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Instagram is one of the most influential social media platforms and companies can use it to 

promote their products and services. The aim of this research was to understand how 

Instagram content affects customer purchase intentions in the online retail environment. This 

study identifies factors that influence customer purchase intentions. This study attempts to 

find out the best ways to influence purchase intentions as well as engage with customers. 

The research used a qualitative approach alongside the theoretical knowledge to reach the 

goals. This study used semi-structured interviews to gather data and a thematical analysis 

for analysing the data. The empirical findings show that social media increased purchasing 

through social media marketing activities. Social media can create connections, facilitate 

interactions, help build trust, and build long lasting customer relationships. 

The results highlight the importance of social media in marketing strategies as wells the 

potential of using Instagram content to influence customer behaviour. The results also show 

that there are different types of sponsored content, and they can affect customer behaviour 

in different ways.   



   
 

 

TIIVISTELMÄ 

Tekijä:   Klami, Liisa 

Tutkielman nimi:  Sosiaalisen median vaikutus ostoaikeisiin verkkokauppa 
  ympäristössä.  

Tiedekunta:  LUT School of Business and Management 

Pääaine:   International Marketing Management (MIMM) 

Vuosi:   2022 

Pro Gradu tutkielma:  Lappeenrannan-Lahden teknillinen yliopisto LUT 

50 sivua, 7 kaaviota, 2 taulukkoa ja 1 liite 

Tarkastajat:  Heini Vanninen 
Anssi Tarkiainen  

Avainsanat:  Sosiaalinen media, Instagram, ostoaikeet, asiakkaan 
sitoutuminen, asiakasasenteet 

 

Instagram on yksi tärkeimmistä sosiaalisen median alustoista ja yritykset voivat hyödyntää 

sitä markkinoidessaan tuotteittaan ja palveluitaan. Tämän tutkimuksen tavoitteena oli 

ymmärtää paremmin, miten Instagram sisältö voi vaikuttaa asiakkaiden ostoaikeisiin 

verkkokauppa ympäristössä. Tämä tutkimus korostaa tekijöitä, jotka vaikuttavat asiakkaiden 

ostoaikeisiin. Tutkimus pyrkii löytämään parhaimmat tavat vaikuttaa ostoaikeisiin sekä 

sitouttaa asiakkaat. 

Tämä tutkimus hyödyntää kvalitatiivista lähestymistapaa teoreettisen tutkimustiedon ohella 

saavuttaakseen tavoitteet. Tämä tutkimus hyödyntää puolistrukturoituja haastatteluja sekä 

teemoja datan analysointia varten. Empiiriset tutkimustulokset osoittavat, että sosiaalisen 

median aktiviteetit lisäävät ostoaikeita. Sosiaalinen media mahdollistaa yhteyksien 

luomisen, vuorovaikutuksen, luottamuksen rakentamisen ja pitkäkestoisten 

asiakassuhteiden luomisen. 

Tulokset korostavat sosiaalisen median tärkeyden markkinointi strategioissa, sekä Instagram 

sisällön potentiaalin asiakaskäyttäytymisen vaikuttamiseen. Tulokset osoittavat, että on 

erilaisia sponsoroituja julkaisuja, jotka voivat vaikuttaa asiakaskäyttäytymiseen eri tavoin. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  
 
This chapter provides a thorough introduction to the research topic. It will look at how the 

study will be conducted. The first part of this chapter presents the background of the study 

and why this topic is worth researching. This chapter will also highlight the research gap in 

the literature. The main goals, objectives and research questions are also proposed. This 

chapter includes the preliminary literature review and the theoretical framework that is used 

to demonstrate the theoretical perspective in an image format. Lastly, delimitations, 

definitions of the key concepts, research methodology and the structure of the thesis are 

introduced.  

 

1.1.  Background of the research  

 
Social media has changed the business landscape and refined how consumers purchase 

goods and services. Social media consist of photo and video sharing, news, and 

communication. It is estimated that over 3,6 billion people use social media, and it is 

expected to grow to almost 4,41 billion in 2025. On average people spend 144 minutes on 

social media and messaging apps (Statista 2020a), which means that social media is an 

essential part of daily internet usage. 

