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Every era has had its social network.
From Myspace in 2005 to Facebook in 2008, passing through Instagram 
and briefly Snapchat in 2014. If the transition to a new platform is always 
traumatic, mechanisms such as word of mouth and popularity are the two 
best weapons to convince even the most reluctant to download the app 
of the moment on their smartphone. The same has happened with TikTok, 
the social symbol of Gen Z whose addiction is based, only apparently, on 
the randomness of an infinite scroll of short videos. Unlike almost every 
other social network though, TikTok doesn’t base its entire success on 
followers but instead uses sophisticated artificial intelligence-driven tech-
nology to provide users with videos it thinks they want to see.

WHAT IS IT AND HOW 
DOES IT WORKS?

1 2

“TikTok, the social symbol of Gen Z whose addiction is 
based, only apparently, on the randomness of an infinite 

scroll of short videos.”
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Tiktok was actually born from the 
merger of two successful apps, Musi-
cal.ly and Douyin, bringing together 
the qualities of both social media in 
one product. Becoming extremely po-
pular in 2014 among the 13-18 age 
group, Musical.ly had as its strength 
the ability to create videos in which 
users could dance while lip-synching.
 
Two years later it was Douyin’s turn, 
the app created by the Chinese com-
pany ByteDance as Musical.ly’s rival 
which, after launching it only in Chi-
na, debuted on the international mar-
ket with a new name: TikTok. The last 
piece of this puzzle, however, comes 
in 2017, when ByteDance decides to 
buy Musical.ly for $800 million mer-
ging it the following year with TikTok 
starting the rise of an app that today 
counts 1 billion monthly active users 
worldwide.

At the core of TikTok lies the ability 
to film videos with a mix of music, 
lip-sync videos, comedy, and lengthy 
micro-blogging content. The ability 
to do in-app editing has made it ex-
tremely easy and intuitive to capture 
and share content, while stimulating 
users’ creativity more than ever. This 
very element has been key to Tiktok’s 
success: users have to edit videos by 
customizing them with visual effects, 
special filters, sounds, and songs, 
and the app allows them to do all this 
within its platform. 
A straightforward platform with a 
design that combines the visual key 
of Instagram Stories with an infinite 
vertical scroll that eliminates any un-
necessary steps to build an engaging 
user experience, making the platform 
a true media entertainment. But tho-
se who also use other social networks 
know that TikTok videos rarely stay on 
TikTok. Sharing videos outside of the 
platform was, in fact, a strategic tool 
used by parent company ByteDance 
to help promote the emerging app, 
becoming a social media with a flood 
of content.

Internal documentation submitted by 
the company, which dates back to 
June 2020, indicates that at least 5 
million videos are posted per hour. 

The central point is “For you”, a place 
where the algorithm makes its magic 
by selecting for the best content ba-
sed on user activity on the platform, 
contrary to Instagram and Twitter, 
where the main page summarizes the 
latest posts of the followed users, so 
you are forced to follow accounts. A 
filter bubble that not even Facebook 
has ever managed to target so preci-
sely, generating the infinite scrolling 
that to date is the main advantage of 
the app.

HISTORY OF
TIKTOK

“...an infinite vertical 
scroll that eliminates any 

unnecessary steps to build 
an engaging user experience, 
making the platform a true 

media entertainment.”

5 6

1 - WHAT IS IT AND HOW DOES IT WORK?



The Power of Tik Tok
ns

s 
re

se
ar

ch
 &

 d
ev

el
op

m
en

t

Available in 155 countries and 75 languages, between January 2018 and July 2020 
TikTok saw a 1157.76% increase in its global base with a 787.86% growth rate in the 
United States alone. To date, out of 1 billion monthly active users, half are between 
16 and 24 years old, while 5.4 million are Italian (Source: We Are Social, 2020). To get 
an idea of the extent of the TikTok phenomenon, just think that out of 4.8 billion in-
ternet users in the world, 20.83% use TikTok, while out of 4.48 billion active users on 
social media, 22.32% use TikTok regularly. According to Sensor Tower’s estimates, 
TikTok’s total number of downloads reached 3 billion, making it the most downloa-
ded app in Q1 and Q2 2021.

