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Social media — an effective tool to influence 
purchase decisions of students — a case 

study at a public Higher Education Institution 
in South Africa

ABSTRACT

Social media platforms provide companies with vast consumer markets, where students openly share their 
preferences and opinions, allowing marketers to observe and even guide their choices. As social media content 
spreads rapidly, it fosters conformity in consumer behaviour, with students often influenced by the opinions and 
feedback of their peers and online communities. The aim of this study is to understand the extent to which social 
media influences the way in which students make purchasing decisions. While significant research has examined 
consumer decision-making, the specific impact of social media remains underexplored. Therefore, this study 
investigates the influence of social media on student purchasing behaviour, highlighting how social networks 
shape consumer attitudes and decisions among students. A quantitative research approach was employed, using 
a structured survey administered to 380 students from five campuses of Institution X- a public Higher Education 
Institution. The survey examined demographics and social media interactions, with data analysed using IBM 
SPSS Version 22. Findings revealed that online discussions and user feedback significantly influence students’ 
purchasing decisions. A significant number of respondents expressed trust in user-generated content on social 
media, such as reviews, recommendations, and personal experiences shared by other users. The study concludes 
that social media plays a critical role in shaping student consumption behaviour, providing a powerful platform for 
retail businesses to engage with young consumers. Students frequently rely on online reviews and peer opinions 
to inform their choices, underscoring the importance for brands to actively manage their social media presence. 
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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
Social media allows for individuals to use content on the internet as well as share content among various social 

networks. The internet has drastically changed the medium of traditional marketing and its approaches and has 
introduced marketers to a new digital world. The study seeks to understand the extent to which social media mediums 
have an impact or influence over the way in which students make purchase decisions. Social networking sites such 
as Facebook, Instagram and Twitter have become popular social networking platforms for global consumer markets 
(Khanom 2023). The internet has drastically augmented and transformed the medium of traditional marketing and 
its approaches and has introduced marketers to a new digital world. Therefore, the study explores how social media 
platforms influence students’ purchasing decisions and to what extent they impact their choices. Social networking 
sites such as Facebook, Instagram and Twitter have become popular social networking platforms for global consumer 
markets (Florenthal, 2019; Khanom, 2023). Whilst a significant amount of research has been undertaken into the 
reasons behind purchasing decisions made by consumers (Zhang & Dong, 2020; Mbete & Tanamal, 2020; Kumar et al., 
2021; Yeo et al., 2022) the influential role social media plays and the subsequent impact on student buying behaviour 
still needs to be determined. Social media has transformed the role of retailers by enabling real-time customer 
engagement, personalized marketing, seamless social commerce, influencer collaborations, improved distributor 
communication, and data-driven decision-making. According to Statista 2023, in a survey conducted regarding the 
digital population in South Africa 43,48 % make up active internet users, whilst 25.8% comprises of active social 
media users. In the last decade, the digital population has grown, the number of mobile internet users in South Africa 
also increased to almost 47.8 million (Cowling, 2023). In 2022, 47, 8 million South Africans (Bhanye et al., 2023) used 
social media and the most popular platform was WhatsApp. Other popular social networking sites also displayed a 
positive incline with Facebook being adopted by 87.2% of the population, Instagram with 70.5% and Twitter 60.3% 
(Statista, 2023). Social media remains a dominant force within the digital landscape. There is a significant increase 
in the amount of time spent on social media platforms during and post the COVID-19 pandemic (Barysevich, 2020; 
Parlak Sert & Başkale, 2023). According to McInnes (2023), some of the main reasons why south Africans use 
social media include: keeping in touch with friends and family 61.9%, finding inspiration for things to do and buy 
42.5 %, finding products to purchase 35.7%, seeing content from brands 33.7% and following influencers 26.1 %. 
An indication of the sheer magnitude of online social network users, which is also rapidly increasing. With the broad 
reach that social media hosts, students are highly influenced by what is broadcasted on the net. Social media can 
direct the way in which consumers make purchases, be it because of negative or positive reviews, posts, and tweets.

AIM AND OBJECTIVES

Aim

The aim of this study is to understand the extent to which social media influences the way in which students make 
a purchase decision. 

Objectives 

The objectives of the research study are to determine the effects of social media especially on student buying 
behaviour, the variables that affect a purchase decision and to what extent social media platforms affect a student’s 
decision to purchase. 



154Social media — an effective tool to influence purchase decisions of students — a case study...

LITERATURE REVIEW

The New Economy

The marketing communication landscape has changed drastically over the past few years in respect of the way 
that businesses communicate with their consumers. This has indeed brought about a new economic order that is 
commonly referred to as the New Economy or Digital Economy (Nesterenko, Miskiewicz & Abazov, 2023). The digital 
economy is an economy which is based on multiple digital technologies found today (Shah et al., 2024). The digital 
economy is an important driver which relies solely on information technology and data; of which its aim is to increase 
economic activity by creating and transforming information to a transaction. Digital computing thereby originates from 
the digital economy whereby digital platforms are used to support internet-based businesses (Kholiavko et al., 2021). 
The digital economy can be deemed as a contributing factor towards growing the economy. The activity of which 
goods and services are communicated via digital technologies may include, however, not limited to, the internet, social 
media, digital payments, and or digital automation. The introduction of artificial intelligence can also be considered an 
essential consideration of the digital economy (Sturgeon, 2021). This new economic order encompasses knowledge 
and information. The new economy or digital economy relies on high-speed networks and internet applications. 

The internet has become one of the most strategic business and communication resources of the new economy as 
it allows for students to function in an environment that has no geographical or time restrictions (Suleiman et al., 2020). 
The internet as a business tool has created a new marketplace, whereby students do not need to physically visit a 
store to purchase a product or service (Costa Climent, Haftor & Chowdhury, 2022). The result of this has created an 
environment in which delivery of experiences has become important. Digital communication was initially launched to 
grow brands, new and existing and to strengthen consumer relationships in the marketplace. Digital communication 
now facilitates and shares consumer experiences that effectively communicate the essence, value and other vital 
information about the product, service, and brand. Businesses are destined to be winners in the modern competitive 
situation, if they understand that consumers do not only want goods and services but appreciate and value relevant 
experiences which excite them and make them feel good (Nesterenko, Miskiewicz, & Abazov, 2023).

