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Abstract

The emergence of social media marketing has revolutionized the way consumers receive, perceive, and react to
marketing communications. Unlike other forms of marketing, social media marketing is based on interactive, peer-
centric, and algorithmically curated environments that have a significant impact on the psychology of consumers. This
paper seeks to examine the psychological factors of consumers in the context of social media marketing. This paper is
based on theories of consumer behavior, social psychology, and digital marketing, which attempt to examine the
psychological factors of consumers in the context of social media marketing. Some of the factors discussed in the paper
include consumers’ attention, emotion, social influence, identity, trust, and cognitive factors. This paper also
examines the ethical implications of social media marketing based on the psychology of consumers.
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1. Introduction

Social media has now become an integral and unavoidable feature of the consumer’s daily life, and this has given rise
to a paradigm shift in the ways in which consumers seek, process, and share information about brands. Social media
platforms like Instagram, YouTube, TikTok, LinkedIn, and X (formerly Twitter) have removed the distinction
between social interaction and commercial communication and have given way to a new world where social
interaction and commercial communication have become intertwined (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). This is not an
ordinary paradigm shift, and this is evident from the fact that presently, over five billion people across the world are
active social media users and spend an average of over two hours per day on social media, during which time they are
socialising, consuming content, and unknowingly being marketed to.

Within such systems, the consumer is no longer seen as the passive recipient of marketing messages transmitted by
distant corporations. Rather, they are active agents who interpret, evaluate, rework, and retransmit brand stories in such
a way that they create a rich and evolving system of information in which the consumer's voice has the same or even
greater importance than the brand's direct communications (Kozinets et al., 2010). User-generated content, peer
review, influencer marketing, and viral sharing have become the dominant means by which brand images are created.
The psychology of the individual consumer in terms of their attention, emotions, social drives, and cognitive styles has
thus become the key factor in the success of marketing efforts.

Thus, understanding consumer psychology in the social media marketing age is not merely interesting for academic
purposes but is actually strategically vital. The same psychological factors which have traditionally governed human
decision-making processes are now heightened, hastened, and even perverted by the social media landscape.
Engagement algorithms are now programmed to maximize emotional responses. Infinite scroll designs bypass
traditional cognitive stopping points. Social validation cues are now used as substitutes for independent thinking. This
creates a marketplace of unprecedented psychological intricacy and complexity, which requires intense theoretical and
critical ethical investigation (Berger & Milkman, 2012).

This paper tackles this complexity in an exhaustive manner. Section 2 reviews the development of social media
marketing from a one-way to a two-way approach. Sections 3 to 5 analyze the fundamental psychological factors
involved. These include attention and information processing, emotion and engagement, social influence, self-
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formation, trust and privacy, and cognition. Section 6 reviews managerial implications. Section 7 tackles ethical issues.
Finally, Section 8 explores avenues for future research before the conclusion in Section 9.

The history of social media marketing can be seen as a gradual blurring of the distinction between producer and
consumer, reaching a point where the current digital reality of participation and co-creation can be seen as a
culmination of this trend. The first phase in the history of social media marketing can be characterized as a time when
social media sites such as Facebook and Twitter were seen as additional tools for reaching out to consumers. This can
be seen as a continuation of traditional forms of advertising in a digital format. The distinction between producer and
consumer was still seen as clear-cut.

The second phase can be characterized as a time when social media marketers began to realize that the value of social
media as a marketing tool lay not in broadcasting information to consumers but in engaging in conversations with
them. This is when the concept of ‘brand storytelling’” emerged as a prominent concept in social media marketing. It
became clear that ‘storytelling’ based on values and emotions resulted in greater consumer engagement compared to
traditional forms of promoting products (Ashley & Tuten, 2015). Storytelling has enabled brands to transcend beyond
their role as business organizations and become participants in culture with characters, history, and missions that can
be identified with on a personal level.

