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Abstract: Short video platforms have problems with increased competition and low advertising con-
version rates. Although social presence is closely related to consumer engagement, research regarding
the impact of social presence on consumer engagement in short video-embedded advertisements is
sparse. We developed a theoretical model, namely a social presence–flow experience–advertising
avoidance–advertising engagement model, and explored the mechanism underlying advertising
engagement from a psychological and behavioral perspective. The analysis of 563 short video
users revealed that the model exhibited excellent explanatory power for advertising engagement
(R2 = 41.3%). Social presence can increase consumers’ advertising engagement by enhancing flow
experience and reducing advertising avoidance. Meanwhile, the flow experience, by diminishing
advertising avoidance, generates a serial mediation effect between social presence and advertising
engagement. This study emphasizes social presence’s applicability and influence mechanism in short
video-embedded advertisements, a unidirectional information delivery. It provides new theoretical
perspectives and practical advice for relevant practitioners.

Keywords: short video; embedded advertisements; social presence; flow experience; advertising
avoidance; advertising engagement

1. Introduction

Due to the swift advancement of mobile devices and the Internet, short videos have
become crucial to the general public’s daily existence [1]. As of June 2023, China had
1.044 billion online video (including short video) users, an increase of 13.8 million people as
of December 2022, and the Internet user utilization rate was 96.8% [2]. Simultaneously, out
of total network use time, the proportion of short video engagement was in the lead (28%),
and the monthly per capita time hit 64.2 h [3]. In 2020, one-fourth of internet users in the
United States spent an average of 32 min daily on TikTok [4]. The inclusion of short videos
on social media platforms improves the speed and efficiency of information dissemination,
providing more possibilities for advertising and marketing [5]. Therefore, short videos
have the characteristics of e-commerce and media entertainment. Short video-embedded
advertisements (SVEAs) are characterized by low cost and wide coverage; thus, advertisers
are gradually inclining their marketing budgets toward short video platforms [6]. Therefore,
China’s short video marketing revenue scale has been continuously growing and has been
expected to reach 360 billion yuan in 2022 [7]. Meanwhile, 56.2% of short video users
have purchased goods and services through short video platforms, and 40.9% have a
positive attitude and varying degrees of attention toward SVEAs [8]. Therefore, short video
marketing has become a new windfall for content creators and a breakthrough point for
promoting economic growth [9].
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However, two main problems arise from the rapid development of short video mar-
keting. First, the industry pattern of short videos is stabilizing, the user dividend is fading,
and the stock competition situation is intensifying [10]. Second, short videos have a low ad-
vertising conversion rate, significantly weaker than the traditional e-commerce platform in
market shares [11]. Therefore, short video platforms have to compete with similar platforms
and encounter the capture of market shares by other models of e-commerce platforms. Cur-
rently, engaging consumers through social media content is one of the biggest challenges
in online marketing [12]. Amidst such competition, advertising engagement should be
highlighted as an important indicator of advertising effectiveness [13]. Therefore, short
video platform developers and content creators must understand the influence mechanism
of consumer advertising engagement in short videos to enhance market competitiveness.

There has been extensive academic research on advertising and engagement. For ex-
ample, Northcott et al.’s study contends that picture advertising has the most cost-effective
and attractive advertising format and appeal. Additionally, advertising formats that empha-
size benefits, rather than attributes, are more likely to increase consumer engagement [14].
Through a study of Facebook data, Lee et al. found that advertising content such as humor
and emotion, which symbolizes a brand’s personality, results in higher consumer engage-
ment [15]. According to Lou et al., although brand-promoting advertisements positively
influence consumer interest in advertised products, consumers show more appreciation for
influencer-promoting advertisements and engage more with the advertised product [16].
Regarding short video advertising characteristics, Xiao et al. analyzed TikTok data and
found the important role of product type in influencing consumer engagement [17].

Although scholars have conducted similar research, most have focused on types and
characteristics of advertising; research on SVEAs, however, is scanty. The theory of social
presence has been extensively applied to social media research, and scholars have argued
that social presence theory is closely related to consumer engagement [18,19]. Therefore,
social presence is one focus of this study. Social presence is the extent to which one is
perceived as a “real person” or the perceived level of connection during communication
with other media users [20]. Social presence contributes to the emergence of a strong
seller–consumer relationship [21]. Existing research has overlooked the influence of, and
interaction between, the flow experience and advertising avoidance in advertising engage-
ment. Flow experience is a state of oblivion achieved by an individual’s mental energy when
fully engaged in an activity [22]. Several studies have shown that this flow state affects
consumers’ attitudes and behaviors [23,24]. Thus, the flow experience was included in this
study of the social presence–advertising engagement framework. Advertising avoidance
encompasses media users’ behaviors which diminish the quantity of advertising content
they encounter [25]. It is difficult for advertisements to impact media users who engage in
advertising avoidance behavior [26]. Therefore, advertising avoidance, one of the biggest
challenges advertisers face [27], is also included in this study. Advertising avoidance and
the flow experience affects consumers’ attitudes and behaviors equally. However, the flow
experience primarily manifests consumers’ psychological dimension, whereas advertising
avoidance predominantly reflects the behavioral dimension. No relevant research addresses
the interrelationships between social presence, flow experience, advertising avoidance,
and advertising engagement. Based on this discussion, this study modeled the effect of
SVEAs on consumer engagement from both psychological and behavioral perspectives.
Furthermore, this study formulated the subsequent research inquiries:

1. What are the effects of social presence on flow experience, advertising avoidance, and
advertising engagement?

2. What are the effects of flow experience and advertising avoidance on advertising
engagement?

3. Do flow experience and advertising avoidance mediate the impact of social presence
on advertising engagement?

This study developed a theoretical model of social presence–flow experience–advertising
avoidance–advertising engagement. An analysis of the data by SPSS 26 and SmartPLS 4
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verified the impact of social presence on flow experience, advertising avoidance, consumer
advertising engagement, and the mediating effects of flow experience and advertising
avoidance. This study addresses a research gap concerning the impact of SVEAs on con-
sumer advertising engagement based on social presence. The findings provide content
creators and advertisers with new perspectives to improve consumer advertising engage-
ment and offer theoretical and practical guidance to improve market competitiveness.