Social Media

Social media can be described as an internet-based service which allows people to communicate with each other 
about their personal and mutual interests and activities (Duong, 2020). Online sites and online applications, which 
gain value through user participation and interaction, can be termed as social media. However, for online sites and 
applications to be referred to as social media sites, it should comprise of independent members, should not be time 
and place restricted and allow for interaction between students (Khanom, 2023). As cited by Kotler and Armstrong 
(2021), using social media can present students with both advantages and disadvantages. Social media can be 
targeted and personal allowing marketers to create a tailor-made offering. Social media also offers the benefit of 
being interactive, ensuring that engagement and conversations are relevant and immediate.

Social Networking Sites (SNS’s)

Social networking sites are fast becoming the new phenomenon which has gained significant growth over the last 
few years for students (Bessarab et al., 2025). Social networking sites are the new and trendy marketing and branding 
tools that offer companies good advertising and marketing of goods, services, and brands (Su & Huang, 2021). The 
introduction of the term ‘social network’ by JA Barnes in 1954 was a pivotal moment in understanding how people 
connect and interact, highlighting the fundamental role of social structures in shaping relationships and influencing 
behaviour (Freeman, 2004). These networking sites allow students to create a public or semi-public profile within 
a bounded system. Social networking sites offer users the opportunity to create a profile that displays friends, who 
are also members of the social networking site, share videos and photographs, post comments and use instant 
messaging technology (Du Plessis, 2010: 386; Garg & Pahuja, 2020; Fyfield, Henderson & Phillips, 2021). Social 
networking sites, creates, and establishes platforms for individuals to stay connected with others. Social networking 
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Figure 1- The Consumer Purchase Decision Processes

sites provide students with the valuable benefit of not only connecting with peers but also enhancing their knowledge. 
These platforms enable students to stay informed and updated about topics of personal and academic interest, such 
as the latest research, news, and trends. This access to real-time information fosters continuous learning, encourages 
engagement with diverse perspectives, and allows students to stay ahead in their field of study. The ability to engage 
with relevant content and communities also supports intellectual growth and the development of critical thinking skills, 
making social networking sites a crucial tool for modern education. (Malik, Ahmad, Kamran, Aliza, & Elahi, 2020). 
This engagement is maintained through the means of socialising and interacting with users of social networking sites. 
Social networking site users often belong to the same community; therefore students prefer this communication tool 
to organise and arrange their lives around one another (Yu & Leung, 2024). In 1997 the first social networking site 
was launched and was called SixDegrees.Com (Elsaid, 2022). This social networking site offers students the ability 
to create profiles, connect with friends and surf their friends list. This social networking application later extended to 
social networking sites like MiGente, Friends Black Planet. Thereafter in 2001 the application Ryze.com was launched, 
allowing business networks to be leveraged. Following this the release of Friendster, Myspace and Facebook which 
turned social networking into a global phenomenon (Du Plessis, 2010; Chesher, 2020).

Social network marketing provides students with better customer experiences by offering personalized engagement, 
real-time information, and interactive communication, while also lowering marketing costs and enabling a wider reach 
and higher engagement levels (Al-Azzam & Al-Mizeed, 2021). Social media has increased in its use and has become 
an essential part of our life (Ausat, 2023). Students using social media platforms use websites for commercial activities, 
which include but not limited to buying and selling (Chen, 2016). In the social media space, an example of Facebook 
can be seen as the platform used for a transaction to take place. Research has shown that some businesses have 
joint social network sites to ensure that they also benefit from social media interaction (Dwivedi et al., 2021).

Consumer Behaviour

Understanding consumer behaviour is the most essential task of marketing management, However, it is never 
straightforward (Leonov et al., 2023). Consumer buyer behaviour refers to the buying behaviour of the final consumer 
in respect of households and individuals who buy goods and services for personal use (Kotler & Keller, 2021). All the 
final consumers combine to make up the consumer market. Consumers globally vary in terms of age, education level, 
income, lifestyle, and tastes (Park, 2020). How these diverse consumers relate to one another and to the world around 
them affects their choices of products, services, brands, and organisations (Kotler & Armstrong, 2010: Kotler & Keller, 
2021). Consumers make numerous buying decisions every day. Many companies research consumers buying habits 
to understand them better and to answer their questions like; what consumers are buying, when and where they 
buy, how and how much are they buying and why do they buy. From studying the consumers purchasing behaviour 
organisations can gain understanding of how consumers react and behave, however this can be challenging as 
consumers are not always aware of why they behave the way they do (Kotler & Armstrong, 2010; Saura et al., 2020).

Source: (Kotler and Armstrong 2010).
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Consumer decision-making processes are complex, involving stages from ‘need recognition’ to ‘post purchase’ 
activities (Ismail, Dora, & Hidajat, 2024). This poses several limitations to marketers. The advent of online shopping 
significantly influenced the way students transacted with suppliers of goods or services (Rahman et al., 2018). The 
consumer decision-making process is complex, involving stages from need recognition to post-purchase activities, 
which poses limitations for marketers trying to understand and influence consumer behaviour. The advent of online 
shopping has had a significant impact on how students interact with suppliers, as the digital landscape allows for 
quicker, more informed decision-making. The relationship between the decision-making process and online shopping 
is that the latter simplifies and accelerates the stages: students recognize needs through targeted advertisements, 
search for information instantly, evaluate alternatives using reviews and comparisons, and make purchases with 
fewer barriers like time and location. This shift requires marketers to adapt traditional models of consumer behaviour 
to account for the ease and immediacy introduced by online shopping (Rahman et al., 2018).

The level of purchase involvement is the degree of intensity of interest that a buyer shows for a certain product 
in a particular purchase decision (Iyer, Blut, Xiao, & Grewal, 2020). There are several types of consumers purchase 
decision processes which have various levels of involvement as highlighted below (Qazzafi, 2019):

•	 Nominal decision making: Nominal decision making occurs when a consumer is involved with a purchase 
that has an exceptionally low level of involvement. It includes problem recognition and an internal search but 
excludes the evaluation of each step.