The third and ongoing phase can be characterized by the development and growth of influencer marketing, user-
generated content, and algorithmic content personalization. Brands are increasingly depending on collaborations with
influencers as a means of communication. Influencers range from renowned celebrities to small influencers with small
but highly engaged consumer bases. User-generated content campaigns have also become common, where consumers
are engaged as ambassadors for the brand. Finally, algorithms have become the “invisible hand” for consumer
engagement, deciding which content to present to which consumer based on consumer behavior that prioritizes
emotional and social engagement. This change in the role of the consumer as co-creators of brand meaning has
changed the psychological aspect of marketing communication (Kozinets et al., 2010).

3. Psychological Foundations of Consumer Behaviour on Social Media

3.1 Attention and Information Processing

Social media sites provide a context where the consumer is exposed to an environment characterized by informational
abundance. This means that, at any given point, the social media feed will consist of information from friends, news
content, brand information, influencer content, and advertisements, all competing for a limited and finite resource: the
consumer’s attention. Studies have shown that the average duration of focused attention by the consumer has reduced
significantly over the last two decades (Tellis et al., 2019). This means that content must be optimized to capture the
consumer’s attention within the first few seconds of viewing (Tellis et al., 2019).

Given this context of information overload, the consumer is likely to engage in heuristic rather than systematic
processing. This means that the consumer is not likely to engage in an exhaustive analysis of the content and substance
of every brand message that is exposed to them. Rather, the consumer is likely to rely on various cues, including the
number of likes and shares that a post has received, the quality of the image, and the authority and reputation of the
account that is making the post (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).

Visual content and short-form video formats have thus become the new norm in terms of capturing attention in this new
environment. Platforms such as TikTok, Instagram Reels, and YouTube Shorts have fueled the rise of video as the new
norm in terms of the main mode of brand communication. Research has proven that video content has significantly
higher rates of engagement, recall, and sharing compared to static images and text formats (Tellis et al., 2019). The key
psychological elements in this regard include the motion-detecting capabilities of the human visual system, which
naturally directs attention to motion, and the capacity of video to convey emotion, personality, and storytelling, which
are key elements in terms of consumer engagement.
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3.2 Emotion and Engagement

Emotion is at the heart of social media engagement psychology. Unlike other forms of advertising media, where
emotional content is experienced in isolation, social media presents emotional content within a social context in which
the emotional reactions of others are normative, contagious, and salient. This is perhaps the most important aspect of
the platform environment through which social media content goes viral.

A study by Berger and Milkman (2012) proved that content evoking high-arousal positive emotions like awe,
inspiration, and amusement, as well as high-arousal negative emotions like anger and anxiety, results in higher sharing
rates than content evoking low-arousal or neutral affective reactions. This is because high-arousal emotional reactions
are physiologically linked to increased activation and motivation to act, which includes motivation to share content
with members of their social network. This means that, for brands, content is unlikely to go viral unless it is
emotionally evocative, even if it is rationally relevant.

Emotional contagion, the way in which the emotional content of the content being spread affects the emotional state of
the person viewing it, is one more way in which the power of emotion is leveraged in the social media environment. By
presenting the consumer with content that is filled with emotion, whether it is the joy of a brand campaign or the
outrage of a peer's review, the emotional state of the person viewing the content is partially aligned with the content
being spread. Brand managers who create content with the intention of considering the emotional content of the
content being spread will be more likely to achieve the organic reach that social media marketing promises.

3.3 Social Influence and Peer Effects

Social influence is arguably the most psychologically significant aspect of social media as a marketing environment.
The essence of human nature is social, and every human decision, preference, and behavior is significantly influenced
by what others think, feel, or do. Social media makes this social component of decision-making transparent,
quantifiable, and unavoidable, as every social media post is accompanied by social proof metrics such as like numbers,
share counts, comment threads, and follower counts, indicating how others have reacted to it.