WHO ARE
ITS USERS?

“...just think that out of 4.8 billion 
internet users in the world, 20.83% 

use TikTok, while out of 4.48 billion 
active users on social media, 22.32% 

use TikTok regularly.”

7 8
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However, the real key to TikTok’s 
success remains its video algorithm, 
capable of selecting the content that 
best suits our tastes and designed 
around two fundamental principles: 
making sure that users stay on the 
platform and making sure they come 
back. But just as with many other 
social networks, TikTok’s algorithm 
represents a means by which the app 
acquires news about its users, from 
their musical tastes to their moods; 
every like and every extra second 
spent on a video is immediately tran-
sformed into new information. Infor-
mation that can be used to target the 
user, creating a morbid dependence 
on a platform capable of quickly 
understanding the user’s tastes and 
desires. The final step of this mecha-
nism is the passive fruition of con-
tents in which the user, now targeted 
by the platform, no longer needs to 
search for something but is instead 
put in front of a potentially infinite 
sequence of videos in line with his 
previous interactions.

On that very note, a TikTok employee recently shared with The New York Times a 
document that offers a rough equation for video scoring, in which a machine lear-
ning-driven prediction and actual user behavior are summed for each of the three 
bits of data: likes, comments, and playtime, as well as an indication that the video 
has been triggered:

THE
ALGORITHM

What transpires is that viewing time is the real key to the algorithm, whose ultimate 
goal is not to give the user what they want but to make them addicted to the content 
on the platform.

“But just as with 
many other social 

networks, TikTok’s 
algorithm represents 

a means by which 
the app acquires 
news about its 

users, from their 
musical tastes to 

their moods; every 
like and every extra 
second spent on a 

video is immediately 
transformed into 

new information.”

9 10
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POWER OF TIKTOK
Despite the strength of the algo-
rithm behind TikTok, it is actually 
the community that is present on 
social media that is the real driving 
force behind the platform. A direct 
reflection of real-life where different 
ecosystems of people, creators, and 
drivers of culture interact with each 
other creating the “next big thing”, it 
is the community’s power to shift the 
focus on trends through the content it 
creates on the platform by entrusting 
it to the unpredictability which cha-
racterizes it. It’s the unpredictability 
that attracts the user, the constantly 
changing content, and the anticipa-
tion of finding out what’s behind the 
next scroll.

11 12

“It’s the unpredictability 
that attracts the user, the 

constantly changing content, 
and the anticipation of 

finding out what’s behind the 
next scroll.”
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But when talking about the power of 
TikTok, one has to analyze the plurali-
ty of sectors that are touched and the 
impact that is created within diffe-
rent industries, from books to music, 
passing through food and fashion. 
The music industry, for example, has 
found in TikTok a golden mine where 
artists can interact with their fans, 
transforming the cold relationship of 
the old social networks into continuo-
us and engaging storytelling. Charlie 
Puth, for example, used TikTok to 
tell the genesis of his album turning 
his new single into a hit before it was 
even released, while Gayle created 
direct interaction with her fans to 
turn “abcdefu” into an international 
hit. The music industry’s attention 
for Tiktok is not unfounded and to 
understand this, it is enough to think 
that the songs that have become 
trends on the platform often end up 
occupying the highest positions on 
the Billboard 100 or the Spotify Viral 
50, while 67% of users who use the 
app are used to searching on stre-
aming services for songs heard on 
TikTok. Also for this reason, among 
the new promotional strategies, there 
is the creation of agreements betwe-
en record labels and creators to use 
some songs on TikTok. “TikTok has 
become an integrative part in music 
discovery, connecting artists to their 
fans and introducing brands to every 
corner of the community,” said Ole 
Obermann, TikTok Global Head of 
Music. Among the sectors conquered 
by TikTok, there is also the publishing 
sector that with its hashtag BookTok 

has reached 10 billion views, crea-
ting a real community to exchange 
book recommendations. This is how 
the bubble of fans on the platform 
has been renamed, a promotional 

weapon with which publishers have 
managed to unpredictably increase 
demand,  like, for example, Adam 
Silvera’s 2017 book “They Both Die 
at the End” rose to the top of the 
children’s fiction charts in just a few 
months, selling more than 4,000 
copies per week, more than 200,000 
copies in the UK, reaching 10.8 mil-
lion views with the hashtag #adam-
silvera. The food industry has also 
been impacted through TikTok and its 
partnership with Instacart, the lea-
ding online grocery platform in North 

