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Abstract

In an increasingly digital and socially connected world, brand trust has become a crucial factor influencing
consumer behavior. This study investigates the role of user-generated content (UGC) in enhancing brand trust on
social media platforms. Utilizing a mixed-methods approach, quantitative data was collected through a survey of
300 active social media users, while qualitative insights were gathered via in-depth interviews with 10
participants. The findings reveal that UGC—particularly authentic reviews, testimonials, and user-shared
videos—significantly increases perceived brand credibility, engagement, and purchase intent. Statistical analysis
confirmed strong positive correlations between perceived authenticity of UGC and trust in brands. Additionally,
qualitative themes emphasized the importance of emotional relatability and content transparency. However,
overly commercialized or insincere UGC (such as undisclosed sponsored posts) may diminish trust. The study
concludes that when brands strategically leverage genuine UGC, they can build stronger, more meaningful
relationships with consumers. Recommendations for marketers and future research directions are also discussed
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1.Introduction

In an era where digital media dominates consumer interaction, building and maintaining brand trust has become
both a challenge and a strategic imperative for businesses. Traditional advertising is increasingly met with
skepticism, as modern consumers favor peer opinions, real experiences, and authenticity over polished
promotional messaging. Within this evolving landscape, user-generated content (UGC) has emerged as a powerful
force in shaping brand perception and driving consumer trust. User-generated content—defined as any form of
media created and shared by individuals rather than official brand sources—has gained traction as a credible and
influential communication tool. Social media platforms have amplified the reach and impact of UGC, enabling
consumers to become active participants in brand storytelling. Unlike brand-driven content, UGC reflects genuine
experiences, making it more relatable and trustworthy in the eyes of potential customers. Academic literature
supports this shift in trust dynamics. According to consumers perceive UGC as more authentic and reliable than
traditional marketing, significantly influencing brand equity. Moreover, social proof theory (Cialdini, 1984)
explains how people often rely on the behavior and opinions of others when making decisions, particularly in
uncertain contexts such as online shopping. Despite its growing relevance, there remains a need for a deeper
understanding of how UGC specifically contributes to trust formation in the context of social media. Therefore,
this thesis investigates the role of user-generated content in boosting brand trust, examining the psychological
mechanisms behind its effectiveness and the strategic ways brands can leverage it to strengthen consumer
relationships.
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Limitations of the study

This study is limited by its reliance on self-reported data, which may introduce bias. Additionally, findings may
not be fully generalizable beyond the sampled age group or geographic region. However, the mixed-methods
approach helps mitigate this by offering both breadth and depth of analysis.

Research Objectives
e To evaluate the impact of user-generated content on consumer trust in brands.

e To identify which types of UGC (e.g., reviews, images, videos, testimonials) are most effective in
influencing trust.

o To explore the role of different social media platforms (e.g., Instagram, YouTube, TikTok) in shaping user
perceptions of authenticity and credibility.

2. Literature Review

This is supported by the theory of social proof (Cialdini, 1984), which posits that people are more likely to adopt
behaviors or form opinions that align with those of others, particularly in uncertain situations. In the context of
social media, this means that potential customers often look to reviews, testimonials, and user posts to guide their
purchasing decisions. Pentina, Zhang, and Basmanova (2018) explored cross-cultural trust formation on Twitter
and found that brand-related UGC significantly enhances consumer trust and loyalty. Their study emphasizes that
trust mediated by social interactions online plays a vital role in shaping brand attitudes. The format and platform
where UGC appears also play a role in its impact. Smith, Fischer, and Yongjian (2012) examined UGC across
YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter, revealing that the effectiveness and tone of UGC vary across channels. For
example, visual platforms such as YouTube tend to host more detailed, immersive brand-related content that
fosters deeper user engagement. Furthermore, Cheong and Morrison (2008) discovered that consumers heavily
rely on peer recommendations found in UGC, especially when evaluating new or unfamiliar products. Their
research indicates that UGC serves as a surrogate for firsthand experience, reducing perceived risk and increasing
purchase intent.

Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) argue that UGC symbolizes a shift in power from corporations to consumers, as
users now actively shape brand narratives. In this new media landscape, companies no longer control brand
messaging exclusively; instead, they must engage in participatory communication and co-create value with their
audiences.