2. Literature Review and Hypothesis Development
2.1. Social Presence and Advertising Engagement

Social presence in marketing refers to alternative forms of face-to-face communica-
tion [28]. It describes the extent to which individuals perceive others as sociable, warm,
sensitive, personal, or intimate during their interactions through a specific medium [29].
Social presence, derived from the realm of communication, refers to interactions between
individuals within a certain medium [30]. In earlier studies, scholars argued that such
mediated interactions lacked audio and visual cues and failed to trigger a high level of
social presence [31]. As research has advanced, scholars have contended that integrating
personal characteristics can evoke a heightened sense of social presence. This perception
primarily hinges on the extent to which individuals are perceived as “real people” and holds
significance in interpersonal interactions [32,33]. This concept has also been applied to the
study of humans and non-humans (e.g., game characters, artificial intelligence, etc.) [34].
Based on these studies, academics have realized the great potential of social presence and
have studied and applied related concepts in various contexts. For example, Hang et al.
validated the influence of social presence in live e-commerce on consumer purchase inten-
tion. The study also elucidated the collaborative role of immersive experiences and positive
emotions in social presence [35]. Tsai et al. substantiated the influence of a chatbot’s social
presence on consumer engagement, exploring the mediating role of parasocial interaction
and dialogue [18]. These studies’ limitations stem from their sole focus on investigating
the influence of social presence from a singular dimension. In actuality, social presence
represents a multi-dimensional variable [36]. For example, the study by Biocca et al. argued
that social presence should encompass three dimensions: co-presence, psychological in-
volvement, and behavioral engagement [37]. On the other hand, Kathy et al. divided social
presence into consciousness, affect, and cognition [38]. Kim et al. believe that although
people understand social presence differently, as a psychological state, co-presence and
psychological involvement consistently emerge [39]. The actual contextual analysis of
SVEAs contends that the main components that influence consumers include the people
and the overall ambiance in advertisements. This corresponds to the two research phases
of social presence, namely “person-to-person” and “mediating environment”, and the
dimensional division between co-presence and psychological involvement. Therefore, this
study divides social presence in SVEAs into co-presence and psychological involvement.
Referring to previous studies, co-presence is the feeling of closeness to the characters in
a short video advertisement. Co-presence occurs when individuals perceive sufficient
proximity—accessibility, availability, and engagement—in interaction [40]. Psychological
involvement is the deep immersion that SVEAs bring to consumers [37], and some scholars
label it as emotional connection [41].

In psychology, engagement is positive feedback to something external and generally
consists of hedonic and motivational experiences [42]. According to some scholars, en-
gagement is the degree of involvement in communication when the audience receives
information or content [43]. In advertising, however, engagement is a state variable in-
dicating the audience’s level of interest or motivation triggered by an advertisement or
the interlocking psychological experience of immersion and presence felt in the adver-
tisement [13,44]. Thus, advertising engagement is considered the best predictor of the
effectiveness of video advertisements [45]. Advertising engagement is one of the most com-
mon concepts in advertising and has been incorporated into fields such as marketing [13].
Advertising engagement usually contains two important dimensions, psychological and
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behavioral [46,47], with the psychological dimension focusing on the audience’s attention
and emotion, and the behavioral dimension focusing on the audience’s external responses
to advertisements, such as clicking, evaluating, and sharing [48]. Because of the different
carriers of advertisements, advertising engagement targets consumers, audiences, or media
users [49]. Therefore, the engagement experiences of different vehicles should be consid-
ered in examining advertising engagement [13]. Short video platforms belong to social
media, and cognition, emotion, and behavior are key components in activating consumers’
advertising engagement on social platforms [50]. Therefore, based on the discussion above
and in conjunction with people’s actual engagement experience of short videos, this study
defines advertising engagement as the positive cognitive and affective response to SVEAs
by short video platform users.

Social presence is an effective means of enhancing non-face-to-face communication [51].
Existing research suggests that the greater the degree of interpersonal interaction and social
connectivity (i.e., social presence) embodied by the medium, the greater the warmth and
intimacy experienced by the user [52]. This increased emotion affects their readiness for
participation [53]. Social presence accelerates human interaction and contact [54], and this
social interaction is the basis of human communication [55], which plays an important role
in enhancing the user’s sense of engagement [56]. Social presence also enhances emotional
appeal and consumer trust in the medium [57], while consumer trust positively influences
consumer engagement [58]. Some scholars have conducted similar studies related to social
presence and consumer engagement. Osei-Frimpong et al. posited that consumers’ social
presence generated through social media can enhance consumers’ brand engagement [53].
Therefore, this study contends that social presence in SVEAs leads consumers to perceive
positive cognitions and emotions, which enhances their advertising engagement. Hence,
this study anticipates that social presence in SVEAs will positively affect advertising
engagement. The hypothesis is as follows:

Hypothesis 1a (H1a). Co-presence positively influences advertising engagement.

Hypothesis 1b (H1b). Psychological involvement positively influences advertising engagement.

