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Abstract:

This paper aims to investigate the impact of social
media and e-commerce on Indian consumers’
behaviour and purchase decision-making during the
COVID-19 pandemic. This impact is investigated in
the capacities of consumer confidence levels,
consumers’ engagement with brands, and the
consumers’ use of social media and e-commerce for
making purchase decisions in accordance with the
four stages of the EBM Model. A qualitative
questionnaire survey with retrospective questioning
was employed for the study. Results indicate that,
due to availability bias and contagious narratives,
consumers’ confidence in the economy decreased in
finding information relating to the pandemic and the
economy’s performance on social media. In
engaging with brands, consumers leaned more
towards brands marketing their efforts towards
COVID-19 relief on social media than those that did
not, all other factors remaining constant, with
framing bias influencing this behaviour. For making
purchase decisions, consumers heavily relied on
social media and e-commerce to gain information
about products. Herd behaviour through electronic
word-of-mouth  was also found. Additionally,
increased use of social media and e-commerce
during the pandemic for making purchases resulted
in a change in the status quo for purchase decision-
making post-pandemic. The sample comprised
social media users from metropolitan cities of India
with appreciable access to the internet, stratified by
age and gender.

. Introduction

In this paper, the impact of social media

and e-commerce on consumers’ purchase decisions
and purchase behaviour are studied.

Social media is defined as an “internet-
based form of communication” where users can
“have conversations, share information and create
web content.! In recent years, the use of social
media for making purchase decisions has increased,
with 54% of social media users using social media
to research information about products (Beer, 2018).
“Social proof” formed by users’ reviews/opinions
on various products and services also plays an
important role currently in influencing the purchase
decisions of various internet users (Mullin, 2020).

There has been an increased use of social
media worldwide during the pandemic (Gilsenan,
2021) alongside rising penetration of e-commerce
and social media into Indian consumer and business
decision-making in recent years (IBEF, 2022).
Sharp spikes in the usage of social media and e-
commerce in India during the pandemic have been
reported as well (Statista, 2020).

This impact is investigated in a
multifaceted light, including aspects of consumer
confidence, purchasing power, changes in the status
quo, and usage of social media for the four stages of
decision-making in the EBM Model. Combining
standard economics with behavioural economic
theories, this study also explores the manifestation
of cognitive biases of herd behaviour, availability
bias, and framing bias. Herd behaviour is considered
within the capacity of electronic word-of-mouth (e-

! South Florida - UCM, University of. “Introduction
to Social Media | University Communications and
Marketing.” Introduction to Social Media |
University ~ Communications and  Marketing.
Accessed October 8, 2022.
https://www.usf.edu/ucm/marketing/intro-social-

media.aspxX.
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WOM) through online reviews found on social
media and e-commerce websites like Amazon and
Flipkart. Availability bias is considered within the
scope of how information relating to the pandemic
and the performance of the Indian economy on
social media led to the formation of certain
perspectives about the pandemic and the economy
among consumers, in turn influencing their purchase
decisions. Framing bias is considered in light of
brands’ marketing their products/themselves
through efforts made for COVID relief over brands
not adopting such marketing strategies, and its
impact on consumers’ purchase decisions.

The Engle-Blackwell-Miniard (EBM) Model of the
purchase decision-making process is employed,
owing to its versatility, simplicity, and negligible
vagueness as compared to the alternative Bettman
Information Processing Model. The influence of
social media in all four stages of the EBM model on
consumption during the pandemic is investigated.

An online questionnaire survey with retrospective
questioning was used to draw conclusions.

I1. Literature Review
Consumer Purchase Behaviour

Consumer behaviour models are crucial for
understanding the process of consumption decision-
making— “how, when and why” consumers
undertake purchasing decisions (Needle, 2021).
Over the years, several models have been developed
to explicate consumers’ decision-making behaviour,
including economic models like the Engel-
Blackwell-Miniard (EBM) Model (Engel, et al.,
1990) and the Bettman Information Processing
Model of Consumer Choice (Bettman et al., 1979),
as well as Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytical model,
the Freudian Motivation Theory, (Needle, 2021) and
sociological models (Needle, 2021). Consumers’
purchase behaviour can be categorised into four
different types depending on the type of
product/service being purchased, as given by
Voramontri and Klieb, 2018.

The Engel-Blackwell-Miniard (EBM) Model

The EBM Model is an improvement on the original
Engel-Kollat-Blackwell (EKB) Model (Engel,
Kollat, and Blackwell, 1968), The EBM differs from
the EKB Model in that it includes contemporary
concepts of post-purchase behaviour such as
divestment, thus broadening the scope of the

applicability of the model to real-world scenarios
(Deogharia, 2015).

The EBM Model comprises four main stages (MBA
Knowledge Base, 2014) in the decision-making
process, with several sub-stages overlapping each
other within the main five. They are as follows:

1. Information Input Stage: In this stage,
exposed to an ‘external stimulus’ such as marketing
efforts like advertisements or non-marketing
stimulus, the consumer begins to receive
information about a particular product or brand.
Such a stimulus can be the price/quality of the
product/service, or the brand image of the company.
This also influences the ‘need recognition’ of the
consumer, wherein he/she/they identifies a
motivation behind the purchase of the concerned
product/service. This is followed by an intensive
information search process, both internal and
external, till the consumer arrives at a concrete
purchase decision (MBA Knowledge Base, 2014).

