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ABSTRACT: My roommate bought a jacket last semester — nice one, actually — and when I asked where she found
it, she stared at her phone for a second and said she genuinely could not remember. It had just “showed up” somehow.
That conversation, more than anything I read in a textbook, is where this paper began. The idea that products are now
finding young consumers rather than the other way around felt worth actually studying, so I built a survey around it.

Fifty respondents between 16 and 30 filled out a structured Google Form. Out of ten respondents had bought something
they first saw on social media. Instagram was the dominant platform at 68%, and nearly three-quarters of respondents
followed at least one creator. Fashion led purchase categories at 34%. But the numbers that stayed with me were
different ones: only 16% of respondents gave influencer recommendations their highest trust rating despite 72%
followership, and 96% — essentially the whole sample — said they check reviews independently before purchasing. A
SWOT and PEST analysis contextualises the findings. Recommendations at the end try to be actually useful rather than
obvious.

KEYWORDS: Social Media Advertising, Youth Buying Behaviour, Influencer Marketing, Instagram, FOMO,
Consumer Psychology, Digital Marketing

L. INTRODUCTION

Before I sent out the survey for this study, I ran a small informal experiment. I asked ten people around me —
classmates, cousins, a few people from my internship — whether social media advertising ever made them buy
something. Eight of them said no, or some version of “I skip ads.” Within the same conversation, six of those eight
mentioned a product they had recently discovered on Instagram or YouTube. One of them pulled out his phone mid-
sentence to show me earbuds he had ordered the previous week after a tech creator mentioned them in a video he
watches regularly. He did not think of that as advertising. He thought of it as a recommendation.

That gap — between what people think is influencing them and what is actually influencing them — is, I would argue,
the defining feature of how social media advertising works on young consumers in India right now. Platforms like
Instagram, YouTube, and the short-video spaces built around them have become extraordinarily good at making
commercial content feel like something else: discovery, recommendation, aspiration, community. India has over 500
million social media users and a youth population that is both enormous and growing in purchasing power. The money
has followed: brand budgets have shifted toward digital, influencer collaborations have proliferated, and the Reel has
quietly become the most commercially loaded thirty seconds in modern marketing.

What this paper tries to do is look carefully at what actually happens on the consumer side of that equation. Not
whether social media influences purchasing — that much feels settled — but how, and how much, and through what
specific mechanisms. The sample is fifty respondents, gathered through convenience sampling. That is a real limitation
and I do not want to overstate what it allows me to claim. But the patterns were consistent enough to say something
useful, and a few findings pushed back in ways I did not anticipate.
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II. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

e To measure, through direct primary data, how much social media advertising is actually shaping what Indian youth
aged 16-30 decide to buy.

e To work out which specific platforms are carrying the most purchase-relevant weight for this demographic, and to
think carefully about why.

e To examine influencer content and short-form video as distinct advertising mechanisms and assess their real
contribution to purchase intent.

e To probe how psychological forces like FOMO and urgency-based promotional tactics factor into impulsive or
time-pressured purchase decisions.

e To identify which product categories are most visibly shaped by social media exposure in this group.

e To measure how much trust young consumers genuinely extend to influencer endorsements — and whether that
trust is doing the commercial work brands assume it is.

e To draw out practical, honest implications for marketers and researchers who want to understand where youth
consumer behavior is heading.

III. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The research design is descriptive. That was a deliberate choice rather than a default one. Descriptive research is not
designed to establish causal relationships; it is designed to produce an accurate account of how things currently stand.
For a study with a modest sample, a student-level scope, and a goal of understanding rather than experimentation, that
felt like the right and honest fit. A causal design would have required infrastructure — randomization, control groups,
longitudinal tracking — that was not feasible here.

The questionnaire had 20 questions built in Google Forms and circulated digitally. Format varied by purpose: Likert-
scale statements (1 to 5) for attitude and intensity questions like influencer trust and FOMO; yes/no items for
behavioral questions; multiple-choice for platform preference, usage time, and product categories. Secondary sources
— academic journal articles, Nielsen and IAMAI reports, ASCI guidelines on influencer advertising disclosure —
provided background framing.

Fifty valid responses came in through convenience sampling via academic and peer networks. I want to be plain about
the implications of that: convenience sampling introduces selection bias, and urban, digitally-active youth are over-
represented relative to the broader Indian youth population. People without consistent internet access were effectively
excluded. Fifty respondents does not support sweeping national claims. What it does offer is a reasonably coherent
picture of one particular slice of the demographic — young, connected, urban or semi-urban — and that picture has
analytical value within those limits. Analysis used frequency distributions, percentage tabulations, and modal and
weighted interpretation of Likert responses.

