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Abstract

User-generated content (UGC) plays a central role in social commerce. However, existing
knowledge remains theoretically fragmented across constructs, perspectives, and empirical
contexts. To address this gap, this study conducts a systematic review of 60 peer-reviewed
studies published between 2014 and 2024, following PRISMA 2020 guidelines. It develops
an integrative conceptual perspective structured around five key dimensions: trust, au-
thenticity, perceived risk, engagement, and loyalty. The findings demonstrate that UGC
influences consumer decision-making primarily through mediating psychological and
social mechanisms, including trust, satisfaction, perceived value, social presence, and com-
munity identification. At the same time, perceived risk remains insufficiently theorized,
and comprehensive multi-dimensional models remain scarce in the literature. The study
advances social commerce theory by consolidating fragmented evidence into a coherent
conceptual framework. It also explicitly foregrounds the central explanatory role of mediat-
ing mechanisms in UGC effects. From a practical perspective, the findings highlight the
strategic importance of fostering authentic and trustworthy UGC. This supports sustainable
consumer–brand relationships and long-term value creation within digital platform ecosys-
tems. The review has limitations related to database coverage and language restrictions,
which may have led to the omission of relevant studies.

Keywords: user-generated content; social commerce; consumer trust; consumer engagement;
systematic review

1. Introduction
The rapid development of digital technologies has fundamentally reshaped how con-

sumers search for information, evaluate alternatives, and engage with brands. While elec-
tronic commerce (e-commerce) initially transformed transactional processes, the emergence
of social commerce (s-commerce) has shifted the focus toward interactive, relationship-
based value creation within digital environments [1,2]. In this context, user-generated
content (UGC) has become a central mechanism through which consumers construct mean-
ing, evaluate credibility, and form long-term perceptions of brands.

UGC encompasses reviews, comments, images, videos, and other consumer-created expres-
sions on digital platforms [3]. Extensive empirical evidence confirms its influence on consumer
trust, perceived credibility, engagement, and purchase-related outcomes [4–6]. Consumers
perceive UGC as more authentic and trustworthy than firm-generated communication [7,8],
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and it plays a critical role in reducing uncertainty and risk during online decision-making
processes [9]. Accordingly, UGC is increasingly recognized not merely as informational
input but as a relational and social resource that shapes consumer–brand dynamics.

Despite a growing number of reviews on social commerce, there is a lack of research
that systematically integrates key dimensions, such as trust, authenticity, perceived risk,
engagement, and loyalty, into a single conceptual perspective. Existing studies typically
focus on isolated constructs, most commonly trust, engagement, or purchase intention, and
rarely examine how these mechanisms interact within an integrated social commerce envi-
ronment. Consequently, important dimensions are often explored independently, leading
to a fragmented theoretical understanding of how UGC operates as a holistic process in
contemporary social commerce ecosystems. This fragmentation points to a clear research
gap in the need for an integrative framework that accounts for the interconnectedness of
these consumer outcome dimensions.

Moreover, the rapid evolution of platform functionalities and user practices has fun-
damentally changed the nature of UGC in recent years. Social commerce environments
are increasingly characterized by rich multimedia formats, continuous interaction, and
community-based value co-creation. In this context, dimensions such as trust, authenticity,
perceived risk, engagement, and loyalty become particularly critical, as they collectively
determine whether consumer–brand relationships remain predominantly transactional or
evolve toward more sustainable, long-term forms of value creation.

This study conducts a systematic literature review to consolidate evidence around five
central dimensions through which UGC shapes consumer outcomes in social commerce:
trust, authenticity, perceived risk, engagement, and loyalty. Rather than treating these
constructs as independent outcomes, the manuscript adopts an integrative perspective
and examines how they jointly contribute to consumer decision-making and relational
development. Through this structured synthesis, the study aims to advance theoretical
clarity in the social commerce domain and provide a stronger conceptual foundation for
future empirical research.

2. Materials and Methods
This study adopts a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) approach to synthesize the-

oretical and empirical research on the role of user-generated content (UGC) in social
commerce (s-commerce). The review follows established methodological guidelines for
evidence-based management and organizational research [10,11] and is further guided by
the PRISMA 2020 framework to enhance transparency, rigor, and reproducibility in study
identification, screening, and reporting.

This systematic review followed the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews
and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 2020 guidelines. The review protocol was not registered
prior to study commencement. To mitigate potential bias, clearly defined research ques-
tions, inclusion and exclusion criteria, and transparent screening procedures were applied
consistently throughout the entire review process. The main stages of the review formula-
tion of research questions, identification of studies, screening and eligibility assessment,
and data extraction and synthesis are illustrated in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. The systematic literature review process (created by the authors).

2.1. Research Questions

Building on prior conceptual and empirical research, the SLR was designed to address
the following overarching research question:

• RQ0: What are the main findings of recent studies examining the relationship between
user-generated content (UGC) and key dimensions of social commerce, namely trust,
authenticity, perceived risk, engagement, and loyalty?

To provide a more detailed understanding of the existing literature, three specific
research questions were formulated:

• RQ1: Which research methods have been employed in studies investigating the role
of UGC in social commerce (e.g., survey research, experimental designs, case studies,
meta-analyses)?

• RQ2: Which forms of UGC (e.g., reviews and ratings, comments, photographs, videos,
live streaming) are most frequently examined, and how do they differ in their impact
on consumer behavior?