 

Social media and online purchases go hand in hand. Today customers can make online 

purchases with a click of a button. There are also more options than ever before. Online 

shopping grows continuously, and it has recently become even more popular. Verhoef, 

Kannan & Inman (2015) state that consumers nowadays prefer more online, multichannel, 

and omni-channel shopping. Retailers have noticed the need for online stopping and opened 

more online stores (Ogonowski, Montandon, Botha & Reyneke 2014). The rapid growth of 

e-commerce is highlighted by the fact estimated 22 percent of annual disposable income is 

spent online globally (Statista 2020b). 

 

Social media affects both businesses and consumers. Consumers use social media daily to 

interact with friends, family, and businesses. Companies use social media marketing (SMM) 

to engage with customers, attract customers and build customer loyalty. Online shopping has 
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become an integral part of purchasing. It comes as no surprise that businesses want to utilize 

social media platforms for the marketing strategy and brand building activities (Gallaugher 

and Ransbotham 2010). The online demand has increased the need for companies to redefine 

their business models to suit the new requirements (Verhoef et al. 2015). Now more than 

ever, it is important to find out how businesses can impact consumers and investigate what 

can positively affect consumers towards purchasing products from the business.  

 

One of the biggest and influential social media platforms for social media marketing is 

Instagram. Instagram started as a photo-sharing platform where users could share their 

photos and has now evolved to one of the most used social media platforms with over 1 

billion monthly users (Omnicore 2021). Instagram is one of the most popular social media 

platforms as over half of its users spend over 30 minutes daily scrolling and engaging with 

their platform (Verrastro, Liga, Cuzzocrea, and Gugliandolo 2020).  

 

Today Instagram offers much more than just sharing photos and videos between friends and 

family. Instagram offers a platform to businesses, organizations, influencers, and others. It 

offers sharable stories, reels and now even shopping options on the application. Images can 

evoke emotions in viewers, and gives messages a background (Fahmy, Bock & Wanta 2014, 

Jamieson 2007), it is not a surprise that the rise of Instagram has been noticed by 

organizations as well, who wish to utilize Instagram in their marketing strategies.  

 

It is no surprise that Instagram is a researched topic in the academic field. Based on the 

background, it is interesting to look at what type of content customers engage with and what 

increases the intention for purchasing and how customer attitudes affect the purchasing. This 

study will address the purchase intentions of consumers when considering the social media 

presence of an organization on Instagram. From a managerial viewpoint, this study will try 

to highlight the factors that organizations might want to consider when utilizing social media 

in their media mix.  

 

1.2. Research aims and questions   

 
The main goal of this study is to understand how does Instagram content affect customer 

purchase intentions. To reach this goal, this study will identify factors that influence 
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customer purchase intentions. This study will try to find out what are the best ways to 

increase purchase intentions as well as engage with customers. From a theoretical point of 

view, this study contributes to the social media marketing context and more specifically to 

Instagram. 

 

As competition gets more intense companies want to stand out more. This can be done by 

creating a strong social media presence. From the managerial viewpoint, organizations and 

managers can benefit from a deeper understanding of social media marketing. This can also 

help managers to understand how SMM can support the organization on their business goals. 

 

The purpose of the main research question is to have a broad question that explores the 

phenomenon and the sub-questions that are there to narrow the topic. Typically, in 

qualitative studies, the questions begin with words like how and what and use exploratory 

verbs. The idea behind these types of questions is to allow participants to explain ideas in 

their own words. The questions can mention the participant or the site of the research.  

(Creswell & Creswell 2018) This study has one main research question and two sub-

questions that help elaborate on the subject. This is also presented in figure 1. To reach the 

presented objectives and goals, the main research question was formed.  

 

RQ1: How does social media content affect customer purchase decisions in 

 online retail environment? 

 

To find answers to the main research question, the following sub-questions are formed. 

These questions will define the issue and contribute to answering the main question. These 

questions will be answered in the last part of the study after the findings are analysed. 

 

 RQ2: What factors increase customer engagement?  

 

RQ3: How customer attitudes towards social media presence affect intention 

 to purchase?  
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Figure 1. Main research questions and sub-research questions. 

 

 

1.3. Preliminary literature review  

 
The literature review is based on previous studies of the subject. The focus will be on social 

media and Instagram as well as customer purchase intentions. These concepts have received 

more attention in recent years from researchers and the marketing community. The main 

concepts are defined later in this study, the definitions will provide an explanation and help 

gain a deeper understanding of the subject. 

