personal data is processed, you are
welcome to contact Sodertorn University’s data protection officer via dataskydd@sh.se. You
are also entitled to make a complaint to the Swedish Authority for Privacy Protection (IMY)
if you are unhappy with the university’s personal data processing. IMY can be emailed at

imy@imy.se or you can call them at +46 (0)8 657 6100.
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