• RQ3: Which variables have been identified as mediators in the examined models,
and which constructs (trust, authenticity, perceived risk, engagement, loyalty) are
conceptualized as key mechanisms through which UGC affects outcomes, including
purchase intention?

These research questions guided all subsequent stages of the review, from literature
search and screening to data extraction and synthesis.

2.2. Information Sources and Search Strategy

The literature search targeted peer-reviewed journal articles indexed in major inter-
national bibliographic databases. Two multidisciplinary platforms were used: Web of
Science™ (including the Science Citation Index Expanded and the Social Sciences Citation
Index) and Scopus. These databases were selected because they (1) provide comprehensive
coverage of high-impact journals in marketing, information systems, management, and
social sciences; (2) ensure strong bibliographic control and transparent indexing procedures;
(3) are widely recognized as the most reliable sources for replicable systematic literature
searches; and (4) are commonly used as primary data sources in high-quality systematic
literature reviews within these disciplines. Compared to broader academic search engines
(e.g., Google Scholar), Scopus and Web of Science offer greater transparency, reduce the
inclusion of non-peer-reviewed sources, and enhance the methodological rigor of the
review process.
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The literature search was conducted from 1 October to 1 December 2025 and covered
the period from 1 January 2014 to 31 January 2024. This time window was selected
because scholarly interest in social commerce and UGC increased substantially after 2014,
following the rise in platform-based commerce models (e.g., social media shopping, live-
streaming commerce, community-based platforms), while also allowing sufficient time for
the accumulation of robust empirical evidence and theoretical development.

Prior to finalizing the search string, an exploratory scoping search was conducted to
assess the sensitivity and specificity of alternative keywords commonly used in adjacent
research streams, such as “electronic word-of-mouth”, “eWOM”, and “social media con-
tent”. These terms were ultimately excluded from the final query because they substantially
broadened the scope beyond social commerce contexts and generated a high proportion of
irrelevant results (e.g., studies focusing on general social media use or online communica-
tion without a commerce component). Therefore, the final search string was deliberately
kept focused to ensure conceptual precision, relevance, and replicability. The exploratory
search was limited in scope and aimed primarily at verifying the conceptual boundaries of
the review rather than involving multiple rounds of iterative query refinement.

The final search string was selected based on its balance between conceptual precision
and manageable result volume. The final search string applied in both databases was:
(“user-generated content” OR “UGC” OR “online review”) AND (“social commerce”).
The query was applied to titles, abstracts, and author keywords in both databases. The
initial search yielded 166 records in total: 101 from Web of Science and 65 from Scopus.
No forward or backward citation searching (snowballing) was conducted. Instead, the
manuscript relied exclusively on the structured database search and predefined screening
procedures to ensure methodological consistency and transparency.

2.3. Screening and Eligibility Criteria

The screening and selection process followed the stages recommended by PRISMA
2020. After merging the two datasets, 18 duplicate records were identified and removed
manually, resulting in 148 unique articles. Titles and abstracts were then screened, leading
to the exclusion of 69 articles that were clearly irrelevant to the research scope. This process
resulted in 79 articles eligible for full-text assessment. After full-text evaluation based on
the predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria, 60 articles were retained for final analysis.

To enhance reliability, authors independently conducted the screening and data extrac-
tion. A pilot screening of an initial subset of articles was conducted prior to full screening
to ensure a shared understanding of the inclusion and exclusion criteria. In cases of uncer-
tainty regarding eligibility, decisions were resolved through discussion until consensus was
reached. While formal inter-rater reliability statistics were not calculated, this procedure
enhanced consistency and reduced the risk of subjective bias.

Inclusion criteria were defined ex ante and applied consistently across all records:

• Peer-reviewed scientific articles published in international journals;
• Articles written in English;
• Original empirical studies and review papers analyzing the role of UGC in social

commerce;
• Full-text availability through open-access or institutional access.

Exclusion criteria included:

• Studies not directly related to the context of social commerce (e.g., general e-commerce
without a social dimension);

• Studies in which UGC was not a central analytical focus (e.g., technical research
on recommendation algorithms, big data analytics, or network structures without
consideration of consumer behavior);
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• Studies that did not examine the relationship between UGC and at least one of the
following dimensions: trust, authenticity, perceived risk, engagement, or loyalty;

• Conference proceedings, doctoral dissertations, books, and meta-analyses.

The screening and selection procedure is summarized in a PRISMA flow diagram
(Figure 2).

Figure 2. PRISMA flow diagram of the study selection process (Adapted from [12]). * The initial
search was conducted in two databases (Web of Science and Scopus). The initial search yielded 166
records in total: 101 from Web of Science and 65 from Scopus.

2.4. Data Extraction and Classification

A structured data extraction template was employed to ensure consistency across the
included studies. For each article, the following information was recorded:

• Bibliographic details (authors, year of publication, journal).
• Country or regional context of the empirical setting.
• Research design and methodological approach (e.g., survey, experiment, case study,

mixed methods).
• Sample characteristics (sample size, type of respondents, platform context).
• Type and form of UGC examined (e.g., reviews, ratings, comments, photographs,

videos, live streaming).
• Focal outcome dimensions related to social commerce (trust, authenticity, perceived

risk, engagement, consumer loyalty, purchase intention).
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• Mediating and moderating variables included in the proposed models.
• Key findings relevant to the research questions.

