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Abstract: This research explores the role of storytelling in product placement within short videos on social media, with a
focus on the success of TikTok. With the rapid growth of social media marketing, TikTok has become a prime platform for
brands to seamlessly integrate their products into engaging, story-driven content. The study uses a two-phase qualitative
methodology; phase 1 consists of in-depth interviews with TikTok users and influencers, while stage 2 includes focus groups.
The thematic analysis highlights how storytelling enhances the effectiveness of product placement on TikTok by shaping users'
perceptions, influencing their behaviors, and positively impacting overall brand perception. The findings reveal three major
themes: storytelling enhances the effectiveness of product placements on TikTok by fostering entertainment, engagement,
and perceived usefulness. When products seamlessly integrate into relatable storylines, users perceive them as more
genuine, memorable, and practical. Storytelling on TikTok enhances product placements by making them feel more authentic,
increasing brand trust, engagement, and purchase intent. This makes it a beneficial strategy for brands in the changing world
of social media marketing. This study applies the Narrative Transportation Theory to short videos on TikTok, demonstrating
that even short stories can maintain viewer interest and enhance the effectiveness of product placements. This study offers
marketers and content creators TikTok product placement strategies using narrative. By integrating storytelling into short
video content, brands can enhance viewer engagement, brand memory, trust, brand recall, and buy intentions.
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1. Introduction

“The rise of new media creators and advertisers emphasizes the value of "emotional capital," leading
storytellers to frame their narratives in ways that invite active consumer participation and engagement.”
(Jenkins, 2006).

Social media has enabled consumers to share their own brand experiences and engage with brands in a more
interactive manner, transforming them from passive listeners to active storytellers (Singh & Sonnenburg, 2012).
This transformation has occurred because of the rise of social media. In recent years, both consumers and brands
have increasingly preferred to engage with one another via social media (Bailey et al., 2021; M. Kim et al., 2021).
Storytelling can significantly influence individuals, particularly when they resonate with corporate values, evoke
emotions, demonstrate empathy, and facilitate audience identification (Sousa, 2021).

TikTok has emerged as a crucial platform for storytelling and brand communication in the digital media era, using
its short-form video format to enhance dynamic and personalized audience engagement (Amit, 2019). This
format allows brands to effortlessly incorporate product placements into narrative content that appeals to users
(Mussa, 2023). The efficacy of product placement storytelling on TikTok primarily hinges on the degree to which
these integrations conform to the platform's unique narrative style and the audience's content anticipations.
Storytelling marketing plays a crucial role in helping airlines differentiate and maintain a competitive advantage
(Kim et al., 2018).

Product placements have expanded across modern technological platforms, including video games on gaming
consoles, online games, and mobile applications, as well as traditional media formats such as radio, television,
and films (Eagle & Dahl, 2015). The incorporation of storytelling within product placements has garnered
increased attention for its ability to create seamless, narrative-driven content that enhances persuasiveness
through natural and organic integration. This study fills a significant research gap by examining the function of
storytelling in product placements on TikTok, a short-form video platform largely overlooked in previous research
that primarily focused on long-form narratives and traditional media. This study investigates how product
placement in short, narrative-driven video content improves user engagement and brand perception using
Narrative Transportation Theory. This study enhances the existing literature by explaining the application of
storytelling in creating seamless and engaging product placements that resonate with TikTok users while
providing actionable strategies to improve recall, build trust, and drive purchases.
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2. Literature Review

