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INTRODUCTION

The rapid development of digital technologies has fundamentally transformed the global
business landscape, accelerating the emergence of social commerce as a dominant paradigm for
online interaction, content consumption, and digital transactions. Social commerce platforms
have evolved far beyond traditional e-commerce functions by seamlessly integrating
entertainment, real-time communication, and purchasing activities into a unified digital
ecosystem (Zhang & Benyoucef, 2016; Liang & Turban, 2011). This convergence has produced
new hybrid consumption environments where digital entertainment and commercial exchange
occur simultaneously, reshaping consumer behavior and market structures at an unprecedented
pace. Among the platforms driving this transformation, TikTok has emerged as one of the most
influential social commerce applications globally, facilitating short-form video content creation,
interactive audience engagement, and real-time monetization through its live-streaming
infrastructure (Cunningham & Craig, 2019; Nieborg & Poell, 2018; Kaye et al., 2021; Alalwan,
2018).

The platform’s algorithmic recommendation system further amplifies content visibility,
enabling creators to reach large and targeted audiences with unprecedented efficiency (Bucher,
2018; Cotter, 2019). The ability to combine immersive short-form video with interactive live-
streaming has created new opportunities for individuals to participate in the creator economy
while enabling brands and businesses to engage consumers in more authentic and emotionally
resonant ways (De Veirman et al., 2017; Lou & Yuan, 2019; Cheung et al., 2021). As social media
platforms continue to evolve, the boundaries between entertainment, marketing, and commerce
have become increasingly blurred, generating new forms of digital value creation, consumer
participation, and platform-mediated economic activity (Voorveld et al., 2018; Jacobson et al.,
2020).

One of the most distinctive monetization mechanisms within TikTok's live-streaming
ecosystem is digital gifting. Through this feature, viewers can purchase and send virtual gifts to
content creators during live broadcasts as expressions of appreciation, social support, and
community interaction. Unlike conventional online transactions, digital gifting is fundamentally
driven by emotional attachment, social belonging, entertainment value, and social influence
processes (Hu & Chaudhry, 2020; Wongkitrungrueng & Assarut, 2020; Sun et al., 2019; Lu et al.,
2016). The decision to gift is rarely purely rational; instead, it reflects a complex interplay
between hedonic motivations, parasocial connections, and normative social pressures operating
within interactive digital environments (Babin et al., 1994; Horton & Wohl, 1956; Cialdini, 2009).
Previous studies have consistently demonstrated that social presence, interactivity, and real-time
communication significantly influence audience participation, engagement, and purchasing
behavior within live-streaming environments (Hilvert-Bruce et al., 2018; Zheng et al., 2022; Chen
& Lin, 2018). Furthermore, perceived streamer authenticity, relational intimacy, and emotional
gratification have emerged as important predictors of gifting intention and monetization success
within social commerce contexts (Xu et al., 2020; Wohn et al., 2018; Li et al., 2021). The increasing
popularity of digital gifting has significantly expanded the creator economy, transforming live-
streaming into a primary source of livelihood for millions of content creators worldwide.
Consequently, developing a more comprehensive understanding of the managerial and
marketing mechanisms that support digital gifting behavior has become increasingly urgent in
contemporary social commerce research.

The rapid growth of live-streaming commerce has also catalyzed the emergence and
institutionalization of Multi-Channel Networks (MCNs), commonly referred to as creator
agencies. These organizations function as intermediary entities that bridge digital platforms and
content creators by providing talent management services, content strategy guidance, audience
development support, performance monitoring, branding assistance, and monetization
optimization (Lobato, 2016; Liang & Ji, 2024; Cunningham & Craig, 2019). Within platform-based
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ecosystems, agencies play a strategic role in reducing coordination complexity, managing creator
compliance with platform policies, and facilitating structured communication between creators
and platform operators. Previous studies have emphasized that digital intermediaries are
becoming increasingly essential in platform governance, particularly as content communities
continue to scale and the complexity of creator management increases (Poell et al., 2022;
Gillespie, 2018; Gorwa, 2019). Research further indicates that MCNs function as ecosystem
orchestrators by managing not only individual creator development but also collective
community standards, competitive dynamics, and platform sustainability (Nieborg & Poell, 2018;
Duffy et al., 2021). As a result, agencies have evolved from simple administrative management
entities into sophisticated strategic partners that contribute actively to creator growth,
algorithmic performance, platform scalability, and long-term ecosystem development.

Despite their growing institutional significance, the strategic role of TikTok agencies
remains poorly understood by the broader public and inadequately examined within the
academic literature. In many cases, agencies are perceived negatively and are often framed as
exploitative entities that extract disproportionate economic benefits from creators’ labor and
earnings. Such perceptions have contributed to a persistent trust deficit between creators and
agencies, despite the increasing institutionalization of agency-based creator management within
major digital platforms. While existing studies have extensively examined influencer marketing
effectiveness (De Veirman et al., 2017; Ki & Kim, 2019), social commerce consumer behavior
(Hajli, 2015; Zhang & Benyoucef, 2016), parasocial interaction (Sokolova & Kefi, 2020; Yuan & Lou,
2020), and live-streaming engagement dynamics (Hilvert-Bruce et al., 2018; Xu et al., 2020),
limited scholarly attention has been devoted to understanding the strategic contribution of
agencies in optimizing creator performance and facilitating value creation within live-streaming
ecosystems. Furthermore, the managerial logic underlying agency operations including their
revenue model, incentive mechanisms, and governance functions has not been adequately
theorized within the academic literature (Hou, 2019; Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017). More
critically, there remains a significant gap in research examining how agency management
practices systematically influence digital gift distribution, social proof formation, and audience
engagement behavior within TikTok's platform ecosystem.