15 16

America. For the first time, people will 
be able to watch video recipes and 
immediately order groceries with the 
right ingredients. The new product 
comes to life through the “See Reci-
pe” button embedded on videos, ma-
king online recipes a reality, quickly 
getting all the ingredients followers 
need by becoming the first grocery 
delivery platform to partner with a 
social media.

“TikTok has become an 
integrative part in music 

discovery, connecting artists 
to their fans and introducing 
brands to every corner of the 

community,”
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TikTok’s strength is moving industries 
by becoming a trendsetter capable of 
ranging from one sector to another.  
Among them, there is fashion, whi-
ch since the genesis of the platform 
has tried in every way to carve out its 
place. After some first unsuccessful 
attempts, brands like Balenciaga and 
Moncler seem to have found their 
own identity on the social, creating 
ad hoc content capable of attracting 
users. But are we sure it’s enough? 
As Generation Z kids said, “People 
can get to know a brand on TikTok the 
same way they know a real person,” 
said Federico,19. “The brand story 
comes to life and the ability to see 
how a product goes from concept to 
reality can be communicated to the 
customer through beautiful and often 
hilarious content.” But in order to 
make a product believable, making 
an advertising message organic, it 
must necessarily pass through the 
profiles of the creators. 
Creators are on the rise and TikTok 
is increasingly playing a relevant role 
within the fashion industry. The app 

FASHION &
TIKTOK

17 18

has not only proven its track record 
when it comes to generating interest 
in products and driving sales, but it 
has also become a tool for stimula-
ting Gen-Z attention and interest. 
TikTokers are taking the fashion talk 
to a new, younger audience by dri-
ving the democratization of criticism, 
making more room for everyone to 
share their opinion, rather than ha-
ving monovision from the same big 
magazines and journalists. 
“The possibilities are endless”
@carlarockmore, who with over a 
million followers chronicles fashion 
from her walk-in closet, has told us. 
“You can use a trend that’s already 
popular or you can create one from 
scratch with your own style. I think 
the people who have been using the 
platform the longest are the ones who 
can really find their own style.” TikTok 
needs to be understood and brands 
need guidance to do that. 

2 - POWER OF TIKTOK
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Luxury brands have yet to grasp the 
potential of this social media. Last 
December, Dior chose Twitch to 
present its Fall 2021 Men’s collection 
in order to intercept the segment of 
the audience that seems to be di-
stant and disinterested in the world 
of luxury. The attempt of Kim Jones’ 
brand, as well as that of Prada, are 
the answer to the question of what fa-
shion brands are doing wrong in their 
approach to the new social platforms: 
imposing one’s presence is not enou-
gh, to really be there one must step 
into the chosen role and play accor-
ding to the pre-established rules. If 
the communication requirements of a 
fashion brand can be compatible with 
social networks such as Clubhouse 
and Only Fans, also tested by realities 
such as The Attico and Rebecca Min-
koff, it is not so obvious that the same 
can be accessed with TikTok or Twitch.. 