The coding scheme combined deductive and inductive logic. The five focal dimensions
(trust, authenticity, perceived risk, engagement, and loyalty) were defined a priori based
on theory and the conceptual framework of the study. At the same time, subcategories
(e.g., specific types of trust, forms of engagement, platform-specific contexts, types of
UGC formats) were developed inductively during the coding process through iterative
comparison across studies.

Coding was conducted manually using a structured Excel matrix. During the process,
the coding framework was refined iteratively as recurring patterns and conceptual distinc-
tions emerged. When ambiguities occurred, coding decisions were discussed among the
authors until agreement was reached, which reduced the risk of inconsistent interpretation.

Studies were classified according to the primary social commerce dimension most
prominently associated with UGC: trust, authenticity, perceived risk, engagement, or con-
sumer loyalty. When studies addressed multiple dimensions simultaneously, classification
was guided by the dominant dependent variable or the main conceptual focus of the pro-
posed model. While this procedure inevitably involves a degree of interpretative judgment,
ambiguous cases were discussed among the authors to reduce the risk of misclassification
and strengthen the transparency of the synthesis process. Detailed classification table is
reported in Section 3.

2.5. Quality Appraisal and Synthesis Approach

No formal standardized appraisal checklist (e.g., CASP or AMSTAR) was applied in
a rigid scoring format. However, methodological quality was systematically considered
throughout the data extraction and synthesis process. The appraisal criteria were informed
by widely used quality principles in social science systematic reviews and evidence-based
management guidelines and were aligned with core dimensions emphasized in established
tools such as CASP. These criteria included attention to the following aspects:

• Clarity of research objectives and theoretical positioning;
• Transparency of construct operationalization;
• Appropriateness of research design and methodological approach;
• Adequacy of data analysis and sample size relative to the method;
• Coherence between the theoretical framework, methods, and conclusions.

No studies were excluded solely on the basis of methodological quality. Instead,
methodological rigor was used as an interpretative lens during synthesis, allowing greater
weight to be assigned to more robust evidence when integrating findings. Overall, the body
of evidence reflects predominantly medium to high methodological quality, although cer-
tain limitations, such as those related to sampling strategies or construct operationalization,
were identified in some studies and are acknowledged in the discussion.

Given the substantial heterogeneity of research designs, measurement approaches,
empirical contexts, and reported outcomes, a narrative and thematic synthesis was adopted
rather than a quantitative meta-analysis. The synthesis is organized around the five focal
dimensions of social commerce: trust, authenticity, perceived risk, engagement, and loyalty,
integrating both empirical findings and conceptual developments across the reviewed
literature. As with any thematic classification in a systematic review, there is a risk of
misclassification, particularly for studies addressing multiple dimensions. This risk was
mitigated through independent coding and consensus-based resolution.
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3. Results
3.1. Descriptive Overview of the Included Studies

To provide an overview of the publication landscape, the final sample of studies
was first examined according to the academic journals in which they were published.
Table 1 presents the ten most frequently represented journals publishing research on user-
generated content (UGC) in the context of social commerce during the period 2014–2024.
The distribution of publications highlights the interdisciplinary nature of this research
stream, spanning marketing, information systems, digital business, and sustainability-
oriented outlets (Table 1).

Table 1. Top ten journals publishing research on user-generated content in social commerce (2014–
2024). Source: Author’s own elaboration.

Journal Number of Articles

Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services 4
International Journal of Information Management 3

Lecture Notes in Computer Science 3
Sustainability 3

Information Technology and People 3
Global Knowledge Memory and Communication 2

International Journal of Applied Management Sciences
and Engineering 1

Information 1
Journal of Organizational and End User Computing 1

SAGE Open 1

Table 2 summarizes the main characteristics of the studies included in this systematic
review, including authorship, publication year, and relationships with the observed key
dimensions. It presents all 60 scientific articles, classified according to the social com-
merce dimensions most frequently associated with UGC: trust, authenticity, perceived risk,
engagement, and consumer loyalty. Among these studies, 24 examine the relationship
between UGC and trust (40.0%), 27 focus on authenticity (45.0%), and only 2 address
perceived risk (3.3%). The largest share, 37 studies (61.7%), conceptualizes UGC primarily
in relation to engagement and interaction outcomes, while 23 studies (38.3%) link UGC to
consumer loyalty. Notably, multiple studies address multiple dimensions simultaneously,
but none analyze all five dimensions together in a single integrated model. This reveals
a clear gap in the literature: research heavily emphasizes positive relational mechanisms,
especially engagement, authenticity, and trust, while largely overlooking constraining
mechanisms, such as perceived risk.

Table 2. Classification of reviewed studies.

Author(s) and Year CT CA PR UE CL

Sang et al. (2024) [13] x x
Rut and Muqarrabin (2024) [14] x

Zhu et al. (2024) [15] x
Zhou et al. (2023) [16] x x

Boonta and Hinthaw (2024) [17] x x x
Gautam (2024) [18] x x

Malik et al. (2023) [19] x x
Bryant and Basu (2023) [20] x

Galib et al. (2023) [21] x
Peter et al. (2023) [22] x x

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18031601
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Table 2. Cont.