From a marketing management perspective, agencies may be conceptualized as strategic
incubators and ecosystem facilitators that assist creators in developing personal brands,
enhancing audience relationships, improving content performance, and maximizing
monetization potential. Through structured coaching programs, systematic performance
monitoring, incentive-based support mechanisms, and targeted audience development
strategies, agencies contribute meaningfully to the optimization of creator visibility, engagement
outcomes, and platform sustainability (Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Eisenhardt, 1989; Srnicek, 2017).
One critical mechanism through which agency influence operates is social proof, a well-
established psychological principle whereby individuals calibrate their behavior based on
observed actions of others, particularly under conditions of uncertainty or ambiguity (Cialdini,
2009; Hajli, 2015; Lu et al., 2016). Within live-streaming environments, publicly visible gifting
behaviors function as powerful social signals that communicate community endorsement,
encourage additional audience participation, and reinforce collective gifting norms (Hilvert-Bruce
et al,, 2018; Zheng et al., 2022; Chen & Lin, 2018). Agencies, by strategically orchestrating gifting
activities through organized support programs such as diamond injections and viewer
mobilization campaigns, may systematically amplify these social proof effects and create positive
feedback loops that enhance creator monetization outcomes. Consequently, social proof may
function not merely as an organic audience behavior but as a deliberately managed marketing
tool within agency-driven talent management systems (Wohn et al., 2018; Li et al., 2021; Xu et al.,
2020).

Given the significant gap in scholarly understanding of agency-driven talent management
within live-streaming commerce, this study seeks to examine the strategic role of TikTok
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agencies in optimizing digital gift distribution and facilitating social proof formation. By
integrating theoretical perspectives from Agency Theory, Relationship Marketing, platform
governance, creator economy research, and social influence literature, this study contributes to a
broader understanding of how intermediary organizations support creator development,
audience engagement, and sustainable value co-creation within contemporary digital
ecosystems. The study further responds to growing scholarly calls to examine the institutional
structures that govern digital labor and creator economies (Duffy et al., 2021; Abidin, 2021; Van
Dijck et al., 2018). The findings are expected to enrich the evolving literature on platform-
mediated commerce and provide actionable insights for creators, agency managers, platform
operators, and digital marketing practitioners navigating the complexities of the rapidly evolving
algorithmic economy.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Agency Theory and Relationship Marketing

Agency Theory, introduced by Jensen and Meckling (1976), explains the contractual
relationship in which a principal delegates authority and decision-making responsibilities to an
agent to perform specific tasks on their behalf. The theory identifies two fundamental challenges
inherent in principal-agent relationships: information asymmetry, whereby agents possess
superior knowledge about their own actions and capabilities, and moral hazard, referring to the
tendency of agents to pursue self-interest at the expense of principal objectives (Eisenhardt,
1989). These challenges necessitate the design of governance mechanisms including monitoring
systems, performance-based incentive structures, and contractual safeguards to align agent
behavior with principal goals and reduce agency costs. Although initially developed within the
context of corporate finance and organizational governance, Agency Theory has subsequently
been extended to a wide range of organizational and digital platform settings where multiple
actors interact through complex governance structures (Eisenhardt, 1989). More recent
scholarship has applied Agency Theory to platform ecosystems, where intermediary actors
including MCNs, app developers, and content moderators facilitate coordination, governance,
and value creation among multiple stakeholders operating within technology-driven
environments (Poell et al., 2022; Gillespie, 2018; Van Dijck et al., 2018). In digital platform
economies, governance mechanisms increasingly rely on intermediary organizations to manage
relationships among platforms, users, creators, and advertisers while reducing information
asymmetry and coordination costs (Gorwa, 2019; Srnicek, 2017). Scholars have further observed
that the growing complexity of platform ecosystems has elevated the strategic importance of
intermediaries in managing creator activities, ensuring compliance with platform standards, and
maintaining ecosystem sustainability (Bucher, 2018; Cotter, 2019).

Within the creator economy, the relationship among digital platforms, agencies, and
content creators reflects a contemporary multi-layered agency structure characterized by nested
contractual relationships and interdependent performance incentives. In this context, TikTok
acts as the principal by establishing platform standards, monetization policies, algorithmic
governance mechanisms, and performance expectations, while agencies function as
intermediary agents responsible for managing creator development, monitoring performance
metrics, facilitating communication between creators and the platform, and ensuring compliance
with evolving platform requirements (Nieborg & Poell, 2018; Liang & Ji, 2024). Through this
arrangement, agencies help reduce coordination complexity, improve creator management
efficiency, and support the scalability of platform ecosystems across diverse creator
communities (Lobato, 2016). Previous studies have suggested that digital intermediaries play
increasingly critical roles in platform governance by coordinating creator activities, managing
audience development strategies, mediating conflicts between platform policies and creator
interests, and supporting ecosystem sustainability (Lobato, 2016; Cunningham & Craig, 2019;
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Gorwa, 2019). Moreover, the growing creator economy has intensified the importance of
intermediary actors in managing algorithmic visibility, content discoverability, and the structural
dimensions of creator-platform relationships (Cotter, 2019; Abidin, 2021; Duffy et al., 2021).
Research on digital labor further highlights that agencies may play protective roles by buffering
creators from platform instability and supporting career sustainability within precarious creator
work environments (Duffy et al., 2021; Poell et al., 2022). Consequently, Agency Theory provides
a theoretically robust framework for understanding how TikTok agencies contribute to platform
governance, creator performance optimization, and ecosystem sustainability within the rapidly
evolving social commerce environment.