2.2. Social Presence and Flow Experience

Flow experience refers to individuals’ holistic perception while fully immersed in an
activity, a notion established by psychologist Csikszentmihalyi after interviewing individu-
als from various professions [22]. The scholar asserts that it is a psychological state that
makes people feel excited and satisfied. People in this state lose their sense of self, focusing
only on the moment’s activity and losing an accurate sense of time [59,60]. Academics’
research focus regarding flow experience varies. For example, Skadberg et al. define flow
experience as enjoyment and time distortion [61]. Hoffman et al. describe it as intrinsic
enjoyment and the loss of self-consciousness. They suggest that the characteristic feature of
the online flow experience is the response formed as individuals interact with the medium
and self-reinforce [62]. The flow experience is often viewed in advertising as a sense of con-
trol, focus, and time distortion and is considered a key factor in advertising marketing [63].
As research on flow experience has deepened, scholars have categorized flow experience as
one-dimensional and multidimensional [64–66]. The dimensions vary because of research
contexts and the conceptual overlap between them. Flow experience is too broad and
imprecise [67]. In this study, it is as an exhilarating, enjoyable experience that refers to the
feelings of an individual fully immersed in an SVEA.

Social presence refers to the degree to which a medium allows individuals to interact
psychologically with others [68]. Consumers’ perceived interactions subsequently posi-
tively influence the flow experience [69,70]. This phenomenon occurs because interactions
provide timely and understandable feedback [71], which is an integral part of the flow
experience [72,73]. Consumers can adjust their behavior promptly through feedback by
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meeting external demands, thus facilitating the generation of flow experience [74]; thus,
interaction helps consumers to maintain their focus [71]. Meanwhile, existing research
suggests that social presence can provide psychological intimacy, which leads to consumer
flow experience [75]. Social presence can stimulate and maintain the consumers’ sense of
trust [76]. Consumers’ trust reduces their uncertainty and complex psychological mech-
anisms, enabling them to be more focused, which facilitates their flow experience [77].
This has also been explored by scholars in studies related to advertising. For example,
Martins et al. contend that consumers’ trust in advertisements can positively influence the
flow experience and ultimately influence consumers’ purchase intention [63]. This was
also confirmed by Kim et al.’s study [78]. Taken together, this study expects that social
presence in SVEAs can significantly and positively influence consumers’ flow experience of
advertisements. The hypothesis is as follows:

Hypothesis 2a (H2a). Co-presence positively influences flow experiences.

Hypothesis 2b (H2b). Psychological involvement positively influences flow experiences.

2.3. Social Presence and Advertising Avoidance

In an embedded advertisement, the advertiser targets a specific group of viewers and
integrates the product, brand, and other related information into the film or television
in an intangible way through paid payment [79]. Characteristics typically associated
with embedded advertisements include planned integration, covert persuasive intent,
and commercial motivation [80]. Although embedded advertisements market products
through covert means, covertness does not always make intentions explicit. Thus, a
paradox arises: if the consumer notices the advertisement, the advertisement will be bad.
If consumers do not notice the advertisement, the advertisement will be worthless [81].
Therefore, embedded advertisements can only become more prominent, thus increasing
the consumer’s impression [82]. Hence, advertising avoidance is often unavoidable.

In advertising avoidance, consumers diminish their exposure to advertising content
within media platforms [83]. Advertising avoidance is usually a consumer’s response to
persuasive attempts or intentions in advertising, and this phenomenon involves a vari-
ety of psychological mechanisms [27]. Psychological reactance is an important cause of
advertising avoidance [84], and psychological reactance theory suggests that advertise-
ments cause consumers to perceive intrusiveness [85], which consequently causes them
to change their attitudes to regain their autonomy [86]. Other contributors to advertising
avoidance have been explored by academics. For example, Pagendarm et al. argue that
inconvenient ad placement reduces consumers’ willingness to click [87], and Rojas-Méndez
et al.’s study showed that the more educated the consumer is, the greater the chances of
advertising avoidance [88]. Scholars have classified advertising avoidance into partial and
total avoidance [89], behavioral and mechanical avoidance [90], and cognitive, affective,
and behavioral avoidance [91] according to different perspectives. This study defines
advertising avoidance in SVEAs as actions taken by consumers to minimize the reception
of advertising content.

Existing studies have shown that the dimensions of co-presence and psychological in-
volvement in social presence are highly correlated with interactivity [39], and some studies
even classify interactivity as a dimension of social presence [92]. Interactivity can create
positive emotions in consumers and reduce the likelihood of advertising avoidance [93].
Additionally, social media interactions delay consumers’ cognitive closure and prolong
their attention to advertisements, thus reducing advertising avoidance [94]. Social presence
positively influences consumers’ perceived usefulness and trust in the media used and
produces more favorable consumer attitudes [95]. Meanwhile, media trust is considered
a significant method in reducing advertising avoidance [83], while consumer attitudes
are deemed crucial factors in predicting avoidance behaviors toward advertisements [96].
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Consequently, social presence can impact consumers’ advertising avoidance at three levels:
interaction, trust, and attitude. Altogether, this study expects social presence in short videos
to significantly negatively affect consumer advertising avoidance. The hypothesis is as
follows:

Hypothesis 3a (H3a). Co-presence negatively influences advertising avoidance.

Hypothesis 3b (H3b). Psychological involvement negatively influences advertising avoidance.

