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Abstract: Digital marketing has restructured the relationship between brands and consumers. Search engines, social media platforms, 

mobile applications, recommendation engines and e-commerce marketplaces now mediate most of the information a consumer meets 

before purchase, replacing the linear, broadcast exposure of the mass-media era with a continuous, personalised and interactive stream 

of persuasion. This paper examines that shift from two complementary perspectives. The psychological perspective explains how 

perception, motivation, emotion, attitude, learning and perceived risk mediate individual response to digital advertising. The sociological 

perspective explains how family, peer groups, culture, social class and online communities frame what consumers consider desirable and 

legitimate. Drawing on a structured review of published literature and secondary data, the study develops an integrated stimulus–filter–

response framework in which digital stimuli pass simultaneously through a psychological and a sociological filter before producing 

behaviour. The analysis finds that emotional and identity-linked appeals outperform purely informational ones; that peer and community 

validation remains the most trusted persuasive force in every age cohort; and that personalisation raises conversion while also raising 

concerns about privacy, autonomy and manipulative design. The paper concludes that effective and ethical digital marketing must 

integrate psychological insight with sociological awareness, and recommends stronger consumer digital literacy, transparent 

personalisation and regulatory attention to manipulative interface design. 
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1. Introduction 
 

1.1 Background and Rationale 
 

Consumer behaviour is the study of how individuals and 

groups select, purchase, use and dispose of goods and 

services. For most of the twentieth century the marketer 

reached the consumer through mass media: a uniform 

message, an undifferentiated audience, and a response visible 

only in aggregate sales. The spread of internet access, 

smartphones and social platforms has dismantled that model. 

Marketing communication today is targeted rather than 

broadcast, interactive rather than one-directional, measurable 

at the level of the individual click, and continuous rather than 

episodic. 
 

What unites search marketing, social media campaigns, 

influencer collaboration, content marketing, email and push 

notifications, affiliate networks and programmatic display is 

data. Every interaction with a digital surface generates 

behavioural information that feeds back into the targeting 

system, producing a persuasion environment that adapts to the 

individual in real time. Three developments make an 

interdisciplinary study of this environment timely: digital 

influence has extended into categories such as education, 

healthcare and finance that were previously decided offline; 

persuasive instruments now borrow directly from behavioural 

science, using scarcity cues, social proof, defaults and 

variable rewards; and consumers themselves have become 

producers of marketing content through reviews and 

recommendations, blurring the line between commercial 

message and social conversation. 
 

If exposure is now individualised, the discipline best 

equipped to explain response is psychology. But if 

consumption remains a social act performed within families, 

peer groups and communities, the discipline best equipped to 

explain its patterning is sociology. This paper therefore 

adopts both lenses together. 
 

1.2 Objectives and Research Questions 

 
• To examine the psychological processes through which 

consumers respond to digital marketing stimuli. 
• To analyse the sociological determinants that shape 

consumption preferences in digital environments. 
• To develop an integrated framework linking digital stimuli 

to behavioural outcomes through both filters. 
• To evaluate the effectiveness of major digital touchpoints 

across consumer cohorts, and to identify the ethical risks 

of personalisation and persuasive design. 
 

Accordingly the study asks: which psychological factors most 

strongly mediate consumer response (RQ1); how social 

reference groups and culture modify that response (RQ2); 

whether touchpoint influence and the source of trust vary 

across age cohorts (RQ3); and what ethical risks accompany 

data-driven personalisation (RQ4). 
 

1.3 Scope and Delimitation 

 

The study is conceptual and review-based. It synthesises 

academic literature, industry reports and secondary statistics 

rather than collecting primary data. The quantitative 

illustrations in Section 4 are indicative reconstructions of 

patterns reported consistently across the reviewed sources; 

they show direction and relative magnitude, not original 
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empirical estimates. The scope covers consumer goods, 

services and e-commerce generally, with attention to the 

Indian and comparable emerging-market context. 
 

2. Review of Literature 
 

2.1 The Psychological Perspective 
 

Psychological accounts begin with perception. The consumer 

meets a very large volume of commercial messages daily and 

consciously registers only a small fraction; selective attention, 

distortion and retention decide which survive. Marketers 

respond by raising salience through colour, motion, 

placement and- most powerfully online- personal relevance 

derived from behavioural data. Motivation then supplies the 

energy behind the decision, and campaigns addressing 

belonging, esteem and self-actualisation typically outperform 

those addressing function alone. Emotion modulates 

evaluation: research on affective priming shows consumers 

often arrive at a preference emotionally and construct the 

justification afterwards, which explains the power of 

narrative, nostalgia and aspirational imagery on visual 

platforms. 
 