2. Information Processing Stage:
Information  processing  involves  ‘exposure,
attention, perception, acceptance, and retention’
(MBA Knowledge Base, 2014) of information
regarding the product/service. Consumer
‘perception’ and ‘acceptance’ is carried out through
various cognitive styles (Neostrom, 2021),
comprising the conscientious style (consumer raises
questions regarding possible issues surrounding the
product/brand), the consultative style (consumer
lacking experience or facing uncertainty in this stage
consult others (friends, family, etc.) for information
on the product/brand), the imaginative style
(consumer  conjures up potential problems,
solutions, plan-of-usage regarding the product), the
verbal style (consumer rationalize their thought
process/perspective on the product verbally), the
visual constructive style (consumer searches and
receives information through visual stimuli), and the
logical style (consumer employing logical reasoning
to arrive at a purchase decision, which can often
become rationalization of choice). Once all the
information received is processed, the consumer
uses memory to retain it as he/she/they arrives at the
decision-making stage. (MBA Knowledge Base,
2014)

3. Decision Process Stage: This stage
involves  ‘problem  recognition, search for
alternatives, alternate  evaluation’ (MBA
Knowledge Base, 2014). In problem recognition or
need recognition, the consumer recognises a
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problem or need or want that the product in
consideration will help satisfy (MBA Skool, 2021).
Following problem recognition is an information
search for both the concerned brand’s product and
alternatives (MBA Knowledge Base, 2014).
Evaluation of alternatives, based on the consumer’s
self-formulated criteria from their ‘related thoughts
and beliefs,” will lead to them being left with a few
shortlisted choices for their final decision.
(Neostrom, 2021) This stage can also lead to the
acquisition of additional information not discovered
previously. (MBA Knowledge Bse, 2014) However,
it is not mandatory for every consumer to undergo
all these sub-stages in the decision process stage.

Eventually, the consumer, on the basis of repeated
‘rating’ or consulting others or ‘blind taste test” will
make a final purchase decision. (Neostrom, 2021)

This stage is concluded by post-purchase decisions
depending on the consumer’s experience with the
consumption of the concerned product/service. This
model proposes three possibilities of consumption
experience: satisfaction?, dissatisfaction®, and
divestment®. Based on the experience, the consumer
will make a decision on the future consumption of
said product/service.

4, Decision Process Variables: This stage
includes ‘individual and environmental influences’
(MBA Knowledge Base, 2014) that can impact the
model’s all five stages. Individual influences
comprise lifestyle, beliefs, values, and personality
while environmental influences can consist of
culture, and family. Situational factors like the
consumer’s financial state can also influence
decision-making (MBA Knowledge Base, 2014).

The diagrammatic model can be represented as
below:

% The product/service is able to meet the consumer’s
expectations and wants (Bernazanni, 2022).

*The product/service is fails to meet the consumer’s
expectations and wants (Bernazanni, 2022).

* This involves maximising the results of the
decision, which may or may not lead to future
decision-makig. At this stage, the consumer must
also decide where they would head from this
decision (Dickins, 2008).
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Source: The Engel-Blackwell-Miniard Model (Solomon et al., 2012).

The main criticism of this model surrounds its
similarity to the Howard Sheth Model of Consumer
Behaviour (Howard and Sheth, 1969) and its lack of
elucidation on the nature of ‘individual and
environmental influences’ affecting consumer
choices in all four stages. These influences have
been criticised as having vague definitions with a
faint explanation of the role played by them
(Deogharia, 2015). Factors like religion can explain
behavioural choices significantly, resulting in a
better understanding of the model (MBA
Knowledge base, 2014).

Bettman Information Processing Model of
Consumer Choice

As elucidated by MBA Knowledge Base, 2014, in
this model, the consumer is portrayed as having
‘limited capacity to process information,’ thus rarely
conducting any intricate analysis of the alternatives
available to them. Consequently, they employ
heuristics or simple strategies in decision-making.
There are seven main stages in this model of
consumer choice:

1. Processing capacity: This stage suggests
that consumers, having limited information-
processing capacity, are unwilling to opt for any
complex decision-making strategies. Thus, they will
employ simple heuristics or strategies not involving
any in-depth analysis of alternatives.

2. Motivation: This stage lies at the core of
the  Bettman  model, wherein  motivation
significantly impacts both the direction and intensity
of consumer choice, especially in deciding between
alternatives. Moreover, Bettman posited that, when
a consumer is familiar with a particular arena of the
market with previous experience, he/she/they does
not need to undergo the same ‘hierarchy’ to make
the final purchase decision. However, Bettman does
not account for any religious motivations plausibly
impacting the consumer’s decision at this stage.

3. Attention and Perceptual Encoding:
Bettman has defined two types of attention: the first
type is voluntary wherein consumers consciously
allocate their processing capacity to the
accomplishment of current goals; the second type is
‘automatic response to disruptive events,” when
consumers acquire new complex information. Both
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types influence consumers’ pathways to achieve
their goals and make decisions.

4, Information Acquisition and Evaluation:
In this stage, if the consumer believes the available
information to be insufficient, he/she/they will seek
more information regarding their choice from
external sources. The process of acquiring and
evaluating information will continue till the
consumer feels the information is sufficient or it is
too time-consuming and/or costly to acquire more
information.

5. Memory: Here, the consumer will store in
mind all the information garnered thus far. If
deemed insufficient, he/she/they can continue to
seek out more information.

6. Decision Process: In Bettman’s model,
this stage involves different factors influencing
different choice types. Specifically, it involves the
employment of heuristics to the selection and
evaluation of a brand. These heuristics are subject to
individual factors (e.g., personality traits) as well as
situational factors (e.g. urgency).

7. Consumption and Learning Process:
This stage comprises the future decisions of the
consumer  post-purchase, influenced by the
consumption experience.

This model’s diagrammatic representation is as
follows:

Motivation
Goal
A—— hierarchy A
Scanner interrupt
Attention | Perceptual and interpretation
= ¢ | encoding ¥ interrupt [ and P
mechanisms response
- ' ' ¢ Metnory
Processing Information | g Sk | Scanner Interrupt
capacity » acquisition and interpretation
m and interrupt and —>
evaluation | | Extemnal mechanisms »| response
¢ search |
- A ! T
Scanner Interrupt
Decision > and interpretation
—»  Processes interrupt I and g
mechanisms response
i I
Consumptioﬁ Scanner Interrupt
and and interpretation
| learning »| interrupt I and >
processes mechanisms response
L P

Source:
consumer-choice/

https://www.mbaknol.com/marketing-management/bettman-information-processing-model-of-
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While Bettman’s Model effectively draws out a
realistic process of consumers’ decision-making,
taking into consideration irrational consumer
behaviour, some stages in this model are
ambiguously defined. For instance, there is no
specification of the conditions on whose basis
consumers accept or reject information.