2.4. Flow Experience and Advertising Avoidance

Existing research has identified that a sense of control over individuals’ surroundings
is essential for the flow experience [97]. Specifically, in the flow experience state, consumers’
attention and awareness are entirely focused on the ongoing activity, and they lose their
sense of self and experience a strong sense of control over their behavior and surround-
ings [67]. When the degree of control is high, consumers develop positive attitudes and
behaviors [98]. The psychological reactance theory posits that a sense of control can al-
leviate the negative impact of advertising intrusiveness, and it has been substantiated
as one of the influential factors in reducing advertising avoidance in studies related to
advertising [99]. Although the existing sense of control in advertisements stems from the
effects of ad blockers or ad skip buttons on consumers, this study argues that this sense of
active control shares similarities with the sense of control elicited in the flow experience
and encompasses an individual’s perception of self-control [100,101]. The pleasure brought
about by flow experiences is also thought to be related to advertising avoidance. When
consumers experience such pleasure and excitement, the reception of dopamine feedback
encourages them to remain immersed in the ongoing activity, leading to a delay in con-
sumers’ inclination to close or avoid advertisements [94]. Related studies reveal that an
enjoyable and exciting entertainment experience can enhance consumers’ perception of
advertising value, which directly or indirectly influences advertising avoidance [102]. In
summary, this study contends that the flow experience in SVEAs has a negative impact on
advertisement avoidance. The hypothesis is as follows:

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Flow experience negatively influences advertising avoidance.

2.5. Flow Experiences and Advertising Engagement

Some studies have linked the flow experience to the concept of engagement, defining
engagement as a strong involvement in a current activity [67]. According to these studies,
flow experiences are enjoyable and increase individuals’ desire to engage in spite of time
and effort [103,104]. Some scholars postulate that consumers in a flow experience resonate
with the current activity; thus, the flow experience is a prerequisite for engagement [105]. Si-
multaneously, the time distortion associated with the flow experience puts the consumer in
a state of cognitive lock-in and increases consumer engagement to some extent [106]. Schol-
ars have applied this influential relationship in various contexts. For example, Arghashi
et al. argued that virtual reality enhances consumer user experience and positively influ-
ences consumer engagement via attitudes and perceived usefulness [107]. Mesurado et al.
argued that flow experience positively affects learning engagement, highlighting the role of
self-efficacy and benign stress [104]. This study contends that consumers’ flow experience
increases their advertising engagement. The hypothesis is as follows:

Hypothesis 5 (H5). Flow experience positively influences advertising engagement.
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2.6. Advertising Avoidance and Advertising Engagement

Previous research has examined the impact of many factors on advertising avoid-
ance or engagement, with few studies examining the causal relationship between the
two. Regarding the aforementioned advertising paradox, advertising avoidance cannot
be completely avoided in delivering advertising content to consumers, so advertising
engagement should consider the antecedent of advertising avoidance. According to the
approach–avoidance theory, people approach pleasure and avoid pain [108,109]. Similarly,
consumers choose to engage or avoid an advertisement because of a reward [110]. Thus,
advertising avoidance and engagement can be considered as two endpoint decisions taken
by consumers who receive advertising content. Prior research has shown that advertising
engagement is generated by consumers interacting with advertisements in a dynamic,
iterative process [111]. Consumers who engage in advertising avoidance behavior during
this process will reduce or terminate the interactive process, preventing the formation
of advertising engagement. Therefore, this study contends that consumers’ advertising
avoidance behavior reduces their advertising engagement. The hypothesis is as follows:

Hypothesis 6 (H6). Advertising avoidance negatively influences advertising engagement.

2.7. The Mediating Role of Flow Experience and Advertising Avoidance

Building upon the aforementioned hypotheses, this study argues that consumers’
social presence in advertisements can positively influence consumers’ flow experience
of advertisements by increasing interaction, intimacy, and trust (Hypotheses H2a, H2b).
Consumers’ flow experience of advertising can reduce their advertising avoidance be-
havior by increasing pleasant experiences, empathy, and time distortion (Hypothesis H4)
and ultimately increase their advertising engagement by reducing advertising avoidance
(Hypothesis H6). Therefore, this study contends that there are serial mediating effects of
flow experience and advertising avoidance between social presence and consumer adver-
tising engagement. The hypotheses are as follows:

Hypothesis 7a (H7a). Flow experience mediates co-presence and advertising engagement.

Hypothesis 7b (H7b). Flow experience mediates psychological involvement and advertising
engagement.

Hypothesis 7c (H7c). Advertising avoidance mediates co-presence and advertising engagement.

Hypothesis 7d (H7d). Advertising avoidance mediates psychological involvement and advertising
engagement.

Hypothesis 7e (H7e). Flow experience and advertising avoidance play a serial mediating role
between co-presence and advertising engagement.

Hypothesis 7f (H7f). Flow experience and advertising avoidance play a serial mediating role
between psychological involvement and advertising engagement.

2.8. Research Model

Derived from the proposed hypotheses, this study developed a serial mediation
model. The model was established to explore how social presence influences consumers’
advertising engagement and the combined effects of flow experience and advertising
avoidance in this influential relationship, as shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Conceptual model of the study.

3. Methodology
3.1. Data Acquisition

The respondents of this study were users of short video platforms who have watched
SVEAs. Questionnaire collection was conducted through cooperation with the professional
data survey organization wjx.cn, where eligible respondents were randomly selected and
recruited for the survey. In this study, some monetary incentives were given to the respon-
dents for completing the questionnaire to increase their conscientiousness and motivation.
To ensure the results’ authenticity, an internet protocol address could be used only once.
A total of 617 questionnaires were collected in this survey. In the subsequent data sorting
stage, some questionnaires with obvious quality problems, such as short completion dura-
tion and repeated values running through the questionnaire, were eliminated. Eventually,
563 valid questionnaires remained. The criterion in the rules of operation for structural
equations states that the sample size should be more than 10 times the number of items
measured [112]; thus, the total sample size for this study was acceptable.