2.1 Narrative Transportation Theory

Narrative Transportation Theory, introduced by Green and Brock (2000), provides a robust framework for
understanding how narratives enhance audience engagement and enjoyment, particularly in media and
advertising contexts (Nabi & Krcmar, 2004). Empirical evidence underscores the significance of narrative
transportation across various domains, particularly in marketing. For example, Huang et al. (2018) found that
narrative transportation mediates the effects of comprehension fluency and transportability on persuasive
outcomes, indicating that individuals who are more susceptible to narrative immersion are more likely to be
influenced by the story's message. The narrative transportation theory posits that when consumers are
completely engrossed in a story, they are more inclined to embrace the integrated marketing messages. This
theory explains how a narrative can reduce skepticism toward advertising and foster a positive atmosphere for
brand messaging, making it especially pertinent to the context of product placement within storytelling.
Customers are less likely to critically assess the existence of branded products when they are drawn into a story
and their attention is diverted to the plot and characters (Ching et al., 2013). According to Yang and Kang (2021),
narratives that effectively transport viewers can significantly improve brand perception and emotional
connection, illustrating the persuasive potential of storytelling in shaping consumer behavior. Jaud's research
(2023) suggests that storytelling, when aligned with a product's characteristics, can enhance both taste
perception and the overall sensory experience, influencing purchasing decisions.

2.2 Story Telling in Product Placement

Product placements in media content are increasingly favored as an advertising strategy, driven by challenges
such as ad clutter, rising television commercial costs, ad-skipping technologies, and growing consumer skepticism
toward traditional advertisements (Davtyan & Cunningham, 2017). In marketing, consumer storytelling plays a
important role in expressing emotions and sharing personal insights, including perceptions, attitudes,
preferences, and behaviors. Narratives in product placements improve audience enjoyment and cultivate more
positive attitudes toward the embedded brands when they increase perceptions of realism (Gillespie & Joireman,
2016).

Storytelling in advertising offers distinct advantages, often proving more persuasive than non-narrative
approaches (Kim, Ratneshwar, & Thorson, 2017). As Denning (2001) highlights, storytelling is an engaging and
natural method for conveying ideas, helping audiences comprehend complex concepts and shaping or altering
their perceptions. Stories successfully arouse feelings, offer fresh viewpoints, and establish a strong bond
between the audience and the information. Product placement, sometimes referred to as "advertising without
signal," makes use of these narrative strategies by subtly integrating products into the narrative (DeLorme and
Reid ,1999). These placements can be explicit, acting as essential plot points, or implicit, quietly existing in the
background. Research by Russell (2002) indicates that explicit placements tied to pivotal story moments
significantly enhance brand recall, underscoring the power of storytelling in modern advertising strategies.

3. Methodology

This study employed a two-phase qualitative approach to examine how storytelling enhances product placement
effectiveness on TikTok. The first phase consisted of expert interviews, while the second phase involved focus
group discussions with TikTok users.

3.1 Phase 1: Expert Interviews

To gain insights into storytelling strategies in digital marketing, six experts were interviewed, including a head of
marketing, a marketing professor, a social media strategist, and three TikTok influencers. These interviews,
conducted via Zoom and lasting 30 to 45 minutes, followed a semi-structured format to allow flexibility. Topics
included the role of storytelling in product placements, best practices for integrating brands into narratives, and
the differences between short-form storytelling and traditional advertising.

Insights from these expert interviews directly informed the structure and focus of the subsequent focus group
discussions. Experts emphasized relatable humor, emotional engagement, and seamless product integration as
critical success factors in TikTok storytelling. Based on their input, focus group participants were later shown both
humorous and serious product placements to compare their effectiveness.
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Example Expert Quotes:

“Audiences don’t want to be sold to, they want to be entertained. The key is making product placement feel like
part of the story, not an interruption.” (Social Media Strategist, Expert Interview)

“Humor lowers resistance to advertising. When people laugh, they drop their guard and absorb the message
naturally.” (TikTok Influencer, Expert Interview)

3.2 Phase 2: Focus Groups

The second phase involved five focus groups, each consisting of five participants, totaling 25 TikTok users aged
18 to 32. Participants were selected based on their frequent TikTok usage (at least two hours per day) to ensure
familiarity with influencer-driven product placements. To diversify perspectives, focus groups included users who
engage with a variety of TikTok content categories, particularly in technology and education.

To explore emotional engagement and product perception, structured and open-ended questions were used:
“How do you feel when you see a product placement in a TikTok video?”

“What makes a TikTok product placement engaging?”

