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In recent years, purpose branding has emerged as a central theme in marketing, as 

consumers increasingly expect brands to demonstrate authentic commitments to CSR 

issues. While earlier research has explored outcomes such as purchase intentions and brand 

equity, less is known about how consumers perceive purpose-driven branding on newer 

platforms such as TikTok. 

The purpose of this study is to examine how consumers perceive purpose-driven branding 

on TikTok through the stages of the hierarchy of effects model, focusing on all, cognitive, 

affective, and conative stages. In doing so, the study also explores why consumers recall 

and recognize brands, what kinds of emotions, associations, and attitudes they hold, and 

how exposure to TikTok content shapes their perceptions of purpose-driven branding and 

its authenticity. 

The study employed a qualitative exploratory design with semi-structured interviews, 

utilizing also a video elicitation with purpose-driven CPG brand content. The collected 

primary data was analysed through inductive content analysis. The findings show that 

sustained CSR commitment, authenticity, and transparency are essential to credible 

purpose branding. Consumers evaluated authenticity through operational practices and 

product-level cues, often assessing CSR impact via product quality and durability. The 

study also identified a phenomenon of cause overshadow, where participants remembered 

either the cause but not the brand, or the brand without the cause. The study highlights the 

importance of aligning brand, message, and platform to build strong associations and 

enhance credibility on TikTok.  
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Viime vuosina merkityslähtöinen brändäys on noussut keskeiseksi ilmiöksi 

markkinoinnissa, kun kuluttajat odottavat brändeiltä yhä aidompaa sitoutumista 

vastuullisuuteen. Aiemmin on tutkittu merkityksellisen markkinoinnin vaikutuksia 

ostoaikeisiin ja brändipääomaan, mutta kuluttajien käsityksiä merkityslähtöisestä 

brändäyksestä TikTokissa ei juurikaan tunneta. 

Tämän pro gradu-tutkielman tarkoituksena on tarkastella, miten kuluttajat havaitsevat 

tarkoitusperäisen brändäyksen TikTokissa vaikutushierarkiamallin mukaan. Tutkielma 

keskittyy kaikkiin mallin vaiheisiin: kognitiiviseen, affektiiviseen ja konatiiviseen. Samalla 

tutkimus selvittää, miksi kuluttajat muistavat ja tunnistavat brändejä, millaisia tunteita, 

assosiaatioita ja asenteita kuluttajilla on, sekä miten altistuminen TikTok-sisällölle 

muokkaa kuluttajien käsityksiä merkityslähtöisestä brändäyksestä ja sen aitoudesta. 

Eksploratiivinen, laadullinen tutkimus toteutettiin käyttämällä puolistrukturoituja 

haastatteluja, joiden ohessa osallistujille näytettiin merkityslähtöisten 

kuluttajatuotebrändien videosisältöjä keskustelun herättämiseksi. Kerättyä primääridataa 

analysoitiin induktiivisen sisällönanalyysin avulla. Tulokset osoittavat, että jatkuva 

yritysvastuuseen sitoutuminen, aitous ja läpinäkyvyys vahvistavat merkityslähtöisen 

brändäyksen uskottavuutta, ja kuluttajat arvioivat aitoutta erityisesti tuotteen laadun ja 

kestävyyden kautta. Lisäksi havaittiin ilmiö, jossa merkitys ja brändi muistettiin usein 

erillään. Brändin, viestin ja alustan selkeä yhteensopivuus on keskeistä vahvojen 

mielleyhtymien ja uskottavuuden rakentamisessa TikTokissa.  
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1  Introduction 

Amid ongoing social, economic, and ecological uncertainty, strong brands have 

demonstrated resilience by embracing purpose-driven strategies that not only differentiate 

them in the market but also build consumer trust through authentic and value-based 

communication (Kantar 2024; Skees 2023). This thesis investigates how purpose-driven 

branding is perceived by young adults on TikTok, which has become one of the fastest-

growing digital platforms with over 1.5 billion monthly active users (Statista 2024a). The 

study focuses on consumer-packaged goods (CPG) brands, as there are numerous examples 

within this field where purpose has become a strategic branding component. 

As brand activism and sustainability narratives increasingly dominate marketing 

communications, companies are integrating social and environmental values into their core 

branding strategies to meet rising consumer expectations (France et al. 2024; Skees 2023), 

and therefore, understanding how consumers interpret these messages is more relevant than 

ever. This topic is especially timely given TikTok’s growing role in brand discovery and 

consumer engagement, as well as ongoing concerns around greenwashing and authenticity 

(TikTok 2024a; de Freitas Netto et al. 2020). The broader significance of this research lies 

in its contribution to understanding how branding that emphasizes societal purpose rather 

than just functional or emotional benefits affects consumer perceptions and even behaviour 

intentions. 

Previous research has established that purpose-driven branding can foster stronger 

emotional connections, enhance brand equity, and lead to more favourable purchase 

intentions when executed authentically (Hajdas & Kłeczek 2021; Narayanan & Das 2022). 

Studies also suggest that during economic downturns, consumers may continue supporting 

brands that reflect their values, especially when such brands effectively communicate long-

term corporate social responsibility (CSR) efforts (Bhattacharya et al. 2020). Frameworks 

like the BEING model (France et al. 2024) and research on CSR communication (Du et al. 

2010) have outlined key principles for successful purpose messaging: integration, 

transparency, stakeholder engagement, and authenticity.  

Emotional and cognitive engagement, as proposed by the hierarchy of effects (HOE) 

model (Lavidge & Steiner 1961), has also been shown to play a vital role in consumer-
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brand interaction (Kotler et al. 2010), suggesting that content designed for platforms like 

TikTok could influence decision-making at multiple levels of brand awareness (Chu et al. 

2024; Yang & Dongqi 2025). 

However, despite growing academic interest in purpose-driven branding and the evolving 

role of social media in consumer decision-making, there remains limited research 

specifically addressing how brand purpose is communicated and interpreted on TikTok. 

Most existing studies have focused on brand purpose in general (Aaker 2014; Kramer 

2017; Williams et al. 2022; Skees 2023; Kjeldsen & Schmeltz 2024) or on CSR 

communication (Du et al. 2003; Menon & Kahn 2003; Forehand & Grier 2003; Simmons 

& Becker-Olsen 2006; Bloom et al. 2006) that doesn’t emphasize the unique 

characteristics of purpose-driven branding. Also, the dynamic, emotionally charged nature 

of TikTok content raises questions about how users process brand messaging and form 

brand-related attitudes (Luo et al. 2022; Dong et al. 2023). Additionally, while authenticity 

is often emphasized as a critical success factor, little empirical work has explored how 

consumers themselves interpret authenticity in the context of short-form video (Yang & 

Dongqi 2025). This gap highlights the need for a more nuanced, consumer-centred 

understanding of purpose-driven branding in digital environments. 

The purpose of this study is to explore how young adult consumers perceive purpose-

driven branding on TikTok, using the HOE model as an interpretive framework. The main 

research question is: How do consumers perceive purpose-driven branding on TikTok 

according to the HOE model? Three sub-questions guide the inquiry: Why do consumers 

recall and recognize purpose-driven brands on TikTok? What type of emotions, attitudes 

and associations consumers have of purpose-driven brands? What type of emotions, 

attitudes, and associations do consumers experience after being exposed to purpose-driven 

brands’ TikTok content? The research is based on a qualitative, exploratory methodology 

utilizing semi-structured interviews and video elicitation with six active TikTok users. 

While the findings are not generalizable due to the research design and use of convenience 

sampling, they provide insights into how purpose branding is perceived on TikTok and 

how the platform’s unique environment may shape consumer behaviour. The thesis is 

structured into seven chapters, beginning with an introduction and theoretical foundations 

in consumer behaviour and purpose-driven branding, followed by methodology, empirical 

findings, discussion, and conclusions. 
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1.1  Background of the study 

The current decade can be highly characterized by the constant movement from one crisis to 

another. In addition to Covid-19, the war in Ukraine resulted in rising energy prices which 

accelerated a cost-of-living crisis in 2022 (UN Trade and Development 2022). Economic 

uncertainty can cause issues to many companies that are not providing necessities such as 

food or medicine, as increased macroeconomic uncertainty leads households to reduce 

spending on non-durable goods (Coibion et al. 2024). PwC (2023) revealed in a survey that 

69% of consumers are holding back on non-essential spending due to economic pressures.  

Strong brands thrive in economic uncertainty; when markets are going down, strong brands 

tend to decline more slowly, and as the markets recover, strong brands rebound more quickly 

(Kantar 2024). Brand building reduces price sensitivity and therefore stronger brands can 

charge more, and consumers are willing to pay more (Kite & Talbot 2023). Perhaps not by 

chance, there has been a notable resurgence in brand-focused marketing strategies in the 

recent years. According to Nielsen (2022), marketers surveyed said building brand 

awareness was their top objective for the following year. Brands, such as Airbnb, have also 

publicly stated that a shift from performance marketing to brand marketing was an effective 

shift in marketing spend (Jefferson 2023). 

Sustainability has emerged as a defining megatrend of the 21st century (Mittelstaedt et al. 

2014), addressing critical challenges such as climate change and the depletion of natural 

resources. Sustainability can have environmental, social, but also economic dimensions. 

When sustainability and CSR issues are in the core of a company, it can be described as a 

purpose-driven brand (Skees 2023). According to Statista (2024), out of companies focused 

on packaged consumer goods, 12.1 % considered their brands' promise had a strong planet-

focused purpose in the United States in early 2023. Simultaneously, 17 % of respondents 

mentioned lack of brand purpose as a reason to switch away from a favoured brand (Statista 

2022). These market studies show the importance of having a purpose in the core of the 

company’s branding. 

How do companies do purpose branding then, and where? One of the most interesting new 

digital channels is TikTok. In April 2024, TikTok was the fifth biggest social media platform 

with 1,582 million monthly active users (Statista 2024a). Also, in 2024, on average adults in 

the US spent almost as much time on TikTok daily as they spent on watching Netflix, and 
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the time has increased linearly every year since 2019 (Statista 2024b). TikTok is best 

leveraged as a platform for building brand awareness. TikTok’s content discovery system, 

For You page (FYP), introduces users to new brands and products that they might not have 

encountered otherwise. The platform’s algorithm delivers personalized content based on 

users’ interests, creating a tailored discovery experience. (TikTok 2024b.) Video is a great 

medium to build brand awareness and TikTok particularly is a known channel for discovery 

and inspiration (TikTok 2021). In addition to consumers, marketers have also recognized the 

app. In 2023, globally approximately 38 percent of decision makers planned to increase their 

spend on social media in 2024 (Meltwater 2024).  

This thesis provides a brief overview of how a group of young adults perceive the branding 

efforts of purpose-driven brands on TikTok. The study focuses on CPG brands, as while 

academic surveys directly comparing TikTok ad spend between business-to-consumer 

(B2C) and business-to-business (B2B) are lacking, empirical and industry data show TikTok 

has become a major paid media channel for CPG brands, whereas B2B firms continue 

allocating budgets to platforms like LinkedIn and Meta (Lebow 2024). 

1.2  Literature review 

Purpose-driven branding is a relative rarely studied, new concept. Brand purpose is a long-

term, core aim that guides a brand’s identity and actions, focusing on societal impact beyond 

profit (Williams et al. 2022). Purpose is different from a company’s mission or vision; 

purpose can be defined as the underlying greater good a company wants to create in the 

world by using its business (Skees 2023). Brand's purpose goes beyond traditional brand 

attributes or functional benefits; it reflects the brand's commitment to creating positive 

change in the world (Aaker 2014). Kjeldsen & Schmeltz (2024) make a difference between 

a brand that is driven by its purpose and a brand with a purpose: purpose-driven companies 

place a social mission at the core of their identity, prioritizing positive impact above all, 

whereas brands with a purpose balance profit with meaningful goals, integrating purpose 

into their strategy without making it their primary focus. 

Companies can express their purpose through various CSR-related strategies integrated into 

their operations and marketing. According to Kotler et al. (2012), these include promoting 

social causes, linking product sales to donations, encouraging positive behaviour change, 
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donating money or resources, supporting employee volunteering, and adopting ethical, 

sustainable business practices. France et al. (2024) present the BEING framework to define 

brand purpose through five key principles: going beyond profit, showing enduring 

commitment, integrating values, nurturing stakeholders, and taking genuine action. 

Bhattacharya et al. (2020) found that CSR strengthens brand value and quality, especially 

during recessions. While it doesn't impact brand awareness or relevance, firms often 

maintain CSR efforts in downturns, showing its importance as a long-term brand investment. 

Purpose-driven brands can outperform competitors by forming emotional connections and 

building trust, but their success depends on authenticity and consistent actions. When done 

well, purpose branding boosts loyalty, purchase intent, and brand differentiation by 

reflecting values important to today’s consumers. (Narayanan & Das 2022.) Overall, 

purpose-driven brand strategies can generate positive cognitive, affective, and conative 

outcomes, such as improved brand awareness and image, increased emotional engagement, 

and stronger purchase intentions (Hajdas & Kłeczek 2021). 

1.3  Research questions 

Although purpose-driven branding has gained significant attention in recent years, especially 

in the context of sustainability and CSR communication, most existing research has focused 

on traditional brand platforms and long-form media. Meanwhile, TikTok has rapidly 

emerged as a key platform for brand discovery, emotional engagement, and storytelling 

(TikTok 2024a; Chu et al. 2024), yet little is known about how consumers interpret purpose 

branding in this specific context. Prior research emphasizes the importance of authenticity 

in purpose-driven branding (Skees 2023) but lacks empirical insight into how authenticity 

and emotional response unfold in short-form video content. As a result, there is a clear gap 

in understanding how consumers recognize, recall, and perceive purpose-driven content on 

TikTok, particularly when evaluated through frameworks like the HOE model, which 

considers cognitive, affective, and behavioural dimensions of consumer behaviour. This 

thesis addresses that gap by exploring consumer perceptions in a new environment and 

context. The following research question (Q1) and sub-questions (SQ) are addressed: 

Q1. How do consumers perceive purpose-driven branding on TikTok according to the HOE 

model? 
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The main research question aims to explore how consumers perceive purpose-driven 

branding on TikTok through the lens of the HOE model. The focus is on examining how 

consumers move through the cognitive, affective, and conative stages; how they become 

aware of a brand, form emotional reactions and attitudes, and potentially develop 

behavioural intentions. 