Attitudes, built from beliefs and feelings, predict intention. 

The Elaboration Likelihood Model separates a central route, 

where argument quality drives attitude change, from a 

peripheral route, where superficial cues suffice; much 

impulse purchasing on social platforms travels the peripheral 

route. Perceived risk- financial, performance, privacy and 

social- acts as the brake, which is why return policies, verified 

reviews and secure-payment signalling exist at all. 

2.2 The Sociological Perspective 

 

Sociological accounts place consumption inside social 

structure rather than individual cognition. The family remains 

the primary unit of consumption and the first agent of 

consumer socialisation, fixing brand familiarity long before 

independent buying begins. Peer and reference groups exert 

normative influence through the desire for approval and 

informational influence through the assumption that others 

know better. Culture defines what is edible, wearable, 

prestigious or taboo, and subcultures of region, language, 

religion and generation produce systematic variation within 

one national market. Social class shapes not only spending 

capacity but taste, since consumption patterns communicate 

cultural position as much as they satisfy need. 
 

Digital platforms have added a new formation. Online 

communities- fan groups, forums, review ecosystems, creator 

audiences- act as reference groups that are voluntary, 

dispersed and highly influential. Parasocial attachment to 

creators produces trust of the kind once reserved for personal 

acquaintance, which is precisely why influencer marketing 

outperforms conventional display advertising on engagement. 
 

2.3 Research Gap 

 

Psychological studies of digital advertising tend to treat social 

context as noise, while sociological studies of consumption 

stop short of the interface-level mechanisms through which 

influence now operates. Little published work integrates the 

two into a single framework applicable to current digital 

touchpoints. This paper addresses that gap.

 

Table 1: Consolidated summary of reviewed literature streams 
Research stream Core concepts Principal findings relevant to this study 

Cognitive & perceptual 

studies 

Selective attention, information 

processing, cue interpretation 

Consumers filter out most digital impressions; only stimuli matching 

existing needs or identity reach conscious evaluation. 

Motivation research 
Need hierarchy, hedonic vs. utilitarian 

motives 

Appeals to belonging, esteem and self-expression outperform 

attribute-based messaging. 

Emotion & affect 

research 

Emotional appeal, affective priming, 

storytelling 

Emotionally framed content is recalled and shared far more; affect 

often precedes and shapes reasoning. 

Attitude & persuasion 

theory 

Elaboration Likelihood Model, 

cognitive dissonance 

Under low involvement, peripheral cues dominate; under high 

involvement, argument quality matters more. 

Reference group & 

social influence 

Normative and informational 

influence, opinion leadership 

Peer recommendation and user reviews consistently outrank brand-

authored claims as sources of trust. 

Sociology of 

consumption 

Conspicuous consumption, taste and 

distinction, cultural capital 

Choices act as markers of identity and status; platforms make such 

signalling continuous and public. 

Digital community 

research 

Online tribes, brand communities, 

parasocial ties 

Creator-led communities work as modern reference groups, 

producing loyalty based on perceived intimacy. 

Ethics & dark-pattern 

research 

Persuasive design, privacy calculus, 

manipulative interfaces 

False urgency, hidden costs and confirm-shaming raise conversion 

while reducing decision autonomy. 

Source: Author's synthesis of the reviewed academic and industry literature. 
 

3. Conceptual Framework and Methodology 
 

The framework proposed here treats digital marketing not as 

a direct cause of purchase but as a stimulus that must pass 

through two simultaneous filters before producing behaviour. 

The psychological filter operates within the individual; the 

sociological filter operates through the individual's social 

location. Because both act at once, identical stimuli produce 

divergent outcomes, and the divergence is patterned rather 

than random.
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Figure 1: Integrated stimulus–filter–response framework of digital marketing influence 

 

Three features matter. First, the filters are interdependent: 

social validation lowers perceived risk, and personal attitudes 

decide which reference groups count as authoritative. Second, 

the decision process is iterative rather than linear, as 

consumers loop between search and evaluation while new 

content reaches them. Third, the model is recursive- a review, 

a rating or a shared photograph becomes a marketing stimulus 

for other consumers and a data point for the targeting system, 

closing the feedback loop shown in Figure 1. 
 