“Can you recall a product from a TikTok video you recently watched? What made it memorable?”

“Did the storytelling in the video influence your perception of the product?”

These questions helped identify emotional triggers, entertainment value, and perceived usefulness of
storytelling-based product placements. The focus group discussions were guided by the themes emerging from
the expert interviews, ensuring continuity between the two research phases.

3.3 Data Analysis

A thematic analysis was conducted following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) framework. Transcripts were reviewed,
coded, and categorized into three key themes: entertainment, emotional engagement, and perceived usefulness.
Findings from expert interviews and focus groups were compared to ensure consistency and strengthen validity.
Participant quotes were included to illustrate responses, with clear labeling (e.g., P2 = Participant 2). This
structured methodology allowed for a comprehensive understanding of how storytelling enhances TikTok
product placements.

4. Result and Discussion

The study followed a two-phase structure, allowing insights from expert interviews in the first phase to shape
the focus group discussions in the second phase. The expert interviews highlighted essential aspects of effective
storytelling in product placements, which were further examined with TikTok users. Key themes such as
entertainment, emotional engagement, and perceived usefulness emerged from these discussions and directly
influenced the design of the focus group questions. Additionally, experts emphasized the effectiveness of humor
and relatability in engaging audiences, leading to a deeper exploration of these elements in participant
discussions.

4.1 Entertainment

The alignment between a product and a compelling narrative significantly enhances the entertainment value of
product placements, making them more engaging and memorable for viewers. Storytelling fosters deeper
emotional and cognitive connections, increasing the persuasiveness of the embedded marketing message. Prior
research highlights that comedic narratives are particularly effective in product placement, as they create a
lighthearted and enjoyable viewing experience (Chan et al., 2015). In contrast, highly emotional or dramatic
narratives may divert attention from the product due to heightened emotional involvement (Garczarek-Bak,
2024).

Insights from expert interviews in Phase 1 emphasized the importance of tailoring storytelling techniques to
TikTok’s unique content style, where humor and relatability play a central role in user engagement. One
influencer noted that “successful product placements on TikTok rely on making the product part of the story
rather than forcing it into the frame.” This insight guided the focus group discussions in Phase 2, where
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participants were shown TikTok videos with different storytelling styles and asked about their entertainment
value.

In Phase 2, participants consistently highlighted the role of humor, creativity, and relatability in making product
placements enjoyable. For example, P2 explained, “It was engaging and enjoyable to watch, not just an ad.” P3
expanded on this, saying, “It felt less like an advertisement and more like something worth watching because
the content itself was entertaining.” These responses indicate that users are more receptive to product
placements when they are seamlessly integrated into narratives that entertain rather than explicitly advertise.

Additionally, thematic analysis revealed that short-form storytelling is particularly effective in engaging modern
audiences, who prefer fast-paced and easily digestible content (Li, 2023). When product placements are
embedded in engaging, relatable, and humorous stories, they enhance consumer recall, purchase intent, and
brand trust (Laban et al., 2020; Gistri & Corciolani, 2020).

4.2 Emotional Engagement

Emotional engagement plays a critical role in storytelling-driven product placement by fostering deeper
connections between consumers and brands. According to Narrative Transportation Theory, when viewers are
emotionally absorbed in a story, they become less critical of embedded advertising and are more likely to develop
positive brand associations (Yang & Kang, 2021). Prior studies confirm that emotionally engaging narratives
create a stronger bond between consumers and products, enhancing recall and purchase intentions (Pera &
Viglia, 2016; Grisaffe & Nguyen, 2011).

Findings from Phase 1 expert interviews highlighted that emotional resonance is a key driver of effective product
placement. A social media strategist noted that “audiences connect more with brands when the story evokes
emotion, whether it’s nostalgia, excitement, or humor.” These insights informed the Phase 2 focus groups, where
participants evaluated how emotional elements in TikTok videos influenced their perception of the promoted
products.