The Freudian Motivation Theory

According to Ganti, 2020, this theory postulates that
humans are influenced by  unconscious
psychological forces like hidden desires and motives
while making purchase decisions. So, a product or
company’s marketing campaign or advertisement
can become stimulate or appeal to such
unconsciously-held motives, thus influencing the
consumer’s purchasing decision. This model
explains purchase and sales processes in terms of
consumers fulfilling conscious needs like curtains
for home windows and unconscious needs like
clothes due to fear or shame of being caught
undressed. Furthermore, being unconscious motives,
consumers may not realise why a particular product
or brand appeals to them, but deep market research
on such nuances in consumer behaviour by
businesses can help in the recognition and
categorization of such motives (Needle, 2021)

The Sociological Model

According to Needle, 2021, the Sociological Model
of Consumer Behaviour posits that a consumer’s
purchase decisions are influenced by his/her/their
positions in different societal groups and settings.
These social groups can be further categorised into
two types: primary and secondary. Primary social
groups include the consumer’s family, friends, and
co-workers. Secondary social groups include any
other groups in society that can indirectly or directly
affect the consumer’s purchase behaviour
(Neostrom, 2021). These can be age or generation-
based, such as the Millenials or Generation Z
members (Needle, 2021).

This model is derived from the Social Learning
Theory, which states that humans are more likely to
adopt an action or behaviour when they observe
others doing it. More specifically, the behavioural
pattern adopted by a person will depend on certain
defined aspects such as group processes,
socialization experiences, attitudes, and familiarity
(Neostrom, 2021).

Cognitive Biases affecting Consumers’ Decision-
Making

Defined by the groundbreaking work of Economist
Richard Thaler (Witynski, 2011), Behavioural
Economics is a developing school of 21st-century
economics (Tragakes, 2020) that combines
economic concepts with psychology, challenging
the traditional rational consumer behaviour model
(Witynski, 2011). One of the main principles of
behavioural economists is the cognitive biases
impacting consumer behaviour and choice (Blink
and Dorton, 2020). The main ones that this study
aims to investigate are:

° Bandwagon Effect: Also known as ‘herd
behaviour’ or ‘social conformity,” this bias
originates from humans’ natural tendency to ‘fit in’.
Due to this bias, consumers may adopt a perceived
majority’s purchasing behaviour even if it is against
their best interest (Blink and Dorton, 2020).

° Availability Bias: According to this bias,
consumers’ decisions are influenced by the recent
information or examples available to them. In
contrast with the rational consumer model of neo-
classical Economics, consumers are actually adept at
risk and probabilities assessment, consequently
relying on available information to make choices
(Blink and Dorton, 2020).

° Framing Bias: The manner in which
information regarding a product/service is ‘framed’
or presented to consumers affects their decisions. If
the information about a product is framed in a
positive light, consumers will draw a positive
perception of the product and vice-versa. This
prevents consumers from evaluating a product
objectively (Blink and Dorton, 2020).

° Status Quo/Inertia Bias: This bias states
that, when faced with a variety of choices,
consumers are more likely to maintain the status quo
by ‘doing nothing,’ i.e., maintaining their usual
choice. This bias results from bounded rationality as
consumers lack the time and mental capacity to
evaluate all options available to them (Blink and
Dorton, 2020).

The Advent of Social Media and E-Commerce

Technology has undergone a rapid pace of
development in the 20th century, with the first
recognizable form of social media tracing back to
1997 with Six Degrees, a site enabling users to
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create a profile and make friends online. Then came
YouTube in 2005, followed by Facebook and
Twitter becoming available all over the globe in
2006. Since then, social media has seen
unprecedented growth, with the launch of different
applications and sites like Instagram, Pinterest,
Tumblr, and so on (Hendricks, 2013).

Alongside the growth of social media, there also
came the advent of e-commerce, originally being
used for exchanging business documents like
invoices in 1948-49, which then shifted to the
platform of the Internet with the onset of the World
Wide Web in 1991 (Zwass, 1996).

Growing Popularity of E-Commerce and Social
Media

In the past few years, with the rapid pace of
digitization worldwide, there has been a growing
popularity of e-commerce. According to Forbes
Magazine (2022), consumers lean towards brands
that are ‘hospitable, humanized and relatable,” such
that interaction between the brand and the consumer
can be established beyond merely marketing
agendas like advertising. In this light, social media
becomes the right platform for fostering such
interaction. Be it responding to tweets or answering
consumer queries, social media facilitates fast and
personalized communication between producers and
consumers.

The increasing use of social media among
consumers can be attributed to several reasons.
Firstly, the ‘Uses and Gratification Theory’ explains
that consumers receive ‘gratification’ in the form of
‘affection, attention seeking, habit, information
sharing, disclosure, and social influence,” which
motivates them to use social media. (Malik et al.,
2016). Secondly, as elucidated by Yuksel (2016),
social media has been found to empower consumers
by providing them with control over product
alternatives and brand comparisons. Additionally,
product reviews on social media have also been
found to enable consumers to make more informed
judgements regarding the risks and advantages
associated with a purchase decision (Mason et al.,
2020; Mason et al., 2021). Another interesting
finding relating to consumers’ use of social media
was given by Duan and Dholakia (2017), who
explained that the act of posting purchases by
consumers on various social media platforms has
become a form of conspicuous consumption,

elevating their emotional happiness and public
image, while also serving as electronic word-of-
mouth to encourage others’ purchase decisions.

According to Mason, Brown, and Mason (2021),
businesses can build on their ‘product value’ by
publicising  positive feedback received by
consumers. Social media can also be used by a
business to promote its corporate social
responsibility. That is, businesses can build positive
consumer relationships by encouraging their
consumers to engage in positive offline brand-
related activities and then posting social media
content about such activities. (Wertz, 2019).