In addition to Agency Theory, Relationship Marketing offers an indispensable theoretical
perspective for understanding audience engagement dynamics within live-streaming
environments. Morgan and Hunt (1994) define Relationship Marketing as encompassing all
marketing activities directed toward establishing, developing, and sustaining successful
relational exchanges characterized by trust and commitment. Rather than prioritizing one-time
transactional outcomes, Relationship Marketing emphasizes mutual trust, affective commitment,
long-term interaction quality, and value co-creation as central drivers of sustained consumer
relationships (Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Palmatier et al., 2006). Contemporary studies have
consistently demonstrated that relationship quality encompassing trust, satisfaction, and
emotional commitment significantly influences consumer engagement, loyalty, and purchase
intentions within digital communities and social commerce platforms (Hajli, 2015; Lou & Yuan,
2019; Casalé et al., 2020). Furthermore, relationship-building mechanisms have become
increasingly critical in creator-driven platforms, where sustained emotional connection,
perceived authenticity, and interpersonal interaction quality directly influence audience
participation and behavioral outcomes (Yuan & Lou, 2020; Tafesse & Wood, 2021; Schouten et
al.,, 2020). Scholars in influencer marketing research further emphasize that the quality of
creator-audience relationships mediates the effect of content exposure on engagement, gifting,
and purchase behavior (Ki & Kim, 2019; Lou & Yuan, 2019; Cheung et al., 2021).

Within TikTok live-streaming environments, agencies actively support creators in building
long-term, high-quality relationships with audiences through content consistency programs,
community engagement strategies, audience interaction coaching, and personalized content
development initiatives. These practices are designed to strengthen emotional connections
between creators and viewers, encourage repeated viewing participation, stimulate gifting
behavior, and foster sustainable long-term audience loyalty (Morgan & Hunt, 1994;
Wongkitrungrueng & Assarut, 2020; Hu & Chaudhry, 2020). Accumulated research suggests that
audience engagement within live-streaming contexts is positively influenced by perceived social
presence, streamer credibility, interactivity quality, and interpersonal warmth during live
broadcasts (Lu et al., 2016; Hilvert-Bruce et al., 2018; Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017; Chen & Lin,
2018). Studies on influencer marketing further indicate that perceived authenticity,
trustworthiness, and audience identification with creators play critical roles in sustaining long-
term engagement, strengthening parasocial bonds, and supporting gifting and purchasing
behaviors within digital communities (Ki & Kim, 2019; Schouten et al., 2020; Xu et al., 2020).
Research on social commerce further demonstrates that the relational quality between content
creators and their communities functions as a key mediator linking platform features, social
influence mechanisms, and consumer behavioral intentions (Hajli, 2015; Zhang & Benyoucef,
2016; Li et al.,, 2021). Therefore, Relationship Marketing serves as a theoretically rich and
practically relevant lens for explaining how agency-facilitated creator management contributes
to audience retention, relational value co-creation, and the development of enduring creator-
audience relationships within social commerce ecosystems.
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Platform Incentive Mechanisms and MCN Governance

Multi-Channel Networks (MCNs) are best understood as institutionalized intermediary
organizations that collaborate with digital content platforms to provide comprehensive support
to creators across multiple operational domains, including talent management, audience
development, content strategy, monetization optimization, brand partnership facilitation, and
regulatory compliance (Lobato, 2016; Cunningham & Craig, 2019). As digital platforms continue
to scale, MCNs have evolved substantially beyond their original administrative management
functions and increasingly occupy strategic positions within platform governance architectures
by coordinating complex interactions between large creator communities and platform
operators. Within platform ecosystems, MCN governance functions encompass facilitating
structured communication, monitoring creator compliance with evolving platform standards,
managing performance data analytics, and assisting creators in adapting to rapidly changing
algorithmic environments and competitive market conditions (Nieborg & Poell, 2018; Gorwa,
2019). Comparative platform governance research highlights that MCNs function as rule-
implementing intermediaries that translate abstract platform policies into operationalizable
creator management practices, thereby reducing governance complexity and improving
platform-wide compliance at scale (Van Dijck et al., 2018; Gillespie, 2018). The sustainability of
digital content ecosystems has been shown to depend increasingly on the capacity of such
intermediary actors to coordinate multiple stakeholders including creators, brands, audiences,
and platform operators while maintaining alignment with platform objectives, community
standards, and economic sustainability requirements (Gorwa, 2019; Poell et al., 2022; Jacobson
et al., 2020).

Within the creator economy, platform incentive mechanisms serve as fundamental
instruments for encouraging creator participation, content consistency, quality improvement,
and ecosystem growth. Platform-based business models rely heavily on carefully designed
incentive structures that motivate creators to continuously produce engaging content, maintain
audience relationships, and contribute positively to platform activity metrics (Srnicek, 2017;
Bucher, 2018). These incentive systems encompass a variety of economic, reputational, and
algorithmic rewards, including monetization sharing programs, creator fund disbursements,
visibility boosts, and formal partnership designations. According to Srnicek (2017), digital
platforms utilize diverse economic and technological mechanisms to attract creators, retain
platform participants, and sustain network effects essential for platform growth. These incentive
systems are closely integrated with platform governance architectures because they
simultaneously influence creator behavioral choices and align individual creator objectives with
broader platform sustainability goals (Poell et al., 2022; Voorveld et al.,, 2018). Research on
platform economics further demonstrates that well-designed incentive structures can effectively
reduce creator churn, improve content quality at scale, and enhance overall platform value for
both creators and consumers (Srnicek, 2017; Jacobson et al., 2020).

The increasing centrality of recommendation algorithms within digital platform
architectures has further amplified the strategic importance of incentive mechanisms for both
creators and their management intermediaries. Research on algorithmic governance
demonstrates that creators systematically adapt their content production strategies,
broadcasting schedules, and engagement practices to satisfy platform performance metrics and
algorithmic visibility requirements in order to maximize audience reach and monetization
opportunities (Bucher, 2018; Cotter, 2019). Agencies, by possessing specialized algorithmic
knowledge and platform intelligence, can guide creators in optimizing their performance against
these criteria more effectively than individual creators working in isolation. Consequently,
platform incentives function not only as direct economic rewards but also as governance
instruments that structure creator behavioral choices, shape content production patterns,
influence platform participation dynamics, and ultimately determine the distribution of creator
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visibility and income within digital platform ecosystems (Bucher, 2018; Cotter, 2019; Voorveld et
al., 2018; Jacobson et al., 2020).