•	 Limited decision making: Limited decision making is like that of nominal decision making however there is a 
limited amount of external search within limited decision making and very few alternatives are evaluated.

•	 Extended decision making occurs when individuals spend more time doing in-depth research on a particular 
product (Kotler, 2010).

Emerging digital technologies has reshaped retailing (Sharma et al., 2023). Furthermore the difficulty for online 
retailers was that they needed to identify the main factors that trigger online shopping or shopping in physical stores, 
for their target customers, and address these motives accordingly. The media landscape is ever evolving, and 
the last three years has shifted the media landscape enormously (Alneyadi, Abulibdeh & Wardat, 2023). Word of 
mouth marketing has become a major influencer on the internet via social media, microblogging and blogging sites 
(Varghese & Agrawal, 2021). Bloggers have recently become a major influencer in consumers purchasing decisions, 
as consumer’s views and opinions on products and services are published and viewed in vast numbers over the 
internet (Chu, Liu, Chen, Ding, & Tao, 2022). Microblogging tends to drive brand perception. When brands feel they 
can no longer control their message they take to social media sites and microblogging to be a part and manage the 
conversations around their brands (Chu, Liu, Chen, Ding, & Tao, 2022). Another avenue of extended decision making 
is social media influencers. The social media influencers make regular posts regarding a topic on their choice of 
social media platform. These posts are watched by engaged followers and in turn brands are aligned as social media 
influencers are believed to create a trend and encourage followers to make a purchase (Geyser, 2023).

The Impact of Online Social Networks on Consumer Purchase Decision

Most consumers belong to different online groups, these groups can change consumers purchasing decision 
behaviour. Joint decision making (making a decision with a family member or friend) can be defined as “consumers that 
make their decisions within the environment that has family, friends and co-workers” (Evans et al, 2009). Traditionally, 
consumers made their purchase decisions based on information received through mass media channels such as 
newspapers, television, and advertising. However, with the rise of online social networks, the decision-making process 
has shifted significantly. These networks, particularly through user-generated content, peer recommendations, and 
influencer marketing, now play a critical role in shaping consumer behaviour. Key aspects of social networks that 
influence purchase decisions include social proof (reviews, ratings, and testimonials), peer influence (friends and 
family recommendations), and targeted advertising that personalizes content based on users’ preferences and 
behaviours (Rachmad, 2024). These elements provide consumers with more authentic, real-time insights, allowing 



157Article title157    The Retail and Marketing Review:  Vol 21 Issue 1 (2025)                                                            ISSN: 2708-3209

them to make more informed decisions compared to traditional media sources. Thus, the power of social networks 
to affect consumer decisions lies in their ability to foster trust, create a sense of community, and provide immediate 
access to a broad range of opinions and information (Rachmad, 2024).

Social media has transformed the decision-making process by effectively bypassing traditional decision-making 
processes and influencing an immediate purchase (Moodley & Machela, 2022). The main shopping motives that 
underpin contemporary shopping are “convenience,” “information seeking,” “immediate possession,” “social 
interaction” and “variety seeking” (Akram, Junaid, Zafar, Li, & Fan, 2021).  Social media has created a landscape 
which supports the socialisation of information and as a result has enhanced the communication flow by making it 
easier and allowing for more people to spread useful information to a vast audience online, which results in global 
transacting (Dann & Dann, 2011; Nurhandayani, Syarief & Najib, 2019).

Trust in Social Media Connections

Brand trust is based on public perception, brand reputation, product service and quality and customer experience 
(Hasan, Siam, & Haque, 2023). The role of trust in online interactions as described by (Hurwitz, 2012)  is essential 
to create a positive and helpful online community. When trust is established, it leads to increased engagement and 
growth. 

Trust is a critical element that influences shoppers’ purchase decisions  (Azhar, Husain, Hamid,  & Rahman,  2023).

Social Media Drives Purchases

Consumers who search for information on social networking sites and share information with others engage in 
online word of mouth communication. According to Finance online (2023), 69% of Twitter users are more likely to buy 
a company’s product when they see a Twitter advertisement. With 55.2% of users from Facebook consider making a 
purchase (Zote, 2023). Social media is fast becoming a trusted, authentic, and growing platform for consumers to find 
information and make purchase decisions (Varghese & Agrawal, 2021). A significant percentage (61%) of users of a 
social networking account have made purchases based on recommendations found on blogs.

United Nations Sustainable Development Goals and social media

The United Nations’ 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) provide a framework for addressing critical global 
challenges such as poverty, environmental degradation, and inequality. While these goals are primarily targeted 
at governments, parastatals, and certain organizations, they can also intersect with student buying behaviour in 
meaningful ways. Social media platforms, in particular, play a significant role by promoting, gathering, and sharing 
student insights, opinions, and thoughts about various brands (Culnan, McHugh & Zubillaga, 2010). Sustainability 
fits into this study by exploring how social media can be used to influence student purchasing decisions in alignment 
with the SDGs. Through social networks, students can engage with brands that prioritize sustainability, share their 
preferences for eco-friendly products, and advocate for ethical business practices. This influence underscores the 
growing importance of sustainability in student consumption patterns and highlights how social media can drive 
behaviour that supports the broader objectives of the SDGs (Rodriguez-Sanchez, 2023).

According to the United Nations (2023), the following SDGs align with social media marketing: 
Goal 4: (Quality Education) social media is used to promote educational content and awareness, making quality 
education more accessible and engaging; Goal 5: (Gender Equality) social media is a powerful platform for 
raising awareness of gender equality issues, inclusivity, and promoting initiatives that empower female students; 
Goal 8: (Decent work and Economic Growth) social media is effective as a promotional tool, supporting economic 
growth and connecting businesses and marketers with students; Goal 12: (Responsible Consumption and Production) 
social media is used to promote sustainable products and practises, encouraging responsible consumer behaviour 
amongst students; 
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METHODOLOGY
For this study, the quantitative approach was used and the non- probability sampling technique was employed. 