Impact of Social Media on Consumer Behaviour
Qualitative

Social media impacts consumers’ purchase
behaviour in multifarious ways. Firstly, social media
is a hub of information for consumers to know more
about a company or a product, thus facilitating the
information search stage. Consumers have found
new ways of seeking and obtaining information
through social media, as well as connecting with
other consumers to discuss the multitudes of brands
that exist (Powers et al., 2012) Secondly, it also
provides ‘social proof’ (Kowalewicz, 2021) wherein
users are able to provide authentic reviews on their
consumption experiences, effectively creating an
electronic bandwagon (Sridhar, 2021). Furthermore,
electronic word-of-mouth (e-WOM) has been shown
to encourage 65% of consumers to purchase directly
from social media (Sridhar, 2021). Furthermore,
according to Voramontri and Klieb (2018), WOM
has the power to influence consumer behaviour
throughout all stages of decision-making from
product awareness to selection to a post-purchase
evaluation in terms of the EBM model (p.3). With
the increased usage of social media for interactions
among consumers regarding products and brand
opinions, online or electronic WOM has gained
prominence where consumers are able to share and
read others’ views on different companies and their
products on review sites. (Bronner and Hoog, 2010)

More specifically in relation to the EBM Model of
consumer behaviour, a study conducted by Adnan
Veysel Ertemel and Ahmad Ammoura (2016)
concluded that there was a weak association
between ‘need recognition’ and social media
advertising, with no association whatsoever with
‘information search,” a strong association with
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‘evaluation of alternatives’ and moderate association
for ‘buying decision’ and ‘post-purchase behaviour’.

In addition to the above, Voramontri and Klieb’s
2018 study on social media’s impact on consumer
behaviour found that consumers find more ease,
enjoyment, trust and confidence in the decision-
making process for a purchase when carried out
through social media. They also stated that they
rely, to a greater degree, upon the opinions of
friends and family regarding product quality,
exemplifying the significance of e-WOM.
Additionally, it was concluded that consumers’
satisfaction was not diminished by the information
overload on social media.

‘A Study on Impact of Social Media on Consumer
Behaviour’ (Davis, 2021), is another study with
important findings relating to social media’s
influence on consumption behaviour in India. The
results of this study indicated that consumers are
appreciably impacted by advertisements and reviews
on social media, even encouraging them to try new
brands. It was also found that consumers are
significantly impacted by information regarding a
brand or product available on social media during
the stage of information search.

Beyond making purchase decisions, as explained by
Robert J. Shiller (2019), social media can also
impact consumers through the spread of “viral
stories” such that the association of an event or
phenomenon with “identified personalities” like
celebrities play a crucial role in shaping consumers
perception about the economy, affecting their
optimism and in turn influencing their behaviour in
markets.

Quantitative

° In a 2019 study conducted by Duangruthai
Voramontri and Leslie Klieb, it was found that the
use of social media for making purchase decisions
influences consumer satisfaction levels in the stages
of information search and evaluation of alternatives,
with the satisfaction being magnified as the
consumer moves from the final purchase decision to
post-purchase evaluation.

° According to an article published on
‘Social Media Today,” as of 2015, 74% of
consumers are reliant on social media for making
purchase decisions while 78% said that their buying

decisions are influenced by the social media posts of
companies.

° A 2012 study conducted by Hubspot found
that 71% of consumers are more likely to base their
purchase decisions on social media referrals.

E-Commerce During Economic Emergencies

In 2002, China saw a novel coronavirus outbreak,
known as SARS or SARS-associated coronavirus.
Turning into a pandemic in 2003, SARS posed
serious challenges to the Chinese economy, leading
to the shutdown of several businesses and changes
in consumption patterns (Wen, Gu, and Kavanaugh,
2005). Among the major businesses impacted was
Alibaba, a then-nascent business-to-business e-
commerce company that made its first annual profit
only in 2002. With an employee contracting SARS,
the entire company was compelled to quarantine and
work from home. The uncertain situation threatened
the company’s future growth, but as more and more
consumers began quarantining in their homes in fear
of contracting the virus, their consumption shifted
from brick-and-mortar stores to e-commerce
platforms, Alibaba being one of them. Among other
e-commerce businesses, Alibaba benefitted from the
internet becoming an indispensable platform for
carrying out economic activities (Huddleston, 2020).

Use of Social Media During the COVID-19
Pandemic

From an extensive research study organised by the
Global Web Index in May 2020 across 20 countries,
42% of consumers admitted to spending a longer
time on social media due to the coronavirus
outbreak (Gilsenan, 2021). Reasons behind the
increased usage of social media include ‘breaking
isolation” to keep in touch with people (57% of
users in the USA and UK said that they felt less
lonely from using social media), staying up-to-date
with the latest news, and being authentically
themselves on social media apps (about 40% users
in USA and UK felt more comfortable articulating
their struggles on social media).

Moreover, in a study conducted by Edelman, a
‘global communications firm’ across 12 countries
including India, in March 2020, it was found that, in
terms of using social media for consumption,
consumers were more inclined toward information
that was ‘comforting’ and integrated how brands
were responding to the pandemic. More specifically,
it was uncovered that consumers were more likely to
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believe brands’ information coming from healthcare
workers over social media influencers or celebrities
(Jill and Edelman, 2020). Similarly, in a study
summarised by Williams Commerce in 2020, ‘The
Impact of COVID-19 on Social Media Advertising’,
it was stated that consumers also sought a
‘compassionate voice’ in brand communication, not
only looking for information about how products
will benefit them during the pandemic but also
efforts by the brand to mitigate the repercussions of
COVID-19. At the same time, in advertising efforts,
brands must be sensitive to changes in consumer
preferences, being careful to portray lifestyles as
were during the pandemic as opposed to pre-
pandemic  ‘normalcy’.  These nuances in
advertisements were found to largely impact a
consumer’s gravitation toward a brand (Jill and
Edelman, 2020).

Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Consumer
Confidence in India

Being struck by an unanticipated virus outbreak, the
Indian economy in the early stages of the pandemic
witnessed a sharp decline in its GDP, approximately
a 24% decline from April to June 2020 (Slater,
2020).

From surveys conducted by researchers of the
Reserve Bank of India, it was learned that the
pandemic had severely shaken Indian consumers’
confidence in the Indian economy. Furthermore, the
dent in consumer confidence was found to magnify
by the increase in the number of cases and fatalities
(Nayak, 2022).

In Global Web Index’s extensive research spanning
20 countries in May 2020, the following statistical
results were concluded regarding Indian consumer
confidence during the pandemic:

° Optimism  regarding overcoming the

Hypotheses

pandemic decreased among Indian consumers from
March to May— 79% to 72%.