Agency governance within live-streaming environments involves continuous and
multifaceted creator development activities, systematic performance monitoring, real-time
operational guidance, and ecosystem coordination responsibilities that extend well beyond
simple administrative management functions. By providing professional management services,
specialized platform expertise, and structured support infrastructure, agencies assist creators in
effectively navigating complex platform policies, maximizing monetization system benefits,
satisfying algorithmic performance requirements, and managing the growing operational
demands associated with full-time content creation careers (Cunningham & Craig, 2019; Liang &
Ji, 2024). Such governance practices contribute meaningfully to the professionalization of content
creation as an occupational category and facilitate the scalability of creator management
infrastructure across large and diverse platform ecosystems (Lobato, 2016; Hou, 2019). Studies
on digital labor further emphasize that intermediary organizations increasingly perform essential
protective and supportive functions by helping creators cope with the financial precarity,
algorithmic uncertainty, and platform dependency risks associated with platform-dependent
work (Duffy et al., 2021; Abidin, 2021). Research on creator economy sustainability further
underscores that well-governed creator communities exhibit superior content quality, audience
retention, and long-term monetization performance compared to unmanaged creator
communities (Wongkitrungrueng & Assarut, 2020; Xu et al., 2020; Li et al., 2021). Therefore, MCN
governance can be conceptualized as a multi-dimensional and strategically significant
mechanism that simultaneously supports ecosystem coordination, platform governance
efficiency, creator career sustainability, and the optimization of value co-creation processes
among platforms, creators, agencies, and audiences.

Social Proof and Hedonic Motivation in Digital Gifting

Social Proof is a well-established psychological principle that explains how individuals
tend to calibrate their behavior and decision-making based on the observed actions of others,
particularly under conditions of uncertainty or informational ambiguity (Cialdini, 2009). This
mechanism operates through the fundamental assumption that if a large number of people are
engaging in a particular behavior, that behavior is likely to represent the correct or socially
appropriate course of action within the given context. In digital environments, visible indicators
of popularity, participation volume, and social endorsement including view counts, comment
numbers, share metrics, and gifting activity function as powerful behavioral signals that
influence how individuals perceive content quality and decide how to participate (Cialdini, 2009;
Hajli, 2015). Previous studies have consistently demonstrated that social influence mechanisms
significantly shape consumer decision-making, online engagement intensity, and behavioral
intentions within social commerce environments, including live-streaming platforms (Hajli, 2015;
Lu et al., 2016; Zhang & Benyoucef, 2016). Research in the context of TikTok and other short-
video platforms specifically identifies social proof cues including trending labels, popular sound
usage, and visible gifting displays as important drivers of content discoverability, audience
engagement, and creator credibility perceptions (Kaye et al., 2021; Alalwan, 2018). In live-
streaming contexts, the public visibility of gifting acts displayed prominently through on-screen
animations and gift leaderboards transforms individual gifting decisions into social signals that
encourage additional audience participation and reinforce community gifting norms (Wohn et
al,, 2018; Chen &Lin, 2018).

In addition to social influence processes, consumer behavior within live-streaming
environments is fundamentally shaped by hedonic motivation. Babin et al. (1994) conceptualize
hedonic motivation as an individual's intrinsic orientation toward seeking pleasure, enjoyment,
entertainment, and emotional gratification during consumption experiences. Unlike utilitarian
motivations that emphasize functional task completion and rational benefit maximization,
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hedonic motivations prioritize experiential richness, emotional stimulation, and the intrinsic
enjoyment derived from the consumption activity itself (Babin et al., 1994). Live-streaming
platforms are inherently hedonic environments that provide highly interactive, entertaining, and
socially immersive experiences that encourage audience members to engage not merely for
informational utility but for the intrinsic pleasure of participation, community belonging, and
emotional stimulation (Hu & Chaudhry, 2020; Hilvert-Bruce et al., 2018). The gamification
elements embedded within live-streaming platforms  including virtual gift animations,
leaderboard rankings, streamer level-up celebrations, and audience recognition rituals further
amplify hedonic value by converting passive viewing into an active, emotionally engaging
participation experience (Wohn et al., 2018; Li et al., 2021). Research consistently demonstrates
that entertainment value, perceived enjoyment, and immersive experience quality positively
predict audience engagement intensity and willingness to invest financially through digital gifting
within live-streaming commerce environments (Hilvert-Bruce et al., 2018; Sun et al., 2019; Xu et
al., 2020; Chen & Lin, 2018).

A theoretically complementary and empirically well-supported concept that further
illuminates audience behavior within live-streaming commerce is parasocial interaction.
Originally conceptualized by Horton and Wohl (1956), parasocial interaction describes the one-
sided psychological relationship in which audiences develop subjective feelings of intimacy,
familiarity, and emotional closeness with media personalities despite the absence of genuine
reciprocal interaction. This phenomenon was historically observed in the context of television
and radio audiences but has been powerfully amplified within contemporary interactive live-
streaming environments, where real-time creator-audience communication, creator
responsiveness to viewer comments, and personalized shoutouts create heightened illusions of
interpersonal closeness and relational reciprocity (Horton & Wohl, 1956; Sokolova & Kefi, 2020).
Research consistently demonstrates that the strength of parasocial relationships is positively
associated with audience trust, emotional investment, gifting intention, and purchase behavior in
digital environments, as viewers who feel personally connected to creators are more strongly
motivated to provide financial support through digital gifting and product purchases (Sokolova &
Kefi, 2020; Yuan & Lou, 2020; Xu et al., 2020). Similarly, influencer marketing research confirms
that audience identification with creators, perceived creator authenticity, and the depth of
emotional attachment are critical determinants of followers' behavioral engagement, content
advocacy, and willingness to convert parasocial relational feelings into tangible supportive
actions including gifting (Ki & Kim, 2019; Schouten et al., 2020; Lou & Yuan, 2019). Agencies,
through systematic creator coaching focused on audience engagement quality, personal
communication styles, and relationship cultivation strategies, can accelerate the formation and
deepening of parasocial bonds that underpin sustainable gifting behavior and creator
monetization success (Wongkitrungrueng & Assarut, 2020; Li et al., 2021).