The convenience sampling method determined the sample and the study group consisted of the students based at 
Institution X’s five campuses (Ethical clearance reference number HSS/0743/014M). A structured and closed ended 
survey was administered amongst 380 students. Section A of the survey helped to determine the demographics of 
the students and section B was based on the student’s interaction with social media. The statistical analysis for the 
study was done through IBM SPSS 22 version. To determine the reliability and validity of this study, Cronbach’s Alpha 
was used. It was established that the scale was reliable and Cronbach’s Alpha is > 0.7 (α = 0.806, n = 13). This 
value indicated that there is a high degree of internal consistency amongst the items tested. The acceptable value of 
Cronbach’s alpha is between 0.65 and 0.8” (Goforth 2015: 1-2). The reliability scores for all sections of the instrument 
exceeded or approximated the recommended Cronbach’s alpha value. Personally administered questionnaires were 
used to collect data from students of Institution X. The questionnaire was used to obtain information from the students 
regarding their interaction with social media and the influence it has over them when making a purchasing decision. 
It also looked at determining the factors that students consider when making a purchase, the variables that affect 
decision-making and lastly do the opinions of others affect a student’s decision to purchase?

DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS
Figure 2 represents how many products or services the respondents purchased due to advertisements viewed on 

social media sites.

Figure 2: Purchasing of products or services because of advertisements viewed on 
social media sites. 

The data from Figure 2 reveals that a significant portion of participants (64.3%) have purchased items as a result of 
viewing advertisements on social media, highlighting the platform’s effectiveness in influencing consumer behaviour. 
This underscores the importance for small businesses to leverage social media, as it not only allows for wider reach 
but also enhances brand visibility and consumer engagement. The statistics from Learner (2018) further support this, 
with 46% of consumers engaging more with advertisements on social media than on TV, and 73% of consumers being 
influenced by a brand’s social media presence when making a purchase decision. Therefore, investing in social media 
can offer small businesses an opportunity to connect directly with potential customers and influence their purchasing 
decisions, making it a vital tool for growth in today’s digital economy. Figure 2 also graphically illustrates that 7.6 % of 
the respondents purchased between 10-30 items, 4.2% of the respondents purchased between 30-50 items and 1.4% 
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purchased over 50 items. Median = .00; Skewness = 1.062 with standard error = .130; Kurtosis = -.877 with standard 
error =.259. It is imperative for small businesses to invest in social media, as 46% of consumers watch more ads on 
social media than on TV, with 73% of consumers being influenced by a brands social media presence when making 
a purchase decision.

Figure 3 below represents respondent’s attention towards advertisements on social media.

Figure 3:  Attention to Advertisements on Social Media Websites 

The data reveals an interesting relationship between attention to social media advertisements and actual 
purchasing behaviour. While 48% of respondents indicated that they pay attention to social media ads (36% agreeing 
and the remainder strongly agreeing), 64.3% of participants reported purchasing items after being exposed to a social 
media ad. This discrepancy suggests that while a significant proportion of respondents acknowledge engaging with 
social media ads, a higher percentage ultimately make purchases based on that exposure. This can be attributed to 
the persuasive and targeted nature of social media advertisements, which not only capture attention but also drive 
action through personalized content and direct calls to action.

The remaining 10.7% of respondents disagreed with paying attention to these ads, while 30.6% were neutral. 
Despite this, the high conversion rate—64.3%—demonstrates that attention to ads may not be the only factor 
influencing purchasing decisions; trust in the platform, the relevance of the products, and the convenience of online 
purchasing could also play significant roles in driving consumer behaviour.

This aligns with the findings by Sheikh (2023), who stated that approximately 71% of social media users have 
made a purchase due to advertisements viewed on these platforms. The impact of social media advertisements 
extends beyond mere attention, as they influence purchasing decisions even when users are not fully engaged with 
the advertisement content, highlighting the increasing power of social media in shaping consumer behaviour.

Median = .00; Skewness = 1.312 with standard error = .130; Kurtosis = -.281 with standard error =.259. 

Figure 4 below represents the respondents view on comments, posts and reviews affecting their decision to 
purchase. 
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Figure 4: Comments, Posts and Reviews Affects a Decision to Purchase 

	 According to Figure 4, 36.5% had agreed that comments, posts, and reviews via social media websites affected 
their decision to purchase with 12.9% strongly agreeing. However 15.7% had disagreed and 9.3% strongly disagreed 
with 25.6% remaining neutral (n=356). Median =3; Skewness = -.431 with standard error =.130; Kurtosis =-627 with 
standard error =.259. According to a survey conducted by Dimensional Research (Gesenhues, 2012) on behalf of 
MarTech in 2013, an overwhelming 90% of the respondents indicated that reading online reviews influenced their 
buying decision.

Information Found on Social Media Websites Triggers a Purchase 

Figure 5 below represents the respondents view on information found on social media websites trigger a purchase. 

Figure 5 Information Found on Social Media Websites Triggers a Purchase 
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Figure 5 illustrates the types of information found on social media websites that trigger a purchase, highlighting the 
influence of both Firm-Generated Content (FGC) and User-Generated Content (UGC).

Figure 5 above reveals that almost 34.8% of the respondents feel that information found on social media websites 
triggers a purchase with 19.7% disagreeing. In Figure 5 the results display that 103 (28.9%) of the respondents 
remained neutral with 41 (11.5%) respondents strongly agreeing and 18 (5.1%) strongly disagreeing (n=356). 
Median =3; Skewness = -.261 with standard error =.130; Kurtosis =-.654 with standard error =.259

CONCLUSIONS
This study aimed to explore the influence of social media on students’ purchasing decisions. The findings suggest 

that social media platforms play a significant role in shaping consumer behaviour, particularly among students. While 
discussions on products and services with brand followers and the feedback from other individuals on social networks 
influenced students’ purchasing decisions, it was noted that the specific types of products purchased were not directly 
explored in this study. Future research could benefit from focusing on the types of products or services that students 
are more likely to purchase due to social media influence.