IV. SCOPE OF THE STUDY

The study covers Indian youth aged 16 to 30 in urban and semi-urban settings — a group that is digitally native,
actively engaged with social media, and either independently purchasing or close enough to doing so that their
preferences matter commercially. Within this group, the research looks at platform preferences and usage habits,
influencer behavior and brand perception, short-video content and product discovery, FOMO and urgency promotional
responses, which product categories are most shaped by social media exposure, and word-of-mouth tendencies after a
socially-influenced purchase.

The advertiser’s side of the equation is outside scope — campaig design, targeting logic, budget allocation, and ROI

measurement are not examined here. Respondents over 30 are excluded, as are non-social-media advertising channels:
email, search, and offline. These were deliberate boundaries, not gaps.
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V.DATA ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION

5.1 Who Responded

The 21-25 bracket made up 56% of the sample — partly a function of where the survey circulated, and partly a
reflection of where social media engagement and emerging purchase independence intersect most densely. Teenagers
(16-20) were 30%; the 25-30 cohort contributed 14%. That older group was measurably different in how they
answered. They were more likely to describe their review-checking habit as something deliberate, more likely to name
specific platforms they had switched away from, more likely to express skepticism about influencer recommendations
in their own words. Experience, in other words, seemed to change the relationship.

, ’ y :
What s your age group? What is your current occupation?
30 responses 51 1esponses

052
[}k
%-30

@ Student

@ Working Professional
 Self-emplayed

@ Cther

16-20 years 15 30%
21-25 years 28 56%
25-30 years 7 14%
Total 50 100%

Students dominated at 64%, working professional at 22%, self-employed at 12%. On daily usage, 58% spent 1-3 hours
on social media per day and another 22% spent 3—5 hours, putting 80% of the sample in the range where advertising
exposure is not incidental but structurally embedded in how the day goes. Even the 18% under an hour are not really
escaping it — short, algorithm-dense sessions pack in more commercial content than most users consciously register.

5.2 Platforms: Instagram Is Not Just Winning, It Has a Different Kind of Lead

Instagram 34 68%
YouTube 8 16%
Twitter/X 6 12%
Facebook 1 2%
Total 50 100%
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68% chose Instagram. I had expected a plurality; I did not expect something that close to a supermajority. Thinking
about why, though — it makes sense. Instagram has spent years building an environment where commercial and non-
commercial content are genuinely hard to distinguish. Reels surface products through entertainment. Stories create
urgency without feeling like urgency. The shopping layer is embedded rather than bolted on. And the influencer
ecosystem has made aspirational content and product promotion so intertwined that separating them has become
meaningfully difficult, for users and researchers alike. That is not a flaw in the platform’s design. It is the design.

YouTube at 16% is a different buyer psychology — someone who wants information before committing, who watches
the twenty-minute review before clicking order. Twitter/X at 12% was a mild surprise, but brand conversations happen
there too, and for some users that is where product credibility gets established or destroyed. Facebook at 2% is
essentially absent from this demographic’s active consideration, which tracks with everything else the industry has
been observing for several years now.

5.3 Purchase Behavior: The Headline and What’s Under It

70% of respondents have bought a product they first saw on social media. That is a genuinely strong number and it
should not be minimized — it validates the commercial logic behind enormous digital advertising budgets. But the
frequency table deserves equal attention. 62% said social media promotions influence their purchases only
“sometimes.” 6% said “always.” What that describes is a consumer who is influenceable rather than captured —
genuinely open to social media as a purchase trigger, but not in a way that bypasses judgment. The influence is real; it
just is not reflexive.

Suciel media ads are more attractive than traditional ads (TV/Newspaper).
1 espnses Which social media platform influences you the most?

30 responses
0

@ Instagram
@ YouTube
(0 Facebook
@ TwitterX

10 11 218%]

e
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Always 3 6%
Often 10 20%
Sometimes 31 62%
Rarely 4 8%
Never 1 2%
Total 50 100%

Fashion at 34% makes intuitive sense — a visual product in a visual medium, with aspiration and identity wrapped
around it. Electronics at 20% took me longer to process. These are not quick decisions: earbuds, laptops, cameras —
people research these. The fact that social media is entering the consideration set for that kind of purchase, most
plausibly through YouTube review content and tech creator videos, says something meaningful about how far the
medium’s influence has extended into the deliberative parts of the purchase journey. Food & Beverages and Beauty at
16% each reflect categories with mature, well-developed influencer economies.