The key to success is to adapt and 
change one’s own language, and not 
vice versa, truly opening oneself up to 
new things and not merely claiming 
a place in a reality that perhaps does 
not belong to them. 
TikTok has in fact become fa-
shion-trend-driven, as you can see 
with the 2000s trend. The hashtag 
#Old Money Aesthetic sums up Gen 
Z’s interest in a world that is not 
always focused, indeed often very 
nebulous, built on an aesthetic that 
makes its declared timelessness its 
hallmark. So much that too many 
trends have come out. According to 
the TikToker @thedigifairy, following 
this speed “the trend cycle may col-
lapse”. The collapsing trend is largely 
due to fast-fashion brands like Shein 
producing new clothing styles at 
lightning speed and then promoting 
them through shopping sprees adver-

tised on TikTok, so now micro-trends 
no longer last three to five years but 
disappear in a matter of months. 
The constant turnover of aesthetics 
across eras and decades that domi-
nates society’s collective consciou-
sness will therefore put the creative 
industry up against a wall, leaving us 
alone with the present. In addition to 
being a trend-driven social, TikTok is 
also a hub to discover new fashion 
talents, in fact new fashion creators, 
designers and stylists had the chan-
ce to find a platform to share their 
creations and their voice, creating 
new collaborations and democrati-
zing fashion for a wider audience. 
Gaming and social apps like TikTok 
are presenting new opportunities and 
collaborations for brands, with deals 
ranging from simple licensing, marke-
ting and product partnerships crea-
ting new long-term revenue streams 

around in-game shopping, branded 
tertiary spaces and virtual fashion 
collections. It is becoming as impor-
tant for fashion to have a presence in 
the virtual realm as it was at real-life 
festivals or sports stadiums. And it’s 
not just fashion that’s encroaching on 
gaming; esports personalities are also 
moving into fashion, such as retired 
League of Legends player Yan Jun-Ze 
in China, who has launched his own 
line of streetwear. The playing field 
for new opportunities is wide open. 
Community gaming platform Roblox 
has just launched a beta feature that 
allows users to develop private loca-
tions to host special functions or events 
- something that could appeal to the 
fashion industry’s penchant for crea-
ting exclusive spaces and gatherings.

19 20
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VALUES BEHIND
TIKTOK - Generation

TikTok
A 13 questions survey was sent to 
the nss community, gathering the an-
swers of 120 young people, between 
15 and 25 years old, the age group of 
the so-called Generation Z. The que-
stions asked left room for young peo-
ple to answer freely, in complete tran-
sparency, obtaining qualitative and 
quantitative results. In addition to the 
Generation Z, we analyzed change 
from new agencies that are monito-
ring young TikTokers. According to 
them, the power of TikTok lies in the 
presence of real content, without too 
many constructions, with a layout 
that allows users to scroll through all 
the endless content on which we are 
so dependent. “These are in fact the 
true representation of the new Gene-
ration’s values, which constantly lead 
to the desire to discover new worlds 
and new sectors”, as WSC told us. 
This social media, in addition to the 
layout and its contents, has allowed 

21 22

to make tangible several aspirations, 
giving space to the creators to main-
tain his own personality, founding an 
authentic community able to interact 
with more realities. 
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TikTok is not just a place to publish 
dances and lip-sync, slowly several 
communities have emerged, creating 
a new wave of political and social 
activism. The next generation have 
translated their activism completely 
online. “Not Waiting on the World to 
Change” found that in 2021, 57% 
of 13-39 year olds believe they have 
the power to change things in the 
real world if they make enough noise 
online, while 42% of 13-39 year olds 
have used a hashtag on social media 
to support a social movement. While 
these generations were once accused 
of “slacktivism” activism with little 
effort, for their social media powered 
social good efforts, they have been 
witness to those online efforts and 
movements that have led to real 
change in the real world. So TikTok 
has succeeded in creating a com-
munity of crucial activists who have 
raised awareness about issues un-
touched on other platforms, bringing 
accountability and change to the real 
world. By now, youth identities are at 
the forefront on TikTok compared to 

GENERATION Z
Activism and menthal health on TikTok

other social, as the app is naturally 
lending itself to rallying young consu-
mers around social issues and expo-
sing inequality. Given that we’re expe-
riencing one of the largest civil rights 
movements in history, a global pan-
demic, and an ongoing climate emer-
gency, it’s not surprising that Gen Z is 
also using TikTok as a political tool. Is-
sues like the #StopAsianHate move-
ment, climate change, and LGBTQ+ 
rights have been prominent on the 
app, and examples of young users or-
ganizing to create real-world change 
have been on the rise. It’s interesting 
to analyze how micro activism and 
controversies arise directly on TikTok, 
all of this because sometimes racism 
and bad comments are ignored but 
thanks to the community you manage 
to make a real change. This social in 
a short time has managed to drive 
real changes, starting from the online 
to the real, offline.Because of this, 
activism in the app is gaining tremen-
dous power over political and social 
movements, completely translating 
the way we protest to create change. 