Two types of social influence processes are at work in this social media marketing environment. Informational
influence is when consumers use other consumers' opinions and behaviors as information to make judgments about the
quality and appropriateness of products and/or brands, particularly in situations of high uncertainty (Brown &
Reingen, 1987). A product with thousands of positive reviews, or a social media post from a peer, is an informational
influence, reducing consumers' uncertainty and facilitating decision-making. Normative influence, on the other hand,
is based on consumers' need to belong and to conform to social norms. Consumers who observe their social network
interacting in a positive way with the brand may be motivated to reciprocate not because they have updated their beliefs

about the quality of the brand but because they want to concur with their peer group’s apparent preferences (Cialdini,
2009).

Influencer marketing draws much of its psychological strength from these mechanisms of social influence. Influencers
are peers on a large scale who benefit from the persuasion of personal recommendation. The parasocial bonds of
familiarity, affection, and trust that consumers establish with the influencer through the repeated experience of
consuming the influencer’s content make influencer marketing more like peer recommendation than celebrity
advertising and thus more persuasive to consumers (Brown & Reingen, 1987).

3.4 Self-Concept and Identity Expression

Social media sites are, at their heart, identity technologies, i.e., spaces wherein individuals create, perform, and
negotiate their self-concepts through what is shared, posted, liked, and followed. The identity role of social media has
significant implications for consumer behavior, as consumers are attracted to brands that offer self-expression
opportunities and match with consumers’ intended social identity (Belk, 2013).
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The notion of extended self, wherein consumers extend themselves through possessions and brand associations,
assumes new meanings in the digital world. In the physical world, possessions are an expression of self through
physical presence, whereas in the digital world, consumers’ self-identity is expressed through follows, likes, shares,
and consumer-generated content, which is stored permanently and is visible to consumers’ entire social network (Belk,
2013). The extended self in the digital world is more curated, more visible, and more permanent than its physical
counterpart.

Brands that have managed to successfully position themselves as identity resources, defined by the symbolic
representation of a desirable lifestyle, set of values, or community membership, have the potential for leveraging this
aspect for high levels of consumer engagement. Interactive campaigns involving self-expression for consumers
through content creation, for instance, have been found to be highly successful in terms of fostering identity-driven
engagement for consumers.

4. Trust, Credibility, and Privacy Perceptions

Trust is a vital psychological prerequisite for social media marketing to be effective, and at the same time, trust is
arguably one of the most vulnerable elements within the digital landscape. Indeed, social media communications from
brands are received by consumers with varying levels of suspicion based on their past experiences with brand
authenticity, awareness of business intentions within seemingly organic content, and perceptions of data collection and
use (Acquisti et al., 2016).

The trustworthiness of social media marketing communications is heavily dependent on perceptions of source
authenticity. Marketing communications that are seemingly driven by value-sharing intentions as opposed to business
intentions are found to have greater trustworthiness and elicit greater consumer response than those communications
that are transparently for business purposes. This premium for authenticity has fueled the development of influencer
marketing and user-generated content marketing approaches but has at the same time created challenges for regulatory
compliance and ethics in sponsored content transparency. Indeed, trust violations are significant when consumers
become aware that seemingly authentic communications were driven for business purposes and were not transparently
disclosed.

The rise of the concern over privacy has been a new source of skepticism for consumers in relation to social media
marketing. This is because the personalization of social media advertisements is a result of the extensive surveillance
and tracking of the behavior of the consumers. However, the fact that the surveillance and tracking of the behavior of
the consumers by marketers and other social media players has been a source of skepticism to the consumers, despite
the fact that the information shared by the advertisements has been personalized and relevant to the consumers, has
been described by Acquisti et al. (2016) as the privacy paradox. This phenomenon has been explained by the privacy
calculus framework, which has been based on the idea that the benefits and the costs associated with the
personalization and the surveillance and tracking of the behavior of the consumers by the marketers and other social
media players, respectively, are the factors that influence the skepticism of the consumers.