SQ1: Why do consumers recall and recognize purpose-driven brands on TikTok? 

The first sub-question aims to explore why consumers recall and recognize purpose-driven 

brands on TikTok. The focus is on examining which brand elements, cues, or prior 

experiences contribute to brand recognition and recall, and how the platform’s visual, 

textual, and algorithmic features support this. This provides a background for the main 

research question by shedding light on how brand awareness and recognition are formed in 

a fast-paced, short-form content environment, particularly in the cognitive stage of the HOE 

model. 

SQ2: What type of emotions, attitudes and associations consumers have of purpose-driven 

brands?  

The second sub-question focuses on what kind of emotions, attitudes, and associations 

consumers have regarding purpose-driven brands in general. The goal is to understand how 

pre-existing brand perceptions, such as trust, authenticity, or scepticism, are shaped by prior 

exposure, brand values, or the broader social meaning attached to these brands. This supports 

the main research question by offering insight into the affective dimension of consumer 

behaviour before content exposure. 

SQ3: What type of emotions, attitudes, and associations do consumers experience after being 

exposed to purpose-driven brands’ TikTok content? 

The third sub-question examines what kind of emotional and cognitive responses are 

triggered after being exposed to purpose-driven content on TikTok. The focus is on how 

users interpret the message tone, storytelling, and credibility of the brand communication, 

and whether it affects their perception of the brand’s purpose, authenticity, or value 

alignment. This contributes to understanding how short-form video content influences brand 

image and behavioural intent, aligning particularly with the affective and conative stages of 

the HOE model. 
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1.4  Delimitations 

This master's thesis focuses on a sample collected through convenience sampling, which 

inherently limits the generalizability of the findings. Therefore, further research employing 

broader and more quantitatively rigorous methodologies is needed. Future studies could also 

explore how variables such as age group, cultural background, social class, or wealth status 

influence perceptions of purpose branding. 

The focus of this thesis lies in differentiating between purpose-driven branding and green 

marketing, with a particular emphasis on the concept of authenticity and the phenomenon of 

greenwashing. Although this study concentrates on these aspects, related themes such as 

brand activism, brands taking a stand, or even ideas associated with degrowth and the 

perceived tension between profit-making and social impact also present compelling 

directions for future research. For example, it would be valuable to examine how consumers 

perceive a company’s profit orientation, whether profits are reinvested into business 

development or directed toward charitable causes, in the context of purpose-driven branding. 

The empirical context of this study is TikTok, a platform that offers a distinct mode of 

content consumption based primarily on short-form video. This medium may shape user 

interpretations differently compared to other social media platforms that rely more on images 

or text. Consequently, exploring purpose branding in other digital environments or even in 

offline contexts such as product packaging design could yield important insights, as the 

possibilities for investigation in this domain are extensive. 

This research is limited to the B2C context. The B2B sector involves its own unique 

dynamics and was not within the scope of this thesis. Future research could thus extend the 

examination of purpose branding into B2B settings to explore potential distinctions in 

perception and strategy. 

1.5  Theoretical framework 

The theoretical framework of this study is grounded in the HOE model and three 

interconnected branding concepts: brand awareness, brand image, and perceived brand 



17 

 

 

authenticity. These elements form the theoretical framework through which purpose-driven 

branding on TikTok is examined.  

The central element of the framework is the HOE model, originally developed by Lavidge 

and Steiner (1961), which outlines the sequential stages of consumer response to advertising: 

cognitive (unawareness, awareness, and knowledge), affective (liking and preference), and 

conative (conviction and purchase). Although traditionally viewed as a linear process, later 

studies (e.g., Barry & Howard 1990; Kotler et al. 2019) acknowledge that consumers may 

skip stages or engage with them simultaneously, especially in low-involvement or fast-paced 

digital contexts such as TikTok. However, this model offers a useful structure for exploring 

how different elements of purpose-driven communication influence consumer perception. 

Brand awareness refers to the extent to which a consumer can recognize or recall a brand 

(Keller 1993; Aaker 1996). It consists of brand recognition (confirming prior exposure) and 

brand recall (retrieving a brand from memory with a cue) (Keller 1993). In this study, brand 

awareness is examined both through consumers’ ability to recall and recognize purpose-

driven brands prior to video elicitation, and through the visual, auditory, and textual cues 

present in TikTok content that influence recognition during the cognitive stage of the 

consumer response. 

Brand image encompasses the associations consumers form with a brand, including its 

perceived attributes, benefits, and values. These associations are shaped by the tone, style, 

and message of a brand’s content. (Keller 1993.) In the affective stage, this study examines 

how purpose-driven branding influences emotional reactions, attitudes, and perceived 

alignment between brand values and consumer expectations. 

A key component influencing both affective and conative responses is perceived brand 

authenticity. Authenticity refers to whether the brand is seen as honest, value-driven, and 

consistent in its actions and communication (Skees 2023; Napoli et al. 2014). In this study, 

perceived authenticity is explored through participants’ emotional reactions and brand-

related reflections during the video elicitation interviews, with special attention to how they 

assess the sincerity, credibility, and alignment between the brand’s message and actions. 

Thus, the theoretical framework brings together these three key branding concepts within 

the structure of the HOE model. It enables the study to explore how cognitive recognition, 
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emotional response, and behavioural intent are influenced by purpose-driven messaging on 

TikTok. The theoretical framework is illustrated in Figure 1 below. 

 

 

Figure 1: The theoretical framework of the study 

1.6  Definitions 

Brand marketing on TikTok can be defined as the use of short-form video and TikTok’s 

algorithm-driven FYP to build brand awareness and consumer engagement by combining 

discovery, authenticity, and interactive content in the form of both organic social media 

content management and social media advertising (TikTok 2022; Chu et al. 2022; Dong et 

al. 2023). 

Purpose-driven branding reflects a company’s commitment to creating positive 

environmental or social impact through its business. It goes beyond functional benefits, 

emphasizing value-driven goals that differentiate the brand and showcase its dedication to 

meaningful change (Skees 2023; Aaker 2014). 

The HOE model can be defined as a sequential framework describing how consumers 

progress from the cognitive stage (unawareness, awareness and knowledge) to the affective 
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stage (liking and preference), and finally to the conative stage (conviction and purchase) in 

response to marketing communication (Lavidge & Steiner 1961). 

Perceived brand authenticity refers to the consumer’s evaluation of a brand as genuine, true 

to its values, and consistent in its actions and communications, often linked to perceptions 

of sincerity, credibility, and transparency (Napoli et al. 2014; Skees 2023). 

1.7  Research methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative exploratory research design to investigate how consumers 

perceive the brand image of purpose-driven brands on TikTok. As the topic represents an 

emerging field with limited existing academic literature, an exploratory approach is 

appropriate to gain in-depth understanding and uncover new insights. This research aims not 

to generalize findings to a larger population, but rather to explore individual perceptions, 

emotional responses, and meaning-making processes related to purpose branding in a social 

media context. 

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with six participants, all of whom 

were active TikTok users and aligned with the target demographic of young adults. To ensure 

the richness of the data, the interview protocol incorporated video elicitation as a method for 

prompting discussion and emotional engagement. Participants viewed selected TikTok 

videos from six CPG brands, chosen based on their visibility, clarity of purpose, and activity 

on the platform. This technique was particularly suitable given TikTok’s visual format. 

The interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed, and analysed using qualitative content 

analysis with an inductive coding strategy. The goal was to identify recurring themes and 

patterns related to brand awareness, emotional resonance, and perceived authenticity. While 

the study employs convenience sampling, efforts were made to ensure diversity in terms of 

gender, professional background, and social identity. Given the qualitative and context-

sensitive nature of the research, the findings are not meant to be statistically representative 

but aim to provide rich, interpretive insights into the consumer-brand relationship in the 

context of purpose-driven TikTok marketing. 
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1.8  Structure of the thesis 

The thesis is divided into seven chapters, followed by the references. Chapter 1 introduces 

the study by outlining the background, reviewing prior literature, and presenting the 

research questions, delimitations, theoretical framework, definitions, and methodological 

choices. Chapter 2 focuses on the HOE model. It examines the cognitive stage through 

brand awareness and associations, the affective stage through brand image, emotions, and 

attitudes, and the conative stage through behavioural intentions. Chapter 3 explores how 

purpose is communicated, considers TikTok as a purpose-driven branding channel, and 

addresses challenges such as scepticism and greenwashing. Chapter 4 presents the research 

methodology, including data collection, the use of video elicitation as a research technique, 

the sampling process, data analysis, and issues of reliability and validity. Chapter 5 reports 

the research findings. These are structured thematically in relation to the research 

questions. Chapter 6 discusses the findings in relation to the theoretical frameworks. The 

chapter also outlines the study’s theoretical contributions, managerial implications, and 

limitations, while offering directions for future research. Then, chapter 7 concludes the 

thesis by summarizing the key findings. 
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2  Hierarchy of effects model 

Consumer behaviour has been studied for more than a century. From a four-step model 

AIDA (Lewis 1900) to advertising-focused DAGMAR (Colley 1961), the HOE model and 

its detailed stages help us understand every stage of consumer buying process. HOE model 

was first introduced by Lavidge & Steiner (1961) who broke buying process into seven 

stages: unawareness, awareness and knowledge (cognitive dimension), liking and preference 

(affective dimension), and finally, conviction, and purchase (conative dimension). Later, 

Barry & Howard (1990) argued, that the buying process is not always precisely linear as 

some consumers might, for example, skip certain steps e.g. the affective dimension. This 

could be more likely in low-involvement product categories.  

 

 

Figure 2: Hierarchy of effects model (Lavidge & Steiner 1961) 

 

Belch & Belch (2015) highlight, that consumers could even develop liking or preference to 

products or brands prior gaining knowledge about them, and therefore, marketers should 

understand in which stage the consumer is in, to tailor marketing communications 
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accordingly. The buying process can also be modified with correct marketing activities. 

According to Smith et al. (2008), creative advertisement can affect the traditional HOE 

model, as highly relevant and divergent ads can move consumers more quickly through the 

hierarchy. 

What links all these studies together is the assumption that cognition precedes emotion. 

Later, academics have discussed whether affective responses occur before cognitive 

evaluations (Zajonc 1980). According to Zaltman (2003), emotions lead 95% of consumers’ 

decision-making situations. Kotler et al. (2010) have also stated, that the “decision to buy 

and be loyal to a brand is greatly influenced by emotions.”  

Modern advertising models like AISDALSLove highlight that consumers now actively 

search for information, evaluate products emotionally, and share experiences online. These 

interactions shape deep feelings ranging from hate to strong brand love and influence others. 

(Wijaya 2012.) Kotler at al. (2019) introduce the five A’s model, in which the stages of 

aware, appeal, ask, act, and advocate reflect how customer decision-making has evolved in 

the era of connectivity. It recognizes that decisions are now shaped by social influence, 

community input, and online engagement, and loyalty is no longer just about repeat buying, 

but also about a consumer’s willingness to recommend a brand. Although these models have 

differences with various emphasis on different aspects, the three stages of cognitive, 

affective, and conative dimensions still have their purposes in evaluating consumer 

perceptions of a brand. 

2.1  Cognitive stage: Brand awareness and associations 

To gain awareness and knowledge of a product, the product needs to be attached to a brand. 

According to Kotler (1991), a brand can be, for example, a name, term, symbol, sign, design, 

or a combination of these, that helps to identify what a certain seller has to offer. A brand 

also helps to differentiate this product or service from the competitors. Later, Keller (1993) 

conceptualized brand knowledge as in a collection of different associations of a brand. Brand 

knowledge can also be further divided into two dimensions, which are brand awareness and 

the favourability, uniqueness, and strength of the associations of the brand in one’s memory. 
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Aaker (1996) defines brand awareness as “the strength of a brand’s presence in the 

consumers’ mind.” According to Keller (1993), brand awareness consists of brand 

recognition, the ability to confirm prior exposure to the brand, and brand recall, ability to 

remember the brand when given a cue, e.g. the product category. Therefore, brand awareness 

affects the consumer’s decision-making process by influencing the strength of brand 

associations. Solely recognizing a brand can result in more positive feelings towards it 

(Aaker 1996). 

Rossiter & Percy (1992) argue that brand recognition and recall are very separate parts of 

brand awareness, as consumers could, for example, fail to recall a certain brand but recognize 

it in a store. Brand awareness is caused by either recognizing a brand which can result in 

finding a need in certain category, i.e. recognition awareness. Vice versa, needing a solution 

from certain category shows the importance of brand awareness, i.e. recall awareness. Aaker 

(1996) talks about the graveyard model which often shows in a form of a graph how brands 

either increase both, their recognition and recall, or they fall under the category of niche 

brands which are not known by many customers and therefore have low recognition but high 

recall among loyal customers. Another exception to the linear graph is brands falling under 

the category of graveyard, where brands have high recognition but low recall; customers 

know about the brand, but they do not remember it at the point of purchase.  

According to Keller (2001) brand awareness can be measured both in depth and breadth; 

how easily consumers can recognize or recall the brand, and in which purchase or 

consumption situations. Ensuring both depth and breadth of a brand increases the 

consumption and furthermore, sales. Aaker (1996) adds, that awareness can also be 

measured in terms of top-of-mind, the first brand that comes to mind when asked, brand 

dominance, the only brand to come in mind, and brand familiarity, how familiar the brand 

simply is. 