 

Social media is not considered as a new topic in academic research field, but the history of 

social media is still quite short. There are a few definitions for it. Kaplan & Haenlein (2010) 

defined it as all internet-based applications and interactive platforms that allow creating 

content, discussions, modifications, and the exchange of user-generated content and builds 

on the foundation of Web 2.0. Lundmark, Oh & Verhaal (2016) suggest that “social media, 

as a unique form of communication, integrates multiple sources of legitimacy, and as a result, 

presents a unique and important context through which to study the topic. Indeed, social 

media are a means for the dissemination of both internally and externally generated 

information pertaining to firms, industries, and society in general.” 
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Godes & Mayzlin (2005) discovered that social media is different from the other media 

outlets and holds unique features. Peters, Chen, Kaplan, Ognibeni and Pauwles (2013) 

described it as dynamic and interactive and noted that it cannot be controlled by an individual 

or a company. The authors highlight that social media has become an important part of 

company's communication strategy.   

 

Social media continues to grow as a medium (Dong-Hun, 2010) and new platforms have 

been developed in recent years.  Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) identified multiple social media 

groups in their study, such as collective projects, blogs, collaborative projects, content 

communities, social networks, multi-player games, and social virtual worlds. Social 

networks are platforms such as Facebook, LinkedIn, and Instagram. 

 

Social media marketing has recently received more interest in the academic field. Felix et 

al. (2017) defined social media marketing as the use of social media and social networks for 

marketing firms' products and services. It makes is possible to engage with current 

customers, reach new ones, and allows promotion of the company's culture, mission, or tone. 

Studies have shown that SMM activities can impact value equity, relationship equity, and 

brand equity (Angella and Eunju 2012). SMM activities also influence brand awareness and 

brand image (Seo & Park 2018).  

 

Social media can be used as a marketing tool. Barczyk and Duncan (2011) suggest that as 

social network sites enable user to share information of their products and services, it is 

possible to use it for conduction marketing activities. Studies have shown that social media 

can be a great tool for building and managing brands, improving, and sustaining brand 

loyalty, and managing customer relationships (Alhabash, McAlister, Quilliam, Richards, & 

Lou 2015, Alves, Fernandes, & Raposo 2016). 

 

Vries, Gensler, and Leeflang (2012) examined what type of brand posts increased popularity 

on social media. Kumar, Bezawada, Rishika, Janakiraman & Kannan (2016) and Poulis, 

Rizomyliotis & Konstantoulaki (2019) looked at how brand-generated content affects 

customers. Some companies still have reservations about the potential of SMM (Yadav, De 

Valck, Hennig-Thurau, Hoffman, & Spann 2013). 
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Sheldon and Bryant (2016) explored the motives for using Instagram; they found that there 

is a difference between how Instagram is used compared to other platforms. Blight, Ruppel 

& Schoenbauer (2017) researched the communal and parasocial relationships on Instagram; 

they found that typically user had a strong social interaction motive for using Instagram. 

Sokolova & Kefi (2020) expanded on the topic of parasocial relationships and how they 

influence purchasing. 

 

Instagram is a visually engaging social platform which has made it especially important to 

fashion brands that have a visual element in their branding and promotional material as Insta 

(Casaló et al. 2017; Aragoncillo and Orus, 2018; Jin, Muqaddam and Ryu 2019; Khan et al., 

2016; Khan, 2018).  Teo, Leng & Phua (2018) Studied how image quality affected purchase 

intention. Studied how celebrities influence users on Instagram (Djafarova and Rushworth, 

2017). Valentini, Romenti, Murtarelli, & Pizzetti (2018) investigated how the visual aspect 

of Instagram influenced purchase intention. 

 

Studies have shown that there are different triggers for purchasing though Instagram such as 

promotional advertisements (Handayani et al. 2018, Triwidsari et al. 2017), 

recommendations from friends and opinion leaders (Xiang, Zheng, Lee & Zhao 2016) And 

company created content such as photographs or videos (Handayani et al. 2018). 

 

Aprilia and Setiadi (2017) explored impulse purchasing on Instagram and what factors 

increase purchasing. Xiang et al. (2016) suggested that using the app creates a constant 

stimulus for impulse buying. Instagram’s shopping service, where retailers can offer their 

products for purchase on their Instagram page, that launched in 2018, also encourages 

impulse purchasing (Handayani et al. 2018). 