The theoretical integration of Social Proof, Hedonic Motivation, and Parasocial
Interaction provides a multi-dimensional explanatory framework for understanding the complex
behavioral drivers of digital gifting within TikTok's live-streaming ecosystem. When viewers
observe other audience members sending virtual gifts a behavior prominently displayed
through real-time on-screen gift animations, top gifter leaderboards, and broadcaster
acknowledgment rituals such visible participation may function as a powerful social proof signal
that validates gifting as a normatively appropriate and community-endorsed behavior, thereby
lowering the psychological threshold for subsequent gifting decisions among observing audience
members (Cialdini, 2009; Wohn et al., 2018; Chen & Lin, 2018). Simultaneously, the
entertainment and experiential value of live-streaming content, combined with the emotional
intimacy and relational investment generated through parasocial creator-viewer relationships,
can substantially strengthen viewers' intrinsic motivation to express appreciation and support
through gifting (Babin et al., 1994; Horton & Wohl, 1956; Xu et al., 2020). Studies examining social
commerce and live-streaming participation confirm that social presence perceptions, relational
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trust, audience engagement quality, and community belonging feelings are robust predictors of
value co-creation behaviors including gifting, purchasing, and content advocacy (Lu et al., 2016;
Zheng et al., 2022; Wongkitrungrueng & Assarut, 2020; Li et al., 2021). Therefore, digital gifting is
best understood not as a simple economic transaction driven by rational cost-benefit calculation,
but as a multidimensionally motivated socio-emotional behavior embedded within complex
social influence dynamics, hedonic experiential contexts, and parasocially structured creator-
audience relational ecosystems that agencies can strategically optimize through targeted
management interventions.

METHODS

Based on the above description, the conceptual framework of this study can be
illustrated as follows:

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework
Agency Management Strategy

. Performance Diamond
Incubation Push Injection &
Bonuses
Creator Sale Creator Income Social Il’r.oc?tj &
Alg. Visibility
|
,L H2

The conceptual framework illustrates how Agency Management Strategy operates as a
strategic mechanism within the TikTok ecosystem. Through talent development, performance
management, and incentive-based support, agencies are proposed to facilitate creator growth,
improve monetization opportunities, and strengthen algorithmic visibility. These outcomes
collectively contribute to more effective talent governance and platform sustainability.
Accordingly, the framework is organized around four research propositions that explain the
relationships among agency management practices, creator performance, social proof
formation, and governance efficiency.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION

The Effect of Agency Management on Talent Scalability

Agency management plays a multifaceted and strategically critical role in supporting
creator development within live-streaming ecosystems. Through structured talent development
programs, systematic content strategy optimization, rigorous performance monitoring,
personalized strategic guidance, and technical infrastructure provision, agencies assist creators
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in enhancing content production quality, building coherent personal brands, expanding
audience reach, and establishing sustainable performance trajectories (Lobato, 2016; Liang & Ji,
2024; Cunningham & Craig, 2019). The talent scalability enabled by professional agency
management reflects the growing importance of organizational intermediaries in industrializing
and systematizing what was previously an informal, individually driven creative practice.
Previous studies confirm that intermediary organizations contribute substantially to creator
growth by providing managerial resources, specialized platform knowledge, technical
infrastructure, audience development expertise, and strategic market intelligence that individual
creators cannot realistically develop or access independently (Lobato, 2016; Liang & Ji, 2024;
Hou, 2019). Furthermore, the professionalization of creator management enabled by agency
intervention has been associated with improved content consistency, higher audience retention
rates, increased algorithmic visibility, and enhanced monetization outcomes across diverse
creator communities (Wongkitrungrueng & Assarut, 2020; Hu & Chaudhry, 2020; Xu et al., 2020).
Agencies further contribute to talent scalability by providing economies of scale in creator
support enabling shared infrastructure, standardized performance analytics tools, collective
bargaining power with brands, and cross-creator knowledge transfer that individually managed
creators cannot replicate (Duffy et al., 2021; Nieborg & Poell, 2018). Consequently, agency
management represents a strategically significant organizational mechanism for enhancing
talent scalability, professionalizing creator careers, and supporting sustainable creator
development within increasingly competitive platform ecosystems.

Proposition 1: Agency management contributes positively to talent scalability through

professional support, strategic guidance, and audience development initiatives.

The Role of Agencies as Official Partners in Platform Governance

As creator participation continues to expand at unprecedented scale, platform
governance becomes increasingly complex and resource-intensive due to the growing volume of
content production activities, monetization transactions, policy compliance requirements, and
creator community management needs. Within platform ecosystems, agencies function as
governance intermediaries that facilitate structured communication between creators and
platform operators, monitor creator performance against platform standards, support
contractual compliance, and actively manage the operational complexity generated by large
creator communities (Gorwa, 2019; Gillespie, 2018; Van Dijck et al., 2018). The formal partnership
status granted by TikTok to verified agencies further institutionalizes agency roles within the
platform governance architecture, granting agencies privileged access to platform analytics,
policy guidance, and operational support channels that enable more effective creator
management (Nieborg & Poell, 2018; Poell et al., 2022). Research in platform governance studies
emphasizes that the sustainability and legitimacy of large-scale digital platform ecosystems
depend fundamentally on the effectiveness of intermediary governance actors in coordinating
relationships, enforcing standards, and managing conflict between platforms and large creator
communities (Gorwa, 2019; Gillespie, 2018; Bucher, 2018). Furthermore, the data-sharing and
performance transparency functions facilitated by formal agency partnerships can significantly
reduce information asymmetry between platforms and creators, improving governance
efficiency and mutual accountability (Eisenhardt, 1989; Jensen & Meckling, 1976). Therefore,
structured agency participation within platform governance architectures may substantially
strengthen overall governance effectiveness, reduce coordination costs, and enhance the
operational efficiency of creator community management within large digital platform
ecosystems.
Proposition 2: Agency participation contributes positively to platform governance effectiveness

by facilitating coordination between creators and digital platforms.
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The Impact of Performance Push Strategies on Creator Income