Romaniuk & Sharp (2004) talk about brand salience, which is characterized as the likelihood 

that a brand will come to mind in buying situations. This likelihood depends on both the 

quantity (number) and quality (relevance and freshness) of the brand-related information 

stored in memory, often described as the brand’s “share of mind.” Unlike brand attitude, 

which is about how consumers feel about a brand, brand salience focuses on the strength and 

reach of memory connections, helping to explain why consumers may choose different 

brands in different situations. Krishnan (1996) highlights brand associations’ role in 
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determining the value of the brand, as a higher number of associations, more positive 

associations of a brand, and uniqueness of the associations can all indicate higher brand 

equity. 

2.2  Affective stage: Brand image, emotions and attitudes 

Keller (1993) defines brand image as “perceptions about the brand as reflected by the brand 

associations held in consumer memory”. These associations are categorized in three groups, 

attributes, benefits, and attitudes. Attributes mean all of features of the product or service, as 

well as price, packaging or product appearance, user imagery, and usage imagery. Benefits 

include everything consumers’ think the product or service could do for them, i.e. the value 

it has for them. They are likewise divided into three categories: functional benefits (what the 

product or service helps to solve in practice), experiential benefits (what it feels like to use 

the product), and symbolic benefits (underlying needs, e.g. social approval, or personal 

expression). Attitudes correspond to consumers’ evaluation of the overall attributes and 

benefits of the brand, and the judgement of whether it is good or bad that the brand has these 

attributes of benefits. 

To be liked and preferred, the product or brand must raise affective responses. Bagozzi et al. 

(1999) describe the term “affect” as a general category for more specific mental feeling 

processes, such as emotions and moods. Emotions can be defined as “a mental state of 

readiness that arises from cognitive appraisals of events of thoughts, has a phenomenological 

tone, is accompanied by physiological processes, is often expressed physically (e.g., in 

gestures, posture, facial features); and may result in specific actions to affirm or cope with 

the emotion” (Bagozzi et al. 1999, 184) whereas moods tend to be a longer lasting state and 

often lower in intensity, as they aren’t necessarily caused by any particular triggering event 

unlike emotions. Emotions encourage and organize consumer behaviour, as positive 

emotions can e.g., motivate pursuit, while negative emotions motivate quitting a current 

behaviour. (Frijda & Parrott 2011.) 

According to cognitive emotion theories, emotions result from how individuals assess and 

appraise a given situation (Gerrig 2014). Appraisal theorists argue that emotions arise from 

an individual’s evaluation of the discrepancy between their current state and a desired state. 

According to Lazarus (1991), two key factors in this process are goal relevance and goal 
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congruence, in practice, whether the event matters personally and whether it supports or 

hinders the individual's goals. This appraisal can happen either consciously or 

unconsciously. 

According to Williamson (2002), although most traditional models assume rational, 

cognitive drivers dominate consumer choices, many decisions are made without conscious 

reasoning, and emotions often precede or dominate rational thought. Certain actions do not 

require either cognition or affection, and thus can be described as instinctive, reflexive, or 

as a habit (Claxton 1997). Williamson (2002) introduces a three-level hierarchy of emotions 

utilizing Damasio’s (2000) model of emotional drivers. According to this model, there are 

first order emotions which are either biologically driven, primal instinctive emotions or 

somewhere between consciousness and unconsciousness. Next, there are second order 

emotions which are experienced in sub-conscious mind and self-induced. Third order 

emotions are solely experienced in conscious mind and therefore more complex, such as 

greed, pride, or jealousy. 

The relationship of emotion and logic in consumer decision-making has been studied vastly. 

Jose & Kuriakose (2021) studied reasons for consumers to buy organic food products and 

found that e.g., a fear towards pesticides is a more influential driver to action than the logical 

thought of health benefits. According to the affective-cognitive model (Shiv & Fedorikhin 

1999), consumers experience two reactions when making decisions: an automatic emotional 

response and a deliberate cognitive evaluation. If these two reactions share the same valence 

(both positive or both negative), they strongly influence consumers in the same direction. 

However, when emotions and logical evaluations conflict in valence, for example, emotions 

are positive while logic is negative, consumers' choices depend on the availability of mental 

resources. Under limited mental resources (such as distraction or busyness), emotional 

reactions dominate and guide decisions. But when consumers have more mental resources 

and time to carefully consider their choices, cognitive evaluations become stronger, reducing 

the influence of emotional reactions. 

Advertisements are typically categorized based on their content into two types: thinking ads, 

which emphasize information such as product features or practical benefits like cost or time 

savings, and feeling ads, which focus on the emotional experiences associated with using or 

owning a product (Puto & Wells 1984). Exposure to emotionally charged stimuli, including 

music, videos, and pictures, or the recollection of emotionally significant experiences, has 
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been shown to easily manipulate emotional responses (Cohen & Andrade 2004). Batra and 

Ray (1986) developed a framework to classify emotional responses to ads, identifying three 

key types: upbeat emotions such as excitement, amusement, and joy (socially evoked vivid 

effect, SEVA), calming feelings such as relaxation and contentment (deactivation), and 

warm, caring emotions (social affection). In their study of TV commercials, 12% of 

consumer reactions were emotional, with social affection being the most common, 

highlighting the importance of affective reactions. 

Attitudes can be defined as lasting, general evaluation of people, objects, advertisements, or 

issues (Baron & Byrne 1987). Attitudes have a valence, meaning they can be either positive 

or negative, and vary in strength. Sometimes individuals hold both favourable and 

unfavourable feelings toward the same object, leading to attitudinal ambivalence: a 

conflicted state where opposing evaluations are felt simultaneously. (Van Harreveld et al. 

2009.) People also hold attitudes at both conscious and unconscious levels. Explicit attitudes 

are deliberate and recognized, while implicit attitudes operate automatically and outside of 

awareness, yet still shape behaviour. In some cases, individuals may suppress their true 

attitudes due to social desirability, expressing only what they believe is acceptable. (Perkins 

et al. 2008.) 

According to Katz’s (1960) functional theory of attitudes, attitudes exist to serve different 

psychological purposes. The utilitarian function helps people seek pleasure and avoid 

discomfort, making consumers favour products that offer clear benefits. The value-

expressive function allows individuals to express their identity and core values through the 

products they choose. The ego-defensive function protects self-esteem by resisting products 

or ideas that feel threatening, whereas the knowledge function helps people understand and 

organize the world, especially in new or uncertain situations. 

2.3  Conative stage: Behavioural intentions 

The theory of planned behaviour (TPB), proposed by Ajzen (1991), explains how people 

form intentions and carry out behaviours based on three key factors: their attitude toward the 

behaviour (whether they see it as positive or negative), the subjective norm (social pressure 

or expectations from others), and perceived behavioural control (PBC, how capable they feel 

of performing the behaviour). These factors together shape a person’s intention, which is the 
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main predictor of their behaviour. However, if someone feels especially capable, PBC can 

also directly lead to action even without a strong intention. Conner & Armitage (1998) add, 

that PBC has two parts: self-efficacy, which means how confident a person feels about doing 

something, and control over external factors, like time, money, or access. They found that 

self-efficacy is especially important in predicting both what people plan to do and what they 

do. 

Willis et al. (2020) examined how the TPB can be expanded by including social identity 

factors when predicting binge drinking among university students. Their research showed 

that students who strongly identify with a group and see alcohol consumption as important 

to that group are more likely to hold positive attitudes toward binge drinking and perceive it 

as socially expected (both descriptively and injunctively). These group-influenced 

perceptions significantly shape their intentions to binge drink. Canova & Manganelli (2020) 

studied what influences people to save energy at work, like turning off lights or electronic 

devices. They used an expanded version of the TPB, where they also included two types of 

attitudes (affective and cognitive) and added habit as a new factor. They asked people about 

their thoughts first, then checked one month later to see what they did. The results showed 

that adding habit made the model better at predicting behaviour. People’s intentions were 

especially influenced by logical attitudes, social norms, control, and habits, and feeling in 

control was the strongest predictor. Habit also changed how some of these factors related to 

people’s intentions. 

 

3  Purpose-driven branding 

“Purpose” in relation to marketing and branding was popularized by Sinek (2009), but in the 

modern marketing history, there has been several concepts closely related to purpose 

branding. Traditionally, corporate social responsibility (CSR) efforts are often seen as extra 

activities outside of a company’s everyday operations (Carroll 1991). According to Carroll 

(1991), CSR consists of four dimensions: economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic. These 

dimensions can be perceived as a pyramid, where economic responsibilities, such as 

profitability, forms the foundation of the pyramid, which is then followed by legal 

responsibilities, then overall ethical responsibilities, e.g. doing what is morally right, and 
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then finally on top are philanthropic responsibilities, representing efforts of contributing 

resources to the community. 

Later, Smith (1994) argued, that companies in the United States had begun to acknowledge 

the importance of incorporating philanthropy into their strategy to turn it into a competitive 

edge. Kramer & Porter (2011) conceptualize this as shared value. Instead of the old 

perception where CSR is solely a mandatory part of a company’s reputation, companies 

should treat social and ecological harms as their internal problems, as they often cause more 

costs to companies in terms of handling accidents or wasting raw materials. Therefore, 

addressing CSR issues does not necessarily mean increased costs to the company, as 

implementing more sustainable ways of working in the communities where the company 

operates can simultaneously enhance its own competitiveness.  

In contrast, brand purpose is a core part of what a brand stands for. Unlike CSR, brand 

purpose shapes the brand’s identity, culture, values, operations, and overall essence (Kramer 

2017.) Purpose branding can also be easily mixed with sustainability marketing or green 

marketing. A sustainable brand addresses environmental, social, and economic concerns in 

its operations and helps raise awareness about responsible production and consumption 

(Foroudi & Palazzo 2021) similarly as purpose-driven brands, although “purpose” is not 

necessarily linked to sustainability, whereas green marketing focuses more on the 

environmental sustainability, and it includes all efforts aimed at creating and supporting 

exchanges that meet human needs or desires in a way that causes as little harm as possible 

to the natural environment (Polonsky 2008).  

Mishra & Sharma (2014) conceptualize green marketing as creating and promoting products 

that meet consumer expectations for quality, performance, and affordability while 

minimizing environmental harm. It involves activities such as product and packaging 

changes, cleaner production methods, and eco-conscious advertising, all aimed at reducing 

negative impacts during the product’s life cycle and disposal. Ottman (2017) introduces 

various green purchasing buzzwords which represent every step of the product life cycle; the 

words often connected to marketing are “ethical”, “cause-related”, and “transparent”. 

Therefore, purpose branding utilizes the same vocabulary, but its essence differs from green 

marketing. 



29 

 

 

Corporate political advocacy refers to a company’s public support for social or political 

causes that are not directly tied to its core business or financial interests. Unlike traditional 

lobbying, which seeks to influence policy for competitive gain, advocacy is driven by values 

and aims to promote ideals such as equality or justice. (Wettstein & Baur 2016.) Authentic 

brand activism is a purpose- and values-driven strategy in which brands take a nonneutral 

stance on contested sociopolitical issues to drive both social change and business success. 

For activism to be authentic, brands must demonstrate long-term, embedded commitments, 

not just symbolic gestures. (Vredenburg et al. 2020.) Although these concepts also interplay 

with social sustainability and authenticity, purpose-driven branding can be seen more of an 

umbrella under which brand activism can land. 

Transparency seems to be an important part of communicating corporate sustainability. 

Skees (2023) talks about strategic transparency which refers to a long-term, continuous, and 

whole fully integrated approach to communicating the sustainability efforts of the company, 

both improvements and challenges. Being transparent requires brands to also be authentic. 

Beverland (2009) argues, that institutions, such as family, race, or nationality do not 

determine our identities anymore as much as they used to, and therefore, people tend to 

identify to the attributes of certain brands. In addition, the stylization of our everyday lives 

has increased which in result weakens our ability to tell real from fake and therefore people 

seek more for authenticity. 

Authentic brands have common characteristics. According to Napoli et al. (2014), authentic 

brands are the quality leaders of the field, have a timeless heritage, and these brands sincerely 

live up to their values. Therefore, being authentic seems to provide competitive advantage 

to brands. As authenticity and transparency are essential to sustainable brands, they are also 

linked to purpose branding. 
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Table 1: Related marketing concepts and their link to purpose-driven branding 

Concept Core idea Link to purpose branding 

CSR (Carroll 1991) 

Ethical, legal, economic, 

philanthropic 

responsibilities 

Purpose goes beyond 

compliance → embedded 

in identity 

Shared value (Porter & 

Kramer 2011) 

Solve societal problems to 

create competitiveness 

Purpose overlaps: both 

integrate business + 

societal good 

Sustainability marketing 

(e.g. Foroudi & Palazzo 

2021) 

Balance of 

environmental, social, 

economic 

Purpose may include 

sustainability but is not 

limited to it 

Green marketing (e.g. 

Mishra & Sharma 2014)  

Minimize environmental 

harm, eco-conscious 

Purpose uses similar 

buzzwords but broader 

mission 

Brand activism (e.g. 

Vredenburg et al. 2020) 

Taking a stand on 

social/political issues 

Considered an expression 

of purpose branding 

Transparency & 

authenticity (e.g. Napoli 

et al. 2014; Skees 2023)  

Long-term openness, 

coherence between 

actions & values 

Required for credible 

purpose-driven branding 

 

3.1  Communicating brand’s purpose 

Communicating brand’s purpose has not been vastly studied, but various CSR 

communication frameworks can provide tools for evaluating purpose-driven brand’s 

communication. Golob & Podnar (2019) introduce an integrative model of CSR branding. 

According to this framework, companies should actively engage with societal expectations 

and address relevant CSR-related challenges. CSR considerations should be integrated into 

the company’s branding strategies to therefore be reflected in the brand’s identity, 

messaging, and overall marketing approach. In addition, companies should build and 

maintain strong relationships with stakeholders to ensure continuous cooperation. Fernandes 
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et al. (2024) have also formed managerial implications of purpose branding. Authenticity is 

the most critical factor in the success of purpose branding, as consumers value brands that 

genuinely support meaningful causes and are quick to criticize insincere efforts, particularly 

on social media. To build credibility, brands must choose a purpose that aligns with the 

brand’s values and resonates with the target audience. Purpose branding strategies are most 

effective when they also connect the brand to the consumer’s identity. 