 

Customer purchase intentions have been investigated in multiple different studies. Academic 

literature offers several definitions for customer purchase intention. John Dewey (1910) first 

introduced the concept of the buyer decision process, which includes the intention to 

purchase. The other steps of the process include recognition, searching for information, 

evaluation of alternatives, (purchase decision), and post-purchase behaviour. 
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Hellier, Geursen, Carr & Rickard (2003) stated that customer purchase intention emphasizes 

the role of factors such as customer satisfaction, past loyalty, service quality, equity, and 

value, expected switching cost, and brand preference. Monsuwe, Dellaert & Ruyter (2004) 

suggested that the intention to online shop is not only related to the ease of use and fun but 

also other factors such as consumer traits, situational factors, previous online shopping 

experience and trust. 

 

Based on previous studies, it seems that there is still a limited number of studies that focus 

mainly on Instagram contents effects on users. This study will contribute to this matter. 

 

1.4. Theoretical framework  

 
A theoretical framework outlines the theoretical viewpoint of a research. The theoretical 

framework presents the topic from a defined perspective (Alasuutari 2011) The theoretical 

framework is presented in figure 2. It highlights the main subjects that will be looked at 

closer.  

 

Social medias impact on customers has been studied widely from various aspects, but as the 

subject is constantly evolving.  In this study the focus will be on Instagram, as there is less 

literature on its effects on consumers. From a theoretical point of view, there is a need to 

gain knowledge on the effects on Instagram's user- and brand-generated content on its users. 

 

The goal of this study is to understand better how Instagram content affects customer 

engagement, customer attitudes, and purchase intention. This study will investigate factors 

that affect purchase intention. The literature review will look at each subject and find what 

it already knows as well as what gaps there still might be. 
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Figure 2. Theoretical framework. 

 
 

1.5. Definitions of the key concepts  

 
Defining the key concepts of the study helps to create a deeper understanding of the 

theoretical framework. In the literature review chapter these concepts are defined more, but 

in this part the basic definitions are presented. This sections aim is to introduce authors 

perspective on key concepts. This can also help the reader understand each concept in this 

context.  

 

Brand-generated content (BGC) 

Is defined as brand-initiated marketing communication, the content is published and shared 

in brands social media pages. The content is most effective and profitable when the targeted 

group is accustomed to using social media and technology in general (Kumar et al., 2016). 
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Customer attitudes  

Can be defined as individuals' beliefs, feelings, and intentions regarding a company. It is 

possible to influence customers to feel more positively towards a company and its products 

when you understand customer attitudes. (Kotler and Keller 2012)  

 

Consumer engagement  

The intensity of individual’s participation and connection to company’s actions, it makes is 

possible to create long-term relationships (Vivek, Beatty and Morgan (2012).  

 

Customer engagement 

Customer engagement can be defined as the level of a customer’s physical, cognitive, and 

emotional presence in the relationship with an organization (Patterson, Ting & Ko 2006). It 

can be described as a customer’s psychological state which has been formed by previous 

experiences (Brodie, Hollebeek, Juric, and Ilic 2011). 

 

E-commerce  

Electronic commerce is a business model which utilizes electronic channels, such as online 

stores for selling products to customers over the internet (Kini & Choobineh 1998).  

 

Influencer 

Influencers are celebrities that have become famous by using social media to self-brand 

(Khamis, Ang & Welling 2016). 

 

Intention to purchase  

Intention to purchase is part of the buyer’s decision process; other steps of the process 

include recognition, searching for information, evaluation of alternatives, (purchase 

decision), and post-purchase behaviour (John Dewey 1910). 

 

Social commerce platform (SCP)  

Social commerce platforms are online shopping services that use social media to connect 

customers to sellers (Hajli 2015). 
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Social media  

All internet-based applications and interactive platforms that enable creation of content, 

discussion, modification, and the exchange of user-generated content. (Kaplan & Haenlein 

2010; Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy and Silvestre 2011)  

 

Social media marketing (SMM) 

Can be defined as using social media and social networks for marketing purposes, it makes 

it possible to engage with customers and find new ones, while promoting company’s culture, 

mission, and tone (Felix et al. 2017). 

 

Social media marketing activities (SMMA) 

SMM activities are features such as entertainment, interaction, trendiness, customization, 

and word of mouth that can have a significant impact on value equity, relationship equity, 

and brand equity (Angella and Eunju 2012). 