5. Cognitive Biases in Social Media Marketing

Social media environments activate and amplify different cognitive biases, which have systematic effects on consumer
decision-making, which are often beneficial for marketers but potentially harmful for consumers. Understanding
cognitive biases is important both for developing effective marketing strategies and for developing ethical frameworks
for their application.

The bandwagon effect, or the tendency for consumers to embrace beliefs or behaviors perceived as shared by large
numbers of others, is a cognitive bias that is highly effective in social media environments characterized by ubiquitous
social proof cues. Consumers who notice that thousands of other consumers have engaged with a brand’s social media
post or have purchased the same product as millions of other consumers are more likely to have favorable impressions
of the product and purchase it, even without any personal information about the quality of the product. Design
decisions by social media platforms to prominently display engagement metrics institutionalize the bandwagon effect
as a marketing tool (Kahneman, 2011).
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Furthermore, confirmation bias, whereby consumers seek, interpret, and remember information that confirms pre-
existing views, is exacerbated by algorithmic content curation, as it continues to limit the consumer's information
world to information that confirms existing views. While it is beneficial for brands with positive consumer perceptions,
it is an insurmountable obstacle for those seeking to alter negative perceptions (Kahneman, 2011).

Fear of Missing Out (FOMO), an overarching fear of missing social interactions, events, and experiences enjoyed by
others, has been highlighted as an important factor in influencing impulse purchase behavior within social media
environments (Przybylski et al., 2013). Those brands able to utilize scarcity, limited offers, and social visibility of
consumption experiences are able to tap into FOMO as an influence on purchase behavior. The use of flash sales, social
media-based limited offers, and influencer-based exclusivity for consumption experiences are all manifestations of
FOMO psychology, which have been shown to be highly effective in influencing purchase behavior.

6. Managerial Implications

The psychological findings discussed in this paper also have several concrete implications for how social media
marketing strategies can be created and conducted. First, to succeed in social media environments, it is essential to
make a fundamental shift from product-centric to psychology-centric thinking. The question to ask when creating
content is not, “What do we want to communicate about our product?” but, “What emotional, social, and identity-
related needs does our consumer bring to this social media platform, and how can we, as marketers, genuinely connect
with them?”

Second, authenticity is not just an approach to communication but, from a psychological point of view, an essential
condition for building trust and engagement. Marketers who prioritize authentic storytelling, transparent influencer
partnerships, and transparent two-way communication with consumers will create more sustainable relationships with
consumers than those who rely on exploitative persuasion strategies. The short-term payoffs from psychological
exploitation, such as FOMO, paid endorsements without transparent disclosures, algorithm-optimized outrage bait,
etc., are unlikely to outweigh the long-term damage to trust and reputation.

Third, the emotional architecture of the content must be designed with the same level of care as the information
architecture. High-arousal positive emotions such as inspiration, awe, humor, and warmth should be the default
creative target because they provide the benefits of organic sharing without the reputational downside risks associated
with the use of anger and controversy. Brands must invest in the creative capabilities necessary to deliver high levels of
emotional architecture in the content on a consistent basis.

Lastly, the phenomenon of psychological reactance, which is the motivational state evoked by the perception that the
freedom to choose is being threatened or manipulated (Brehm, 1966), poses a significant threat to brands that overuse
persuasion techniques. When consumers feel manipulated by the use of overly aggressive persuasion, deceptive social
proofs, or sponsorships, the likely behavioral consequences will not be limited to disengagement but will also include
avoidance and word-of-mouth. Restraint in the use of techniques based on the application of the science of
psychological influence is a moral imperative but also a sound marketing strategy.