In addition to these general models, CSR communication research provides more detailed 

frameworks for effective communication that are aligned with current research on purpose 

branding communication. As in purpose branding, effective CSR messaging should also be 

strategically designed to align with corporate objectives, maintain credibility, and engage 

stakeholders meaningfully. Narratives grounded in authenticity and strategic design 

significantly improve stakeholder trust and invoke stronger behavioural responses (Boukes 

& LaMarre 2021). According to Du, Bhattacharya, and Sen (2003), CSR messages should 

either highlight a company’s involvement in a social cause or emphasize the social issue 

itself. However, research by Menon and Kahn (2003) suggests that when the focus is solely 

on the cause, consumers may become sceptical about corporate motives. Therefore, a well-

balanced communication content strategy should integrate CSR commitment, impact, 

motives, and fit to maximize credibility and engagement. 

CSR commitment refers to the extent to which a company is dedicated to a particular social 

cause. This commitment can be demonstrated in various ways, including financial donations, 

in-kind contributions, or direct involvement such as employee volunteering (Du et al. 2003). 

A strong CSR commitment requires sustained effort rather than one-time contributions. Kent 

and Taylor (2016) emphasize that demonstrating consistent engagement rather than sporadic 

support enhances a company's credibility. According to Mueller (2024), brands with a long 

track record in purpose-driven activities tend to be more credible and face fewer negative 

reactions. In contrast, newer brands might benefit from starting with less ambitious 

initiatives until they build a reputation for purpose. 

CSR impact focuses on the tangible benefits that result from a company’s CSR efforts. 

Rather than merely highlighting the resources allocated to a cause, companies should 

communicate the positive changes their CSR initiatives have brought about in communities, 

environmental sustainability, or stakeholder well-being (Menon & Kahn 2003). 

Stakeholders are more likely to trust CSR messages that provide measurable outcomes, such 
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as statistics on reduced carbon emissions, improvements in local education programs, or 

increased employment opportunities due to corporate initiatives. Companies can use case 

studies, testimonials, and visual data representations to illustrate the real-world impact of 

their CSR efforts, making their communication more compelling and transparent. (Du et al. 

2003.) 

Transparency in CSR motives is essential for mitigating scepticism among stakeholders. 

Forehand & Grier (2003) argue that companies should acknowledge both altruistic and 

business-related motives when engaging in CSR communication. Stakeholders often 

recognize that CSR initiatives provide business advantages, and companies that openly 

address these motives can foster more trust. By clearly articulating why they are engaging 

in CSR, companies can enhance the authenticity of their CSR messaging. 

CSR fit refers to the alignment between a company’s business operations and its CSR 

initiatives. When there is a strong CSR fit, stakeholders perceive CSR efforts as more 

genuine and logical (Simmons & Becker-Olsen 2006). However, companies with low CSR 

fit should clearly justify their involvement in a particular cause. Bloom et al. (2006) suggest 

that businesses without an obvious connection to a cause should provide compelling 

narratives to explain why they support it, ensuring stakeholders understand the reasoning 

behind their CSR initiatives. In addition to the brand fit, it's also important that a brand's 

actions match its promises. Any gap between what a brand says and what it does (message–

behaviour discrepancy) can hurt consumer trust, especially when consumers are well-

informed. (Mueller 2024.) 

3.2  TikTok as a branding channel 

Authentic purpose can also be communicated through social media, as especially TikTok is 

often linked to a more authentic feel. Personalized news feed, FYP, has been linked in studies 

to a more authentic perception of TikTok content. According to Chu et al. (2022) 

personalized TikTok content enhances users' perceptions of creativity and authenticity, 

which in turn increases their likelihood of engaging in viral behaviours, such as sharing or 

promoting content. Jiang et al. (2024) identify six key drivers of purchasing behaviour on 

TikTok: interactivity, entertainment, audiovisual appeal, promotions, celebrity influence, 

and product features. These elements enhance user engagement, build trust, and stimulate 
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buying by combining entertaining content with real-time interaction and persuasive 

marketing tactics. Overall, short-form video is an effective branding channel. Yang & 

Dongqi (2025) explore the role of short video platforms in brand marketing and emphasize 

that brand transparency and perceived value are crucial for forming strong brand 

associations. When short videos provide content that is seen as both relevant and useful, 

users are more likely to respond positively to brands they view as open and trustworthy.  

Luo et al. (2022) highlight that content is central to video streaming platforms like TikTok, 

where users seek engaging videos. In terms of user experience, certain emotional responses, 

such as empathy, a sense of belonging, and immersion, have been associated with the 

content, which may contribute to a sense of comfort for users. Dong et al. (2023) suggest a 

framework to evaluate short-form video in brand marketing from the perspective of the 

content (what is communicated) and its execution (how it’s communicated). Content should 

be emotionally engaging and relevant, as irrelevant posts reduce consumer engagement and 

can negatively impact brand perception. In terms of effective execution in short-form video, 

the marketing relies on content-brand fit and storytelling. When brand elements align well, 

consumers process the content more easily, leading to positive attitudes and stronger 

engagement. Poor fit, however, increases cognitive effort and weakens impact. Storytelling 

through aesthetics, narrative flow, and relatable themes deepens emotional engagement and 

shapes consumer perceptions, making it a key strategy for building brand connection. 

3.3  Challenges: scepticism and greenwashing 

As mentioned, authenticity and transparency are important aspects of purpose-driven 

branding. When companies fail to transparently communicate their sustainability journey 

and are overly cautious of it, it can be characterized as green hushing (Skees 2023). The 

more commonly used term is greenwashing, which refers to a strategic practice where 

companies mislead the public by emphasizing positive environmental messaging while 

hiding negative impacts. This creates a falsely positive image of sustainability. 

Greenwashing also involves “decoupling,” where symbolic green gestures aren't matched 

by real action, serving to protect a company’s reputation without genuine change. (de 

Freitas Netto et al. 2020.) 
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Greenwashing arises from a combination of weak policy enforcement, competitive market 

dynamics, and strategic image management. Although environmental regulations may be 

in place, they are often applied inconsistently or lack effective oversight, enabling 

companies to meet only surface-level requirements while continuing environmentally 

harmful actions. Competition also drives firms to adopt green marketing to stand out and 

protect their market position. Multinational corporations, with their superior resources, 

often dominate early-stage markets and portray themselves as environmentally responsible 

even if their practices do not reflect this. Furthermore, growing consumer interest in 

sustainability encourages companies to use green claims to gain attention and favour, even 

when their environmental efforts are minimal. From the perspective of stakeholders, such 

tactics serve more as public relations tools than genuine commitments to social or 

environmental responsibility. (Yang et al. 2020.) 

de Jong et al. (2020) explore how different forms of greenwashing impact a company’s 

reputation. The study reveals that any greenwashing, whether through outright lies, half-

truths, or misrepresented motives, harms a company’s reputation. Behavioural-claim 

greenwashing (false or exaggerated environmental actions) damages perceptions of 

environmental performance, product quality, and financial integrity, with partial lies being 

as harmful as full lies. While motive greenwashing (dishonesty about reasons for action) 

has less impact, it still erodes trust if actions are truthful. 

 

4  Research methodology 

This research is conducted in an exploratory design, as the research problem is relatively 

unstructured. Exploratory approach is suitable when the research problem is not well 

understood and it requires ability to observe, gather information, and construct theorizing 

explanation (Ghauri & Grønhaug 2010). This chapter explains the methodological choices 

made to address the research objectives, including the rationale for selecting a qualitative 

approach, the procedures for data collection and analysis, and considerations regarding the 

reliability and validity of the study. The chapter also outlines the use of visual elicitation as 

a research technique and provides details on participant selection and interview design. 
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This study adopts a qualitative exploratory research design to investigate how consumers 

perceive the brand image of purpose-driven brands on TikTok. Qualitative methods differ 

from quantitative methods based on their emphasis. Qualitative research methods emphasize 

understanding of a subject and focus on the respondents’ point of view in an explorative 

orientation, whereas quantitative methods emphasize more testing and verification of a 

problem (Reichardt & Cook 1979). Qualitative methods are suitable for exploratory research 

as they can help with forming explanation and later hypotheses building (Ghauri & 

Grønhaug 2010). In addition, several qualitative methodologies highlight the importance of 

conducting data collection and analysis in a way that is responsive to context, thereby 

fostering a holistic grasp of the subject under study (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2015). Since 

purpose branding on TikTok is an emerging phenomenon with limited prior research, 

qualitative methods are better suited to it. 

4.1  Data collection 

Collection of primary data is crucial for this study, and there are several different types of 

data collected, such as psychological and lifestyle data, attitude and opinion data, and 

awareness and knowledge data. Psychological and lifestyle data, such as explanation of 

personal activities and interests, helps with identifying different types of consumers, whereas 

attitude and opinion data covers cognitive behaviour of the respondents such as assumptions 

and opinions. Awareness and knowledge data explains what respondents know about the 

topic and the case brands. (Ghauri & Grønhaug 2010.) 

The data was collected through semi-structured interviews with six participants. In 

structured interviews, the wording and order of questions are the same for all participants. 

This is based on the idea that the questions hold the same meaning for everyone. The 

response options are also predetermined; the interviewer may, for example, ask the 

respondent to choose the most suitable option from a set of cards. (Eskola & Suoranta, 2014). 

In semi-structured interviews the topics, sample sizes, interviewees and the interview 

questions are planned beforehand to minimize bias, but the interviewees are still given 

similar freedom as in unstructured interviews to discuss their opinions and reactions on the 

research topic (Ghauri & Grønhaug 2010). Prior to the interviews, participants were 

provided with the interview questions, a GDPR-compliant privacy notice, and a consent 
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form. The privacy notice outlined the purpose of the study, the voluntary nature of 

participation, the rights of the participants, and the procedures for storing, processing, and 

protecting their personal data. To ensure informed participation, consent to take part in the 

study and to utilize the interview data for research purposes was requested again at the 

beginning of each interview.  

Initially, participants were asked about their awareness and understanding of purpose 

branding, including whether they could recall any brands, advertising campaigns, or TikTok 

videos associated with the concept. If participants were unfamiliar with the term, it was 

explained to them in a clear and accessible manner. They were then encouraged to reflect on 

their emotional reactions, prior knowledge, and general brand associations. Participants were 

also asked about their relationships with TikTok, and what kind of content do they enjoy the 

most. After this open-ended discussion, selected TikTok videos were shown, and 

participants were asked to evaluate each video in terms of recognition, emotional response, 

and overall brand perception. Follow-up questions explored what affected their image of the 

brand and what additional associations or thoughts the content evoked. The interviews were 

recorded and additional notes, e.g., regarding participants’ non-verbal communication and 

mindset were also taken during the interviews. The interviews were conducted in Finnish as 

all participants were fluent in it to ensure a relaxed discussion for the most nuanced answers. 

Interview recordings were then transcribed and translated in English. The interview 

recordings have been processed and deleted in accordance with the GDPR notice. The 

interview questions can be found in the appendix 1. 

4.1.1  Research technique: video elicitation 

To deepen the understanding of participants’ perceptions and emotional reactions to 

purpose-driven brand communication on TikTok, this study employs a video elicitation 

method, where selected TikTok videos are presented to participants during the interviews to 

serve as discussion prompts. Video elicitation is particularly suitable for this study, as it 

allows participants to engage with visual stimuli in ways that encourage reflection and 

emotional response. Showing commercials to participants is a common form in both 

qualitative and quantitative studies to observe audience responses to television advertising 

(Belk 2017). As Bell and Davison (2013) explain, visual elicitation methods are grounded 
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in empirical practice, as the visual material is either generated or selected specifically to 

serve research objectives. These methods often involve the use of pre-existing visual content 

as a basis for interviews or focus group discussions, which corresponds well with this study’s 

use of TikTok videos to initiate participant dialogue. 

The video elicitation technique is integrated into the semi-structured interview process and 

is used after the initial open-ended discussion. Participants are shown a series of TikTok 

videos published by six selected brands. The purpose was to select a wide arrange of brands 

to ensure one participant could have different perspectives on brands and their messages. 

Each brand is chosen based on the following criteria: 

1. The brand has formed a defined, long-term committed mission related to its 

values, and the values are integrated across its operations. 

2. The brand demonstrates active engagement on TikTok; has posted in the past 

month and has posted more than twenty TikTok videos. 

3. The brand communicates a clearly articulated purpose in its TikTok content. 

The selection of six distinct brands allows for comparative insight into varying styles of 

purpose-driven marketing. This enables the study to explore not only how purpose is 

communicated through TikTok videos, but also how consumers interpret and emotionally 

respond to differing brand narratives and content strategies. Each brand represents a different 

case of purposeful branding in the CPG industry, providing diversity in terms of message 

tone, visual storytelling, and engagement style.  

The brands examined in this study represent a diverse range of industries, ownership models, 

and market scopes, offering a multidimensional view of how purpose branding is 

operationalized in varying contexts. Three of the brands originate from the cosmetics 

industry. One operates globally under a multinational consumer goods corporation and is 

widely recognized for its advocacy of body positivity and emotional well-being. The two 

other cosmetics brands are based in Finland and differ in scale and structure. One is a large 

corporation with international reach that builds its identity around natural ingredients and 

ecological responsibility. The other is a small, family-owned enterprise specializing in 

artisanal production of natural cosmetics, highlighting also different aspects of social 

sustainability. 
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Beyond cosmetics, the selection includes a globally recognized food brand and a major 

domestic food producer. The former, though owned by a multinational corporation, has 

retained a distinct identity centred on social justice. In contrast, the domestic food company 

is a cooperative-owned enterprise, with increasing emphasis on sustainability, carbon 

neutrality, and support for local agriculture. The last one of the selected companies operates 

in the clothing industry and its mission prioritizes environmental protection above 

commercial growth. 