° 55% of Indians, and around 32% of Gen Zs
in that, were “extremely concerned” about the
COVID-19 situation.

° 62% of Indians on average believed that
the pandemic had a “big impact” or “dramatic
impact” on their household finances.

° 89% of Indians on average believed that
the pandemic had a “big” or “dramatic” impact on
the national economy.

Impact of Social Media on Indian Consumers’
Behaviour during the COVID-19 Pandemic

56% of the consumers, from the UK, USA, and
Australia, surveyed in a study conducted by
‘Stackla’, admitted that they are more influenced by
images and videos on social media while shopping
online than they were pre-pandemic.

Global Web Index’s May 2020 study also found the
following quantitative results in relation to Indian
consumers’ behaviour during the pandemic as
influenced by social media:

° 41% of Indian consumers agreed that were
looking for flexible payment options

° 17% of Indians preferred payments through
credit cards

° 46% of Indians said that they would wait
for products to be on promotions, sales or discounts.
° 55% of Indians say that they had been

spending more time on Social Media (Instagram,
Facebook, Twitter, etc.)

° 65% were spending more time watching
videos on YouTube
° 80% of Indians believed that they increased

their smartphone usage and 58% increased their
laptop usage— the main devices where social media
is operated.

Based on the literature review, the following research hypotheses are proposed for this study:

Social Media and Consumer Confidence

Spread of negative information regarding the pandemic on social media

H1 decreased consumer confidence

Narratives about known/popular figures being afflicted with COVID-

H2 19 exacerbated pandemic fears
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Social Media and Information Search/Input

H3

H4

H5

H6

H7

Consumers use social media to engage with companies' activities

Consumer seek information about goods and services from social
media

Consumers are more likely to watch advertisements of familiar
brands/brands they relate to than unfamiliar brands.

Consumers have been influenced by others' consumption pattern(s) as
seen on social media and e-commerce

Consumers have been prompted to try out hew products through social
media advertising

Social Media and Purchasing Power

H8

H9

Negative information regarding the economy's performance led
consumers to change the proportion of income spent on different goods
and services

Consumers sought cheaper alternatives for goods and services on social
media/e-commerce sites

Social Media and Information Processing

H10

H11l

Consumers used customer reviews on social media to gain more
information about a product's quality and utility

Consumers rely on e-WOM through e-commerce sites to gain
information about a product

Social Media, E-commerce and Consumption

H15

H16

H17

H18

Due to restrictions imposed by the COVID-19 lockdown, consumers
used social media and e-commerce to meet their consumption needs

Consumers use social media and e-commerce for buying necessities

Consumers' use of social media and e-commerce for making purchases
has increased post-pandemic compared to pre-pandemic times (status

quo)

Consumers use a hybrid model, combining e-commerce and social
media with traditional physical visiting of stores, for making purchases

| Impact Factor value 7.52 |

1SO 9001: 2008 Certified Journal

Page 10



www.ijhssm.org

' International Journal of Humanities Social Science and Management (IJHSSM)
‘ " Volume 3, Issue 1, Jan.-Feb. 2023, pp: 01-24

I11.  Methodology

As this study aims to investigate
consumers’ purchase behaviour during the pandemic
in relation to social media and e-commerce,
retrospective questioning through a questionnaire
survey has been employed. A qualitative analysis of
the responses will be conducted. The types of
questions used are majorly close-ended, with
multiple-choice questions, “Yes/No” questions,
multiple-answer questions, and numerical ratings
with some multiple-choice questions offering the
option “Other,” (open-ended). The survey has been
divided into five sections, where the progress from
one section to another depends on the answer to the
last question of the preceding section.

The first section focuses on demographics
(asking respondents about the city they resided in
during the pandemic) and personal information to
effectively divide the respondents into strata by age
and gender. This section also asks the respondents if
they use social media. Those who respond with
“yes” proceed to answer the next section while those
who answer “no” have the form automatically
submitted because the succeeding questions
wouldn’t apply to them.

The second section focuses on the extent
and purposes of social media use by the
respondents. This included the collection of
information regarding the amount of time spent on
social media, the frequency of use, and a multiple-
answer question on the various purposes for which
they used social media. This list was formulated on
the basis of the most common uses of social media®,
including the options: purchase of goods and
services, reading the news, entertainment,
educational, gaining news/information, chatting, and
making friends.

Next, the third section examines the impact
of social media narratives and information relating
to the pandemic on consumer confidence and
purchase behaviour. In examining this impact, the
prevalence of availability bias among consumers is
also investigated. To proceed to this section, the
respondents were asked to specify if they used
social media to gain information about the pandemic
in the previous section.

Then, the fourth section investigates
consumers’ engagement with different brands using

> Why Do People Use Social Media? [Jul 2022
Update] | Oberlo. “Why Do People Use Social
Media? [Jul 2022 Update] | Oberlo,” October 2018.
https://www.oberlo.in/statistics/why-do-people-use-
social-media.

social media as with advertisements.

The last section looks into consumers’ use
of social media and e-commerce to make purchase
decisions in relation to the EBM Model with all four
stages considered. This model was chosen over the
Bettman model because of the vagueness in some of
its stages as well as its being divided into seven
stages, not only making it complex to correspond
the stages to an online purchase-making model but
also opening room for more recall bias as consumers
may not be able to recall specific details about their
decision-making process. Against this, the EMB
model was considered to be more appropriate for
this study due to its simplicity and versatility,
allowing its stages of decision-making to be easily
applicable to online purchase-making.

It is also in this section where consumers’ change in
status quo with using more social media and e-
commerce to make purchase decisions is
investigated alongside exploring the prevalence of
herd behaviour wherein consumers are questioned
about their purchase decisions being influenced or
motivated by those of others.

The survey was conducted online through a
Google form. Responses were kept anonymous and
limited to one per respondent. Before launching the
main survey, a pilot test was conducted in order to
remove any vagueness of complicated wording in
the questions. The sample for this pilot test
comprised 15 respondents from ages 16-25 years.
Stratification of final results on the basis of age and
gender was conducted by manual categorisation of
results.
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SECTION 1

Demographical
Information

[ Do you use social media? ]

NO | Form submitted

l Yes

SECTION 2

(

Extent and Purpose of social media use }

|

|

Did narratives and information on
social media impact you?