7. Ethical Considerations and Challenges

The psychological power of social media marketing creates ethical challenges that are pressing and structurally
complex. If we consider the ethical challenges in relation to the individual, the exploitation of cognitive biases,
emotional vulnerabilities, and identity anxieties for marketing and financial gain poses ethical questions. When we
consider children and young people in particular, the processes of social comparison, identity insecurity, and peer
influence are heightened in the teenage years. Young people using social media are therefore more susceptible to the
psychological processes exploited by social media marketing. If we consider the ethical challenges in relation to the
social group, the collective impact of the psychologically optimized marketing of social media, such as the
normalisation of impulsive consumption, the commodification of social relations, the enhancement of materialism and
social comparison, and the erosion of privacy, creates ethical challenges that go beyond the interests of the individual.
The impact on the mental health of social media usage, such as the links to anxiety, depression, and body
dissatisfaction, cannot be disassociated from the marketing strategies.
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Regulatory actions to address these issues are still in their infancy and are inconsistent across countries. Requirements
around clear disclosure of sponsored content, prohibitions around targeted advertising to minors, and data protection
regulations are all important first steps, but their applicability to the evolving world of algorithmic marketing, Al-based
content generation, and virtual influencer endorsements is limited. A more holistic approach to the ethics of social
media marketing, one that transcends the bare minimum requirements of the law and takes a sense of responsibility for
consumer well-being, is not only a moral imperative but also a business imperative for brands that wish to build and
retain consumer trust.

8. Future Research Directions

There are several important gaps and areas to be explored in the existing literature pertaining to consumer psychology
and social media marketing. Firstly, the cross-cultural dimensions of social media consumer psychology have not been
sufficiently explored. In the existing literature, the vast majority of studies have been conducted in the context of the
West and have been based on an English-speaking population. The studies have been conducted mainly in the US and
other Western European countries. It is possible that the psychological factors discussed in this paper, i.e., social
influence, identity expression, cognitive biases, and trust calibration, might not be applicable to culturally distinct
markets with different values and norms. Future research should be conducted to explore social media consumer
psychology in other markets, including Southeast Asian, South Asian, and African markets, since social media is
growing exponentially in these markets. Another important gap to be explored is the psychological impact of Al-
generated content and virtual influencers. Al-generated content is becoming almost indistinguishable from original
content, and virtual influencers have millions of followers. This is an important research frontier since the
psychological factors pertaining to parasocial relationship formation and social influence will be impacted. Research
examining the consumer response to Al-generated brand content in terms of trust and authenticity calibration is
essential for both theoretical and practice-related reasons.

Third, longitudinal studies examining the effects of prolonged exposure to social media marketing on consumers in
terms of their attitudes, trust levels, and psychological well-being are currently absent in the literature. Although cross-
sectional studies can measure the psychological state of consumers at one specific point in time, they cannot measure
the effects of prolonged exposure to algorithmically curated marketing environments. The need to examine the long-
term effects of social media marketing on consumers in terms of both the formation of long-term brand relations and
the undermining of consumers' autonomy and well-being requires longitudinal designs.

9. Conclusion

Consumer psychology has assumed a central and ever more significant position in defining the success, extent, and
moral quality of social media marketing. This is because the interactive, emotionally heightened, and socially
embedded nature of social media platforms magnifies the psychological processes of social influence, emotional
contagion, self-expression, and cognitive processes, which have always governed consumer psychology in defining
consumer behaviour, thereby creating a marketing milieu of unparalleled influence and responsibility.

This paper has traced the development of social media marketing from a form of broadcast communication to a form of
interactive co-creation, explored the fundamental psychological processes that govern consumer behaviour in these
spaces, and highlighted the ethical issues that arise from the application of these psychological processes without due
consideration for the welfare of consumers. It has consistently shown that the most successful form of social media
marketing is one that works with rather than against consumer psychology, in terms of developing real emotional
connections, being sensitive to consumers’ need for control, investing in authentic narratives, and recognizing trust as
the sine qua non of social media marketing.

As social media platforms become increasingly sophisticated, including through the incorporation of immersive
media, Al-based content creation, and increasingly complex algorithmic personalization, the psychological
complexity of the marketing environment will become ever more intricate. Brands, researchers, and those working
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with consumer psychology will be best served by engaging with this complexity with a commitment to both scientific
and ethical rigour.
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