29 30

“Issues like the #StopAsianHate movement, climate change, 
and LGBTQ+ rights have been prominent on the app, and 
examples of young users organizing to create real-world 

change have been on the rise.”
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TikTok’s strongest activism during 
this time of geopolitical crisis is the 
activism and “ reportage” broadcast 
online to show the cruelty and di-
scomfort experienced during this 
time of war. These videos speak to 
TikTok users in their own language, 
and the most popular among them 
can serve as a powerful form of in-
formation. These tiny screens have 
become the televisions that instantly 
broadcast video and information. The 
ability to share TikTok videos on other 
platforms also means that videos are 
seen by many more users. For exam-
ple, one of Vasyuta’s TikTok videos 
showing bombs dropping on Kiev has 
been viewed 44 million times and 
shared nearly 200,000 times. 
In addition to themes of social chan-
ge, research shows that the incre-
ased use of TikTok and other social 
media can lead to negative effects; 
cyberbullying, social exclusion, and 
drama occurring on these platforms 
have been associated with mental he-
alth issues in adolescents. This is why 
TikTok in 2021 wanted to train the al-
gorithm to recognize and break con-
tent patterns on negative topics such 
as extreme diets and sadness. This 
process has been analyzed by exper-
ts in medicine and psychology with 
the aim of offering a limited amount 
of content, avoiding those that could 
harm the user’s mental health.

4 - GEN Z & GEN ALPHA
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Alice, 21 anni

“It’s like on 
TikTok the 

perfect life mask 
you find on 

Instagram falls 
out and making 
people feel more 

comfortable.” 
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WEB 3.0
TikTok’s next step

35 36

TikTok might or might not be the 
social media of the future but for sure 
its approach is moving into decen-
tralization. The platform is an open 
space for creators, where creativity 
and innovation are key elements. 
Everyone is free to be themselves as 
youngster Gen Z said “on TikTok you 
are comfortable to be you”. Moreo-
ver, TikTok is the first social platform 
truly open to other apps. It allows you 
to easily and directly share videos 
uploaded on the social, creating brid-
ges to involve users of other apps.
From these values, TikTok is slowly 
approaching Web3.0 by introducing 
NFTs as a new creator empower-
ment tool and partnering with Au-
dius, a music streaming platform 
based on the Ethereum and Solana 
blockchains. Inspired by the crea-
tivity of TikTokers, the social media 
have dropped their first-ever NFT 
collection called “TikTok Top Mo-
ments”. Aiming to provide a way 
for creators to be recognized and 
rewarded for their content and give 

the possibility for fans to own a cul-
turally-significant moment. The NFTs 
are designed by some of the creator 
community who have collected all 
trending videos they have made. The 
NFTs are available on Ethereum and 
are powered by Immutable X, which 
uses StarkWare’s innovative techno-
logy to create the first carbon-neutral 
Layer-2 scaling solution. Furthermore 
as mentioned before TikTok has part-
nered with Audius, a music streaming 
platform, by adding a new bottom 
called “TikTok Sounds” library. The 
collaboration is the first of its kind 
and aims to streamline TikTok’s 
current music upload and selection 
process, giving the artists on Audius 
a chance to increase their exposure. 
Infact, Audius users are now able to 
simply upload tracks and share them 
to TikTok. “Having the ability to share 
my uploads straight from Audius to 
TikTok is a real time saver.” shared 
Guy Lawrence of Disclosure, an 
EDM duo that uses Audius to stre-
am music.

“...TikTok is the first social platform truly open to other 
apps. It allows you to easily and directly share videos 

uploaded on the social, creating bridges to involve users 
of other apps.”
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