Form submitted

]NL

SECTION 3

Yes

Social media’s impact on consumer confidence,
availability bias and purchase behaviours

( Did you engage with brands on social media? No ;

Form submitted

SECTION 4

l Yes

[ Brand engagement through ads ]

|

[ Did you use social media for making purchase decisions?

Form submitted

]N_o

SECTION 5

l Yes

[ Social media and e-commerce'’s effect on status quo and EBM stages ]

V.
Section 1- Descriptives
There were 105 respondents, all from India. The
stratification of these responses based on age,
gender, and place of residence during the pandemic
is as follows:

Results

° 52.4% of the respondents were female
while 47.6% were male.
° 49.5% of the respondents were aged 15-19

years, 17.1% aged 51-60 years, 12.4% were aged
20-30 years, 8.6% were aged 31-40 years, 6.7%
were aged 41-50 years, and 5.7% were aged 60<
years.

° 31.4% of the respondents
Mumbai during the pandemic,

Of these respondents, 94.3% said they use social
media, while 5.7% indicated that they didn’t,
narrowing the respondents for the second section of
the survey to 99.

resided in
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Section 2- Usage of Social Media
The main findings of this section have been summarised below, with graphical representation where necessary:

Figure 1: Percentage distribution of the different social media platforms used by the respondents.

Instagram

78 (78.8%)

Facebook 45 (45.5%)
Twitter 35 (35.4%)
0 20 40 60 80
° For a majority of the respondents (84.8%), the use of social media increased during the pandemic,

while it stayed the same for 13.1% and decreased for 2%.

Figure 3: Number of Hours Spent on Social Media during the Pandemic

@O0

@ 1-3
© 46
@® 7-10
@ 10<
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Figure 4: Frequency of Usage of Social Media during the Pandemic

@ Daily

® Weekly

) 2-3 days a week
@ 4-5 days a week
@ Biweekly

@ Monthly

@® Never

Figure 5: Percentage distribution for the different purposes consumers used social media

Purchase of goods and services

Reading the news

—48 (49.5%)

57 (58.8%)

Entertainment —88 (90.7%)
Educational/Gaining Information —34 (35.1%)
Chatting 64 (66%)
Making friends —28 (28.9%)
0 20 40 60 80 100
° 80.4% of the respondents used social media information relating to COVID-19 on social media

for obtaining information regarding the COVID-19
pandemic. For the remaining 19.6% of respondents
who did not use social media to obtain this
information, the form was automatically submitted,
limiting the number of respondents to 79 for the
third section.

Section 3- Social Media’s Impact on Consumer
Confidence

The main findings of this section are below,
represented graphically when appropriate:

° 67.1% of the respondents classified the

as ‘negative,” while 20.3% classified it as ‘neutral’
and 12.7% classified it as ‘positive’.

° 54.4% of the respondents agreed that their
fears regarding the pandemic were exacerbated by
viral stories about Indian celebrities testing positive
for COVID-19 and 45.6% indicated otherwise.

° 83.5% of respondents found information on
social media relating to the Indian economy’s
performance during the pandemic, while 16.5% did
not.

| Impact Factor value 7.52 |

1SO 9001: 2008 Certified Journal

Page 14



Volume 3, Issue 1, Jan.-Feb. 2023, pp: 01-24

www.ijhssm.org

{‘ International Journal of Humanities Social Science and Management (IJHSSM)

Figure 6: Classification of the nature of information found on social media regarding the Indian economy’s
performance during the pandemic

@ Positive
@ Negative
~ Not applicable

(* ‘not applicable’ was offered for those respondents who did not find any information relating to the pandemic

on social media)

Figure 7: Impact of economic information/statistics seen on social media on purchase patterns and behaviour
(Yes- change; No- did not change; Not applicable- no information gathered on social media)

® Yes
® No
) Not applicable

Analysis

From the third section’s results, important
conclusions can be drawn about the impact of
social media on consumer confidence during the
pandemic. With 80.4% of 99 respondents using
social media to obtain information relating to the
pandemic, the majority of them classified this
information as negative. A majority also agreed to
have their fears regarding the pandemic exacerbate
by seeing viral stories about celebrities being
infected with the virus. Furthermore, those who
gained information regarding the Indian economy’s
performance on social media changed their

consumption patterns resultantly, mostly feeling
underconfident in the economy. These results
confirm hypotheses 1, 2, and 8. These results show
that the spread of negative information on social
media relating to positive cases of “identified
personalities,” (Shiller, 2019) including popular
Indian celebrities, leads to the contagion of a
negative narrative and restricts consumers’
perception of the pandemic situation. The
celebrities named as examples in the questionnaire
were Amitabh Bachchan and Ekta Kapoor, whose
positive cases occurred months apart, with the
COVID situation in India being worse when the
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former tested positive than the latter. Despite this,
it is seen that the association of an “identified
personality” with the pandemic stimulated an
availability bias in consumers regarding the state
of the pandemic. This availability bias is also seen
to play out in the case of consumers changing their
purchase patterns and the proportion of income
spent on different goods and services on the basis
of economic statistics seen on social media. This
underscores the impact of environmental
influences, in this case social, on purchase
decisions as concerned with the decision process
variables of the EBM Model. Thus, social media is
seen to create certain information bubbles that
direct consumers’ decisions.

Section 4- Interaction with Brands on Social
Media

From Section 3, 70.4% of respondents indicated
that they used social media to follow the
accounts/activities of companies/brands, narrowing
the respondents for this section to 58.

° Instagram was the most used app among
respondents to engage with companies in the
capacity of seeing advertisements and visiting their
accounts, followed by Facebook and Twitter. 5.2%
of respondents used all three platforms equally for
engagement with companies.

° When asked about the likelihood of the
respondent watching an advertisement on social
media from a brand of familiarity, the mean
response was 7.5 on a scale of 1-10, 1 being no
viewership and 10 being certain viewership.