Methodologically the study is descriptive and analytical, 

based on secondary research, since the objective is 

explanatory synthesis rather than the estimation of new 

population parameters. Literature was drawn from academic 

databases, standard textbooks in consumer behaviour and 

sociology, and public industry reports, selected for relevance, 

recency and methodological transparency, with deliberate 

balance between the two disciplines. Findings were coded 

thematically, compared across sources, and constructs 

appearing consistently were retained for the framework 

above. All sources are acknowledged in APA style; no 

primary participants were involved and no personal data was 

processed. 
 

4. Analysis and Discussion 
 

4.1 Psychological Determinants of Response 
 

Synthesis of the reviewed literature indicates that perception 

of brand cues and emotional appeal are the most frequently 

reported predictors of online purchase intention, followed 

closely by motivation and felt need. Attitude and prior 

learning matter substantially but act more slowly, shaping the 

consideration set rather than the immediate click. Perceived 

risk emerges as the dominant inhibitor: campaigns that fail to 

address financial, performance or privacy risk convert poorly 

however good the creative.

 

 
Figure 2: Psychological determinants of online purchase intention (indicative synthesis) 

 

The practical implication is that creative strategy should be 

built on emotional relevance and identity resonance, while the 

surrounding interface- delivery promises, return policy, 

payment security, verified reviews- carries the burden of risk 

reduction. Campaigns that invert this division, presenting 

specifications emotionally and treating trust signals as an 

afterthought, systematically underperform. 
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4.2 The Relative Influence of Digital Touchpoints 
 

Consumers rarely meet a single touchpoint alone. A typical 

journey begins with passive exposure in a feed, moves to an 

active search, proceeds to a marketplace where 

recommendations and reviews are consulted, and closes after 

one or more retargeted reminders. 

 

 
Figure 3: Relative influence of digital touchpoints on 

purchase decisions (indicative). 

 

Table 2: Comparative assessment of major digital 

touchpoints 

Touchpoint Influence 
Function in the 

journey 

Behavioural 

characteristics 

Social media 

feeds & 

influencer 

content 

High 

Discovery, 

aspiration, 

social proof 

Low intent, high 

emotional 

engagement; 

strongest among 

younger cohorts 

Search engine 

results 
High 

Active 

information 

search 

High intent; trust 

attached to 

organic results 

over paid 

placements 

E-commerce 

recommendation 

engines 

Moderate–

High 

Evaluation of 

alternatives 

Drives basket 

expansion and 

cross-category 

discovery 

Online reviews 

& community 

forums 

High 
Risk reduction, 

validation 

Most trusted 

single source; 

volume and 

recency matter 

more than rating 

alone 

Email & app 

notifications 
Moderate 

Retention, 

reactivation 

Effective for 

existing 

customers; readily 

seen as intrusive 

when untargeted 

Retargeted 

display 

advertising 

Low–

Moderate 

Reinforcement, 

recall 

Closes abandoned 

journeys; strongest 

driver of privacy 

concern 

 

Two conclusions follow. Discovery and conversion are 

performed by different channels- social platforms create 

desire while search and marketplaces capture it- so last-click 

attribution systematically undervalues upstream influence. 

And the single most persuasive element in the system, user 

reviews, is not authored by the marketer at all, confirming the 

sociological proposition that consumers trust one another 

more than they trust institutions. 
 

4.3 Structural Growth of Digital Exposure 
 

This influence has widened as digital media absorbed a 

growing share of advertising expenditure and mobile devices 

became the dominant point of access, while social platforms 

integrated commerce directly into their interfaces.

 

 
Figure 4: Growth of digital and social commerce exposure, 2018–2025 (indicative) 

 

The behavioural consequence is important. When discovery, 

evaluation and payment occupy the same screen and the same 

minute, the deliberation stage of the classical decision process 

is compressed. Purchases that once involved a store visit, a 

conversation at home and an interval of reflection may now 

be completed inside a single scroll session, raising the weight 

of impulse relative to evaluation. 
 

4.4 Sociological Determinants Across Cohorts 
 

The sociological filter shows itself most clearly in the source 

of trust. In every cohort examined, peer and family 

recommendation retains the highest trust score- a strikingly 

stable finding. What varies is the secondary source: younger 

consumers extend near-peer trust to creators, while older 
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consumers rely on official brand communication and 

established retailers.