Author(s) and Year CT CA PR UE CL

Liao and Chen (2024) [23] x x
Islam et al. (2021) [24] x x

Mikalef et al. (2021) [25] x x
Leong et al. (2021) [26] x

Trehan and Sharma (2021) [27] x
Sura et al. (2021) [28] x

Wang et al. (2024) [29] x x
Kumar et al. (2018) [30] x x
Zhuang et al. (2023) [31] x x

Qin et al. (2023) [32] x x
Duong et al. (2025) [33] x x

Lin et al. (2019) [34] x x
George et al. (2023) [35] x x x
Senali et al. (2024) [36] x x

Li et al. (2018) [37] x x
Ahmad and Laroche (2017) [38] x x

Wang et al. (2021) [39] x x
Lu et al. (2016) [40] x x

Monfared et al. (2021) [41] x x
Hajli (2014) [42] x x

Attar et al. (2021) [43] x x
Riaz et al. (2021) [44] x x

Shekhar and Jaidev (2020) [45] x x
Hajli (2020) [46] x

Hsieh and Lo (2021) [47] x x
Patwa et al. (2024) [48] x x

Poureisa et al. (2024) [49] x x
Chen et al. (2017) [50] x x

Hussain et al. (2021) [51] x x
Baghdadi and Pulparambil

(2025) [52] x x

Elshaer et al. (2024) [53] x x
Sheikh et al. (2019) [54] x x

Bernstein and Guo (2025) [55] x x
Laradi et al. (2024) [56] x x

Liu et al. (2022) [57] x x
Wang et al. (2023) [58] x x

Vij and Kaur (2025) [59] x x
Li (2019) [60] x x x

Elshaer et al. (2024) [61] x x
Cheng et al. (2025) [62] x
Maia et al. (2018) [63] x x

Alhumud and Elshaer (2024) [64] x x
Jia et al. (2024) [65] x x

Tariq et al. (2019) [66] x x
Esmaeili et al. (2020) [67] x x
Zhang et al. (2014) [68] x
Patwa et al. (2024) [69] x x
Chen et al. (2017) [70] x x
Lian et al. (2025) [71] x x

Walsh et al. (2024) [72] x x
Note: CT = Consumer Trust; CA = Content Authenticity/Usefulness. CA captures studies that operationalize
authenticity directly or are closely related to authenticity-based evaluations (e.g., perceived usefulness and credibility
of UGC). PR = Perceived Risk; UE = User Engagement/Interaction; CL = Consumer Loyalty. Studies are classified
according to their primary conceptual focus. When a study addresses more than one-dimension, additional associations
are also indicated. An “x” in a given column indicates that a study examines the corresponding dimension.
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Beyond these descriptive counts, several broader patterns can be identified. First,
the strong predominance of engagement and authenticity-oriented studies suggests a
conceptual shift in the literature away from purely transactional outcomes toward more
relational, experiential, and participatory perspectives on social commerce. This trend
reflects the increasing recognition of consumers as active contributors to value creation
rather than passive recipients of marketing communication.

This distribution is also reflected in the substantive focus of individual studies. Several
contributions conceptualize UGC primarily in relation to trust formation, without extend-
ing their models toward engagement or long-term loyalty outcomes [15,20,26]. By contrast,
a substantial body of research focuses on engagement-related behaviors such as comment-
ing, sharing, and participation, treating these activities as primary outcomes rather than
positioning them within a broader relational process [21,22,35]. In comparison, perceived
risk remains empirically marginal despite its theoretical relevance, with only a very limited
number of studies in the reviewed sample explicitly addressing this dimension [17,24].
Taken together, these examples further substantiate the broader patterns identified above.

Second, the extremely limited number of studies addressing perceived risk confirms
that this construct remains empirically underdeveloped, despite its conceptual impor-
tance for understanding uncertainty and decision-making in digital environments. This
imbalance indicates that the current body of knowledge may overemphasize positive rela-
tional mechanisms while underexploring potential negative mechanisms and boundary
conditions of UGC effects.

Third, the distribution of studies across multiple dimensions, combined with the
absence of integrative models encompassing all five domains, indicates that the literature
remains fragmented rather than theoretically consolidated. While individual mechanisms
have been examined in depth, their interrelationships are still insufficiently theorized and
empirically tested, pointing to the need for more integrative and holistic future research.

It should be noted that this review did not involve formal quantitative analysis of con-
textual variables such as geographical focus, specific platform types, or industry categories.
Although these variables were recorded during the data extraction phase, they were not
subjected to statistical comparison in the Results section, as the primary aim of the study
was thematic synthesis rather than comparative quantitative assessment. Nevertheless, the
thematic distribution of the reviewed studies provides meaningful insight into the evolving
orientation of the field. In particular, the dominance of engagement and authenticity related
research suggests a broader scholarly shift toward relational and participatory perspectives
on social commerce, while the limited attention devoted to perceived risk highlights an
important imbalance in current research priorities.