° Similarly, when asked about the likelihood
of the respondent watching an advertisement on
social media from a brand of unfamiliarity, the
mean response was 4.4.

Analysis

The above results confirm hypotheses 3
and 5, as a majority of consumers used social
media to engage with brands/companies (even
when considered within the entire sample of 105
respondents). Of consumers using social media for

engaging with brands, most indicated a high
likelihood of watching the advertisement of a
known brand and a low likelihood of watching the
advertisement of an unknown brand. This shows
that relatability and familiarity (Forbes Magazine,
2022) are important factors determining the kinds
of brands consumers were attracted to on social
media during the pandemic even if they had been
spending a substantial amount of time on social
media. Additionally, this preference also highlights
the prevalence of framing bias in making purchase
decisions among the respondents as products
presented in a positive light of pandemic supports
were preferred.

Section 5- Purchase Decision-Making on E-
commerce and Social Media

96.6% of respondents from the previous section
indicated using social media for making purchase
decisions, bringing the number of respondents for
the final section to 56.

The following points summarise the main findings
of this section:

° 78.6% of respondents looked for cheaper
alternatives of goods and services on social media
and e-commerce websites.

° When given the option between two
brands selling the same product with the same
levels of familiarity and information available to
consumers, 80.4% of consumers said they would
choose the brand that includes posts about its
efforts/support for COVID-19 relief on social
media over the brand that continued marketing its
product with no reference to the pandemic

° 85.7% of respondents bought necessity
products like groceries, sanitisers, masks, and
medicines using social media or e-commerce.

° The main factor contributing to the
purchase of necessities online during the pandemic
was the restrictions on physical purchases imposed
by the nationwide lockdown, closely followed by
the quick and easy payment process of online
purchases.
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Figure 8: Different factors leading respondents to buy necessities from social media and e-commerce sites

18 (32.1%)

Authentic customer reviews on...

Short, appealing advertisements
37 (66.1%)
36 (64.3%)

Restrictions on physical purcha...
Quick and easy payment process

Elimination of travel time 30 (53.6%)
18 (32.1%)
17 (30.4%)

20 (35.7%)

Higher availability of alternative...

Discounts/sales offers

Quality of product

Unavailability of product in your... —15 (26.8%)
Not applicable —9 (16.1%)

0 10 20 30 40

Figure 9: Sources of information sought when respondents were unsatisfied with the information available
about a product or service

@ Social media account of the company
(including reviews/comments)
@ Company's website
(@ Online reviews on e-commerce
/ platforms like Amazon, Flipkart

@ Word-of-mouth from friends, family, etc.,
who have used the product/service

@ Advertisements
@ Reviews from YouTube
@ not buy the product

Figure 10: Factors gravitating respondents towards a brand during the pandemic

@ The brand’s reaction/engagement with
the pandemic

@ Company's / product’s unique selling
point (USP- what differentiates it from
competitors)

) Creativity/appeal of its ads

@ How important the product is to you

@ The brand’s values

@ The product’s perception by others as
liked, commented, reviewed, shared b...

° Respondents allocated an average of 3.7 ) Majority of the respondents agreed with
importance to customer reviews/comments on the statement, “l have used social media during
products/services on social media in determining COVID-19 as a source of information for
their purchase decisions during the pandemic, on a products,” with 25% strongly agreeing and 55.4%
scale of 1-5, 1 being unimportant and 5 being very agreeing.

important. ° Majority of the respondents agreed with
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the statement, “l have been influenced by
advertisements on social media during the
pandemic to try out a new product,” with 19.6%
strongly agreeing and 44.6% agreeing.

° More respondents agreed (44.6%) than
disagreed (33.9%) with the statement, “l have
bought a product during the pandemic just because
| saw many others using it and sharing positive
reviews on social media,” while 25% remained
neutral on the matter.

° Majority of the respondents (71.5%)
agreed with the statement, “l have found more
product variety and choice of alternatives on social
media than in physical stores,” with 42.9%
agreeing and 28.6% strongly agreeing.

° Majority of the respondents (67.9%)

agreed with the statement, “l have found more time
to analyse and compare different alternatives for a
product on social media than in physical stores,”
with 50% agreeing and 17.9% strongly agreeing.

° For 53.6% of respondents, the use of
social media in the later part of the pandemic
increased as compared to the initial few months.

° 91.1% of respondents have doubted the
reliability of products found online, and 87.5% of
their purchase decisions have been impacted by
their opinion on the reliability of online products.

° For 76.8% of the respondents, the use of
social media to make purchase decisions post-
pandemic has increased compared to pre-pandemic
periods. For the remaining 23.2%, the reasons were
indicated as follows:

Prefer the experience of visiting a

brick-and-mortar store
Higher product reliability 5 (8.9%)
Better pricing 7 (12.5%)

Upliftment of lockdown/travel
restrictions

Not applicable

| do not buy directly from social
media.

1 (1.8%)

0 10

10 (17.9%)

11 (19.6%)

39 (69.6%)

20 30 40

Figure 11: The various factors contributing to the respondents choosing physical stores over social media/e-
commerce stores for making purchase decisions post-pandemic

° Finally, a whopping 92.9% of the
respondents agreed that they use a hybrid mode of
purchase in the present, amalgamating both
physical purchase and online purchase.

Analysis

From the above results, it can be concluded that
research hypotheses 4, 5, 6, 7, 9, 10 and 11 are
supported. For hypothesis 5, while consumers do
lean toward brands that work toward COVID-19
relief, this was not the main factor motivating their
purchase decision. The importance of the product
to the consumer was deemed most important for
making purchase decisions during the pandemic.
Thus, only with all other factors equal were
consumers more likely to choose a brand that
posted COVID-related information on social media
against one that didn’t. For hypotheses 10 and 11,
while consumers did rely on e-WOM for gaining
information about a product, they indicated higher

reliance on reviews found on e-commerce websites
than on social media. Regardless, the use of online
reviews to make purchase decisions evidences the
prevalence of online herd behaviour among Indian
consumers during the pandemic.