 

 
Figure 5: Source of trust across age cohorts (indicative) 

 

Table 3: Cohort-wise consumption patterns in digital 

environments 

Cohort 
Most trusted 

source 

Dominant 

motivation 

Characteristic 

decision style 

18–24 
Creator and peer 

content 

Identity 

expression, 

trend 

participation 

Rapid, socially 

visible, high impulse 

component 

25–34 

Peer 

recommendation 

with review 

verification 

Value 

optimisation, 

lifestyle 

building 

Comparison-

intensive; responsive 

to bundling and offers 

35–49 
Peer and family 

recommendation 

Household 

utility, 

reliability 

Deliberate; brand 

reputation and service 

quality dominate 

50+ 

Brand 

communication 

and known 

retailers 

Trust, risk 

minimisation 

Conservative; highest 

sensitivity to 

transaction risk 

 

This supports reading creator audiences as functional 

reference groups. Parasocial familiarity, built through 

repeated and apparently personal exposure, produces the 

normative influence sociologists associate with peer groups 

even though no actual relationship exists. It also explains the 

sharp fall in influencer trust among older cohorts, who have 

not accumulated that exposure and therefore process creator 

content as ordinary advertising. 
 

4.5 The Digital Consumer Journey 
 

Mapping the process onto the classical AIDA sequence, 

extended to include advocacy, shows where digital influence 

gains and loses momentum. 

 

 

 
Figure 6: Attrition across the extended AIDA-A funnel (indicative) 

 

Attrition is steepest between interest and desire, where the 

psychological filter rejects options that fail to match identity 

or exceed perceived risk. The advocacy stage, though 

numerically smallest, is disproportionately valuable: each 

advocate generates content that re-enters the system as trusted 

stimulus for others, which is how the feedback loop of Figure 

1 operates in practice. 
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4.6 The Ethical Dimension 
 

The capabilities that make digital marketing effective raise 

questions absent from the mass-media era. Personalisation 

requires surveillance of behaviour, effectiveness is measured 

by conversion rather than consumer welfare, and interfaces 

can be optimised to exploit documented cognitive limitations. 

 

Table 4: Common manipulative design patterns and their 

psychological basis 

Pattern Mechanism 
Psychological basis of 

effect 

False 

urgency 

Countdown timers and 

scarcity messages that reset 

or misstate stock 

Compresses deliberation; 

converts consideration 

into impulse 

Confirm-

shaming 

Opt-out wording designed 

to induce guilt 

Exploits social-emotional 

sensitivity to secure 

consent 

Hidden 

costs 

Fees revealed only at the 

final checkout step 

Relies on commitment 

already invested in the 

journey 

Forced 

continuity 

Free trials converting 

silently into paid 

subscriptions 

Exploits inertia and 

default bias 

Preselected 

options 

Add-ons or consent boxes 

ticked by default 

Converts inattention into 

agreement 

 

Ethical Position Adopted in this Paper 
Persuasion becomes manipulation when it succeeds by 

disabling deliberation rather than informing it. Techniques 

that would lose their effect if the consumer fully understood 

them fail that test- and those are precisely the techniques data-

driven optimisation discovers fastest 

 

5. Major Findings 
 

• Digital marketing influences behaviour indirectly: stimuli 

produce outcomes only after passing through 

psychological and sociological filters, which explains 

wide variation in response to identical campaigns. 

• Emotion and identity outperform information; content 

addressing belonging, esteem and self-expression 

generates stronger engagement than attribute-based 

messaging. 

• Peer trust is the constant- recommendation from peers and 

family is the most trusted source in every cohort; only the 

secondary source shifts with age. 

• Creators function as reference groups through parasocial 

familiarity, particularly for consumers aged 18 to 34. 

• Perceived risk suppresses conversion more reliably than 

price sensitivity does. 

• Discovery and conversion belong to different channels, so 

last-click attribution misrepresents the real structure of 

influence. 

• Compression of the decision cycle within a single 

interface increases impulse purchasing. 

• Personalisation is double-edged: it raises relevance and 

conversion while generating the strongest consumer 

concerns about privacy and autonomy. 

 

 

 

6. Implications and Recommendations 
 

6.1 For Marketing Practice 
 

• Build strategy on emotional relevance, identity resonance 

and explicit risk reduction rather than reach metrics alone. 