Performance management practices constitute a central dimension of agency-driven
creator support and represent one of the most direct pathways through which agency
management translates into measurable creator income growth. These practices include
systematic goal-setting processes, real-time broadcasting performance feedback, content
scheduling optimization, audience engagement coaching, and monetization strategy refinement
based on granular performance analytics (Hu & Chaudhry, 2020; Wongkitrungrueng & Assarut,
2020; Xu et al., 2020). Within live-streaming environments, higher levels of consistent content
production, sustained audience engagement quality, and optimized broadcasting schedules are
strongly associated with increased audience retention rates, enhanced algorithmic visibility, and
expanded monetization opportunities (Hilvert-Bruce et al., 2018; Zheng et al., 2022; Sun et al.,
2019). Agencies that provide data-driven performance guidance enable creators to make
evidence-informed decisions about content type, scheduling, audience interaction approaches,
and monetization tactics that systematically improve performance trajectories over time (Cotter,
2019; Bucher, 2018). Furthermore, performance-based incentive structures implemented by
agencies  including income bonuses tied to engagement milestones and progressive
performance targets create structured motivation systems that encourage creators to maintain
higher activity levels and invest greater effort in audience relationship cultivation (Srnicek, 2017;
Poell et al., 2022). By providing creators with structured performance management frameworks,
agencies may therefore contribute indirectly but substantially to creator income growth and
long-term financial sustainability through the mechanisms of increased content consistency,
improved audience engagement quality, and enhanced monetization optimization.
Proposition 3: Performance management strategies contribute positively to creator income

growth through increased content consistency and audience engagement.

The Influence of Diamond Injection and Bonuses on Algorithmic Visibility

Incentive-based support mechanisms represent one of the most distinctive and
strategically innovative aspects of TikTok agency management and have direct implications for
both creator visibility and social proof formation within live-streaming environments. Diamond
injection programs whereby agencies provide coordinated gifting support to creators during live
broadcasts generate immediate algorithmic signals that enhance content visibility within
TikTok's recommendation system, attracting larger organic audiences and creating cascading
social proof effects that encourage additional viewer gifting (Cialdini, 2009; Wohn et al., 2018).
The public visibility of gift animations, top gifter rankings, and broadcaster acknowledgment
rituals transforms incentive-based gifting activities into powerful social proof displays that signal
creator popularity and community endorsement to new and existing audience members (Chen &
Lin, 2018; Li et al., 2021). Previous studies consistently demonstrate that visible social proof cues
including observable gifting behavior, high comment activity, and prominent viewer count
displays function as normative influence mechanisms that lower individual gifting barriers and
catalyze community gifting norms within live-streaming communities (Cialdini, 2009; Sokolova &
Kefi, 2020; Xu et al., 2020). Furthermore, by coordinating organized viewer mobilization
campaigns, community group engagement drives, and scheduled gifting events, agencies can
systematically amplify social proof effects and generate self-reinforcing engagement cycles that
progressively expand creator community size and gifting volume (Wongkitrungrueng & Assarut,
2020; Zheng et al., 2022). Consequently, agency-administered incentive-based support
mechanisms may contribute substantially to creator algorithmic visibility enhancement and
social proof formation by generating engagement signals that simultaneously satisfy
recommendation algorithm requirements and create behavioral contagion effects within creator
communities.
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Proposition 4: Incentive-based support contributes positively to creator visibility and social proof
formation through enhanced audience engagement.

CONCLUSION

This study develops a conceptual framework for understanding the strategic role of
TikTok agencies within the contemporary creator economy and social commerce ecosystem.
Drawing upon Agency Theory, Relationship Marketing, platform governance literature, and social
influence theories, the study proposes that TikTok agencies function as intermediary actors that
facilitate coordination between digital platforms and content creators while supporting audience
development and creator sustainability.

The framework suggests that agency management contributes to talent scalability
through professional guidance, performance monitoring, and creator development activities.
Furthermore, official agency partnerships may enhance platform governance by reducing
coordination complexity and supporting the efficient management of creator communities. The
framework also proposes that performance-oriented management practices can encourage
creator productivity and audience engagement, while incentive mechanisms such as growth
support programs may strengthen algorithmic visibility and facilitate the formation of social
proof within live-streaming environments.

In addition, the integration of Social Proof Theory, Hedonic Motivation Theory, and
Parasocial Interaction Theory provides a theoretical explanation for digital gifting behavior.
Audience participation in gifting activities may be influenced not only by economic
considerations but also by social influence processes, entertainment value, emotional
attachment, and community interaction. Consequently, digital gifting can be understood as a
multidimensional behavior embedded within broader social commerce dynamics.

The primary contribution of this study lies in the development of a theoretical model that
connects agency management, platform governance, creator development, and audience
behavior within a unified conceptual framework. By positioning TikTok agencies as strategic
ecosystem partners rather than merely administrative intermediaries, this study contributes to
the growing literature on creator economies, platform governance, and social commerce. Future
research may empirically test the propositions proposed in this framework across different live-
streaming platforms and creator communities to further validate and refine the proposed
relationships.

LIMITATION

This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the paper adopts a
conceptual and analytical approach based on existing literature and platform observations
rather than empirical data collected directly from TikTok creators, agencies, or platform
representatives. Consequently, the proposed relationships among agency management, talent
scalability, creator earnings, algorithmic visibility, and platform governance have not yet been
statistically validated.

Second, the analysis focuses primarily on the TikTok ecosystem and may not be fully
generalizable to other live-streaming platforms such as YouTube Live, Twitch, Bigo Live, or other
social commerce environments that operate under different monetization and governance
mechanisms.