3.2. Thematic Findings

To structure the synthesis, the findings are organized across five thematic domains:
UGC and trust; UGC and authenticity; UGC and perceived risk; UGC and engagement;
and UGC and consumer loyalty. These five thematic domains were selected because
they represent the most frequently recurring constructs across the reviewed models and
collectively capture both psychological mechanisms (trust, authenticity, perceived risk)
and behavioral outcomes (engagement, loyalty) through which UGC operates in social
commerce. Each thematic subsection first outlines insights from foundational pre-2014
research, followed by an integrated synthesis of empirical findings published between 2014
and 2024, allowing for a longitudinal perspective on the evolution of research in this field.
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https://doi.org/10.3390/su18031601


Sustainability 2026, 18, 1601 10 of 20

3.2.1. User-Generated Content and Trust

Trust is widely recognized as a key determinant of successful online and social com-
merce environments. Early research demonstrates that UGC, particularly user reviews and
ratings, reduces perceived uncertainty and facilitates consumer decision-making [73,74].
Rating and feedback systems function as institutionalized trust-building mechanisms
within digital marketplaces [75].

More recent studies confirm that UGC enhances platform and brand credibility, encour-
aging consumers to accept purchase-related risks more readily [76,77]. Trust is therefore
shaped not only by individual experiences but also by social validation derived from the
experiences and interactions of other users [2]. Collectively, these findings position UGC as
a critical antecedent of trust formation in social commerce ecosystems.

In relation to the research questions, studies focusing on trust predominantly analyze
textual reviews and ratings as key forms of UGC (RQ2), most commonly rely on survey-
based or experimental designs (RQ1), and frequently conceptualize trust as both an outcome
and a mediating mechanism within social commerce models (RQ3).

3.2.2. User-Generated Content and Authenticity

Authenticity emerges as a central evaluative criterion in consumers’ assessments of
UGC. Users tend to trust content perceived as honest, transparent, and free from overt
commercial influence [78,79]. Authenticity is closely related to perceived usefulness, as
clear provenance, relevance, and internal consistency enhance perceived credibility [80].

Empirical evidence suggests that brands encouraging and amplifying authentic user
contributions strengthen their reputational capital and foster more durable consumer rela-
tionships. In this sense, authenticity functions as a conceptual bridge between trust and
loyalty, reinforcing the strategic role of UGC in relational and reputation-oriented market-
ing.

These findings further indicate that authenticity-related effects are most often exam-
ined in relation to visual and narrative forms of UGC (RQ2), are predominantly based
on quantitative empirical designs (RQ1), and that authenticity frequently operates as a
mediating construct linking UGC exposure to downstream outcomes such as engagement
and loyalty (RQ3).

3.2.3. User-Generated Content and Perceived Risk

Although the relationship between UGC and perceived risk is the least explored di-
mension in the reviewed literature, the two studies that explicitly examine this relationship
nonetheless underscore its conceptual relevance. Foundational insights suggest that online
feedback mechanisms reduce uncertainty and mitigate the risk of suboptimal decision-
making [75]. The limited empirical evidence further indicates that user reviews and shared
community experiences may alleviate concerns related to financial loss, product quality,
and negative purchase outcomes [81]. UGC, therefore, appears particularly relevant in
purchase contexts characterized by higher complexity or financial involvement, where
uncertainty is more salient.

In relation to the research questions, these two studies primarily focus on textual
reviews and peer experiences as dominant forms of UGC (RQ2), rely mainly on quanti-
tative survey-based designs (RQ1), and conceptualize perceived risk as a constraining or
mediating mechanism influencing downstream outcomes such as trust and purchase inten-
tion (RQ3). However, given that only two studies in the entire sample explicitly address
perceived risk, these findings cannot be generalized across the broader social commerce
literature and should be interpreted as indicative rather than conclusive. This pronounced
scarcity of evidence highlights perceived risk as one of the most critical gaps in current
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research and underscores the need for systematic empirical investigation of risk-related
mechanisms in future studies.

3.2.4. User-Generated Content and Engagement

Engagement is the most extensively examined dimension in the reviewed body of
research. Empirical findings consistently indicate that UGC stimulates interaction, discus-
sion, and experience sharing, thereby fostering a sense of community belonging [82,83].
Such engagement increases the likelihood of future interactions and reinforces positive
brand-related outcomes [78].

UGC-driven engagement transcends traditional one-way marketing communication,
as consumers actively participate in the co-creation of brand meaning. Consequently, UGC
emerges as a foundational driver of participatory behaviors that characterize contemporary
social commerce ecosystems. With respect to the research questions, engagement-focused
studies primarily investigate interactive forms of UGC such as commenting, sharing, and
community participation (RQ2), most frequently use quantitative survey methods (RQ1),
and often conceptualize engagement as both an outcome and a mediating mechanism
within broader social commerce models (RQ3).

3.2.5. User-Generated Content and Consumer Loyalty

Consumer loyalty represents a key long-term outcome influenced by UGC. Reviews
and peer recommendations contribute to favorable brand perceptions, increasing both
repeat purchase intentions and positive word-of-mouth behavior [5]. UGC thus extends
beyond transactional interactions by shaping enduring relational bonds and emotional
attachment to brands.

Prior research highlights that loyalty is also embedded in community identification and
social influence processes [83], further underscoring UGC’s role as a catalyst for sustained
consumer–brand relationships. These findings further suggest that loyalty-related effects
of UGC are most commonly examined through attitudinal and behavioral outcomes using
quantitative survey-based approaches (RQ1), with reviews, recommendations, and peer
narratives representing the dominant forms of UGC analyzed (RQ2), while loyalty is
typically conceptualized as a downstream outcome mediated by constructs such as trust
and satisfaction (RQ3).