Brand Trust in the Digital Age: In the evolving landscape of digital marketing, brand trust has become a
cornerstone of consumer-brand relationships. Trust is often defined as a consumer’s willingness to rely on a
brand’s promise, integrity, and ability to deliver consistent value (Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001). In the digital
era, where direct physical experience is limited, trust becomes even more crucial. Consumers increasingly rely
on cues such as online reviews, peer recommendations, and content authenticity to evaluate brands (Pentina et
al., 2018).

User-Generated Content (UGC) and Its Rise: User-generated content (UGC) refers to media voluntarily
created and shared by individuals—such as reviews, social media posts, photos, and videos—rather than by brands
or agencies (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). With the rise of platforms like Instagram, YouTube, TikTok, and
Facebook, UGC has become a powerful tool in influencing consumer decisions. UGC is seen as more authentic,
relatable, and persuasive compared to traditional advertising (Christodoulides et al., 2012).

UGC as a Trust-Building Mechanism: One of the most critical advantages of UGC is its role in building
consumer trust. According to the social proof theory (Cialdini, 1984), individuals are more likely to trust and
emulate behavior seen from peers, especially in uncertain or high-risk decisions like online purchases. UGC,
therefore, acts as peer validation, offering social reassurance and credibility. Research by Cheong and Morrison

(2008) found that users place a higher level of trust in product reviews and testimonials shared by other consumers
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than in brand-authored messages. Similarly, Christodoulides et al. (2012) concluded that UGC directly contributes
to stronger emotional connections and trust by showcasing real experiences and diverse perspectives.

Platform-Specific Trust Dynamics: The impact of UGC can vary by platform. For example, Smith, Fischer, and
Yongjian (2012) analyzed UGC across YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter and found that visual content, such as
unboxing videos and tutorials, tends to generate higher trust due to its perceived transparency. Meanwhile, text-
based reviews on e-commerce and review platforms are often seen as concise indicators of product credibility.

Implications for Brand Strategy: From a strategic standpoint, incorporating UGC can foster consumer
empowerment and brand loyalty. By resharing or acknowledging customer-created content, brands validate their
community’s voices and signal openness and authenticity. Pentina et al. (2018) suggest that brands that integrate
UGC into their marketing strategy often see increased consumer engagement, advocacy, and ultimately, long-
term trust. However the misuse or over-curation of UGC can reduce its authenticity. Brands must strike a balance
between showcasing positive feedback and maintaining transparency by occasionally acknowledging critical
voices.

3.Methodology

This study employs a mixed-methods research design, combining both quantitative and qualitative approaches to
gain a comprehensive understanding of how user-generated content (UGC) influences brand trust in the context
of social media. The quantitative phase measures consumer perceptions and trust levels, while the qualitative
phase explores deeper attitudes and motivations through thematic insights. The rationale behind this design is to
validate findings statistically while also capturing the nuances of consumer behavior and sentiment, which are
critical when assessing trust dynamics in online environments.

Data Collection Methods

e Quantitative Data: An online structured questionnaire was administered using Likert-scale items to
measure variables such as perceived authenticity, credibility, and trust toward brands after exposure to
UGC. The questionnaire was adapted from validated scales used in prior research (e.g., Christodoulides
et al., 2012; Pentina et al., 2018).

e Qualitative Data: Semi-structured interviews were conducted via Zoom, focusing on participants’ personal
experiences with UGC, perceived trustworthiness, and how it influenced their brand perceptions.
Interviews were recorded, transcribed, and anonymized for ethical compliance.

Sample and Participants

« For the quantitative survey, a purposive sample of 300 social media users aged 18—45 was recruited using
online panels and social media groups. Participants were selected based on their active use of social media
and previous exposure to brand-related UGC.

o For the qualitative phase, 10 in-depth interviews were conducted with participants who reported high
engagement with UGC and reported having made purchase decisions based on it.

« Demographic variables (age, gender, education, and frequency of social media use) were considered to
ensure diversity and generalizability within the study scope.