Table 1: Selected brands for video elicitation 

 

 

Following each video, participants were prompted to describe their immediate emotional 

reactions, the associations or meanings they derive from the content, and their perceptions 

of the brand’s authenticity and purpose. This method supports the investigation of 

subconscious or affective responses that may not surface through verbal questioning alone. 

Additionally, the visual and auditory elements of TikTok videos help simulate a naturalistic 
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media consumption context, enhancing ecological validity. All interview sessions were 

recorded and transcribed according to the GDPR notice. 

Often in qualitative research both data collection and analysis are conducted simultaneously 

as the phenomenon is better understood (Ghauri & Grønhaug 2010). In this study, the second 

interviewee was shown a video that was not well-suited to their demographic profile. As a 

result, the participant was unable to correctly identify the brand and could not recall any 

brand-related associations during the interview. However, in a later conversation, the 

interviewee recognized the brand and noted that it was one they had high purchase intentions 

toward and had been a loyal customer to for several years. 

Based on this insight and a deeper understanding of how participants interpret the interview 

questions, one of the original videos was replaced with a different video from the same brand 

after the two initial interviews. This adjustment was made to increase the likelihood that 

participants would recognize the brand, thereby supporting the collection of more nuanced 

responses and improving the overall quality of the data. 

4.1.2  Sampling 

In qualitative research, the focus is often on a relatively small number of cases, with the aim 

of analysing them as thoroughly as possible. Therefore, the scientific value of the data is not 

based on quantity, but on quality and the depth of conceptual understanding (Eskola & 

Suoranta 2014). Therefore, the sample of this research consists of six carefully selected 

participants. 

The six participants were selected using convenience sampling. Convenience sampling was 

used due to the exploratory nature of the study and resource constraints. A convenience 

sample or an accidental sample consists of sample units that are convenient for some reason, 

for example through personal relations (Ghauri & Grønhaug 2010). While this method does 

not ensure representativeness, it allows for the selection of participants who are willing and 

available to provide insights into the phenomenon of interest.  

Although participants were selected through convenience sampling, efforts were made to 

ensure variation within the sample. All six participants were young adults aged between 27 

and 36, aligning with the study’s target demographic. Prior to recruitment, it was ensured 
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that all participants were active TikTok users, as this was a key criterion for inclusion in the 

study. The sample consisted of three men and three women, all of whom held a higher 

education degree. Three participants had an academic background in marketing, providing 

relevant insights into the subject matter. Furthermore, four participants identified as 

belonging to a minority group, contributing to a broader range of perspectives. While the 

sample is not statistically representative, it was designed to support the exploratory and 

interpretive aims of the research. 

4.2  Data analysis 

Although there isn’t a single, widely agreed approach to analysis of qualitative data, 

according to Miles & Huberman (1994) data analysis can be divided into three components: 

data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing and verification. Within data reduction 

the researcher identifies and categorizes the data into manageable and meaningful forms 

such as themes and patterns, whereas in the data display phase the researcher forms an 

organized assembly of the information, such as data matrix or a figure.  

There are two different strategies to this analysis: deductive and inductive, which depend on 

whether the analysis departs from the existing study or the observed data (Ghauri & 

Grønhaug 2010). Eskola & Suoranta discuss a coding method, where there are two 

fundamentally different approaches to analysing qualitative data. One approach is data-

driven, meaning the analysis begins without predefined theoretical assumptions. Although 

the researcher may have prior knowledge and expectations about the topic, the aim is to let 

the themes emerge from the data itself, without being influenced by those assumptions. The 

second approach involves a theoretical framework from the start or applies a consciously 

chosen perspective, such as using a thematic interview guide to code the material. In this 

case, the researcher identifies and extracts parts of the data that correspond to the pre-defined 

themes. In this research the data was analysed utilizing inductive strategy as there isn’t an 

existing theoretical framework that would solely explain which theories are connected to 

purpose branding. 

All interviews in this study were audio-recorded with the participants’ permission, 

transcribed word for word, translated as correctly as possible, and subsequently revised when 

necessary to remove filler words and clarify instances of complex slang. The data collected 
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in the interviews was then analysed using qualitative content analysis, which enabled the 

systematic coding of themes, patterns, and meanings that emerged from participant 

responses.  

The data was first organized into codes similarly as in the grounded theory approach, in 

which the data is handled with open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. In open 

coding the data is broken down into smaller categories, that are then grouped into patterns 

with axial coding, and finally, organized as a core category and the supporting categories 

around it in selective coding. (Strauss & Corbin 1990.) Grounded theory is a data-driven 

content analysis method, where the classifications made by the researcher are guided entirely 

by the data itself. This differs from theory-driven content analysis, where both theory and 

data influence the categorization process. The grounded theory approach aims to generate 

entirely new theoretical insights in areas that are not yet well understood. It is particularly 

suitable when studying new situations or contexts where no established theory exists. (Aaltio 

2020.) In this research grounded theory was utilized more as an analytical tool than a 

research philosophy; descriptive and pattern coding were used to analyse the interview 

transcripts and the summarized pattern codes are presented in this paper. 

4.3  Reliability and validity 

In research methodology literature, the “credibility” of research methods is often discussed 

through the concepts of validity (whether the study investigates what it claims to) and 

reliability (whether results can be replicated). However, since these terms originate from 

quantitative research, qualitative research should instead be assessed more broadly in terms 

of trustworthiness and ethics. Trustworthiness encompasses the entire research process from 

the researcher’s neutrality to the transparency of data collection methods and the protection 

of participant anonymity. It refers to how much readers, participants, and the public can trust 

the results as truthful, based on appropriately gathered and carefully analysed data. The 

researcher must clearly explain how the study progressed in practice. (Aaltio 2020.) In 

qualitative research, reliability as a criterion for trustworthiness means that the researcher 

must ensure their concepts and interpretations accurately reflect the participants' own 

perspectives and understandings (Eskola & Suoranta 2014).  
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In contract, in qualitative research, validity refers to how well the study stays true to the 

nature of the phenomenon being investigated. The results and the way they are analysed 

should align with the character of the subject. Instead of focusing on traditional reliability, 

qualitative research is better evaluated through the concept of transferability; in other words, 

whether the findings might also apply in a different research context and whether the topic 

could be studied again in that new setting. (Aaltio 2020.) In this study, validity and reliability 

are ensured primarily through careful documentation, allowing participants, readers, and 

colleagues to gain an accurate understanding of how the interviews were conducted. The 

interview guide was adjusted after the first interviews, which also served as pilot interviews. 

Additionally, the interviews were recorded to ensure that the notes and conclusions drawn 

from them would closely reflect the participants' actual responses. 

 

5  Research findings 

This chapter presents the empirical findings of the study. The findings are organized around 

three main themes related to the research questions: brand awareness, pre-existing brand 

image, and consumer responses to purpose-driven TikTok content. Each theme is further 

divided into subthemes that emerged during the content analysis, reflecting the reasoning of 

why participants recalled and recognized the brands, what kind of associations, emotions, 

and attitudes participants held, and how they responded to purpose-driven brand messaging. 
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Figure 3: Themes and sub-themes emerged in the analysis of the results 

5.1  Participants’ background on purpose-driven branding and TikTok 

Regarding their interest in the research topic, the participants had varying backgrounds. 

Some were actively value-driven and expressed a strong commitment to corporate social 

responsibility, while others held more neutral but supportive attitudes, or explained that 

although they were aware of sustainability issues, they did not consider themselves involved 

in the matter. All participants considered commitment to CSR issues to be the most 

interesting aspect of purpose branding, and some were particularly drawn to the protection 

of human and animal rights. Some participants argued they valued ethical consumption, 

expressing a preference for brands that align with their personal principles, and often avoided 

those that acted contrary to them. Transparency in corporate operations was also seen as a 

key factor. 

When asked about what comes to one’s mind about purpose branding, some participants 

instantly recalled certain bands. Several interviewees emphasized the importance of an 

authentic brand identity, where both leadership and actions are perceived as genuinely 

aligned with the brand’s stated values. Clear and consistent communication was also 

considered essential, as it helps reinforce the purpose across various touchpoints and builds 

trust. Moreover, participants noted that purpose branding is most effective when it is aligned 
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with corporate social responsibility (CSR) efforts and reflected in the product or service 

itself, rather than being limited to marketing slogans or isolated campaigns. 

Participants reported frequent use of TikTok, with most falling into either heavy or routine 

daily usage categories. Some described spending substantial time on the platform multiple 

times a day or even multiple hours per day. The type of content most watched was related to 

lifestyle and inspirational content, entertainment and pop culture, and sports. 

5.2  Brand awareness 

Some participants showed high recognition of purpose-driven branding, with several able to 

name or describe campaigns that focused on environmental awareness, social responsibility, 

or ethical values. Other participants had vague recall of influencer-driven campaigns and 

their mission but couldn’t recall the exact brands involved.  In addition to cases where 

participants vividly remembered the cause but not the brand, there were also instances of the 

reverse. Some participants recalled that a brand was “doing something sustainably” or 

“acting responsibly,” even if they could not specify the exact campaign or initiative.  

Additionally, some participants expressed scepticism and concern about credibility of the 

recalled brands, as they had doubts about the sincerity of brands’ motivations, raising issues 

such as greenwashing or performative activism. 

5.2.1  Recognition cues and brand identifiers 

When participants were asked how they recognized the brand in the TikTok content, their 

responses revealed a wide variety of cues tied to both visual and textual elements, as well as 

expectations based on previous brand experience. Among the most dominant recognition 

triggers were logo-based identifiers, textual and verbal mentions, and format-related clues. 

Logo visibility played a significant role across many responses. Participants frequently 

recalled recognizing a brand only once its logo appeared clearly, often at the end of the video 

or subtly integrated into the visuals. For some, recognition was entirely dependent on the 

logo, especially in cases where the rest of the visual style did not align with the brand’s usual 

tone or storytelling: 
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“I wouldn’t have recognized it without the logo. The video didn’t really look 

like something [this brand] would normally post.” (Interviewee 1) 

In other cases, the logo acted as a corrective or clarifying element in otherwise visually 

inconsistent or ambiguous content. In one example, participants mentioned that competitor 

logos had been deliberately obscured, which drew their attention to the actual brand featured: 

“I noticed the competitor’s brand was covered in the video, which made me 

pay more attention to which brand the video was from. Otherwise, it wouldn’t 

have stood out.” (Interviewee 3) 

Beyond visual elements, text and verbal brand cues also influenced recognition. Several 

participants mentioned identifying the brand through on-screen captions or spoken brand 

names. These mentions were often subtle, appearing either within the narrative or as part of 

the video’s closing segment, such as in end-of-video brand reveals. 

5.2.2  Product familiarity and prior experience 

While logo and text-based cues were central to brand recognition in TikTok content, some 

participants identified the brand primarily through product-based recognition. In these cases, 

recognition occurred not through overt branding elements but through prior familiarity with 

the product itself, such as its packaging, form, or typical presentation. Such cues were 

especially effective when the product had distinctive or sensory attributes, or had been 

repeatedly encountered in daily life, such as in supermarkets or household settings. For 

example, certain products like milk cartons, ice cream tubs, or skincare bottles were visually 

familiar enough to prompt brand recognition even when logos were not visible. Participants 

referred to these as familiar product cues that could serve as indirect identifiers. However, 

this form of recognition was not always straightforward. Some participants noticed that 

products were only partially shown, or that branding was deliberately concealed which raised 

questions about intent and transparency: 

“I noticed the brand and logo were hidden — is it intentional that the products 

aren’t shown at all when talking about a higher purpose?” (Interviewee 3) 

Also, a key factor shaping participants’ recognition and response to purpose-driven TikTok 

content was their prior experience with the brand. Some participants described recognizing 



46 

 

 

the brand based on format-specific recognition or familiar campaign visuals. These viewers 

had previously encountered similar content or identified the campaign based on typical brand 

aesthetics: 

“I’ve just known this brand for so long, that I knew instantly whose ad it would 

be.” (Interviewee 5) 

In many cases, recognition was not driven by the content itself, but rather by an existing 

personal familiarity gained through repeated exposure, past use, or previous encounters with 

the brand in other contexts. Some participants described a strong personal history with the 

brand, which made recognition almost automatic. These participants had engaged with the 

brand in the past, whether as customers, students, or even employees. 

“Originally I heard about [brand] in studies, so it stuck in mind.” (Interviewee 

5) 

Others referred to more casual or indirect forms of familiarity, such as seeing the brand on 

social media, in stores, or through their social circles. This passive but recurring exposure-

built brand awareness even in the absence of active engagement. In these cases, participants 

recognized the brand not because of a standout campaign, but because they had “maybe 

encountered the brand once or twice”, or seen people in their network engaging with it: 

“All of my friends and siblings always hype up [brand].” (Interviewee 4) 

One participant explicitly noted that they recognized a specific video rather than the brand 

itself. A few responses also hinted at weaker prior exposure, where the brand was familiar 

by name but had not yet established a strong emotional connection. 

5.3  Pre-existing brand image: associations, emotions, and attitudes 

A significant portion of participants expressed strong pre-existing emotional connections 

and positive attitudes toward certain purpose-driven brands. These feelings often stemmed 

from long-standing familiarity, personal relevance, and perceived alignment between the 

brand’s values and their own. When asked what came to mind when thinking about purpose-

driven TikTok content, participants frequently pointed to brands that had achieved strong 

recognition through their authentic, mission-oriented identity. These brands were not only 
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remembered for their campaigns but also for what they were perceived to stand for. 

Recognition was often tied to brands that participants felt had a clear focus on a cause, a 

recognizable mission, or a visionary leadership approach behind their actions. This led to 

further discussions on CSR and authenticity. 

5.3.1  Perceptions of authenticity and product purpose 

Some brands were seen as more than just companies. They were perceived as social actors 

with a genuine commitment to impact, and their messaging was recognized across multiple 

touchpoints, from product packaging and advertising to social media presence and activism: 

“What comes first to my mind are certain brands, such as [brand name 1] and 

[brand name 2]. In general, companies focus more on their mission. It can 

show up in packaging, communication, or even the business model.” 