3.2.6. Mediating Mechanisms Across Social Commerce Dimensions

Table 3 summarizes the mediating mechanisms identified across the reviewed studies.
Across dimensions, UGC rarely exerts direct effects; instead, its influence is typically trans-
mitted through psychological and social mediators, including trust, satisfaction, perceived
authenticity, social presence, and community identification.

Specifically:

• Trust is mediated by perceived review quality, platform reputation, and content trans-
parency;

• Authenticity and usefulness operate through perceived credibility and consumer
satisfaction;

• Perceived risk is reduced via authenticity cues and social proof;
• Engagement is mediated by community trust, social presence, and identification;
• Loyalty is predominantly transmitted through brand trust and satisfaction.

These findings indicate that the effects of UGC are multi-layered and relational, highlight-
ing the need for integrative theoretical models capable of capturing these interdependencies.
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Table 3. Mediating mechanisms in studies on user-generated content and social commerce dimensions.

Dimension Mediating Mechanisms Sources

Trust/credibility Perceived review quality; platform
reputation; content transparency [34,77,83]

Authenticity/usefulness Perceived credibility; consumer
satisfaction; perceived value [79,80,84]

Perceived risk Perceived authenticity; social proof [42,85]

Engagement/interaction Trust in the community; social
presence; community identification [34,84,86]

Consumer loyalty Brand trust; consumer satisfaction [80,87]

The mediating mechanisms presented in Table 3 were identified based on how they
were conceptualized and addressed within the reviewed studies. In several cases, me-
diators were explicitly tested using statistical mediation techniques, whereas in others
they were proposed as part of broader theoretical frameworks without formal mediation
testing. Consequently, constructs that recur across multiple independent studies (e.g.,
trust, satisfaction, perceived credibility) can be regarded as more empirically grounded
mechanisms, while less frequently observed mediators should be interpreted as emergent
and exploratory rather than theoretically consolidated.

3.2.7. User-Generated Content and Purchase Intention

Purchase intention is among the most frequently examined outcomes in social com-
merce research. Numerous studies demonstrate that UGC, through reviews, ratings,
comments, and recommendations, affects purchase decisions both directly and indi-
rectly [74,81,88]. By providing access to real user experiences, UGC reduces uncertainty
and enhances trust [76,77].

Recent research further identifies mediating mechanisms, including emotional connec-
tion, community engagement, relationship quality with platforms, and perceived social
support [14,16,18]. UGC also increases perceived value, which indirectly strengthens
purchase intentions [30,31].

Overall, the evidence confirms that UGC influences purchase intention through both cog-
nitive (e.g., trust, perceived value) and affective (e.g., emotional attachment, social identification)
pathways, underscoring its multidimensional impact in social commerce environments.

4. Discussion
This section moves beyond descriptive synthesis to provide an integrative interpre-

tation of the findings and to explicitly address the research questions guiding this review.
With respect to RQ1, the discussion critically examines dominant methodological patterns
and limitations in existing studies. Regarding RQ2, it synthesizes how different forms of
UGC operate across trust, authenticity, perceived risk, engagement, and loyalty. In relation
to RQ3, it evaluates the mediating mechanisms through which UGC influences consumer
outcomes. Taken together, this integrative interpretation directly addresses the overarching
research question (RQ0) by clarifying not only whether UGC matters in social commerce,
but also how and through which relational mechanisms it shapes key psychological and
behavioral outcomes.

4.1. Integration of Findings Across Social Commerce Dimensions

Prior research has mostly examined trust, authenticity, perceived risk, engagement,
and loyalty as separate constructs. This manuscript demonstrates that these dimensions
function as interdependent mechanisms rather than as isolated outcomes.

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18031601

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18031601


Sustainability 2026, 18, 1601 13 of 20

A key insight emerging from the synthesis is that authenticity and trust form the
foundational layer of UGC effectiveness. Across the reviewed studies, consumers tend to
evaluate the perceived genuineness, credibility, and experiential quality of UGC before
developing trust in a brand or platform. This suggests a process in which authenticity
perceptions often precede and enable trust formation, particularly in the early stages of eval-
uation. This perspective also helps explain why visual, narrative, and experientially rich
UGC formats are especially influential, as they convey authenticity cues more effectively
than purely informational content.

This study also challenges the implicit assumption that engagement necessarily leads
to loyalty. Although engagement is the most frequently examined outcome, high levels of
interaction (e.g., liking, commenting, participating) often reflect short-term activity rather
than enduring relational commitment. Users may actively engage with content without
forming sustained attachments to a brand or platform. This distinction is theoretically
important: engagement captures behavioral intensity, whereas loyalty reflects relationship
stability and long-term orientation. In this process, attitudinal loyalty reflects consumers’
emotional attachment and psychological commitment, whereas behavioral loyalty refers to
observable manifestations such as repeat purchase, continued platform use, and advocacy.

Perceived risk remains notably underrepresented in the literature, despite its concep-
tual importance for understanding uncertainty, vulnerability, and boundary conditions
in social commerce. Only two studies in the reviewed sample explicitly address this di-
mension, resulting in a body of knowledge that disproportionately emphasizes positive
relational mechanisms while largely overlooking constraining factors such as skepticism,
distrust, or perceived vulnerability. This imbalance limits the field’s ability to explain when
and why UGC effects may weaken, fail, or backfire, particularly in high-involvement or
high-stakes decision contexts.