The study also highlighted the importance of online forums in accessing product and service information. 
Approximately 24% of respondents indicated that they used online forums as a primary source for gathering consumer 
knowledge. Forums are a valuable tool for consumers to stay informed about trends, make recommendations, and 
discuss products in a communal setting (Infante & Mardikaningsih, 2022).

Regarding the credibility of information on social media, the results showed that 103 respondents agreed that 
information about products, services, or brands is perceived as more credible on social media due to its being outside 
the company’s direct control. However, a considerable proportion (122 respondents) remained neutral on this issue, 
suggesting that the perceived credibility of social media content varies among individuals.

Finally, exposure to brands, products, or services through social media platforms significantly affected students’ 
purchasing decisions, with 128 respondents agreeing that social media exposure influenced their choices. These 
findings emphasize the power of social media in the modern consumer decision-making process and suggest that 
businesses should invest in maintaining an active and authentic presence on social media to better engage with their 
target audiences.

Social media has become a prominent and influential tool in both networking and business communication, 
exerting a substantial effect on students’ purchasing decisions. The findings of this study indicate that social media 
platforms significantly influence students as they make purchasing choices. In this context, it is important to define 
the term “views” as opinions or assessments shared online by individuals regarding specific products, services, 
or brands. These opinions, whether positive or negative, play a pivotal role in shaping students’ decisions as they 
seek additional information about the products or brands under consideration, often relying on feedback from peers, 
friends, and family.

Although the study did not specifically address Web 2.0 technology, it is critical to recognize that advancements 
in digital technology have facilitated increased interaction and engagement among users, thereby enhancing the 
time students spend online. The proliferation of Web 2.0 technologies has enabled individuals to actively contribute 
to the dissemination of information, including sharing reviews and recommendations, which further impacts students’ 
decision-making processes. This shift has fostered a dynamic digital environment where users can engage in two-
way communication with brands and other consumers.

Furthermore, the study underscores the importance of both Firm-Generated Content (FGC) and User-Generated 
Content (UGC) in influencing students’ purchasing decisions. Social media platforms enable brands to present 
promotional content while simultaneously offering users the opportunity to share their experiences and feedback. 
Negative reviews, while potentially detrimental to a brand’s reputation, should not be disregarded; rather, they should 
be viewed as an opportunity for businesses to engage with consumers, address their concerns, and improve the 
product or service. A timely and respectful response to criticism can thus contribute to the re-positioning of the brand 
and enhance customer loyalty.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Social media provides students with a familiar and accessible platform for real-time engagement and interaction. 

It offers students a valuable mechanism for appraising and assessing campus facilities, academic programs, policies, 
and administrators, alongside interactions with their peers. This real-time exchange of information fosters a dynamic 
environment in which students can actively engage with various aspects of their academic and social experiences. 
Therefore, social media can be considered a catalyst for increased multitasking behaviours, where students manage 
a variety of daily tasks and activities simultaneously—an aspect that is central to contemporary digital lifestyles. This 
phenomenon, often referred to as digital juggling, reflects the growing integration of digital technologies into daily 
routines, enabling students to balance academic responsibilities, social interactions, and consumer behaviour within 
a single platform.

To accurately understand how social media influences students’ purchasing decisions, organizations must recognise 
the significant role that mobile connectivity plays in this context. The increasing accessibility of smartphones equipped 
with 3G and 4G technologies has allowed more individuals, particularly students, to remain perpetually connected 
to social media platforms. This continuous connectivity enables instantaneous access to product information, 
recommendations, and reviews, which, in turn, shapes their decision-making processes. Therefore, the expansion 
of mobile internet access among students is pivotal for marketers to consider in their strategies. Marketers must 
adapt to this shift by recognizing that students, as digital natives, are highly influenced by peer opinions and real-time 
feedback from social media platforms (Kant, 2025).

The implications for marketing strategies are clear: organizations must prioritize mobile-friendly social media 
campaigns that cater to students’ multitasking behaviours and ensure their content is accessible, engaging, and 
timely. Given that students often interact with social media while managing multiple activities, marketers should aim to 
create seamless and integrated marketing experiences that can be consumed across various devices and contexts.

In conclusion, the growing prominence of social media in students’ daily lives presents a unique opportunity 
for marketers to connect with this demographic. By understanding the influence of mobile technology and social 
media interactions, organizations can refine their marketing strategies to better align with students’ digital behaviours, 
ultimately enhancing their engagement and influence over purchasing decisions (Kant, 2025).

REFERENCES
Akram, S., 2018. Drivers and barriers to online shopping in a newly digitalized society. TEM Journal, 7(1), 

pp.118–127.

Akram, U., Junaid, M., Zafar, A.U., Li, Z. & Fan, M., 2021, ‘Online purchase intention in Chinese social commerce 
platforms: Being emotional or rational?’, Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 63, p.102669.

Al-Azzam, A.F. & Al-Mizeed, K., 2021, ‘The effect of digital marketing on purchasing decisions: A case study in 
Jordan’, The Journal of Asian Finance, Economics and Business, 8(5), pp.455–463.

Ali, B.J. & Anwar, G., 2021, ‘Marketing strategy: Pricing strategies and its influence on consumer purchasing 
decision’, International Journal of Rural Development, Environment and Health Research, 5(2), pp.26–39.

Alneyadi, S., Abulibdeh, E. & Wardat, Y., 2023, ‘The impact of digital environment vs. traditional method on literacy 
skills; reading and writing of Emirati fourth graders’, Sustainability, 15(4), p.3418.

Ausat, A.M.A., 2023, ‘The role of social media in shaping public opinion and its influence on economic decisions’, 
Technology and Society Perspectives (TACIT), 1(1), pp.35–44.

Azhar, M., Husain, R., Hamid, S. & Rahman, M.N., 2023, ‘Effect of social media marketing on online travel purchase 
behaviour post-COVID-19: Mediating role of brand trust and brand loyalty’, Future Business Journal, 9(1), 
p.13.



163Article title163    The Retail and Marketing Review:  Vol 21 Issue 1 (2025)                                                            ISSN: 2708-3209

Barysevich, A., 2020, ‘How social media influence 71% consumer buying decisions’, Search Engine Watch, [online] 
Available at: https://www.searchenginewatch.com/2020/11/20/how-social-media-influence-71-consumer-
buying-decisions/ [Accessed 25 Oct. 2024].