(Interviewee 1) 

This perceived authenticity was often tied to entrepreneur-led branding where participants 

believed that the owners or founders genuinely cared about social issues and embedded those 

values into their operations. Examples like a brand’s clothing repair promise were viewed as 

emblematic of a deeper purpose: 

“Fundamentally, the owner has a vision or a desire to promote something and 

is trying to build a profitable business that also helps in some way.” 

(Interviewee 5) 

In this context, branding was seen to carry a bigger meaning, not just as a tool for positioning, 

but as a mechanism for creating societal change. Participants cited also more nuanced 

campaigns like an example campaign that took a stance on children’s smartphone use, or a 

sub-culture-rooted organization’s community-driven collaborations. While many 

respondents had strong brand recall tied to campaigns that emphasized gender equality, 

sustainability, or social justice, others had only a vague awareness, describing the brands as 

generic or low-salience domestic products. Some also held ambivalent views, appreciating 

certain initiatives but hesitating to fully support the brand: 
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“[Brand] is a street-credible clothing brand. I have mixed feelings about it; I 

wouldn’t buy a new product directly from the manufacturer, but I might buy 

second-hand or at a good discount.” (Interviewee 2) 

Another important layer of association participants made with purpose-driven brands was 

the belief that the brand’s product quality and characteristics were reflective of its ethical 

stance and values. Participants often described such brands as producing premium or high-

end products, signalling that the company not only promoted responsible ideals but also 

delivered superior experiences. This was particularly apparent in references to food and 

apparel brands. For example, one interviewee characterized a brand as “not everyday ice 

cream”, referring to its superior quality and ethically aligned messaging: 

“It’s a high-end brand, not everyday ice cream — and the ice cream is really 

good.” (Interviewee 2) 

Similarly, in the context of clothing, purpose-driven branding was frequently tied to a 

rejection of fast fashion and an embrace of product longevity. Several participants stated that 

learning about a brand’s commitment to durable, sustainable design had influenced their own 

thinking about clothing choices. Certain brands were praised not only for their values but 

also for promoting a mindset shift toward “quality over trendiness”. 

“Back when first hearing about [brand], it served as a motivation to start thinking 

about product quality and longevity, rather than fast fashion copies that are trendy 

only in the moment. I would rather spend more money to get a quality product.” 

(Interviewee 5) 

5.3.2  CSR alignment and communication clarity 

For many participants, CSR formed a central part of how they perceived and remembered 

purpose-driven brands. These associations were typically rooted in the brand’s long-term 

commitment to societal and environmental causes, extending beyond isolated campaigns. 

Participants mentioned concepts such as social responsibility, sustainable development, 

community support, and equality as areas where brands had earned their attention or trust. 

Some participants associated the brand’s purpose directly with societal impact. 
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“What comes first to my mind is societal impact, as youth literacy and the 

decrease of teenagers’ reading has been a public topic in the news.” 

(Interviewee 3) 

Brands that explicitly supported marginalized communities or addressed diversity were also 

viewed favourably. One participant mentioned a product that was labelled as LGBTQ+ 

friendly and appreciated the company’s donation practices: 

“I think the product packaging may have even said it’s LGBTQ+ friendly, and 

the company also donates to LGBTQ+ organizations.” (Interviewee 6) 

Participants’ pre-existing associations with purpose-driven brands were shaped not only by 

values and identity but also by how clearly and consistently these brands communicated their 

messages. Clear and consistent communication across multiple platforms and over time 

played a critical role in fostering brand recall and trust. In contrast, vague or confusing 

messages sometimes led to scepticism or disengagement.  

Many participants recalled specific campaigns due to their strong storytelling, memorable 

visual cues, or effective use of metaphors. For instance, visual associations such as lightbulbs 

and darkness were mentioned in relation to Earth Hour-themed content, showing how even 

abstract campaigns could leave a lasting impression when executed with symbolic clarity. 

Likewise, campaigns addressing social issues like gender diversity were easier to remember 

when the message was clearly embedded in both the product and the storytelling. Clarity 

also mattered at the product level. Some participants expressed a desire for more 

transparency in marketing especially when it came to explaining what the product or 

company was doing for the cause. They appreciated campaigns that didn't just “feel good” 

but explained specific, tangible actions. 

“The campaign lacks a concrete level, like what is being done to improve the 

issue. The ad should more clearly explain what it’s about and whether one can 

even influence the issue through their electricity contract.” (Interviewee 3) 

On the other hand, vague or overly polished messages were sometimes perceived as lacking 

substance. Ethical concerns occasionally extended beyond the brand itself to the TikTok as 

a platform, with participants expressing awareness of broader data privacy and transparency 

issues: 
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“I do think a bit about TikTok’s ethics. For example, the EU has recently fined 

TikTok, and I think someone has told me that TikTok sends data to China. But 

I don’t really care that much, I think my data is already everywhere anyway.” 

(Interviewee 2) 

At the same time, participants valued when brands stood out creatively or differentiated 

themselves in a saturated market. A well-executed campaign with a clear tone and trendy 

appeal could capture attention and generate positive impressions: 

“It’s the most boring topic and company in the world, but it still manages to 

stand out from the crowd and knows how to be trendy.” (Interviewee 4) 

In addition to brands, participants also described positive emotional and cognitive reactions 

to specific campaigns by purpose-driven brands. These responses were not always based on 

deep personal engagement but were frequently the result of passive yet repeated exposure to 

campaign content, particularly on platforms like TikTok. Several participants mentioned that 

campaigns addressing environmental or social issues had an “eye-opening” effect. Content 

that offered educational insights, such as statistics about environmental pollution or the 

impact of certain lifestyle choices, was perceived as meaningful and thought-provoking: 

“It’s a good thing that brands are communicating their purpose. I’ve learned 

more about responsibility issues myself, and it’s eye-opening to hear, for 

example, how much something pollutes the environment.” (Interviewee 1) 

Participants also discussed how the format and platform affected their reactions. TikTok’s 

short-form, easily digestible content was seen as a low-barrier way to engage with important 

messages. For many, frequent exposure to a brand on TikTok contributed to gradual 

familiarity and likability, even if the content itself wasn’t deeply memorable each time. 

“TikTok is a good channel for communicating the brand’s cause, because I wouldn’t 

google it by myself, but I could watch a video about it if it just popped into my For 

You -page.” (Interviewee 2) 
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5.3.3  Existing attitudes, emotions, and brand motives 

Many participants described specific brands with notable warmth, referring to them as 

meaningful or trustworthy. These attitudes were typically built over time, beginning in 

adolescence or early adulthood, and were reinforced by consistent positive associations and 

cause-driven messaging. 

“I really like [brand]; I’ve known it already since teenage years so it’s a 

personally important brand for me. It’s just really cool and has a good 

backstory.” (Interviewee 1) 

For some, the emotional connection was not only nostalgic but also motivational. When 

participants felt that a brand’s actions aligned with their values, such as promoting equality, 

supporting sustainability, or participating in societal causes, this strengthened both brand 

trust and purchase motivation. In these cases, emotional resonance translated into 

behavioural outcomes, such as a stronger likelihood of choosing the product or supporting 

the company publicly. 

“It makes me feel good knowing when [brand] supports good causes, it kind 

of makes me feel like buying the product.” (Interviewee 6) 

Trust and familiarity also played key roles. Brands that had established themselves as ethical 

or responsible over time were more likely to be seen as dependable, especially if the 

participant had followed the brand’s development or had prior knowledge of its values. This 

trust was described not because of individual campaigns but as something earned through 

repeated, consistent brand behaviour and personal experience. 

In a few cases, brand engagement went beyond consumer behaviour and into lifestyle or 

career inspiration. One participant described admiring a brand’s mission and practices to the 

extent that they would consider working for such a company. 

“[Brand] seems like a company I could see myself working for. The values feel 

genuine, and they’re doing something meaningful.” (Interviewee 4) 

When reflecting on why companies engage in purpose branding, participants suggested that 

differentiation plays a key role, as brands can use purpose to stand out in a crowded market. 

Some also viewed purpose branding as a way for companies to appear more authentic but 



52 

 

 

noted a tension between genuine purpose and greenwashing. Several interviewees 

highlighted trust-building as a central goal: by communicating a clear purpose and 

empowering consumers to make value-aligned choices, brands can foster longer-term 

customer relationships. 

Participants also identified several reasons why companies choose to use TikTok as a 

platform. First, they emphasized TikTok’s high visibility and broad reach, noting that its 

algorithm allows content to go viral quickly and reach large, diverse audiences. The 

engaging format and interactive features were seen as particularly effective for capturing 

attention and building community. Some participants also viewed TikTok presence as a 

strategic necessity. However, a few interviewees raised ethical concerns, pointing out the 

possibility of greenwashing. 

5.4  Consumer responses to purpose-driven TikTok content 

When encountering purpose-driven brand videos on TikTok, participants highlighted the 

message content and emotional tone as central to their interpretation and engagement. 

Campaigns that successfully combined strong storytelling, clear moral values, and visually 

compelling formats were more likely to elicit emotional responses and make a lasting 

impression. Also, the quality of content execution emerged as a significant cognitive factor 

in how participants responded to purpose-driven brand videos. Rather than merely focusing 

on the message itself, participants often evaluated the delivery, including visual 

organization, pacing, and narrative clarity, as critical in shaping their reactions and 

willingness to engage. 

Initially, it was not encouraged in the interviews to discuss behavioural intentions in detail. 

However, many participants voluntarily expressed their views on whether they would 

support, recommend, or purchase from purpose-driven brands. Participants’ narratives 

highlighted the complex interplay between brand familiarity, consumer trust, and 

behavioural intent when responding to purpose-driven brands. 
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5.4.1  Message tone and value interpretations 

Participants responded positively to videos that sparked empathy, delivered meaningful 

commentary, or used emotional storytelling arcs to frame the topic. What some called 

"American-style storytelling", was seen as impactful, although a few preferred more subtle 

tones. Even when the content lacked novelty or personal relevance, sincerity and coherence 

in messaging could still elevate its reception. A participant noted: 

“Pretty good points, but the tips were too obvious — I wouldn’t have kept 

watching. But the video had a good intention.” (Interviewee 5) 

The emotional tone varied across campaigns from optimistic and humorous to serious or 

even heavy. Some videos were described as “touching” or “very emotional,” especially when 

involving redemptive narratives or highlighting marginalized groups. Others had a playful 

or calming tone, which made the message more digestible and engaging. For example: 

“Funny, the narrator’s voice was calm and convincing.” (Interviewee 1) 

“A video with a positive tone despite a heavy topic. Nice idea that we’re saving 

the world one step at a time.” (Interviewee 4) 

However, some participants described mixed emotions, especially when the emotional 

weight of a video felt mismatched with the brand or product category. This was especially 

true when campaigns were perceived as forced, confusing, or overly intense for a corporate 

account: 

“Pretty intense coming from a company account. Brave post and touching 

story but left a confused feeling.” (Interviewee 2) 

Many participants responded strongly to brand content that conveyed ethical, social, or 

political themes, highlighting that purpose-driven messaging often elevated the brand’s role 

beyond mere product promotion. Videos covering topics such as women’s rights, mental 

health, or overconsumption stood out for their emotional and societal resonance. The 

message was often remembered in detail, especially when it spotlighted underserved 

communities or social inequalities, aligning with the participant’s personal or cultural 

values: 
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“It was good that the women’s clinic was mentioned in the video, so others 

hear about it too — such an important topic.” (Interviewee 6) 

Participants valued when brands took a stand, even on sensitive or polarizing issues. 

Campaigns that questioned overconsumption, like anti–Black Friday videos or food waste 

reduction efforts, were remembered for their reflective tone and self-critical positioning. 

These weren’t viewed as just another marketing strategy but as genuine attempts to 

contribute to societal change: 

“Glad that food brands are doing these kinds of ‘against themselves’ campaigns 

related to decreasing food waste instead of just embracing mindless grocery 

shopping.” (Interviewee 3) 

5.4.2  Content execution and brand engagement 

Videos that were described as well-executed or clear in message delivery typically combined 

clean visuals, structured layouts, and appropriate pacing. Participants appreciated when a 

video had a concise structure, coherent narration, and supportive visual elements such as 

subtitles, which aided accessibility and clarity: 

“Good and clear video, the message comes through. Good that it has subtitles 

as well.” (Interviewee 2) 

Positive execution, such as approachable tone, effective humour, or aesthetic cohesion, was 

noted as a reason to continue watching or to retain a positive impression. Short, sharp, and 

engaging formats were crucial for maintaining attention. When videos were brief but 

emotionally or cognitively stimulating, they succeeded in keeping viewers engaged 

throughout: 

“Nicely executed video, short and concise.” (Interviewee 1) 

However, when pacing was too fast or information was too dense, participants reported 

lower engagement or difficulty processing the content. Videos that attempted to convey 

complex data without sufficient time or visual support often led to confusion: 

“The video was too fast considering there was a lot of information and data.”  

(Interviewee 5) 
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Clear messaging was also repeatedly mentioned as a deciding factor for whether participants 

found the content valuable. In contrast, branding inconsistencies and confusing topic-brand 

combinations led to scepticism or cognitive dissonance. For example, one respondent 

described their initial confusion about a video’s visual storytelling: 

“At first it was a bit confusing what the idea was… interestingly put together 

video, but I kept wondering what the source of the claims is, because you have 

to be cautious on TikTok.” (Interviewee 2) 

Participants’ reflections on purpose-driven brands extended beyond individual campaigns or 

videos and often revealed underlying attitudes, emotional responses, and cognitive 

associations toward the brands themselves. For many, the emotional tone of a brand played 

a central role in forming perceptions. Brands described as playful, cheerful, or humorous 

often stood out positively, particularly when supported by memorable packaging or creative 

branding. These aesthetic and tonal elements helped brands appear more approachable and 

likable, and even increased their visibility in everyday environments such as supermarkets: 

“There’s a humorous vibe, funny packaging and product names, overall 

cheerful atmosphere, it just stands out in the store.” (Interviewee 1) 

There were also instances of cognitive dissonance and post-scandal scepticism, where 

participants recalled previously trusting a brand but felt conflicted due to negative publicity: 

“I remember seeing the products before the scandal and thought it was nice to 

have quality Finnish cosmetics that work for everything, but now I just get a 

weird vibe of the company.” (Interviewee 3) 

Meanwhile, other participants offered neutral brand perceptions, stating that while they did 

not feel strongly about the company, the brand still maintained basic positive associations or 

product-level trust: 

“It’s okay, in general I know the products are good if they’re from [brand].” 