Fashion/Clothing 17 34%
Electronics 10 20%
Food & Beverages 8 16%
Beauty Products 8 16%
Others 7 14%
Total 50 100%

The influencer finding kept pulling my attention back. 72% of respondents follow at least one creator. But the modal
trust score was 3 out of 5 — neutral — and only 16% gave influencer endorsements maximum credibility. That is not a
contradiction. It is a description of something real and fairly sophisticated: young consumers follow creators for
entertainment, for aesthetic inspiration, for the feeling of being part of something, but they have also — through
accumulated experience and exposure to sponsred content norms — learned to hold their purchase judgment somewhat
separately from their creator loyalty. They know the deal. They like the content anyway. Whether they buy what the
creator recommends is a separate calculation made later, usually with additional information. Brands counting follower
reach as conversion potential are measuring the wrong thing.

5.4 FOMO, Flash Sales, Reviews — The Part That Reshaped the Analysis

FOMO registered in the data as a real but contained force. The modal score was 3 out of 5; only 8% hit maximum
urgency. My sense is that FOMO is more age-stratified than marketing discourse tends to acknowledge — a 17-year-
old and a 28-year-old have very different relationships to manufactured scarcity, shaped by very different amounts of
purchase experience. Flash sale urgency showed a similar pattern: genuine but moderate, clustering in the 3—4 range.
These tactics have a real ceiling, and it appears to lower as consumers get older and wiser to the mechanics.

And then there is the review data. 96% of respondents said they check online reviews before buying a product they first
encountered on social media. When I ran the numbers and came back with 96, I checked the calculation twice. Not a
majority, not most — effectively the entire sample. What that figure means, taken seriously, is that social media
advertising is functioning as discovery infrastructure rather than as a point of sale. The ad gets a product into
someone’s head. The actual decision — the one that turns awareness into a purchase — happens later, somewhere in a
review section or a comment thread or a conversation. That reframes the whole question of what a successful social
media campaign actually looks like. A Reel with a million views that leads to a product page with weak reviews is not a
half-success. It is a funnel that stops working exactly where it needs to convert.

IJMRSET © 2026 | AnISO 9001:2008 Certified Journal | 8138




©2026 IJMRSET | Volume 9, Issue 5, May 2026|
ISSN: 2582-7219

12

A 5

K -
Dmrsel

DOI:10.15680/IJMRSET.2026.0905007

| www.ijmrset.com | Impact Factor: 9.864| ESTD Year: 2018|

I International Journal of Multidisciplinary Research in
Science, Engineering and Technology (IJMRSET)

(A Monthly, Peer Reviewed, Refereed, Scholarly Indexed, Open Access Journal)

VI. SWOT AND PEST ANALYSIS

6.1 SWOT Analysis

Enormous and growing reach among youth
demographics; visual formats purpose-built for
brand discovery; real-time targeting precision
unmatched by traditional media; influencer
networks distribute brand content through
channels that feel trusted even when commercially
motivated; cost per impression genuinely
competitive.

Ad fatigue accelerating among heavy users who have
developed  near-automatic  skipping  instincts;
meaningful trust gap between influencer reach and
actual purchase persuasion;, multi-touch attribution
across the discovery-to-review-to-purchase journey
remains technically messy; platform exposure to
reputation damage via influencer controversies with
little warning.

In-app social commerce on Instagram and
YouTube shortening the distance between content
and checkout; micro-influencer campaigns offering
authenticity that macro-celebrity endorsements
increasingly cannot; AI personalisation improving
ad-to-intent matching; regional-language content
unlocking Tier 2/3 markets that were commercially
underserved; rural smartphone penetration still

Ad-blocker adoption rising among exactly the most
digitally sophisticated segment of the demographic;
India’s PDPB tightening permissible data use for
targeting; fake and incentivized reviews corroding the
trust infrastructure that 96% of buyers depend on
before purchasing; algorithm changes reducing
predictable ad reach with minimal notice; influencer
market saturation making campaign differentiation

growing the addressable audience. genuinely difficult.

6.2 PEST Analysis

Political India’s Personal Data Protection Bill is not a distant regulatory horizon — it is actively
reshaping what platforms can collect and deploy for targeting. ASCI’s tightening scrutiny
of undisclosed influencer sponsorships is also forcing transparency into branded content,
which will change how audiences process it. Whether that transparency helps or hurts

effectiveness is genuinely unclear and worth watching.