Third, information regarding TikTok's incentive structures, agency commissions, and
algorithmic processes is subject to platform policy changes and limited public transparency. As a
result, some operational mechanisms discussed in this study may evolve over time and require
continuous verification.
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Finally, this study emphasizes the positive contributions of agencies in talent
management and ecosystem development. Future research should also examine potential
challenges associated with agency involvement, including creator dependency, performance
pressure, contractual arrangements, and possible conflicts of interest between agencies,
creators, and platforms.

REFERENCES

Abidin, C. (2021). Mapping Internet celebrity on TikTok: Exploring attention economies and
visibility labour.

Alalwan, A. A. (2018). Investigating the impact of social media advertising features on customer
purchase intention. International Journal of Information Management, 42, 65-77.

Babin, B. J., Darden, W. R., & Griffin, M. (1994). Work and/or fun: Measuring hedonic and
utilitarian shopping value. Journal of Consumer Research, 20(4), 644-656.

Bucher, T. (2018). If... then: Algorithmic power and politics. Oxford University Press.

Casalo, L. V., Flavian, C., & Ibafiez-Sanchez, S. (2020). Influencers on Instagram: Antecedents and
consequences of opinion leadership. Journal of Business Research, 117, 510-519.

Chen, C. C,, & Lin, Y. C. (2018). What drives live-stream usage intention? The perspectives of flow,
entertainment, social interaction, and endorsement. Telematics and Informatics, 35(1),
293-303. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tele.2017.12.003

Cheng, X., Fu, S., & de Vreede, G. J. (2018). Understanding trust influencing factors in social media
communication: A qualitative study. International Journal of Information Management,
45, 209-222. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijinfomgt.2018.01.010

Cheung, M. L., Pires, G. D., Rosenberger, P.]., & De Oliveira, M. J. (2021). Driving consumer-brand
engagement and co-creation by LinkedIn: The role of social media. Journal of Product &
Brand Management, 30(1), 1-15. https://doi.org/10.1108/|JPBM-01-2019-2239

Cialdini, R. B. (2009). Influence: Science and practice (5th ed.). Pearson Education.

Cotter, K. (2019). Playing the visibility game: How digital influencers and algorithms negotiate
influence on Instagram. New Media & Society, 21(4), 895-913.

Cunningham, S., & Craig, D. (2019). Social media entertainment: The new intersection of
Hollywood and Silicon Valley. New York University Press.

De Veirman, M., Cauberghe, V., & Hudders, L. (2017). Marketing through Instagram influencers:
The impact of number of followers and product divergence on brand attitude.
International Journal of Advertising, 36(5), 798-828.

Djafarova, E., & Rushworth, C. (2017). Exploring the credibility of online celebrities' Instagram
profiles in influencing the purchase decisions of young female users. Computers in
Human Behavior, 68, 1-7.

Duffy, B. E., Pinch, A., Sannon, S., & Sawey, M. (2021). The nested precarities of creative labor on
social media. Social Media + Society, 7(2), 1-14.

Eisenhardt, K. M. (1989). Agency theory: An assessment and review. Academy of Management
Review, 14(1), 57-74.

Gillespie, T. (2018). Custodians of the internet: Platforms, content moderation, and the hidden
decisions that shape social media. Yale University Press.

Gorwa, R. (2019). What is platform governance? Information, Communication & Society, 22(6),
854-871.

Ekombis Review: Jurnal llmiah Ekonomi dan Bisnis, Vol. 14 No. 3 July 2026 page: 3115 -3130| 3127


https://jurnal.unived.ac.id/index.php/er/index
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tele.2017.12.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijinfomgt.2018.01.010
https://doi.org/10.1108/JPBM-01-2019-2239

ISSN: 2338-8412 e-ISSN : 2716-4411

Hajli, N. (2015). Social commerce constructs and consumers' intention to buy. International
Journal of Information Management, 35(2), 183-191.

Hilvert-Bruce, Z., Neill, J. T., Sjoblom, M., & Hamari, J. (2018). Social motivations of live-streaming
viewer engagement on Twitch. Computers in Human Behavior, 84, 58-67.

Horton, D., & Wohl, R. R. (1956). Mass communication and para-social interaction: Observations
on intimacy at a distance. Psychiatry, 19(3), 215-229.

Hou, M. (2019). Social media celebrity and the institutionalization of YouTube. Convergence: The
International Journal of Research into New Media Technologies, 25(3), 534-553.

Hu, M., & Chaudhry, S. S. (2020). Enhancing consumer engagement in e-commerce live streaming
via relational bonds. Electronic Commerce Research and Applications, 40, 100952.
Jacobson, J., Gruzd, A., & Hernandez-Garcia, A. (2020). Social media marketing: Who is watching

the watchers? Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 53, 101774.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2019.03.001
Jensen, M. C., & Meckling, W. H. (1976). Theory of the firm: Managerial behavior, agency costs

and ownership structure. Journal of Financial Economics, 3(4), 305-360.

Kaye, D. B. V., Chen, X., & Zeng, J. (2021). The co-evolution of two Chinese mobile short video
apps: Parallel platformization of Douyin and TikTok. Mobile Media & Communication,
9(2), 229-253.

Ki, C. W. C.,, & Kim, Y. K. (2019). The mechanism by which social media influencers persuade
consumers: The role of consumers' desire to mimic. Journal of Business Research, 102,
360-372.

Li, Y., Li, X., & Cai, J. (2021). How attachment affects user stickiness on live streaming platforms: A
socio-technical approach perspective. Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 60,
102478. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2021.102478

Liang, F., & Ji, L. (2024). Manufacturing influencers: The gatekeeping roles of MCNs in cultural
production. Information, Communication & Society, 27(12), 2297-2313.