(Interviewee 4) 
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5.4.3  Familiarity, product experience, and behavioural intent 

Many participants shared that their perceptions were shaped by early exposure to brands 

through school environments, family routines, or childhood consumption habits: 

“[brand] is like water — it just exists. It’s such a strong part of my consumer 

identity, as I’ve known the [brand] packaging since childhood and associated 

it with being Finnish, healthy, and ethical.” (Interviewee 3) 

This kind of long-term brand exposure built a foundation for trust, particularly when paired 

with positive everyday usage. Several participants described high purchase frequency and 

brand loyalty, particularly for products that had proven reliable over time: 

“I have tried many different and expensive brands, but I just always seem to 

go back to [brand] as it just works.” (Interviewee 4) 

Not all participants felt a strong connection to the brands discussed. Neutral attitudes were 

mostly reported when the participant had never used the brand personally. In addition to 

brand-level perceptions, participants frequently commented on their experiences with the 

products themselves, highlighting how features such as quality, durability, affordability, and 

practicality influenced their attitudes toward brands. Participants consistently described 

products from specific case brands as high-quality and trustworthy, linking these perceptions 

with both material attributes and value-driven production practices. For instance, one brand’s 

durability and long warranties were interpreted as signs of credibility and belief in the 

product’s longevity: 

“They definitely wouldn’t offer such a long warranty unless the materials had 

been properly tested and there was genuine belief that the product lasts.” 

(Interviewee 5) 

Similarly, other brand’s products were described as reliable in both taste and consistency, 

fostering brand loyalty through repeated positive experiences: 

“Sometimes when I’ve tried cheaper brands, they’ve been just bad, and I’ve 

always had to return to [brand]” (Interviewee 6) 

Many purpose-driven brands were recognized for offering higher-quality products at a 

premium price point, with participants often justifying the cost through perceived quality, 
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ethical sourcing, or brand mission. This was especially evident with clothing and lifestyle 

brands: 

“The clothes are more expensive because they are premium quality, and things 

are done the right way.” (Interviewee 1) 

Not all participants expressed enthusiasm or strong emotional connection to the product 

experience. Some brands were categorized as functional and familiar but not necessarily 

inspiring. 

5.4.4  Broader influences on brand perception 

Across interviews, participants displayed a broad range of responses to brands' 

communicated responsibility efforts, sustainability claims, and perceived ethical alignment. 

While some brands were seen as leaders in purpose-driven practices, others prompted 

scepticism or raised questions about authenticity and greenwashing. Participants generally 

reacted positively to brands that openly communicated their mission, especially when 

responsibility and sustainability were clearly embedded in the product experience. Some 

companies were strongly associated with responsible practices, including ethical production, 

cruelty-free standards, domestic ingredients, and circular economy principles. 

Despite many positive evaluations, there was also noticeable scepticism regarding the 

genuineness and motives behind some brands’ responsibility messaging. Greenwashing was 

a recurring concern, especially when a brand's external communication seemed disconnected 

from corporate actions or when emotional storytelling lacked clear ties to tangible business 

practices: 

“[brand] claimed all products were natural cosmetics even though they 

weren’t, so it’s not a responsible company.” (Interviewee 1) 

In addition to personal attitudes and product-related considerations, participants frequently 

discussed how social contexts influenced their views of purpose-driven brands. Brand 

reputation within one’s social circles and peer validation played key roles in shaping how 

brands were perceived, trusted, and ultimately chosen. Participants often referred to 

recommendations or opinions from friends, siblings, coworkers, and influencers as 

important sources of brand information and endorsement.  
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“My brother has nice [brand] products and has recommended the brand. I 

have also seen some product reviews on TikTok and heard about the return 

policy.” (Interviewee 6) 

“If wanting to impress others, I might buy [brand] — although it’s quite 

expensive, it’s a good product and brand, and has a good reputation in my 

circles.” (Interviewee 3) 

Participants had also heard recommendations from influencers and social media:  

“I don’t know much about this brand, but I remember that they had a 

collaboration with Nike.” (Interviewee 2) 

“They just launched a collaboration with an influencer I follow. It looks really 

nice, I think I might have to go buy one myself.” (Interviewee 4) 

Beyond social dynamics, several participants described how national or cultural identity 

shaped brand perceptions. Finnish brands often associated with domestic reliability, 

familiarity, and even cultural pride, although these associations also carried potential 

limitations: 

“I have been vegan for some time, so I don’t really use [brand’s] products. 

But the company is quite trustworthy, a solid basic Finnish company.” 

(Interviewee 5) 

Participants’ perceptions of brands featured in purpose-driven TikTok content were strongly 

influenced by existing brand identities and market positioning. These perceptions were 

shaped not only by the brands’ ethical messaging or social values, but also by long-

established visual cues, product categories, domestic or international reach, and sensory or 

aesthetic markers. Brands with long-standing visibility in the Finnish market were often 

described as deeply familiar and culturally embedded. Participants also recalled specific 

brand imagery, such as the presence of cows in natural environments, evoking a rustic or 

traditional Finnish lifestyle. Brand identity was also linked to sensory experiences, especially 

in cosmetics. Several participants mentioned instantly recognizing brands through distinct 

scents: 

“When you smell it, you just know instantly whether it is [brand] or the 

competitor brand.” (Interviewee 1) 
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For food and beverage brands, category-based recall was particularly strong. When asked 

about associations, interviewees often listed familiar product lines. While most Finnish 

brands were strongly associated with domestic identity, some were also noted for their global 

activity or heritage, particularly among brands with visibility in international markets. 

Participants’ perceptions of purpose-driven brands were closely shaped by their exposure to 

marketing communications and brand touchpoints over time. These touchpoints included 

advertising campaigns, influencer collaborations, social media content, TV ads, and in-store 

presence, all of which contributed to brand recall, credibility, and value associations. Some 

participants described lifelong exposure to advertising as a key factor in developing 

familiarity and trust toward certain brands: 

“I have seen their ads my whole life, so I know it’s a good company.” 

(Interviewee 6) 

TikTok and other social platforms emerged as particularly impactful marketing channels, 

especially for younger consumers. Participants noted that they had come across the brand or 

its messaging via social media, influencer content, or community-based content. Participants 

even remembered specific campaigns or slogans that highlighted inspirational or socially 

conscious messaging. While the details were sometimes vague, the underlying tone and 

values stuck: 

“I just remember [brand] being somehow related to women’s issues, maybe I 

saw a commercial on TV.” (Interviewee 2) 

 

6  Discussion 

This chapter discusses the research findings in relation to the theoretical framework and 

previous literature. The discussion is organized according to the research questions, and the 

aim is to interpret the results more broadly, drawing connections between consumer 

responses to purpose-driven branding on TikTok and existing knowledge in consumer 

behaviour, brand marketing, and other theories related to purpose-driven branding. 
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6.1  Recall and recognition of purpose-driven brands on TikTok 

The cognitive stage of the HOE model (Lavidge & Steiner 1961) suggests that consumer 

decision-making begins with awareness, which includes both recognizing and recalling a 

brand. Earlier research highlights the role of brand identifiers such as logos, names, and 

stylistic elements, which help distinguish a brand from competitors and act as shortcuts in 

crowded media environments (Kotler 1991; Aaker 1996). The findings of this study are 

consistent with this view: participants repeatedly described logos as the clearest and most 

reliable recognition cue when encountering purpose-driven content on TikTok. 

Another result that supports previous research is the importance of personal experience in 

brand recall. Keller (2001) distinguishes between the depth (ease) and breadth (range of 

situations) of brand awareness, while Romaniuk and Sharp (2004) stress the role of memory 

structures. In line with these theories, participants who had prior experience with a brand 

through purchases, academic work, or social media were more likely to recognize it quickly, 

regardless of the quality of the TikTok content. This confirms that brand memory built 

outside of TikTok plays a strong role in recognition within the platform. 

Beyond confirming earlier findings, this study also provides new nuances. In some cases, 

participants recalled a campaign but not the brand behind it, pointing to a gap between 

effective storytelling and brand identification. This supports Dong et al.’s (2023) argument 

that strong content–brand fit is essential in short-form video and shows empirically that poor 

fit can weaken recall. Similarly, while Chu et al. (2022) linked TikTok’s personalized feed 

to perceptions of authenticity, this study found that attempts to hide branding to appear more 

authentic sometimes backfired. In these cases, participants questioned the motives behind 

the content and associated it with greenwashing or what could be defined as performative 

activism (de Freitas Netto et al. 2020) The findings therefore suggest that TikTok’s 

“authentic” feel only strengthens recognition if brand cues are visible and credible. 

A particularly important new finding is the phenomenon of cause overshadow. Participants 

often remembered the social cause or campaign message in detail but failed to recall the 

sponsoring brand. From Keller’s (1993) perspective, this indicates that while purpose-driven 

branding may build salience for the issue, it does not always translate into brand salience. In 

contrast, some participants showed the opposite pattern: they could not name a specific cause 

or campaign, but they kept a general impression that the brand was “doing something 
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sustainable” or “acting responsibly.” These impressionistic associations may strengthen 

perceptions of authenticity but are diffuse and may not distinguish one brand from another 

in competitive markets. 

6.2  Pre-existing attitudes, emotions, and associations 

According to Keller (1993), brand image consists of the associations consumers hold with a 

brand, including attributes, benefits, and attitudes. These associations form the emotional 

foundation of consumer–brand relationships and correspond to the affective stage of the 

HOE model (Lavidge & Steiner 1961). In this study, participants’ perceptions of purpose-

driven brands were shaped by three main factors: authenticity and product purpose, CSR 

alignment and clarity of communication, and other existing attitudes, emotions, and 

perceived brand motives. 

Participants frequently stressed authenticity as central to brand image. Brands that were 

perceived as consistent, transparent, and long-term in their commitments were trusted more, 

echoing Skees’ (2023) concept of strategic transparency. Authenticity was often tied directly 

to the product: durable design, premium quality, and sustainable production were seen as 

proof that a brand’s values were genuinely embedded in its operations. This finding aligns 

with Napoli et al.’s (2014) view of authentic brands as sincere and value-driven leaders. It 

also extends Keller’s (1993) framework by showing that product quality itself can be read 

as a moral signal. Participants did not separate ethics from consumption: a well-made, 

sustainable product was interpreted as tangible evidence of brand purpose. 

The second theme was the importance of CSR fit and communication clarity. Participants 

responded most positively when campaigns clearly aligned with the brand’s operations, 

supporting Simmons and Becker-Olsen’s (2006) findings. When communication was vague, 

misaligned, or appeared performative, however, participants expressed emotional 

ambivalence and sometimes scepticism, associating such efforts with greenwashing. In line 

with Krishnan (1996), consistent communication across platforms and the use of strong 

metaphors or symbolism enhanced recall. Conversely, unclear messaging created confusion 

or frustration. These findings reinforce existing research on the role of CSR fit, while adding 

nuance: in short-form video contexts like TikTok, lack of clarity does not merely reduce 

effectiveness but may actively undermine credibility. 
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Also, participants’ existing attitudes and emotions played a significant role in shaping brand 

image. Many described strong positive emotions, such as admiration and trust, when brands 

addressed issues such as sustainability or equality. This supports Katz’s (1960) value-

expressive function of attitudes and Williamson’s (2002) argument that consumers can 

experience second- and third-order emotions, such as ethical satisfaction or solidarity, when 

supporting causes. In some cases, participants attributed heroistic motives to brands, 

perceiving them as social actors with a responsibility to drive change, consistent with 

Vredenburg et al.’s (2020) notion of authentic brand activism. Overall, the results suggest 

that in purpose-driven branding, brand image is formed not only through campaigns and 

communication but also through tangible product experiences and perceived brand motives. 

6.3  Experiences after exposure to purpose-driven brands’ content 

Participants described a range of emotions from admiration and trust to scepticism 

depending on the tone of the message and how well it reflected their personal values. These 

reactions align with Batra and Ray’s (1986) classification of emotional responses to 

advertising, particularly the category of social affection, which includes warm, caring 

emotions. Prior studies (e.g. Williamson 2002) also show that messages addressing moral or 

social issues can evoke higher-order emotions such as ethical satisfaction and solidarity, 

which was confirmed in this study. Participants also reacted negatively when message tone 

felt vague, misaligned, or overly performative. This extends Simmons and Becker-Olsen’s 

(2006) concept of CSR fit by showing that in fast-paced TikTok environments, poor 

alignment can trigger not just reduced effectiveness but active scepticism and suspicion of 

greenwashing. 

Participants also highlighted the importance of clear branding, audiovisual quality, and 

storytelling for engagement. This finding supports earlier research showing that strong 

content–brand fit and vivid symbolism aid recall (Dong et al. 2023; Krishnan 1996). 

However, this study found that attempts to hide or downplay branding in the name of 

authenticity could backfire, creating confusion or distrust.  

Past experiences with brands strongly shaped both recognition and emotional responses, 

confirming Keller’s (2001) emphasis on the role of memory structures in brand awareness. 

Participants with previous purchases or long-term exposure were more likely to describe 
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admiration, trust, and even loyalty. Even though behavioural intentions were not directly 

asked about, participants frequently volunteered them describing willingness to purchase, 

try, or recommend products. Within Ajzen’s (1991) TPB, these unprompted conative 

responses reflect strong intentions, which are the most immediate predictors of behaviour. 