Economic Urban youth disposable income is growing, but unevenly. The more commercially
interesting economic shift is on the access side: falling smartphone costs and affordable
data have made social media reachable for demographics that were not addressable five or
six years ago. Brands still calibrating strategy around metro consumers are missing a fast-

expanding part of the picture.

Social The feed has become a social mirror for this generation in ways that go well beyond
entertainment. What you follow, what you engage with, what you share — these carry
identity weight. Aspirational consumption is not incidental to social media use; it is woven
into the purpose of the scrolling. FOMO is real, but it coexists with the peer-validation and

review-checking habits the data show to be near-universal.

Technological Algorithmic curation is improving, which should in theory reduce the mismatch-driven
fatigue problem over time. Short-video discovery is compressing the awareness-to-
consideration timeline. AR try-on tools on Instagram and Snapchat are beginning to reduce
the tactile hesitation that kept some consumers from committing to fashion and beauty

purchases online.
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VII. KEY FINDINGS

e Instagram at 68% is not just the most used platform — it is architecturally optimised for the ambient, repeated
brand exposure that seeds purchase consideration without registering as advertising.

e 80% of respondents spend at least one hour on social media daily; advertising exposure in this cohort is not
occasional but embedded in the daily rhythm.

e 70% have made a social media-influenced purchase, but 62% say that influence operates only “sometimes” — the
medium creates conditions for buying more than it manufactures compulsive buyers.

e 72% follow influencers but only 16% give their recommendations maximum trust. That gap is where a lot of
misallocated marketing spend lives.

e Fashion leads at 34%; electronics at 20% signals that social media is shaping deliberate, higher-ticket decisions,
not only impulsive ones.

e 96% check reviews before purchasing a socially-discovered product. The advertising opens the door; the review
ecosystem is where the sale actually gets made.

e  FOMO and urgency are real but moderate and appear to diminish with consumer age and purchase experience.

e 48% rate social media’s purchase influence as “neutral” — most likely because the influence is ambient enough to
no longer feel external.

e 46% intend to recommend socially-discovered products to others, creating an organic reach dividend that extends
beyond the original paid campaign.

VIII. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Something kept nagging at me through the whole analysis. 48% of respondents said social media does not significantly
influence their buying behavior. 70% of respondents have bought something they first saw on social media. Both of
those facts are real, and they are not contradictory — they are describing the same thing from two different angles. The
influence has become so ambient, so embedded in the ordinary texture of scrolling and discovering and half-noticing
things, that it no longer feels like influence from the inside. That is not a coincidence. It is, arguably, the single greatest
achievement of how these platforms have been designed.

The finding I will carry forward from this research is the 96%. When I first tabulated that number I assumed I had made
an error. But no — 96% of respondents said they independently check reviews before buying a product they discovered
on social media. That changes what social media advertising fundamentally is, at least in how it operates in this
demographic. It is not a point of sale. It is a point of entry. The ad — the Reel, the Story, the influencer’s offhand
mention — gets a product into someone’s consideration. The decision to actually buy happens later, somewhere in a
review section, in a YouTube comments thread, in a late-night search comparing two options. Brands measuring
campaign success purely on reach and impressions are measuring the introduction and calling it the relationship.

The influencer trust data tells a related story. Young people are following creators — 72% of this sample does — but
they have also developed a fairly clear-eyed understanding of how the sponsorship economy works. They enjoy the
content. They might feel inspired. Whether they actually act on a product recommendation is a separate question, made
with separate judgment, and answered much less reliably than the follower count implies. Mega-influencer campaigns
built around reach metrics are, in many cases, buying awareness and calling it conversion. Micro-influencers — smaller
audiences, higher perceived authenticity, more genuine engagement — will almost certainly outperform on trust-to-
conversion ratios, and the data here point in that direction even if they cannot prove it directly.

A few things that seem clear from this: Instagram is not optional for brands targeting this demographic, it is the terrain.
Short-form video should be the default creative format. The review infrastructure around a product deserves as much
investment as the ad creative itself, because that is where conversions are actually happening. Urgency tactics work in
certain categories (fashion, beauty, food) with certain age groups, and should be used selectively rather than as defaults.
The bigger thing, underneath all of this, is about earned trust rather than bought attention. This generation is not closed
off from being influenced. They are not cynical in a way that walls them off. They are selective — they want the brand
to be real, the product to be worth the review section it generates, and the advertising to feel like something other than
noise. The brands that understand this will build loyalty that outlasts any single campaign. The ones that keep treating
social media as a reach game will keep buying impressions and wondering why the conversion numbers stay flat.
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