3.2. Measures

All the measuring items in this study were based on validated items from the existing
literature. The expressions were suitably adjusted to align with the specific context of short
videos, as presented in Table 1. A small pre-test was conducted to ensure the feasibility
of the questionnaire after the items were finalized, and modifications to the questionnaire
were implemented based on the input gained from the respondents. The final questionnaire
had two parts. The first part targeted respondents’ characteristics. The second part was
a 20-item questionnaire about co-presence, psychological involvement, flow experience,
advertising avoidance, and advertising engagement. All variables in the second part were
measured on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree”.

3.3. Data Analysis

SmartPLS 4 is a structural equation modeling software based on partial least squares.
Through path analysis, the software calculates and reveals the interrelationships between
variables to scientifically explain the mechanism of the research problem and make reason-
able predictions. In this study, descriptive statistical analysis and Harman’s single-factor
test were performed on the collected valid data using SPSS 26. Subsequently, reliability and
validity analyses and hypothesis validation were conducted using SmartPLS 4 software to
ensure the model’s validity and achieve the study’s purpose.
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Table 1. Measurement.

Constructs Items Sources

Co-Presence (CP)

I feel like the characters in the short video advertisements are all around me.

Short et al.
Gefen et al. [30,113]

I feel like the characters in the short video advertisements are talking to me.
It feels like I have a connection across time and space with the characters in the
short video advertisements.
It felt like I was in a world created by the characters in the short video
advertisements.

Psychological
Involvement (PI)

A sense of social interaction can be felt in short video advertisements.
Kim et al.
Sun et al.

Animesh et al. [39,114,115]

A sense of warmth can be felt in short video advertisements.
A sense of enthusiasm can be felt in short video advertisements.
A sense of intimacy can be felt in short video advertisements.

Flow Experience
(FE)

I feel like time flies when I’m watching short video advertisements.

Liu et al. [116]

I’m focused when I watch short video advertisements.
I feel I have everything under control when watching short video
advertisements.
I ignore what’s happening around me when I watch short video
advertisements.

Advertising
Avoidance (AA)

I will purposely ignore short video advertisements when I see them.

Youn et al. [84]
I will purposely reduce my attention when I see short video advertisements.
I will fast forward when I see short video advertisements.
I will switch to the next video when I see short video advertisements.

Advertising
Engagement (AE)

Feel like you are a part of the advertisements while watching them.

Kim et al.
Geng et al. [13,117]

After watching the advertisement, I feel a connection with the
product featured.
I feel this advertising is of great value to me.
I feel this advertising is relevant to my needs.

3.4. Respondent Demographic Characteristics

The demographic characteristics of the study’s respondents are presented in Table 2.
There were 261 males and 302 females, accounting for 46.4% and 53.6% of the sample,
respectively. The male-to-female ratio was close to 1:1, in line with the male-to-female
ratio of short video users in China [118]. The proportion of respondents aged 26–45 was
61.6%, similar to the view that young people aged 25–44 are the main users of short video
platforms [118]. A total of 321 respondents had bachelor’s degrees, accounting for 57.0% of
the sample. The income distribution of respondents primarily ranged from RMB 3000 to
8000 and RMB 8000 to 13,000, accounting for 52.0% and 30.6%, respectively. Respondents
mostly used short video apps once a day (48.7%) and multiple times a week (26.5%). The
characteristics of the respondents are consistent with the respondent profiles in the China
Short Video Platform User Research Report. Therefore, this study’s sample is representative
and can be used for further research.

Table 2. Respondent demographic characteristics (N = 563).

Items Frequency Proportion

Gender
Male 261 46.4%

Female 302 53.6%

Age (in years)

18–25 119 21.1%
26–35 208 36.9%
36–45 139 24.7%
>45 97 17.2%
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Table 2. Cont.

Items Frequency Proportion

Education

High school or below 52 9.2%
Three-year college 133 23.6%

Undergraduate 321 57.0%
Postgraduate or above 57 10.1%

Monthly income
(RMB/Yuan)

<3000 57 10.1%
3000–8000 293 52.0%

8000–13,000 172 30.6%
>13,000 41 7.3%

Frequency of using
short video apps

Multiple times per day 81 14.4%
Once a day 274 48.7%

Multiple times per week 149 26.5%
Once a week 59 10.5%

4. Results
4.1. Common Method Bias

If the same respondent provided answers for all variables, it could produce a common
method bias (CMB) in the data and introduce significant bias into the research results [119].
Therefore, Harman’s single-factor test and a full collinearity test were used to test for a
CMB. The results showed that the first factor accounted for only 39.202% of the variance,
which was less than the 50% reference value [120]. The VIF values of all latent variables
were lower than the recommended value of 3.3 [121]. Therefore, there was no CMB problem
in this study.

4.2. Reliability and Validity Analysis

Before testing the hypotheses, the reliability and validity of the study’s model were
measured. As shown in Table 3, the Cronbach’s α values ranged between 0.837–0.882,
all above threshold 0.7 [122], and the CR values ranged between 0.891–0.919, all above
threshold 0.7 [123]. The outer loadings ranged between 0.757–0.868, all above threshold
0.708 [124], and the AVE values ranged between 0.672–0.738, all above threshold 0.5 [124].
Two criteria were utilized to validate the discriminant validity of the measurement model in
this study. The first criterion required that the square root of the AVE values of all variables
be greater than the absolute value of the correlation coefficient of that variable. The second
criterion required that all HTMT values be below 0.85 [125]. The results, as shown in
Tables 4 and 5, satisfy the test requirements of both criteria. Thus, the measurement model
in this study exhibited strong reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity.