Bessarab, A., Mitchuk, O., Baranetska, A., Kodatska, N., Kvasnytsia, O. & Mykytiv, G., 2025, ‘Social networks as a 
phenomenon of the information society’.

Bhanye, J., Shayamunda, R. & Tavirai, R.C., 2023, ‘Social media in the African context: a review study on benefits 
and pitfalls’, in R.A. Cnaan & C. Milofsky (eds.), The Palgrave handbook of global social problems, pp.1–32, 
Palgrave Macmillan, Cham.

Brijball, S., 2011, Course handbook, 2011, Research Methodology (HRM7RM), University of KwaZulu-Natal, 
Durban.

Bukht, R. & Heeks, R., 2017, ‘Defining, conceptualizing and measuring the digital economy’, Development 
Informatics Working Paper, (68).

Chen, J.V., Su, B.-C. & Widjaja, A.E., 2016, ‘Facebook C2C social commerce: A study of online impulse buying’, 
Decision Support Systems, 83, pp.57–69.

Chesher, C., 2020, ‘How computer networks became social’, in J. Hunsinger, M. Allen & L. Klastrup (eds.), Second 
international handbook of internet research, pp.105–125, Springer, Dordrecht.

Chu, X., Liu, Y., Chen, X., Ding, Z. & Tao, S., 2022, ‘What motivates consumers to engage in microblogs? The roles 
of brand post characteristics and brand prestige’, Electronic Commerce Research, pp.1–33.

Cleland, R.S., 2000, ‘Steps between evaluation of alternatives and a purchase decision for brand building on the 
Internet’, Scribd, [online] Available at: http://www.scribd.com/doc/2631025/15/FIGURE-2-4-STEPS-BETWEEN-
EVALUATION-OF-ALTERNATIVES-AND-A-PURCHASE-DECISION [Accessed 26 Oct. 2024].

Costa Climent, R., Haftor, D.M. & Chowdhury, S., 2022, ‘Value creation through omnichannel practices for multi-
actor customers: An evolutionary view’, Journal of Enterprising Communities: People and Places in the Global 
Economy, 16(1), pp.93–118.

Cowling, W.R., 2023, ‘A time of inconvenience’, Journal of Holistic Nursing, 41(4), pp.324–326. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/08980101231207473

Culnan, M.J., McHugh, P.J. & Zubillaga, J.I., 2010, ‘How large US companies can use Twitter and other social 
media to gain business value’, MIS Quarterly Executive, 9, pp.243–259.

Dann, S. & Dann, S., 2011, E-marketing: Theory and application, Palgrave Macmillan, London.

Delbourg-Delphis, M., 2009, ‘Chris Shipley: DEMO Executive Producer, Co-Founder of The GuideWire Group’, 
Delbourg-Delphis Blog, [online] Available at: http://delbourg-delphis.com/2009/08/chris-shipley-demo-
executive-producer-co-founder-of-the-guidewire-group/ [Accessed 25 Jun. 2023].

Du Plessis, F., 2010, Integrated marketing communication, 3rd edn., Van Schaik Publishers, Pretoria.

Duong, C.T.P., 2020, ‘Social media: A literature review’, Journal of Media Research-Revista de Studii Media, 13(38), 
pp.112–126.

Dwivedi, Y.K., Ismagilova, E., Hughes, D.L., Carlson, J., Filieri, R., Jacobson, J., Jain, V., Karjaluoto, H., 
Kefi, H., Krishen, A.S., Kumar, V., Rahman, M.M., Raman, R., Rauschnabel, P.A., Rowley, J., Salo, 
J., Tran, G.A. & Wang, Y., 2021, ‘Setting the future of digital and social media marketing research: 
Perspectives and research propositions’, International Journal of Information Management, 59, p.102168. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijinfomgt.2020.102168

Elsaid, A., 2022, Social networking platform using C+, New York University, Abu Dhabi.

Evans, M., Jamal, A. & Foxall, G., 2009, Consumer behavior, 2nd edn., John Wiley & Sons Ltd., Chichester.



164Social media — an effective tool to influence purchase decisions of students — a case study...

Finance Online, 2023, ‘60 Twitter statistics you must know: 2020 market share analysis & data’, Financesonline.
com, [online] Available at: https://financesonline.com/twitter-statistics/ [Accessed 2023].

Fishbein, M. & Ajzen, I., 1980, ‘Predicting and understanding consumer behaviour: Attitude-behaviour 
correspondence’, in Understanding attitudes and predicting social behaviour, pp.148–172, Prentice-Hall, 
Englewood Cliffs, NJ.

Florenthal, B., 2019, ‘Young consumers’ motivational drivers of brand engagement behaviour on social media sites: 
A synthesized U&G and TAM framework’, Journal of Research in Interactive Marketing, 13(3), pp.351–391.

Freeman, L., 2004, The development of social network analysis: A study in the sociology of science, Empirical 
Press, vol. 1(687), pp.159–167.

Fyfield, M., Henderson, M. & Phillips, M., 2021, ‘Navigating four billion videos: Teacher search strategies and the 
YouTube algorithm’, Learning, Media, and Technology, 46(1), pp.47–59.

Garg, P. & Pahuja, S., 2020, ‘social media: Concept, role, categories, trends, social media and AI, impact on youth, 
careers, recommendations’, in R. Sharma & S. Chopra (eds.), Managing social media practices in the digital 
economy, pp.172–192, IGI Global, Hershey, PA.

Gesenhues, A., 2012, ‘Survey: Customers more frustrated by how long it takes to resolve a customer service issue 
than the resolution’, MarTech, [online] Available at: https://martech.org/survey-customers-more-frustrated-by-
how-long-it-takes-to-resolve-a-customer-service-issue-than-the-resolution/ [Accessed 14 Jun. 2025].