Liang, T. P., & Turban, E. (2011). Introduction to the special issue on social commerce: A research
framework for social commerce. International Journal of Electronic Commerce, 16(2), 5-
14. https://doi.org/10.2753/JEC1086-4415160201

Liu, F., Zhao, X., Chau, P. Y. K,, & Tang, Q. (2015). Roles of perceived value and individual
differences in the acceptance of mobile coupon applications. Internet Research, 25(3),
471-495. https://doi.org/10.1108/IntR-03-2014-0075

Lobato, R. (2016). The cultural logic of digital intermediaries: The case of multi-channel networks.

Convergence: The International Journal of Research into New Media Technologies, 22(1),
70-86.

Lou, C., & Yuan, S. (2019). Influencer marketing: How message value and credibility affect
consumer trust of branded content on social media. Journal of Interactive Advertising,
19(1), 58-73.

Lu, B., Fan, W., & Zhou, M. (2016). Social presence, trust, and social commerce purchase
intention: An empirical research. Computers in Human Behavior, 56, 225-237.

Morgan, R. M., & Hunt, S. D. (1994). The commitment-trust theory of relationship marketing.
Journal of Marketing, 58(3), 20-38.

3128 | Corry Patricia Manik, Fadli Fadli, Muhammad Dharma Tuah Putra Nasution ; Beyond The
Principal-Agent Dyad: How MCN Governance Structures Shape ...


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2019.03.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2021.102478
https://doi.org/10.2753/JEC1086-4415160201
https://doi.org/10.1108/IntR-03-2014-0075

ISSN: 2338-8412 e-ISSN : 2716-4411

Nambisan, S., Lyytinen, K., Majchrzak, A., & Song, M. (2017). Digital innovation management:
Reinventing innovation management research in a digital world. MIS Quarterly, 41(1),
223-238. https://doi.org/10.25300/MISQ/2017/41.1.03

Nieborg, D. B., & Poell, T. (2018). The platformization of cultural production: Theorizing the
contingent cultural commodity. New Media & Society, 20(11), 4275-4292.

Palmatier, R. W., Dant, R. P, Grewal, D. & Evans, K. R. (2006). Factors influencing the
effectiveness of relationship marketing: A meta-analysis. Journal of Marketing, 70(4), 136-
153. https://doi.org/10.1509/jmkg.70.4.136

Poell, T., Nieborg, D., & van Dijck, J. (2022). Platforms and cultural production. Polity Press.

Schouten, A. P., Janssen, L., & Verspaget, M. (2020). Celebrity vs. influencer endorsements in
advertising: The role of identification, credibility, and product-endorser fit. International
Journal of Advertising, 39(2), 258-281.

Sokolova, K., & Kefi, H. (2020). Instagram and YouTube bloggers promote it, why should | buy?
How credibility and parasocial interaction influence purchase intentions. Journal of
Retailing and Consumer Services, 53, 101742,

Srnicek, N. (2017). Platform capitalism. Polity Press.

Sun, Y., Shao, X, Li, X, Guo, Y., & Nie, K. (2019). How live streaming influences purchase
intentions in social commerce: An IT affordance perspective. Electronic Commerce
Research and Applications, 37, 100886.

Tafesse, W., & Wood, B. P. (2021). Followers’ engagement with Instagram influencers. Journal of
Retailing and Consumer Services, 58, 102303.

Van Dijck, J., Poell, T., & De Waal, M. (2018). The platform society: Public values in a connective
world. Oxford University Press.

Voorveld, H. A. M., van Noort, G., Muntinga, D. G., & Bronner, F. (2018). Engagement with social
media and social media advertising: The differentiating role of platform type. Journal of
Advertising, 47(1), 38-54. https://doi.org/10.1080/00913367.2017.1405754

Wang, X., Yu, C., & Wei, Y. (2012). Social media peer communication and impacts on purchase

intentions: A consumer socialization framework. Journal of Interactive Marketing, 26(4),
198-208. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.intmar.2011.11.004

Wohn, D. Y., Freeman, G., & MclLaughlin, C. (2018). Explaining viewers’ emotional, instrumental,
and financial support provision for live streamers. Proceedings of the ACM on Human-
Computer Interaction, 2(CSCW), 1-18. https://doi.org/10.1145/3274429

Wongkitrungrueng, A., & Assarut, N. (2020). The role of live streaming in building consumer trust
and engagement with social commerce sellers. Journal of Business Research, 117, 543-
556.

Xu, X., Wu, J. H., & Li, Q. (2020). What drives consumer shopping behavior in live streaming
commerce? Journal of Electronic Commerce Research, 21(3), 144-167.

Yuan, S., & Lou, C. (2020). How social media influencers foster relationships with followers: The
roles of source credibility and fairness in parasocial relationship and product interest.
Journal of Interactive Advertising, 20(2), 133-147.

Zhang, H., & Benyoucef, M. (2016). Consumer behavior on social commerce websites: A literature
review. Decision Support Systems, 86, 95-108. https://doi.org/10.1016/].dss.2016.04.004

Ekombis Review: Jurnal llmiah Ekonomi dan Bisnis, Vol. 14 No. 3 July 2026 page: 3115 -3130| 3129


https://jurnal.unived.ac.id/index.php/er/index
https://doi.org/10.25300/MISQ/2017/41.1.03
https://doi.org/10.1509/jmkg.70.4.136
https://doi.org/10.1080/00913367.2017.1405754
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.intmar.2011.11.004
https://doi.org/10.1145/3274429
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dss.2016.04.004

ISSN: 2338-8412 e-ISSN : 2716-4411

Zheng, R., Li, Z., & Na, S. (2022). How customer engagement in the live-streaming affects
purchase intention and customer acquisition: From the perspective of e-tailers. Journal of
Retailing and Consumer Services, 68, 103015.

3130 | Corry Patricia Manik, Fadli Fadli, Muhammad Dharma Tuah Putra Nasution ; Beyond The
Principal-Agent Dyad: How MCN Governance Structures Shape ...