Overall, the evidence supports a process-oriented understanding of UGC effects.
Authentic UGC contributes to trust development; trust enables meaningful engagement;
engagement may, but does not necessarily, lead to loyalty. Perceived risk shapes the strength
and stability of these relationships depending on contextual conditions. Together, these
findings indicate that UGC operates through dynamic, interconnected psychological and
behavioral mechanisms rather than through simple linear cause-and-effect relationships.

In relation to the overarching research question (RQ0), the primary contribution of
this review lies in conceptualizing UGC as a form of relational infrastructure within social
commerce rather than merely as informational input or persuasive content. UGC shapes
consumer outcomes by structuring perceptions of authenticity, enabling trust formation,
influencing engagement processes, and defining the conditions under which loyalty may
develop. Accordingly, UGC supports relationship-building within digital ecosystems
instead of functioning solely as a driver of isolated outcomes.

4.2. Theoretical Implications

Beyond summarizing the findings, this study offers several broader conceptual in-
sights. First, the prominence of mediating mechanisms indicates that UGC rarely produces
direct effects. Instead, its influence is typically transmitted through intermediate percep-
tions such as trust, satisfaction, credibility, social presence, and identification. This suggests
that future research should move beyond simple UGC–outcome relationships and place
greater emphasis on the quality of psychological and relational processes triggered by
UGC exposure.

Second, the review reveals a clear imbalance in the literature. Engagement and
authenticity are extensively examined, whereas perceived risk remains underdeveloped.
This creates an overly optimistic understanding of social commerce dynamics and limits
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the field’s ability to explain boundary conditions, negative outcomes, and situations in
which UGC fails to generate positive effects.

Third, the lack of integrative models that examine multiple dimensions simultaneously
remains a major limitation of the field. Most studies continue to focus on one or two
outcomes in isolation, which restricts understanding of how consumer–platform and
consumer–brand relationships evolve over time. Future research would benefit from more
holistic approaches that conceptualize trust, authenticity, engagement, risk, and loyalty as
components of an interconnected system rather than as independent variables.

In addition, theoretical insights contribute to sustainability-oriented marketing re-
search by placing UGC in s-commerce as a mechanism that supports more responsible and
informed consumption. UGC can lessen information asymmetry and promote longer-term,
value-based consumer–brand connections by facilitating transparent, peer-driven informa-
tion exchange and influencing relational processes in digital marketplaces. This viewpoint
is consistent with SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production) since it prioritizes
sustainable value creation and well-informed decision-making over immediate transac-
tional results. By combining disparate findings into a cohesive theoretical framework based
on sustainability-oriented management thinking, the review thereby unifies and expands
on previous sustainability research on UGC and social commerce.

4.3. Practical Implications

The findings offer several actionable implications for developing more sustainable
social commerce ecosystems. Platform design should prioritize credibility, transparency,
and authenticity rather than maximizing content volume. Features such as verified reviews,
visible reviewer histories, transparent moderation practices, and disclosure of incentives
can help build trust and reduce uncertainty. Platforms can also contribute to sustain-
ability by promoting UGC related to responsible consumption, including content about
product longevity, ethical sourcing, repair experiences, and environmentally conscious
practices, thereby shaping community norms toward long-term, responsible use rather
than impulsive consumption.

Brands should avoid excessive control over UGC, as over-curation can undermine
perceived authenticity. Encouraging diverse user voices, acknowledging criticism, and
highlighting real customer experiences can support stronger and more durable consumer–
brand relationships. Sustainability-oriented strategies can further leverage UGC by en-
couraging consumers to share experiences related to durability, reuse, and responsible
product use, positioning UGC as a mechanism for long-term relationship quality rather
than short-term persuasion.

At the broader ecosystem level, UGC plays an important role in promoting market
transparency and consumer empowerment. Supporting clear disclosure standards for
sponsored content, discouraging misinformation, and promoting accountability in content
governance contribute to healthier digital environments. Sustainable social commerce
depends on UGC functioning as a reliable informational infrastructure that supports
informed decision-making and responsible participation. Across stakeholders, the key
implication is that UGC should be managed as a long-term relational resource rather than
merely as a short-term marketing tactic.

4.4. Gaps and Directions for Future Research

Several important conceptual and methodological gaps emerge from this review and
provide concrete directions for future research. Empirical investigations of perceived risk in
social commerce remain extremely limited, despite the conceptual relevance of uncertainty
in online decision-making. Future studies should explicitly examine different types of risk,

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18031601

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18031601


Sustainability 2026, 18, 1601 15 of 20

such as financial, performance, social, and privacy risk, as well as their interaction with
UGC characteristics. For instance, longitudinal or experimental designs could investigate
how exposure to negative versus positive UGC influences risk perceptions and subsequent
loyalty over time.

The absence of integrative models represents a major conceptual gap. Future research
should develop and empirically test cross-dimensional frameworks that simultaneously
examine trust, authenticity, engagement, and perceived risk as interacting mechanisms
shaping long-term outcomes, such as loyalty and sustainable consumer–brand relationships.
Structural equation modeling and longitudinal panel designs are particularly well suited
to these research objectives.