 

Social presence  

Social presence is defined as a perception of human elements in online environment such as 

sensitivity, sociability, and other traits. (Gefen & Straub 2004). It can also be the capacity 

that and online environment can express warmth and sociability (Lu et al. 2016). 

 

1.6. Delimitations  

 
To keep this thesis within the planned framework, the study requires delimitations. 

Delimitations specifies what is included in the study and what is left out in order to focus on 

the chosen subject. The author of the study determines the delimitations. (Ellis & Levy 2009) 

 

The first delimitation in this study is social media. As mentioned, there are multiple social 

media platforms that companies and consumers use, but in this study, we will focus on one 

social media platform to narrow the subject. This study will focus on firms Instagram content 

as well as sponsored content. The literature review will focus on social media content, and 

how that affects consumers, as well as online purchasing on social media. It will explore 

purchase intention in the chosen field. 
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To further limit the scope of the study in the empirical section, the interviewees will also be 

limited to consumers that use actively Instagram. They will have either considered 

purchasing after seeing content on Instagram or have purchased items after first seeing it in 

Instagram. 

 

1.7. Research methodology  

 
This thesis will have a theoretical and empirical part. The first part of this research will be 

theoretical and focus on previous studies made on the subject. It will present previous results 

and concisely describe the main findings. Previous studies can help to gain a better 

understanding of the subject. 

 

This study will use a qualitative method for the empirical section. The benefit of this is 

natural setting, flexibility and finding new insights and ideas on the subject (Creswell & 

Creswell 2018). There are multiple options for data collection in qualitative research, such 

as interviews, observation, and queries. (Metsämuuronen 2011).  For the primary data, the 

information was gathered by using a semi-structured interview. This type of interview will 

allow flexibility when conducting interviews and makes it possible to discover innovative 

ideas. 

 

The goal of the interviews is to look at consumer behaviour as well as find out customers' 

preferences and attitudes towards a company that creates Instagram content. The participants 

that were chosen for the interview have purchased products online after seeing items on a 

social media network, Participants that have not yet purchased products from the company 

but are interested in buying from the company were included as well. 

 

1.8. Structure of the research 

 

This section introduces the structure of the thesis. This thesis will have a theoretical and 

empirical section. These are divided into separate chapters. The first section will focus on 

the theoretical side and the latter on the empirical side of the study. Altogether, this thesis 

will have five main chapters. 
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This thesis will begin with an introduction to the study, which will present the background 

of the topic and the importance of the research. Research questions and goals are also 

included in the introduction. Preliminary literature review will look at the current 

information and the theoretical framework will present the theoretical point of view. 

Definitions of the key concepts, delimitations, and methodology of the research are also 

discussed. 

 

The second chapter included the theoretical point of view. The comprehensive literature 

review of past studies on social media marketing, Instagram, customer engagement, 

customer attitudes and customer purchase intentions. The third chapter will focus on research 

design and methodology. This chapter will cover the research context, data collection, 

interviewee selection, and the methods of analysing the data. Also, validity and reliability 

are discussed. 

 

The fourth chapter will dwell on the empirical part of the research. This chapter will present 

and analyse the findings and compare them to previous findings. The last chapter will answer 

the research questions and look at theoretical implications and give recommendations. 

Future research ideas will conclude the chapter. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

This part of the thesis delves into the current academic research on the topics of social media 

marketing, intention to purchase as well as, attitudes, and engagement. Reviewing literature 

introduces the topic and explains the importance of the study as well creates connections to 

previous studies (Creswell & Creswell 2018). This chapter will follow the theoretical 

framework and build on the preliminary literature review. The first part will cover social 

media marketing and Instagram as well as intention to purchase in academic studies. The 

second part will investigate customer attitudes and engagement.  

 

2.1. Social media marketing 

 

In this section, social media marketing studies are explored as well as the history of social 

media marketing. Social media marketing has received a lot of attention lately in the 

academic field and the importance of the topic is apparent. 

 

Social media marketing can be traced back to Kierzkowski et al. (1996); in their study SMM 

marketing was called e-marketing. They suggested that there are five elements that include 

relating, attracting, engaging, retaining, and learning, these are critical factors that can lead 

to successful digital marketing. Teo and Tan (2002) used the elements in their study in order 

to learn more about the possibilities of e-marketing from a managerial point of view. Chan 

and Guillet (2011) used Kierzkowski et al. (1996) framework to understand how to 

implement social media tools in order to maintain a good customer relationship in the hotel 

industry. Kietzmann et al. (2011) defined social media with seven components, that can 

affect how companies communicate, they were conversations, identity, groups, presence, 

relationships, reputation, and sharing. 