Table 3. Reliability and validity analysis.

Constructs Item Loadings Cronbach’s α CR AVE

Co-Presence (CP)

CP1 0.868

0.837 0.891 0.673
CP2 0.757
CP3 0.799
CP4 0.852

Psychological
Involvement (PI)

PI1 0.833

0.849 0.898 0.688
PI2 0.823
PI3 0.827
PI4 0.835

Flow Experience (FE)

FE1 0.831

0.850 0.899 0.689
FE2 0.843
FE3 0.821
FE4 0.825



J. Theor. Appl. Electron. Commer. Res. 2024, 19 715

Table 3. Cont.

Constructs Item Loadings Cronbach’s α CR AVE

Advertising Avoidance
(AA)

AA1 0.863

0.882 0.919 0.738
AA2 0.865
AA3 0.841
AA4 0.867

Advertising
Engagement (AE)

AE1 0.811

0.838 0.891 0.672
AE2 0.811
AE3 0.824
AE4 0.833

Table 4. Discriminant validity (FORNELL).

CP PI FE AA AE

Co-Presence (CP) 0.820
Psychological Involvement (PI) 0.159 0.830

Flow Experience (FE) 0.511 0.468 0.830
Advertising Avoidance (AA) −0.389 −0.453 −0.595 0.859

Advertising Engagement (AE) 0.375 0.458 0.509 −0.569 0.820

Table 5. Discriminant validity (HTMT).

CP PI FE AA AE

Co-Presence (CP)
Psychological Involvement (PI) 0.183

Flow Experience (FE) 0.606 0.551
Advertising Avoidance (AA) 0.450 0.523 0.687

Advertising Engagement (AE) 0.444 0.541 0.602 0.661

4.3. Collinearity Analysis

The first step in evaluating the structural model results is conducting a collinearity
diagnosis, based on the criterion that when the internal model VIFs are all less than
five [126], the data is free from the severe effects of collinearity. The VIF values, as indicated
in Table 6, range from 1.026 to 1.997, indicating that the model constructed in this study
passed the collinearity diagnosis.

Table 6. VIF value of the inner model matrix.

CP PI FE AA AE

Co-Presence (CP) 1.026 1.369 1.402
Psychological Involvement (PI) 1.026 1.296 1.391

Flow Experience (FE) 1.710 1.997
Advertising Avoidance (AA) 1.688

Advertising Engagement (AE)

4.4. Path Analysis

The results of the path analysis are shown in Table 7 and Figure 2; CP (β = 0.141,
t = 3.323, p = 0.001) and PI (β = 0.221, t = 5.515, p = 0.000) had a significant positive effect
on AE. Hypotheses H1a and H1b were supported. CP (β = 0.448, t = 14.850, p = 0.000) and
PI (β= 0.397, t = 12.328, p = 0.000) significantly positively affected FE. Hypotheses H2a and
H2b were supported. CP (β = −0.140, t = 3.885, p = 0.000) and PI (β = −0.237, t = 6.321,
p = 0.000) significantly negatively affected AA. Hypotheses H3a and H3b were supported.
FE (β = −0.413, t = 10.482, p = 0.000) significantly negatively affected AA. Hypothesis H4
was supported. FE (β = 0.134, t = 2.788, p = 0.005) had a significant positive effect on AE.
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Hypothesis H5 was supported. AA (β = −0.335, t = 8.307, p = 0.000) significantly negatively
affected AE. Hypothesis H6 was supported. FE mediated the effects between CP and AE
(β = 0.060, t = 2.715, p = 0.007) and PI and AE (β = 0.053, t = 2.671, p = 0.008). AA mediated
the effects between CP and AE (β = 0.047, t = 3.485, p = 0.000) and PI and AE (β = 0.079,
t = 4.987, p = 0.000). FE and AA had serial mediation effects between CP and AE (β = 0.062,
t = 5.732, p = 0.000) and PI and AE (β = 0.055, t = 5.746, p = 0.000). Hypotheses H7a to H7f
were supported.

Table 7. Path analysis.

Hypotheses β SD t p Confidence Interval
Decision

2.5% 97.5%

H1a: CP → AE 0.141 0.043 3.323 0.001 0.057 0.224 Supported
H1b: PI → AE 0.221 0.040 5.515 0.000 0.144 0.300 Supported
H2a: CP → FE 0.448 0.030 14.850 0.000 0.390 0.508 Supported
H2b: PI → FE 0.397 0.032 12.328 0.000 0.334 0.459 Supported
H3a: CP → AA −0.140 0.036 3.885 0.000 −0.212 −0.070 Supported
H3b: PI → AA −0.237 0.038 6.321 0.000 −0.309 −0.163 Supported
H4: FE → AA −0.413 0.039 10.482 0.000 −0.488 −0.334 Supported
H5: FE → AE 0.134 0.048 2.788 0.005 0.041 0.226 Supported
H6: AA → AE −0.335 0.040 8.307 0.000 −0.413 −0.257 Supported
H7a: CP → FE → AE 0.060 0.022 2.715 0.007 0.018 0.104 Supported
H7b: PI → FE → AE 0.053 0.020 2.671 0.008 0.016 0.094 Supported
H7c: CP → AA → AE 0.047 0.013 3.485 0.000 0.022 0.075 Supported
H7d: PI → AA → AE 0.079 0.016 4.987 0.000 0.050 0.112 Supported
H7e: CP → FE → AA → AE 0.062 0.011 5.732 0.000 0.043 0.085 Supported
H7f: PI → FE → AA → AE 0.055 0.010 5.746 0.000 0.038 0.075 Supported

Figure 2. Analytical results of the model.