Significant contextual gaps persist in the existing literature. Most reviewed studies
focus on large, established platforms, such as Instagram, Facebook, or generic social
commerce environments, and are disproportionately conducted in Asian and European
contexts. This focus limits the generalizability of findings to emerging markets, smaller
platforms, or culturally distinct settings. Future research should examine more diverse
platform types, including niche community platforms and peer-to-peer marketplaces, as
well as underrepresented regions, to better capture contextual variability.

Methodological diversity also remains limited, with a continued dominance of cross-
sectional survey-based designs that constrain causal inference. More experimental, longitu-
dinal, and mixed-method approaches are therefore needed to capture the dynamic nature
of UGC effects, particularly regarding the evolution of trust, engagement, and loyalty
over time.

Emerging UGC formats, such as live streaming, short-form video, influencer-generated
content, and AI-assisted content, remain insufficiently examined in relation to deeper
psychological mechanisms and long-term behavioral outcomes. These developments
represent promising avenues for future research in social commerce.

4.5. Limitations of the Review

First, because this study relied exclusively on the Web of Science and Scopus databases,
the sample is likely biased toward established journals and higher-impact outlets. This
may have contributed to the dominance of quantitative survey-based studies and partially
explains the limited presence of critical, qualitative, or exploratory perspectives, particularly
in underrepresented areas such as perceived risk.

Second, restricting the review to English-language publications may have resulted
in the omission of relevant studies conducted in non-English-speaking contexts. This
language bias may limit the geographical diversity of the evidence base and potentially
underrepresent regional social commerce dynamics, especially in emerging markets.

Third, the review protocol was not preregistered prior to data collection. While the
study followed PRISMA 2020 guidelines and applied transparent procedures throughout,
the absence of preregistration may allow for some interpretative flexibility in study selection
and classification. This limitation primarily affects procedural transparency rather than the
substantive conclusions of the synthesis.

Finally, a methodological limitation is that this review did not employ bibliometric
techniques such as co-citation analysis, bibliographic coupling, or network visualization
methods. While such approaches can provide valuable structural insights into the intel-
lectual organization of a research field, the present study deliberately focused on in-depth
qualitative synthesis of conceptual themes and underlying mechanisms. Future reviews
could employ bibliometric mapping tools (e.g., SciMAT, VOSviewer, CiteSpace) to comple-
ment qualitative synthesis with structural visualization of the intellectual landscape and to
further explore the structural evolution of social commerce and UGC research.
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5. Conclusions
This systematic literature review synthesizes 60 peer-reviewed studies (2014–2024) on

user-generated content (UGC) in social commerce (s-commerce). Rather than treating UGC
effects as isolated, the review adopts an integrative perspective. Evidence is organized into
five key dimensions: trust, authenticity, perceived risk, engagement, and loyalty, illustrating
how these factors collectively influence consumer decision-making and relationships within
platform commerce.

A primary contribution of this study is the identification of a consistent explanatory
pattern: UGC effects are predominantly indirect, shaping consumer responses through psy-
chological and social mechanisms such as trust-related evaluations, satisfaction, perceived
value, social presence, and community identification. This mechanism-based perspective
clarifies how UGC generates value in social commerce and reconciles previously frag-
mented findings. Emphasizing these explanatory pathways strengthens the foundation for
cumulative and comparable research in this field.

Another contribution involves clarifying which dimensions are conceptually mature
and which remain underdeveloped. Trust, authenticity, and engagement are extensively
examined and often positioned as central mechanisms, whereas perceived risk remains
empirically marginal despite its significance for uncertainty and vulnerability in digital
markets. This imbalance indicates that current research disproportionately emphasizes
positive relational processes, with insufficient attention to constraining mechanisms and
boundary conditions. Consequently, the literature is limited in explaining when UGC is
ineffective or produces mixed outcomes, particularly in high-involvement and high-stakes
purchase contexts.

The review also identifies a significant structural limitation in existing research. Com-
prehensive multi-dimensional models are scarce, and methodological approaches are
predominantly cross-sectional survey designs. As a result, much of the literature cap-
tures associations rather than the temporal development of trust, engagement, and loyalty.
Advancing this area requires integrative frameworks that model interactions among di-
mensions and research designs capable of testing dynamic pathways over time, including
longitudinal and experimental approaches. This need is particularly pressing as emerging
UGC formats, such as live streaming, short-form video, and AI-assisted content, increas-
ingly influence the construction of authenticity and credibility in digital environments.

From practical and societal perspectives, the findings suggest that sustainable value
creation in social commerce relies less on increasing the volume of UGC and more on
enhancing its credibility and relational function. Platform governance and brand strate-
gies that promote authentic expression, transparent content practices, and constructive
community norms can foster more durable consumer–brand relationships and encourage
responsible participation within digital ecosystems.

In summary, the findings demonstrate that UGC most consistently influences social com-
merce outcomes through indirect pathways, where authenticity and trust related evaluations
affect engagement and, under favorable conditions, loyalty. By integrating fragmented evi-
dence into five cross-cutting dimensions and highlighting mediating mechanisms, this review
enhances conceptual clarity and identifies perceived risk and the lack of multi-dimensional
modeling as critical gaps. From practical and policy perspectives, the results indicate that
sustainable social commerce can be supported by governance and marketing practices that
prioritize credible, transparent, and responsibility-oriented UGC, thereby enabling long-term
relationship quality and value creation within platform ecosystems.
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