 

Kim and Ko (2012) built on previous frameworks. The study explored how SMM activities 

can enhance customer equity in the luxury fashion environment. The research suggested that 

brands and customers are communicating with each other in an interactive two-way direct 

communication; this differs from traditional one-way communication as it is not restricted 

to time, place or medium. SMM activities were used to evaluate the effects of social media 
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in the context of luxury fashion brands. Angella and Eunju (2012) studies SMM activities in 

the luxury fashion industry, they found that SMM activities have a positive effect on value 

equity, relationship equity, and brand equity they also discovered that value equity and 

relationship equity have a positive effect on purchase intention. 

 

Seo & Park (2018) found that SMMAs, with trendiness being the most important, have a 

positive effect on brand awareness and brand image, which means that SMMAs contribute 

to brand equity. They also found that brand awareness has a positive effect on commitment, 

which implies that SMMAs can be used to increase awareness and in developing committed 

customer relationships. Lastly, they saw the brand image affect e-WOM and commitment, 

concluding that SMMAs have a positive effect on brand. 

 

Studies have shown that social media communication allows companies to build brand 

loyalty (Kaplan & Haenlein 2010). It can also increase brand awareness, brand recognition, 

and brand recall (Gunelius 2011). Alhabash et al. (2015) found that social media 

communication such as alcohol marketing on Facebook increased the consumption of the 

marketed product. They also found that consumption intentions are higher when participants 

attitudes towards status updates are positive. 

 

Constant communication in social networks make is possible for creating a community 

between users. Long-term information sharing and growth can contribute to the development 

of loyal social relationships. (Raacke and Bonds-Raacke 2008) Mersey, Malthouse & Calder 

(2010) stated that social media provides companies a way to interact with future and existing 

customers. This can create a sense of intimacy with customers, which can lead to more 

meaningful relationship with consumers. 

 

SMM is a process of highlighting the brand with social media. The goal is to create content 

that attracts users and encourages sharing it between readers. Social media is a great way to 

increase brand loyalty and interact with potential customers. SMM includes creating, 

posting, sharing multiple types of content, in order to reach marketing goals. Social networks 

facilitate communication and interaction between users. (Ziyadin, Doszhan, Borodin, 

Omarova and Ilyas 2019) 
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Even though the benefits of SMM are apparent in the academic field, there are also some 

challenges that need to be taken into consideration. Social media marketing is fundamentally 

a complex concept and therefore requires cross-functional collaboration between units (Felix 

et al. 2017). Some companies still have reservations about the potential of SMM (Yadav et 

al. 2013). Not all companies have implemented SMM in their strategy (Alves et al. 2016). 

 

Content marketing is considered as all types of content that directly or indirectly promotes a 

business, brand, products, or services; it is a great way to add value to consumers. Content 

marketing is less social and more informational than social media marketing. (Gunelius 

2011) 

 

Burton, Java & Soboroff (2009) found that the amount of content a user has on social 

networks, the more subscribers the user has. Yet the amount of content is not the only thing 

that affects popularity. Vries, Gensler, and Leeflang (2012) found that when posts were vivid 

and interactive, more people liked the posts; they also found that positioning the post also 

influenced the amount of likes it received. 

 

To analyse the success of content social media metrics can help. Pauwels, Ambler, Clark, 

LaPointe, Reibstein, Skiera, Wierenga and Wiesel (2008) found that relevant social media 

metrics are part of the key performance metrics in a company. Examples of social media 

metrics can be the average length spent on the website, impressions, impressions-to-

interaction ratios, links that have created traffic, number of members or fans, and visits on a 

page (Hoffman & Fodor 2010; Peters et al. 2013). 