Geyser, W., 2022b, ‘What is an influencer?—Social media influencers defined’, Influencer Marketing Hub, [online] 
Available at: https://influencermarketinghub.com/what-is-an-influencer/ [Accessed 14 Jun. 2025].

Goforth, C., 2015, ‘Using and interpreting Cronbach’s alpha’, University of Virginia Library, 15, pp.1–2.

Gunelius, S., 2011, 30-minute social media marketing: Step-by-step techniques to spread the word about your 
business, McGraw-Hill, New York.

Gunelius, S., 2014, ‘What is a blog for beginning bloggers?’, About.com, [online] Available at: http://weblogs.about.
com/od/startingablog/p/WhatIsABlog.htm [Accessed 7 Jul. 2024].

Hasan, M.M., Siam, S.A.J. & Haque, A., 2023, ‘The significance of customer service in establishing trust and 
enhancing the reputation of the banking industry in Bangladesh’, Business and Economics in Developing 
Countries, 1(2), pp.47–51.

Hay, D., 2009, A survival guide to social media and Web 2.0 optimization: Strategies, tactics, and tools for 
succeeding in the social web, Dalton Publishing, New Jersey.

Hurwitz, J., 2012, ‘Trust and online interaction’, University of Pennsylvania Law Review, 161, pp.1579–1606.

Infante, A. & Mardikaningsih, R., 2022, ‘The potential of social media as a means of online business promotion’, 
Journal of Social Science Studies (JOS3), 2(2), pp.45–49.

Ismail, A., Dora, Y.M. & Hidajat, T., 2024, ‘Consumer decision making model process but as independent factors: 
And its influence on purchasing behavior’, unpublished manuscript.

Iyer, G.R., Blut, M., Xiao, S.H. & Grewal, D., 2020, ‘Impulse buying: A meta-analytic review’, Journal of the Academy 
of Marketing Science, 48, pp.384–404.

Jordan, R., 2013, ‘First Edelman “Last Thursday” breakfast seminar is a great success’, Irish Centre for Cloud 
Computing and Commerce, [online] Available at: http://www.ic4.ie/first-edelman-last-thursday-breakfast-
seminar-is-a-great-success/ [Accessed 7 Jul. 2024].

Kant, R., 2025, Digital transformation in commerce, SGSH Publications.

Khamitov, M., Rajavi, K., Huang, D.-W. & Hong, Y., 2024, ‘Consumer trust: Meta-analysis of 50 years of empirical 
research’, Journal of Consumer Research, 51(1), pp.7–18.



165Article title165    The Retail and Marketing Review:  Vol 21 Issue 1 (2025)                                                            ISSN: 2708-3209

Khanom, M.T., 2023, ‘Using social media marketing in the digital era: A necessity or a choice’, International Journal 
of Research in Business and Social Science, 12(3), pp.88–98.

Kholiavko, N., Popelo, O., Bazhenkov, I., Shaposhnykova, I. & Sheremet, O., 2021, ‘Information and communication 
technologies as a tool of strategy for ensuring the higher education adaptability to the digital economy 
challenges’, International Journal of Computer Science & Network Security, 21(8), pp.187–195.

Kiely, L., Parajuly, K., Green, J.A. & Fitzpatrick, C., 2021, ‘Education for UN Sustainable Development 
Goal 12: A cross-curricular program for secondary level students’, Frontiers in Sustainability, 2, p.638294.

Kotler, P. & Armstrong, G., 2021, Principles of marketing, 18th edn., Pearson Education Limited, Harlow, UK.

Kotler, P. & Keller, K., 2021, Marketing management, 15th global edn., Pearson Education Limited, Harlow, UK.

Kotler, P., Armstrong, G.M. & Tait, M., 2010, Principles of marketing: Global and Southern African perspectives, 
Pearson Education South Africa, Cape Town.

Kumar, A., Prakash, G. & Kumar, G., 2021, ‘Does environmentally responsible purchase intention matter for 
consumers? A predictive sustainable model developed through an empirical study’, Journal of Retailing and 
Consumer Services, 58, p.102270.

Leonov, Y., Nakonechnyi, O., Khalimanenko, V., Nikolaiko, H. & Heraimovych, V., 2023, ‘Analysis of the influence of 
psychological factors on consumer behavior and the decision-making process’, Proceedings, pp.1643–1651.

Lerner, R., 2018, ‘Here’s why video advertising on social media is crucial for small businesses’, Forbes, [online] 
Available at: http://www.forbes.com/sites/rebeccalerner/2018/10/23/heres-why-video-advertising-on-social-
media-is-crucial-for-small-businesses/?sh=7a721dba3787 [Accessed 23 Jul. 2024].

Lim, W.M. & Rasul, T., 2022, ‘Customer engagement and social media: Revisiting the past to inform the future’, 
Journal of Business Research, 148, pp.325–342.

Malik, M.J., Ahmad, M., Kamran, M.R., Aliza, K. & Elahi, M.Z., 2020, ‘Student use of social media, academic 
performance, and creativity: The mediating role of intrinsic motivation’, Interactive Technology and Smart 
Education, 17(4), pp.403–415.

Mbete, G.S. & Tanamal, R., 2020, ‘Effect of easiness, service quality, price, trust of quality of information, and brand 
image on consumer purchase decision on Shopee online purchase’, Jurnal Informatika Universitas Pamulang, 
5(2), pp.100–110.

McInnes, K., 2023, ‘South African social media statistics 2023’, Meltwater, [online] Available at: https://www.
meltwater.com/en/blog/social-media-statistics-south-africa [Accessed 30 Oct. 2024].

Moodley, M. & Machela, T., 2022, ‘The impact of influencer marketing and celebrity endorsements on 
consumer behaviour within the South African context’, The Retail and Marketing Review, 18(2), pp.74–93. 
https://doi.org/10.10520/ejc-irmr1_v18_n2_a6

Nesterenko, V., Miskiewicz, R. & Abazov, R., 2023, ‘Marketing communications in the era of digital transformation’, 
Virtual Economics, 6(1), pp.57–70.

Nielsen, 2012, ‘Why should your organization focus on social media marketing? The importance of social media 
management’, DEI Worldwide, [online] Available at: http://www.deiworldwide.com/why-social [Accessed 
20 Jul. 2024].