• Invest in review and community ecosystems, since 

consumer-authored content carries greater persuasive 

weight than brand claims. 

• Replace last-click attribution with journey-level 

measurement that credits discovery channels. 

• Treat transparency in personalisation as a competitive 

asset, since disclosed targeting avoids the reactance covert 

targeting provokes. 
 

6.2 For Consumers, Educators and Policymakers 

 
• Digital literacy teaching should include recognition of 

persuasive design: scarcity cues, defaults, sponsored 

disclosure and algorithmic curation. 
• A deliberate delay between discovery and payment 

restores the deliberation stage that platform design 

compresses. 
• Paid partnerships and sponsored placement should carry 

prominent mandatory disclosure. 
• Consent standards for behavioural data should make 

refusal as easy as agreement, documented manipulative 

patterns should be prohibited, and minors- whose 

reference-group sensitivity is highest- need additional 

protection. 
 

7. Limitations and Conclusion 
 

The paper is review-based and presents no original primary 

data; its quantitative illustrations are indicative 

reconstructions rather than independent estimates. The 

evidence base draws disproportionately on urban, connected 

populations, platforms evolve faster than the research cycle 

that studies them, and isolating the independent contribution 

of psychological and sociological influence is difficult 

without controlled experimental designs. 
 

Within those limits the conclusion is clear. Digital marketing 

has changed the mechanism of persuasion without changing 

its dependence on the human mind and on human society. The 

instruments are new — personalised feeds, recommendation 

engines, creator partnerships, behavioural retargeting — but 

they work only insofar as they engage psychological 

processes that predate them and social structures that 

surround them. Perception decides what is noticed; emotion 

decides what is wanted; attitude and risk decide what is 

accepted; and family, peers, culture and community decide 

what it is legitimate to want at all. 
 

For practitioners, psychological sophistication without 

sociological awareness produces campaigns that persuade 

individuals but fail communities, while sociological 

awareness without psychological precision produces 

campaigns that are culturally appropriate but personally inert. 

For everyone else the conclusion is broader: as targeting 

grows more accurate and interfaces more adaptive, the burden 

of protecting consumer autonomy cannot rest on the 

consumer alone. In an environment where trust is the scarcest 
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resource and peer opinion the strongest channel, effective 

digital marketing and responsible digital marketing are 

increasingly the same thing. 
 

References 
 

[1] Bourdieu, P. (1984). Distinction: A social critique of the 

judgement of taste. Harvard University Press. 
[2] Chaffey, D., & Ellis-Chadwick, F. (2022). Digital 

marketing: Strategy, implementation and practice (8th 

ed.). Pearson Education. 
[3] Cialdini, R. B. (2009). Influence: Science and practice 

(5th ed.). Pearson Education. 
[4] Gruen, T. W., Osmonbekov, T., & Czaplewski, A. J. 

(2006). eWOM: The impact of customer-to-customer 

online know-how exchange on customer value and 

loyalty. Journal of Business Research, 59(4), 449–456. 
[5] Kahneman, D. (2011). Thinking, fast and slow. Farrar, 

Straus and Giroux. 
[6] Kotler, P., & Keller, K. L. (2016). Marketing 

management (15th ed.). Pearson Education. 
[7] Mathur, A., Acar, G., Friedman, M. J., Lucherini, E., 

Mayer, J., Chetty, M., & Narayanan, A. (2019). Dark 

patterns at scale: Findings from a crawl of 11K shopping 

websites. Proceedings of the ACM on Human-

Computer Interaction, 3(CSCW), 1–32. 
[8] Petty, R. E., & Cacioppo, J. T. (1986). Communication 

and persuasion: Central and peripheral routes to attitude 

change. Springer-Verlag. 
[9] Schiffman, L. G., & Wisenblit, J. (2019). Consumer 

behavior (12th ed.). Pearson Education. 
[10] Solomon, M. R. (2020). Consumer behavior: Buying, 

having, and being (13th ed.). Pearson Education. 
[11] Veblen, T. (1899). The theory of the leisure class. 

Macmillan. 
[12] Zuboff, S. (2019). The age of surveillance capitalism. 

PublicAffairs. 

Paper ID: SR26809190801 DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.21275/SR26809190801 1133 

http://www.ijsr.net/