4.5. Model Explanatory and Prediction Ability

The quality of the structural model can be assessed by analyzing the values of R2

and Q2. When the value of R2 is greater than 0.25 (R2 values for FE, AA, and AE were all
greater than 0.25) [127], the model has a strong explanatory power. When the Q2 value is
greater than 0 (Q2 values for FE, AA, and AE were all greater than 0) [128], the model has a
good predictive relevance. Therefore, the structural model of this study passed the quality
assessment, as shown in Table 8.
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Table 8. R2 value and Q2 value.

R2 Q2

Flow Experience (FE) 0.415 0.409
Advertising Avoidance (AA) 0.408 0.302

Advertising Engagement (AE) 0.413 0.296

5. Discussion and Implications
5.1. Discussion

This study analyzed SVEAs’ influence on consumer advertising engagement through
psychological and behavioral perspectives. Based on the social presence theory, the study
focused primarily on examining the direct effects of co-presence and psychological in-
volvement within the theoretical model and indirect effects through flow experience and
advertising avoidance. The following is a detailed discussion of the study’s findings:

Social presence significantly and positively influences advertising engagement. This
means that consumers’ positive responses to advertisements are largely influenced by co-
presence and psychological involvement. Co-presence largely depends on the consumer’s
spatial proximity to the character in the advertisement, a proximity that does not exist in
the real world but in the consumer’s psyche. Psychological involvement largely depends
on the emotional connection evoked by the advertisement. This finding is similar to several
previous studies [52,53], which have suggested that emotional connection and a sense of
sociability triggered by social presence mainly promote consumer engagement. However,
the distinctiveness of this study lies in its more detailed differentiation of social presence,
rather than considering it as a singular dimension. Remarkably, the results indicate that
psychological involvement exerts a more substantial influence on advertising engagement
than co-presence. On the one hand, this may be attributed to limitations in technological
means, causing co-presence to generate an inadequate sense of social interaction. On the
other hand, it reaffirms the driving role of emotional factors in consumer behavior within
advertisements [129].

Social presence significantly and positively influences the flow experience. The inter-
actions and feedback that result from co-presence and psychological involvement enable
consumers to achieve a euphoric psychological state and focus on the activity of the mo-
ment. This finding aligns with a previous study that emphasizes the significant role of
social presence in shaping consumer psychological states [130]. Interestingly, the statistics
show that co-presence exhibits a more significant influential role in this relationship, which
emphasizes the strength of co-presence in providing interaction and feedback. The reason
may be that the feeling of proximity to others is more intuitive and easier to perceive
than an emotional connection, thus guiding the consumer into a flow state in the virtual
environment.

Social presence significantly and inversely affects advertising avoidance. Thus, co-
presence and psychological involvement reduce advertising intrusiveness, minimize con-
sumer psychological resistance, and delay consumer cognitive closure. To the best of our
knowledge, prior research has not corroborated this outcome. Nonetheless, a comprehen-
sive review of previous literature concerning social presence implies that the theoretical
underpinnings for this outcome can be linked to the influence of social presence on culti-
vating trust and positive attitudes [95,96]. Trust created by social presence establishes a
positive emotional connection that reduces the intrusiveness and psychological resistance
the consumer feels and increases their willingness to accept advertisements. This result
extends previous research in advertising management and indicates the mechanisms by
which social presence reduces advertising avoidance.

Flow experience and advertising avoidance significantly positively and negatively
affected advertising engagement, and both mediated the effect between social presence and
advertising engagement. This result suggests that social presence influences consumers’
mental states by creating intimate and warm virtual environments and positive interactions



J. Theor. Appl. Electron. Commer. Res. 2024, 19 718

and feedback. Thus, users enjoy a state of flow and enhance their advertising engagement.
Social presence can also increase consumer engagement by reducing advertising avoidance.
This is similar to previous findings that emphasize how psychological states facilitate the
flow experience and how the flow experience impacts consumer behavior [69,107]. In
contrast, this study suggests that social presence is the key influencing factor and examines
it based on co-presence and psychological involvement. Flow experience and advertising
avoidance connect social presence and advertising engagement; they are two different
solutions for potential mechanisms in increasing advertising engagement.

The flow experience significantly and negatively affects advertising avoidance and
has a serial mediation between social presence and advertising engagement. This finding
indicates that social presence and flow experience influence advertising engagement in the
SVEA environment. Specifically, social presence facilitates the flow experience through
positive social experiences. Due to the flow experience, consumers undergo profound
immersion, enjoyment, and concentration as they view an advertisement. Consumers
become more inclined to reduce avoidance behaviors toward advertisements. The decrease
in advertising avoidance behavior ultimately fosters consumers’ positive engagement with
advertisements. This shows that due to the positive psychological state induced by the flow
experience, advertisements are no longer perceived as intrusive elements but become part
of the consumer experience. Altogether, in virtual advertising environments, the synergy
between social presence and the flow experience positively influences consumer behavior.