During focus group discussions, participants consistently expressed that emotionally compelling stories made
product placements feel more authentic and memorable. P7 stated, “It felt natural, not like a typical
advertisement, and that’s what made it memorable.” Similarly, P15 shared, “The product is unforgettable
because of the emotional connection | felt after watching the short video.” P20 reinforced this sentiment, saying,
“I can easily recognize the product showcased in the short video.”

Thematic analysis of participant responses revealed that emotional storytelling reduces resistance to
promotional content by making it feel less intrusive. This aligns with previous research showing that emotional
attachment to a narrative increases consumer engagement and recall (Tabassum et al., 2020; Vrontis et al., 2021).
Furthermore, TikTok’s short-form video format enhances this effect by delivering concise yet emotionally
compelling stories that resonate with viewers (Barta et al., 2022).

4.3 Perceived Usefulness

Beyond entertainment and emotional engagement, storytelling enhances the perceived usefulness of product
placements by demonstrating the product’s real-world applications. Unlike traditional advertisements that rely
on direct messaging, storytelling allows brands to illustrate how their products fit naturally into consumers' lives,
increasing their appeal and relevance (Kamleitner & Jyote, 2013).

Insights from Phase 1 expert interviews highlighted that audiences are more likely to engage with product
placements when they see practical benefits demonstrated in an authentic way. One marketing expert explained,
“Product placements are most effective when they provide value whether through educational content, tutorials,
or real-life applications.” This perspective shaped the Phase 2 focus group discussions, where participants were
asked to assess how well product placements conveyed practical benefits.

Participants frequently mentioned that they were more inclined to consider purchasing a product when they
could see its usefulness demonstrated in relatable scenarios. P5 remarked, “I feel more comfortable purchasing
a product when | see how it functions in actual situations.” Similarly, P18 noted, “I feel | have all the information
| need while watching the short TikTok video.” P3 reinforced this by stating, “It felt less like an advertisement,”
suggesting that the narrative-driven approach enhanced trust and engagement.

Thematic analysis confirmed that when storytelling effectively showcases a product’s functionality, it increases
consumer confidence and purchase intent. Prior research supports this finding, indicating that mixed
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placements, incorporating both visual and verbal references, enhance consumer recall and perceived value
(Hofman, 2020; Cheon et al., 2016). By seamlessly integrating product benefits into engaging stories, TikTok
creators can enhance brand perception while maintaining authenticity.

5. Theoretical Contributions and Practical Contributions

This study extends Narrative Transportation Theory to TikTok's short-form video environment. Most Narrative
Transportation Theory applications have focused on long-form media like films and books, but this research
shows that even short, story-driven content can engage viewers emotionally and reduce promotional resistance.
Even in fast-paced, transient digital platforms, short-form storytelling can create meaningful cognitive and
emotional connections with audiences. Storytelling provides businesses with a competitive advantage in quickly
changing internet sites by facilitating their connection with customers, especially through product placement in
short videos. This study can help marketers and content creators maximize TikTok product placements. Products
should be integrated into authentic, narrative-driven content that emotionally connects with audiences,
according to the findings. By prioritizing seamless and relatable storytelling over overt advertising, brands can
boost viewer trust, engagement, and recall, influencing purchase intentions. The research also highlights the
strategic value of working with TikTok influencers who naturally integrate products into engaging stories.

6. Conclusion and Suggestions

This study shows that storytelling improves TikTok product placements by leveraging entertainment, emotional
engagement, and perceived usefulness. Entertainment stories evoke positive emotions and boost brand recall.
Emotional resonance deepens user engagement, supporting Narrative Transportation Theory by reducing
resistance to promotional content and boosting brand perception. Showing a product's practical use in relatable
stories boosts its perceived value, helping viewers visualize its benefits and increase purchase consideration.
Brands seeking to reach modern, ad-resistant audiences can benefit from TikTok's short-form storytelling. By
combining authentic, emotionally engaging, and relatable stories, brands can seamlessly integrate their products
into content that resonates with viewers and leaves a lasting impression. These findings demonstrate the power
of storytelling in digital marketing on fast-paced, visually driven platforms like TikTok.
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