Nurhandayani, A., Syarief, R. & Najib, M., 2019, ‘The impact of social media influencers and brand images on 
purchase intention’, Jurnal Aplikasi Manajemen, 17(4), pp.650–661.

Park, S., 2020, Marketing management, 3rd edn., Seohee Academy.

Parlak Sert, H. & Başkale, H., 2023, ‘Students’ increased time spent on social media, and their level of coronavirus 
anxiety during the pandemic, predict increased social media addiction’, Health Information & Libraries Journal, 
40(3), pp.262–274.



166Social media — an effective tool to influence purchase decisions of students — a case study...

Perumal, S., 1988, Consumer buying patterns of Indians residing in the Durban area, University of South Africa, 
Durban.

Pitta, D., 2010, ‘Using social media’, Journal of Consumer Marketing, 27(5).

Qazzafi, S.H., 2019, ‘Consumer buying decision process toward products’, International Journal of Scientific 
Research and Engineering Development, 2(5), pp.130–134.

Rachmad, Y.E., 2024, The future of influencer marketing: Evolution of consumer behavior in the digital world, PT. 
Sonpedia Publishing, Indonesia.

Rahman, Z., Islam, N., Esha, S., Sultana, N. & Chakravorty, S., 2018, ‘Consumer buying behavior toward online 
shopping: An empirical study on Dhaka City, Bangladesh’, Cogent Business and Management, 5(1), pp.1–22.

Rodriguez-Sanchez, C., 2023, ‘The role of social marketing in achieving the planet sustainable development goals 
(SDGs)’, International Review on Public and Nonprofit Marketing, 20(3), pp.559–571.

Saura, J.R., Reyes-Menendez, A., Matos, N., Correia, M.B. & Palos-Sanchez, P., 2020, ‘Consumer behavior in the 
digital age’, Journal of Spatial and Organizational Dynamics, 8(3), pp.190–196.

Sekaran, U. & Bougie, R., 2010, Research methods for business: A skill building approach, 5th edn., Wiley 
Publications, West Sussex.

Shah, N., Zehri, A.W., Saraih, U.N., Abdelwahed, N.A.A. & Soomro, B.A., 2024, ‘The role of digital technology and 
digital innovation towards firm performance in a digital economy’, Kybernetes, 53(2), pp.620–644.

Sharma, A., Sharma, A., Tselykh, A., Bozhenyuk, A., Choudhury, T., Alomar, M. A., & Sánchez-Chero, M., 
2023, Artificial Intelligence and Internet of Things oriented sustainable precision farming: Towards modern 
agriculture, De Gruyter, Berlin. https://doi.org/10.1515/biol-2022-0713

Sharma, P., Ueno, A., Dennis, C. & Turan, C.P., 2023, ‘Emerging digital technologies and consumer decision-
making in retail sector: Towards an integrative conceptual framework’, Computers in Human Behavior, 148, 
p.107913.

Sheikh, M., 2023, ‘50+ of the most important social media marketing statistics for 2023’, Sprout Social, [online] 
Available at: https://www.sproutsocial.com/insights/social-media-statistics/#consumer-behavior-statistics 
[Accessed 30 Oct. 2024].

Statista, 2021, ‘Worldwide digital population as of January 2021’, [online] Available at: https://www.statista.com/
statistics/617136/digital-population-worldwide/ [Accessed 30 Oct. 2024].

Statista, 2023, ‘South Africa: Digital population 2023’, [online] Available at: https://www.statista.com/
statistics/685134/south-africa-digital-population/#:~:text=South%20Africa%3A%20digital%20population%20
as%20of%20January%202023 [Accessed 30 Oct. 2024].

Sturgeon, T.J., 2021, ‘Upgrading strategies for the digital economy’, Global Strategy Journal, 11(1), pp.34–57.

Su, X. & Huang, J., 2021, ‘Social media use and college students’ academic performance: Student engagement as 
a mediator’, Social Behavior and Personality: An International Journal, 49(10), pp.1–8.

Suleiman, M.I., Muhammad, N.B., Yahaya, I.S., Adamu, M.A. & Sabo, A.U., 2020, ‘Benefits and challenges for 
marketing strategies online’, European Journal of Molecular & Clinical Medicine, 7(3), pp.164–179.

Tarantino, K., McDonough, J. & Hua, M., 2013, ‘Effects of student engagement with social media on student 
learning: A review of literature’, The Journal of Technology in Student Affairs, 1(8), pp.1–8.

Team Position, 2011, ‘What influences buying decisions in #social media?’, Position2. [online] Available at: http://
blogs.position2.com/what-influences-buying-decisions-in-social-media [Accessed 30 Oct. 2024].

United Nations, 2023, ‘The 17 Sustainable Development Goals’, [online] Available at: https://sdgs.un.org/goals 
[Accessed 30 Oct. 2024].



167Article title167    The Retail and Marketing Review:  Vol 21 Issue 1 (2025)                                                            ISSN: 2708-3209

Varghese, S. & Agrawal, M., 2021, ‘Impact of social media on consumer buying behavior’, Saudi Journal of 
Business and Management Studies, 6(3), pp.51–55.

Yeo, S.F., Tan, C.L., Kumar, A., Tan, K.H. & Wong, J.K., 2022, ‘Investigating the impact of AI-powered technologies 
on Instagrammers’ purchase decisions in digitalization era—A study of the fashion and apparel industry’, 
Technological Forecasting and Social Change, 177, p.121551. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techfore.2022.121551

Yu, B. & Leung, Y.W., 2024, ‘Establishing ties or strengthening friendships? Students’ use of online social networks 
in intercultural friendship development’, Information Technology & People, 37(2), pp.815–834.

Zhang, X. & Dong, F., 2020, ‘Why do consumers make green purchase decisions? Insights from a 
systematic review’, International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 17, p.6607. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17186607

Zote, J., 2024, ‘How to boost engagement’, Sprout Social. [online] Available at: https://sproutsocial.com/insights/
author/jacqueline/page/2/ [Accessed 14 Jun. 2025].