5.2. Implications
5.2.1. Theoretical Implications

This study provides some theoretical contributions to the field of advertising marketing.
First, unlike the single dimension of social presence used in most studies, this study

chose a two-dimensional approach encompassing co-presence and psychological involve-
ment. The basis for this dimensional choice lies in the social presence dimension proposed
by scholars such as Biocca et al. and Kim et al., with improvements in several key ar-
eas [37,39]. Previous studies on this dimension are at the stage of theoretical research.
In contrast, this research examines two dimensions of social presence regarding short
video advertisements, thereby broadening its practical utility in the field of advertising
and marketing. Additionally, advertising avoidance and engagement correspond with the
behavioral engagement dimension of social presence proposed by scholars such as Biocca
et al. Therefore, this study validates the relationship between different dimensions of social
presence and contributes to a deeper understanding of the multidimensional structure
of social presence. Finally, as Biocca et al. point out, due to the lack of standardized
definitions and measures, previous research on social presence has developed separately
in the mediating environment and person-to-person domains [131]. This study associates
co-presence and psychological involvement in short videos with the “person-to-person”
and “mediating environment” domains. This differentiated approach can apply social
presence to a wider array of interactive settings.

Second, previous studies examining the influence of social presence within the person-
to-person domain have predominantly focused on contexts involving bidirectional informa-
tion exchange, such as e-commerce or social media [52,132]. However, this study applies
co-presence from social presence theory to short videos, a one-way information exchange
medium, thereby expanding its application to different information interaction situations.
Consequently, this study supports the applicability of social presence and the mechanism
of its impact on one-way information transfer. This expansion fills the knowledge gap
in existing research regarding the application of social presence in one-way information
transfer situations.

Finally, this study constructs a new serial mediation model considering practical
problems in short video advertising and marketing. The model considers the impact
of mental input on consumer behavior alongside the influence of advertising avoidance
behavior within the advertising industry. By considering flow experience and advertising
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avoidance as mediating variables, it delineates the causal relationship between social
presence and advertising engagement from both psychological and behavioral perspectives.
The model underscores the role of social presence in short video advertising marketing,
thereby broadening the comprehension and application of associated theories. Given the
limited scholarly attention on the impact of flow experience on advertising avoidance,
this aspect provides a novel theoretical perspective within the current research domain,
enabling a more comprehensive understanding of the mechanisms underlying the role of
social presence in advertising marketing.

5.2.2. Practical Implications

This study has some practical implications for practitioners in the short video adver-
tising industry.

First, the focus on co-presence is crucial in short video advertisements. To enhance
consumers’ co-presence perception, technology and skills must be considered. On the
technical level, the degree of co-presence can be enhanced by optimizing software functions,
such as introducing cutting-edge technological means, like surround sound or augmented
reality (AR) visual displays, to deepen the user’s sense of reality. On the skill level, by
skillfully using the illusion of communicating with consumers in real-time, such as greeting,
questioning, and other interactive means, we can create an interactive experience closer to
reality and improve co-presence.

Second, practitioners should recognize the significant impact of psychological involve-
ment on advertising, focusing on emotional connection with consumers. For example,
the emotional image of product brands should convey positive emotions through adver-
tisements to strengthen consumers’ emotional resonance. Second, music that can trigger
consumers’ emotional resonance should be selected and skillfully integrated into the adver-
tisement to strengthen the emotional attraction of the advertisement. Third, visual design
elements rich in emotional colors and symbols should be adopted to intuitively stimulate
the audience’s emotional response.

Finally, SVEAs are often conducted via rapid playback to deliver as much advertising
content as possible before consumers adopt avoidance behavior. However, it has been
shown that such forced interventions reinforce advertisement intrusiveness and instead
increase avoidance behavior. The study’s model confirms that social presence and flow
experience constitute crucial psychological states in diminishing consumers’ advertising
avoidance behavior, while these psychological states require some time to produce ef-
fects. Therefore, relevant practitioners should build on the strategies above and lengthen
the introduction time in advertisements, so that consumers can fully generate favorable
psychological states, which will increase consumer advertising engagement.

6. Conclusions

This study explored the impact of social presence (co-presence and psychological
involvement) on consumer advertising engagement in SVEAs and developed a theoret-
ical model encompassing social presence, flow experience, advertising avoidance, and
advertising engagement. The results show that social presence can positively influence
consumers’ flow experience and advertising engagement and negatively influence ad-
vertising avoidance behavior. Flow experience and advertising avoidance mediate the
effect of social presence on advertising engagement. This study validates the serial me-
diating roles of flow experience and advertising avoidance in social presence influencing
advertising engagement. This comprehensive theoretical model provides a reference for
an in-depth understanding of SVEAs’ influence on consumer psychology and behavior,
which provides practical guidance for advertising practitioners to develop more accurate
marketing strategies.

Some limitations to this study need to be addressed in future research. First, this
study’s main variables were flow experience and advertising avoidance, but some other
factors affecting advertising engagement were ignored. Examples include product in-
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volvement, brand image, individual personality traits, technological aspects, and content
characteristics. Future research should include additional relevant variables to enhance
research depth and improve understanding of the factors that influence consumers’ partici-
pation in SVEAs.

Second, this study was cross-sectional. Thus, it cannot determine consumer changes
over time. Longitudinal studies in the future would reveal the evolution of consumer
engagement with SVEAs and provide valuable insights into the long-term impact of social
presence on advertising effectiveness.

Third, this study’s participants comprised only short video users in China, while
consumer behavior may vary across regions. This geographical limitation may affect the
applicability and generalization of the study’s results. Therefore, future research should
validate the model in other regions and compare the results between different cultural
contexts to elucidate the potential differences in the influence and perception of social
presence in SVEAs in cross-cultural regions.

Fourth, this study did not consider the impact of demographic characteristics on the
findings. Future research could cover a wider range of demographic variables, including,
but not limited to, age group, income level, and educational background, and examine
the potential impact of these variables on consumer engagement with SVEAs for a more
diverse understanding of consumer responses.

Fifth, this study did not fully consider the impact of momentary incentives on con-
sumer engagement and did not explore whether incentives apply to real life. A focused
discussion on the relevant aspects should be provided in future research.
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