4. Results and Discussion

A total of 300 valid responses were collected from social media users aged 18—45. The reliability of the survey
instrument was confirmed using Cronbach’s alpha, with all key constructs scoring above the 0.7 threshold,
indicating good internal consistency.
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics for Key Variables (N = 300)

Variable Mean SD Cronbach’s a
Perceived Authenticity 4.21 0.62 0.81
Brand Trust 4.09 0.71 0.84
UGC Influence on Purchase 4.33 0.59 0.78
Trust in Traditional Ads 2.89 0.83 0.76

Measured on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree, 5 = Strongly Agree)
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These results show that user-generated content is perceived as highly authentic (M = 4.21) and has a strong
influence on both brand trust (M = 4.09) and purchase decisions (M = 4.33). In contrast, traditional advertisements
were rated as less trustworthy (M = 2.89), reinforcing the idea that modern consumers favor peer-driven content.
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Table 2: Correlation Matrix

Variable 1 2 3 4
1. Perceived
Authenticity o
2. Brand Trust 68%* —
3. UGC Influence J73%* T0%* —

*p <0.05, *p <0.01

The data shows a strong positive correlation between perceived authenticity of UGC and brand trust (r = .68, p <
.01), suggesting that authenticity is a major driver of consumer trust. In contrast, trust in traditional advertising
shows a weak negative relationship with trust-related variables.

Qualitative Findings

Ten participants were interviewed to gather deeper insights into how UGC shapes their perceptions and decisions.
Several recurring themes emerged

Table 3: Summary of Qualitative Themes

Theme Description Sample Quote
UGC is seen as “real” and “I trust people more than
Authenticity “relatable” because it comes companies—reviews just
from peers. feel more honest.”

UGC creates a human touch “Seeing someone use the
Emotional Connection that branded posts often product in real life helps me

lack. picture myself using it.”
Video-based platforms “If I can see them using it on
Platform-Specific Trust (YouTube, TikTok) are seen | camera, [ know it’s not just

as more transparent. hype.”

Skepticism Toward Over-polished or sponsored “W}.len irs clear?y paid, I
o question whether it’s real or

Influencers UGC can reduce credibility. . "

just part of the promo.

Discussion

The results from both the survey and interviews support the growing consensus in the literature that user-generated
content significantly enhances brand trust. Quantitatively, UGC was rated higher in perceived authenticity and
showed a strong positive correlation with brand trust and purchase intent. These findings echo the conclusions of
Christodoulides et al. (2012) and Pentina et al. (2018), who found that consumers are more likely to trust and
engage with content created by other users than by brands themselves. The qualitative data adds nuance, revealing
that the format and tone of UGC matter. Video content was viewed as more trustworthy due to its perceived
transparency, aligning with Smith et al. (2012), who observed that YouTube content drives deeper engagement.
However, participants expressed skepticism toward overly commercialized influencer content, suggesting that
brands must maintain a delicate balance between amplification and authenticity. These findings also reinforce
social proof theory (Cialdini, 1984), showing that peer validation plays a key role in shaping consumer decisions.
Consumers trust brands more when they see others endorsing them in an organic, unscripted way.

5. Conclusion:

This study set out to explore the role of user-generated content (UGC) in building brand trust on social media
platforms. Drawing from both quantitative and qualitative data, the findings consistently indicate that UGC is a
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powerful trust-building tool in the digital marketing landscape. Participants across demographics viewed UGC—
particularly reviews, real-life testimonials, and video content—as more authentic, relatable, and trustworthy
compared to traditional brand-generated advertising. The strong correlation between perceived authenticity and
brand trust reinforces previous literature and supports social proof theory, which suggests that people are more
likely to trust peer recommendations than corporate messaging. Furthermore, qualitative insights revealed that
platform and content format influence credibility, with video-based UGC (e.g., YouTube, TikTok) perceived as
particularly effective due to its visual transparency. However, the study also uncovered a caveat: when UGC
appears overly commercialized or clearly sponsored (e.g., influencer posts lacking transparency), it can diminish
perceived authenticity and weaken trust. In essence, the research confirms that strategically curated and genuinely
presented UGC can significantly enhance consumer trust, engagement, and purchase intent—making it an
invaluable asset for modern brand strategies.

Future Recommendations

Future research should explore how user-generated content (UGC) impacts brand trust across different cultures,
age groups, and industries, as trust perceptions can vary widely depending on context. Longitudinal studies could
also help determine whether UGC-driven trust leads to sustained brand loyalty over time. For marketers, it’s
essential to prioritize authenticity when leveraging UGC, particularly by encouraging organic content and being
transparent about sponsored collaborations. As video-based platforms continue to rise, brands should consider
investing more in user-led visual storytelling while remaining attentive to how over-commercialization may affect
credibility.
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