The results also confirm hypotheses 15, 16, 17 and
18. Particularly important to note is that in
correspondence with the Freudian Motivation
Theory, consumers’ unconscious (or subconscious,
in some cases) need to survive and prevent being
infected led to making purchases of necessities
online (H16). Moreover, the fact that a majority of
the respondents used more online and social media
purchases after the pandemic compared to the pre-
pandemic period highlights a change in the status
quo stimulated by changes in lifestyle choices and
economic decision-making (H17).

In relation to the EBM Model, the results
demonstrate that social media played a significant
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to a considerable role in all stages. Consumers used
social media most for the Information Input Stage,
involving ‘need recognition’ and information
search. In the information processing stage,
consumers lean towards e-WOM and for the
decision-process stage, consumers use social media
for the evaluation of alternatives. These findings
defy the weak relation found between need

Results Summary

recognition and social media advertising in the
study by Adnan Veysel Ertemel and Ahmad
Ammoura (2016), as well as the absence of any
association with information search. The finding of
a strong correlation with alternatives evaluation,
however, corresponds to the findings of the
aforementioned study.

A concise summary of the results in relation to the hypotheses is presented below:

Social Media and Consumer Confidence

Spread of negative information regarding the pandemic on social Supported

H1 media decreased consumer confidence

Narratives about known/popular figures being afflicted with Supported

H2 COVID-19 exacerbated pandemic fears

Social Media and Information Search/Input

Consumers use social media to engage with companies' Supported

H3 activities

Consumer seek information about goods and services from Supported

H4 social media

Supported

Consumers are more likely to watch advertisements of familiar
H5 brands/brands they relate to than unfamiliar brands.

Consumers have been influenced by others' consumption Partially supported
H6 pattern(s) as seen on social media and e-commerce

Consumers have been prompted to try out new products through Supported

H7 social media advertising

Social Media and Purchasing Power

Negative information regarding the economy's performance led
consumers to change the proportion of income spent on different Supported

H8 goods and services
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H9

Consumers sought cheaper alternatives for goods and services on Supported
social media/e-commerce sites

Social Media and Information Processing

Consumers used customer reviews on social media to
gain more information about a product's quality and Partially supported

H10 utility

Consumers rely on e-WOM through e-commerce sites
H11 to gain information about a product Supported
Social Media, E-commerce and Consumption

Due to restrictions imposed by the COVID-19 Supported

lockdown, consumers used social media and

H15 e-commerce to meet their consumption needs
Consumers use social media and e-commerce for buying Supported
H16 necessities
Consumers' use of social media and e-commerce for making Supported
purchases has increased post-pandemic compared to pre-
H17 pandemic times (status quo)
Consumers use a hybrid model, combining e-commerce and Supported
social media with traditional physical visiting of stores, for
H18 making purchases

V.  Conclusion

The main aim of this study was to
investigate the impact of social media and e-
commerce on Indian consumers during the
COVID-19 pandemic. The results of this study
indicate that this impact was seen in three respects:
consumers’ confidence, consumers’ engagement
with brands using social media and consumers’ use
of social media and e-commerce to make purchase
decisions.

For a majority of the respondents, the use
of social media during the pandemic increased,
with daily use being 1-3 hours. Those who used
social media to gain information about the
pandemic and the Indian economy’s performance
categorised this information as predominantly
negative, in turn decreasing consumer confidence
and leading the majority to change the proportion
of income spent on different goods and services.

The presence of viral negative stories of positive
COVID-19 cases exacerbated their fears regarding
the pandemic, highlighting the effect of an
availability bias.

Consumers using social media for
engaging with brands were more likely to watch
the advertisement of a known brand over an
unknown one, underscoring the importance of
familiarity and relatability when it comes to brand
engagement despite the increased time consumers
were spending on social media. Furthermore, most
consumers preferred a brand that indicated support
for or contribution to COVID-19 relief efforts on
social media than one that did not, all other factors
remaining constant, with this preference being
more abundant among the younger respondents
aged 15-30 years. This brought out the significance
of framing bias and environmental influences of the
EBM Model’s decision-process variables in
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influencing decision-making.

With regard to the EBM Model,
consumers were found to use social media for all
four stages of decision-making. Most extensively,
social media was used for information searching,
followed by the decision process stage and the
information processing stage, in decreasing order.
For the information processing stage, consumers
primarily used e-WOM to gain information. In
general, the use of social media and e-commerce
for making purchase decisions was more prevalent
amongst respondents aged 15-30 years as
compared to the older age groups. Furthermore,
consumers also sought cheaper alternatives of
products on social media and e-commerce sites
during the pandemic, showing that changes in
income levels or financial strains caused by the
pandemic fuelled an increase in online purchases.
Restrictions on making physical purchases and ease
of payment methods were among the leading
factors for making online purchases.

Finally, there was a visible change in the
status quo of consumption patterns and behaviour,
such that post-pandemic, a majority of consumers
had adapted to making purchase decisions online
and experienced an increase in their use of social
media and e-commerce for making these decisions
compared to the pre-pandemic period. By the same
token, a majority of consumers also use a hybrid
model currently for making purchase decisions.
Notably, the respondents who preferred the
experience of buying from a physical store over
online purchases were predominantly female for
the primary reason of “experience of buying from
physical stores”.

Limitations

The main limitation on the accuracy of the
results of this study is the scope for recall bias in
respondents while answering the survey, as
retrospective  questioning  was  employed.
Additionally, due to the small sample size and
limited demographical diversity, this survey is
more likely to be applicable to only consumers
from cities in which the respondents resided during
the pandemic. Most of these cities were
metropolitan ones with access to the internet and
social media, which constricts the applicability of
these results for consumers that are educated and
belong to the lower-middle-income group and
above. Also, since the pilot survey sample was not
representative of older-aged respondents, any
ambiguity or confusion created for older
respondents in the questions could not be

accounted for.

Recommendations for Future Research

Future investigations into a similar line of
research can be conducted with a larger sample size
with respondents from every state of India to
increase the scope of generalization of the results to
the whole country. Greater sample size and
diversity can also help reduce errors due to recall
bias. The income level of respondents can be used
as a stratum to receive a deeper understanding of
how social media might have impacted consumers
on the basis of income.
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