This suggests that authentic, value-aligned TikTok content can move consumers directly 

from awareness to intention, bypassing extended cognitive deliberation. 

In addition, the study found that TikTok as a medium may structurally bias consumers 

toward emotional rather than cognitive evaluations. While Shiv & Fedorikhin’s (1999) 

affective–cognitive model assumes a balance, the fast, distraction-rich format of TikTok 

appears to privilege affective pathways, allowing emotions to dominate even when 

participants had prior rational knowledge of a brand. 

6.4  Consumer perceptions of purpose-driven branding 

The literature shows how purpose-driven branding has developed from earlier concepts such 

as CSR (Carroll 1991), shared value (Kramer & Porter 2011), and green marketing 

(Polonsky 2008; Mishra & Sharma 2014). A distinction often drawn in theory between green 

marketing and broader purpose branding was also reflected in participants’ perceptions. 

While all respondents considered CSR commitments central to purpose branding, they 

described them not as peripheral add-ons but as integral to the company’s mission. Human 

rights, animal rights, and sustainability were repeatedly mentioned as core elements of 

purpose. This supports Carroll’s (1991) classic CSR framework while also extending it by 

showing how consumers increasingly view purpose as embedded in operations rather than 

as philanthropy or reputation management. 

Previous studies highlight authenticity and transparency as central to purpose-driven 

branding. Authentic brands are defined by coherence between values and actions, leadership 

vision, and consistent communication (Beverland 2009; Napoli et al. 2014). The findings 

strongly align with this perspective. Participants emphasized that authenticity was crucial 

for credibility, linking it not only to marketing but also to leadership and ownership 

practices. For example, a brand’s long-term repair promise was interpreted as genuine 

evidence of purpose rather than symbolic CSR. In contrast, participants criticised brands that 

relied on isolated campaigns, which they saw as lacking credibility. The findings show that 
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authenticity was often judged through product-level evidence, such as quality, repairability, 

and durability. While existing literature has focused on communication and leadership, these 

results suggest that consumers might interpret products themselves as proof points of 

authenticity. 

Prior research has argued that credibility requires sustained and consistent CSR engagement 

rather than sporadic initiatives (Du et al. 2003; Kent & Taylor 2016; Mueller 2024). The 

findings support this, as participants consistently valued brands that wove responsibility into 

everyday operations and business models rather than treating it as a side activity. The 

literature also stresses that CSR communication should go beyond inputs (such as donations) 

to demonstrate tangible outcomes (Menon & Kahn 2003; Du et al. 2003). This emphasis was 

seen in the findings, though with a new nuance. Participants did not primarily assess CSR 

impact through abstract claims or statistics but through the tangible qualities of products. 

For example, high-quality, durable clothing was seen as a rejection of fast fashion, while 

premium food products were interpreted as signs of ethical sourcing. These findings extend 

prior research by showing that consumers often treat the product itself as evidence of CSR 

impact, shifting the focus from external community outcomes toward product-level 

authenticity. 

6.5  Theoretical contributions 

This study makes several contributions to the literature on purpose-driven branding, 

consumer behaviour, and short-form video marketing. Much of the existing research on 

purpose-driven branding has focused on outcomes such as purchase intentions, financial 

performance, or brand equity (Du et al. 2003; Kramer & Porter 2011; Vredenburg et al. 

2020). By contrast, the earlier stages of consumer behaviour, such as awareness and 

knowledge, and liking and preference, have been less studied. This study contributes to 

filling that gap by showing how consumers respond to purpose-driven branding in these 

initial stages. A qualitative approach makes it possible to capture nuances that are often 

overlooked in outcome-focused research, such as how consumers connect purpose to 

authenticity and brand fit. 

The study also extends research on TikTok, which remains a relatively new subject in 

academic research. Existing studies have mainly examined company strategies and 
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performance, for example how brands use TikTok’s algorithm to increase reach or design 

campaigns for virality (Chu et al. 2022; Jiang et al. 2024). Far less is known about how 

consumers themselves experience branding on the platform, especially in the context of 

purpose. This study addresses that gap by focusing on consumer perceptions of purpose-

driven content and by exploring how TikTok shapes the stages of the consumer decision 

process. In doing so, it bridges the divide between strategy-oriented research and consumer-

centred perspectives on short-form video marketing. 

The findings also contribute to theories of consumer decision-making by showing how 

emotions and cognitions interact in the TikTok context. Cognitive emotion theories (Lazarus 

1991; Gerrig 2014) emphasize that emotions arise from appraisal processes, while Shiv & 

Fedorikhin’s (1999) affective–cognitive model suggests that consumers experience both 

immediate emotional reactions and more deliberate cognitive evaluations. This study 

indicates that TikTok’s design can function as a structural factor that tilts this balance toward 

the affective pathway. Participants often described emotional reactions that appeared 

immediate and dominant, shaping brand perceptions and leading directly to behavioural 

intentions such as trial or recommendation. These findings suggest that, in this environment, 

emotions may override cognitive evaluations, extending earlier theories by highlighting how 

platform characteristics can influence whether affective or cognitive processes guide 

consumer responses. 

This study also extends earlier research on short-form video branding. Prior studies have 

highlighted factors such as interactivity, audiovisual appeal, and celebrity endorsement as 

central to driving engagement and purchase behaviour. For example, Jiang et al. (2024) 

identify interactivity, audiovisual clarity, and celebrity influence as key drivers of consumer 

action on TikTok, while Chu et al. (2022) show how the platform’s personalized FYP 

enhances perceptions of creativity and authenticity. Luo et al. (2022) and Dong et al. (2023) 

similarly stress the role of executional quality, noting that storytelling, audiovisual richness, 

and platform fit are crucial for successful engagement. The findings of this study suggest 

that in purpose-driven contexts effectiveness depends less on these surface-level features 

and more on structural and value-based factors. However, TikTok’s personalization may 

increase the salience of a social or environmental cause without ensuring brand salience, 

creating the risk of a cause overshadowing the brand itself.  
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6.6  Managerial implications 

This study also offers several implications for managers aiming to leverage purpose-driven 

branding in short-form video environments such as TikTok. One important observation is 

that while some participants vividly recalled the cause but not the brand, others showed the 

opposite pattern: they remembered the brand as “doing something sustainably” without 

being able to specify the exact initiative. This suggests that consumer impressions of 

responsibility can be both detailed and impressionistic. For managers, the implication is that 

what matters is not only whether a campaign is remembered but also whether the brand 

leaves a lasting overall impression as a responsible actor. Effective purpose communication 

therefore requires balancing specific, well-linked campaigns with broader cues of consistent 

responsibility. 

The findings also highlight that managers should prioritize emotional resonance over 

extended rational persuasion. TikTok’s fast-paced and distraction-heavy environment 

structurally favours affective reactions, which often leads consumers directly to behavioural 

intentions such as purchase, trial, or advocacy. For managers, this means content should be 

designed to create emotional connection through storytelling and relatable narratives. At the 

same time, the study warns of the risk of weak brand linkage: without clear brand presence, 

viewers may remember the cause but not the brand, which undermines long-term brand 

equity. 

Another implication concerns the embedding of purpose in tangible practices. Participants 

perceived brands as authentic when responsibility was visible in everyday operations, such 

as durable products, repair initiatives, or sustainable production methods. For managers, this 

means purpose cannot remain at the level of symbolic communication alone. TikTok content 

should highlight these operational “proof points,” for example by showing how products last 

longer or are produced more responsibly, to strengthen credibility and trust. 

6.7  Limitations and future research recommendations 

The study relied on a small convenience sample of six participants, selected due to the 

exploratory nature of the research and resource constraints. While this method allowed for 

the inclusion of participants who were willing and available, it does not ensure 



67 

 

 

representativeness. Although variation in gender, minority representation, and value 

orientation was included, the sample was relatively homogeneous in other respects. These 

characteristics provided valuable insights but also limit the transferability of the results to 

other demographic groups. For example, older consumers or those less familiar with digital 

media may perceive authenticity and purpose branding differently. Future research should 

therefore employ larger and more diverse samples to strengthen generalizability. Another 

limitation is linked to participants’ attitudinal orientation. Several respondents expressed 

strong commitment to CSR values and highly positive attitudes toward purpose-driven 

branding. This orientation may have amplified the emphasis on authenticity, transparency, 

and responsibility in the findings, potentially underrepresenting more sceptical or indifferent 

viewpoints. Future research should explore this relationship quantitatively in larger and more 

heterogeneous samples, to test whether CSR orientation systematically predicts emotional 

and behavioural responses to purpose-driven branding. Also, the study did not account for 

individual personality traits or psychological differences that may shape responses to 

purpose-driven branding. Future research should therefore consider including such variables 

and applying a wider range of emotion and attention theories to deepen understanding of 

how individual differences shape reactions in short-form video environments. 

The study is also limited by its contextual scope. All participants were active TikTok users, 

many of them heavy users, meaning that their perspectives reflect an audience already deeply 

familiar with the platform’s culture, content styles, and algorithmically personalized feeds. 

Such consumers may be especially receptive to TikTok’s authentic feel and therefore more 

inclined to evaluate purpose-driven branding positively. This narrows the transferability of 

findings to less active TikTok users or those who primarily consume media in other channels. 

Future research should therefore compare purpose-driven branding across multiple media 

environments, such as Instagram, YouTube, or even traditional advertising, to examine 

whether features such as the prominence of authenticity cues are unique to TikTok or more 

widely applicable. 

A further limitation relates to the industry focus of the brands discussed. This research was 

narrowed to CPG brands, particularly in fashion, food, and personal care. The findings 

showed that authenticity was often judged through product-level evidence which participants 

interpreted as tangible proof points of purpose. While this provides valuable insight into how 

CPG brands can demonstrate authenticity, it may not hold in industries focused on selling 
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services. This could also differ between B2C and B2B industries. Therefore, future studies 

should examine whether the link between product attributes and authenticity is specific to 

CPG industries or applicable more broadly. 
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7  Conclusions 

The purpose of this study was to explore how consumers perceive purpose-driven branding 

on TikTok and how these perceptions influence the early stages of consumer behaviour. The 

study aimed to examine how awareness, recognition, and emotional responses are formed in 

this context, and how authenticity, transparency, and CSR alignment shape consumer 

evaluations of purpose-driven brands in a short-form video environment. 

The findings of this study suggest that recognition and recall of purpose-driven brands on 

TikTok were shaped by both visual brand cues and prior personal experience. In some cases, 

participants vividly remembered the cause but not the brand, and in other cases, they retained 

only a general impression of the brand as “doing good” without recalling a specific initiative. 

Authenticity and transparency were found to be decisive factors, with participants trusting 

brands that demonstrated long-term commitments through product-level proof points such 

as quality, durability, and repairability. Conversely, vague or performative campaigns raised 

scepticism and associations with greenwashing. The study also revealed that TikTok’s short-

form, entertainment-oriented format structurally favours emotional responses over extended 

rational evaluation. Participants could also move fast from awareness to conative intentions, 

such as trial or purchase, bypassing longer deliberation processes. In contrast, when brand–

cause linkage was weak, engagement stalled at issue recall, preventing brand associations 

from forming. 

Overall, the findings confirm earlier research on the importance of authenticity and CSR 

alignment in building positive brand perceptions (Beverland 2009; Napoli et al. 2014; 

Vredenburg et al. 2020) while extending previous work by identifying new dynamics such 

as a cause overshadow and impressionistic associations of responsibility. They also refine 

established models of consumer behaviour by showing that TikTok’s design privileges 

affective over cognitive processing. Thus, the study contributes to existing literature by 

linking purpose-driven branding to the early stages of consumer behaviour and introducing 

TikTok into academic discussions where consumer-focused research is still scarce. At the 

same time, it offers practical implications for managers, who should prioritize emotionally 

resonant, brand-linked storytelling, and embed purpose in tangible practices.  Finally, the 
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findings highlight the growing societal expectation that brands act as social actors, 

demonstrating authenticity and responsibility not only in communication but also in practice. 
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Appendix 1. Interview questions  

General questions to understand the participant’s background: 

 

• How often do you use TikTok, and what kind of content do you typically watch or 

enjoy the most? 

• Are you interested in purpose branding or similar concepts (clarified in the 

beginning)? Why? What is interesting in it? 

 

Questions to ask before video elicitation: 

 

• What comes to your mind when you think about purpose branding? 

• Why do you think companies engage in purpose branding? 

• Why do you think they use TikTok as a platform? 

• Can you name any brands, advertising campaigns or specific TikTok’s that come to 

mind when you think about purpose branding in TikTok?  

• What comes to your mind when you think about these brands? 

• How do you feel about these brands? 

• Why do you think you feel that way? 

 

Questions to ask after video elicitation: 

 

• Do you recall seeing this TikTok prior? Why did you remember it? 

• Do you recognize the brand? Why did you recognize it? 

• What comes to your mind about this TikTok? 

• How do you feel about this TikTok? 

• How do you feel about the brand in general? 

• Why do you think you feel that way?



 

 

Appendix 2. Declarations 

 

Turnitin 

The originality of this thesis has been reviewed with the Turnitin similarity checking 

service.   

AI usage 

The author of the thesis, Rebecca Torniainen, used the following AI-tools during the 

preparation of the thesis: 

1. ChatGPT 

a. Purpose of use: Understanding concepts and searching for more information 

on the topic, improving grammar, text and style, and creating ideas on 

possible contributions and future research recommendations. 

b. Explanation of the use of the tool: Searching more academic articles on a 

broad topic, sketching keywords to use for article searching, improving 

grammar and style of the text, and brainstorming ideas of possible theoretical 

and managerial contributions. 

2. Copilot 

a. Purpose of use: Automation of the transcription process. 

b. Explanation of the use of the tool: Transcription of the interviews. 

Responsibility 

The author, Rebecca Torniainen, takes full responsibility for the content of this thesis and 

has reviewed and edited the content generated by the possible use of AI tools. 
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