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Introduction

In 2019, TikTok captivated international attention as a breakout short-video platform. A
key affordance for user-generated content creators on TikTok is how easy the platform
makes reproducing popular videos. The video creation interface allows users to make
new videos based on the one they were just watching with just one tap. While these
features make it fun and easy for users to replicate popular videos, it can also obscure
the identity of the creators who created the ‘original’ content being reused. Furthermore,
users can freely reuse popular formats, audio clips, or even licensed music without any
connection to the original source with impunity. In this way, TikTok engenders a culture
of misattribution. Using a combination of an app walkthrough, a bespoke data scraping
tool, content analysis, and a series of qualitative case studies, this study explores the
contradictory logic of authorship and how (mis)attribution is shaping cultural production
and platform practices on TikTok.

Literature Review

Legal studies situates creative attribution within broader bodies of work on copyright
(Posner, 2007). One’s right to be attributed to original works of their creation is
protected as a moral right of copyright (Hansmann & Santelli, 1997). The moral right of
attribution becomes more valuable to individuals in non-commercial digital communities
who shift fluidly between being users of others’ content and authors of their own original
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works (Meese, 2018). Content creation platform affordances (Nagy & Neff, 2015) have
been found to play an important role in mediating norms of authorship, ownership, and
attribution in digital content spaces (Meese, 2014). The platform infrastructures,
markets, and governance (Nieborg & Poell, 2018) of TikTok make it a highly
'spreadable’ platform (Jenkins et al., 2013). Issues with attribution on spreadable social
media platforms has been noted previously among creative communities (Perkel, 2016;
Fiesler & Bruckman, 2014) as well as among everyday 'mundane’ platform users
(Meese and Hagedorn, 2019). Compared to users in creative communities, mundane
users are frequently and incidentally involved in copyright infringement as part of their
everyday activity (Tehranian, 2007). Further, certain platform affordances may
incidentally facilitate copyright infringement through their everyday use (Tan, 2018).

Drawing from interviews with Reddit, Twitter, and Facebook users, Meese and
Hagedorn observed, “in the absence of specific guidance from copyright law or
platforms, people are gradually developing practices around content sharing,” (p. 8). In
addition to specific copyright guidance being largely absent on TikTok, its video creation
features amplify and exacerbate attributional issues. TikTok uses an automatic
attribution system for audio content, which designates the 'original creator' of audio clips
or songs uploaded. Automatic attribution has been found to be inadequate and
impersonal in creative communities online that heavily feature the creative reuse of
others’ works (Monroy-Hernandez et al., 2011). TikTok’s automatic attribution system is
often responsible for misattribution. In response to these unique circumstances,
everyday users of TikTok are developing new practices and cultures, which this study
explores using a mixed-methodological approach.

Methodology

Data for this study were collected from an app walkthrough (Light et al., 2018) and a
sample of TikTok videos systematically scraped from TikTok’s Web player. Two
researchers first conducted an app walkthrough of TikTok in February 2020 to identify
the features, everyday uses, and terms of use (ToU) that shape attribution practices on
TikTok. We then collected a sample of TikTok (n=999) videos using a bespoke data
scraping tool for #fyp, or ‘for you page’, TikTok’s default content viewing page. The
scraping tool, developed in Python, captured audio-visual data (i.e. TikTok videos), their
associated metadata (e.g. usernames; hashtags; likes/shares/comments), and data
related to audio (i.e. original audio; audio available on TikTok’s audio library; audio
available on Spotify). After scraping our video sample we developed a codebook based
on our research question and initial observations, and then identified a subsample of
case study videos for qualitative analysis. Using TikTok’s platform features we followed
the digital traces of the audio within the case study videos. This entailed navigating
multiple platform interfaces, user profiles, and videos which allowed us to intimately
observe cultures of (mis)attribution. All data was de-identified for analysis and
reporting.

Initial Findings and Progress

Initial findings indicate several features that obscure proper attribution on TikTok.
Descriptive results from our scrape indicate that 67% (n=672) of our sample (n=999) are



instances where the automatic attribution system has worked as intended and proper
attribution has taken place. Whereas 33% (n=327) of videos in the sample were found
to be misattributed. We identified three distinct practices that illustrate cultures of
(mis)attribution on TikTok. The first involves a song in a viral video that is misattributed
in TikTok’s automatic attribution system, the second involves a creator utilizing the
platform features (such as video text and hashtags) to manually give credit to the
original author of the audio, and the third involves a creator who uses an original song in
a TikTok video that is not available in the TikTok library nor on any other digital music
platforms (i.e. Spotify; YouTube; Soundcloud). Currently, we have completed our data
collection and analysis, and have drafted a manuscript for publication.
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