 

 

Table 1. Summary of findings 

Subject Main Conclusions Studies 

Digital marketing Five elements of digital 

marketing: attract, engage, 

retain, and learn 

 

Kierzkowski et al. (1996) 

Teo and Tan (2002) 

Chan and Guillet (2011) 
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SMM activities 

 

The impact of SMM 

activities of customer  

 

Angella and Eunju (2012) 

Seo & Park (2018) 

Angella and Eunju (2012) 

Kim and Ko (2012) 

Increased purchasing Social media content 

increases consumption of 

targeted products 

Alhabash et al. (2015) 

Alves, Fernandes, & 

Raposo, (2016) 

Interactive communication Customers communicate 

with each other in an 

interactive two-way direct 

communication  

 

Communication allows user 

to create a community and 

build loyal social 

relationships 

 

Kim and Ko (2012)  

(Raacke and Bonds-Raacke 

2008)  

Mersey et al. (2010) 

Content Content marketing 

 

Vivid and interactive posts 

enhance the number of likes 

on a post 

Gunelius (2011) 

Vries, Gensler, and 

Leeflang (2012) 

 

 

 

 

2.2. Instagram 

 

The usage of Instagram has increased in the recent years, which has encouraged academics 

to study the subject and broaden the current knowledge of the subject (Sheldon & Bryant 

2016). The main reasons to use Instagram are keeping up with friends and family, posting 

pictures of one's life, self-promotion, as well as creativity (Sheldon and Bryant 2016). Lee, 

Kim & Kwahk (2016) note that perceived usefulness and playfulness are reasons individuals 
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use Instagram. Järvinen, Ohtonen, & Karjaluoto (2016) suggested also that usefulness and 

enjoyment are the main reasons for Instagram usage. In this section we will look at 

Instagram's unique features as a social media platform as well as how the features affect 

customer and customer purchase intention. 

 

Visual element  

 

One of Instagram key feature is its visual element; the platforms is heavily based on 

appealing visual imagery as well as filtered images; this is suitable for marketing beauty 

products, popularizing body images, and advocating a certain type of lifestyle (Djafarova 

and Rushworth 2017). Instagram is especially important to fashion and luxury brands as they 

have a visual element to their branding and promotional materials (Casaló et al. 2017; 

Aragoncillo and Orus 2018; Jin et al. 2019; Khan et al. 2016; Khan 2018).  

 

Valentini, Romenti, Murtarelli, & Pizzetti (2018) investigated the visual communication 

aspect of Instagram and how linking, sharing and following affected purchase intention. The 

study found that the gaze of the subject could impact the engagement of the photo, as well 

as the purchase intention. Bakshi, Shamma & Gilbert (2014) also found that facial imagery 

affects engagement. 

 

Teo et al. (2018) examined how effective visual social networks are as a marketing platform. 

They noticed that participants focused more on Instagram's pictures instead of the caption. 

They also found that images with better quality resulted in higher levels of perceived quality 

and increased purchase intention.  

 

Trust 

 

Instagram allows users to interact with one another, thus the members become more familiar 

with each other, and this can lead to mutual trust to form. This type of interaction can have 

an enormous influence on consumers purchasing intentions. The community can also share 

value which can positively impact consumer trust. (Hajli 2013) 
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Online shopping has changed consumer habits by providing new ways of assessing, 

choosing, and buying goods and services (Albors, Ramos, & Hervas 2008). Social media 

allows users to recommend products and services to others (Fuller et al. 2009). Ha & Stoel 

(2009) found in their study that there are factors that can positively affect customers 

accepting online shopping, such as trust, ease of use, usefulness, customer satisfaction and 

positive attitude of customers. Olfat et al. (2011) prioritised the factors that affect online 

shopping. They found that the purchase risk index is the most important aspect when 

considering online shopping. Sanayei et al. (2010) found in their study that trust had a direct 

effect on purchase intention in online shopping. They also found that security, internet 

offenses, web-space control, graphic appearance, and website structure were effective on 

trust. 

 

Social commerce 

 

Social commerce platform (SCP) is an online shopping service that uses social media to 

connect customers on the internet. The relationship inside SCP impacts consumer behaviour 

and it allows co-creation, participation and information sharing between users. (Hajli 2015). 

 

Image-sharing SCPs such as Instagram and Pinterest focus on using images to target specific 

segments of consumers typically with soft goods such as fashion and lifestyle (Turban, King, 

& Lang 2011; Xiang et al. 2016). Trusov, Bucklin & Pauwels (2009) found that information 

on SCPS affects consumer purchase decisions. 

 

Image-sharing SCPs encourage relationships between users which is different from 

traditional online shops that do not offer similar relationships (Olbrich & Holsing 2011). 

This can also create relationships between users and media personalities. (Rubin, Perse, & 

Powell 1985; Auter 1992; Grant, Guthrie, & Ball-Rokeach 1991). These are sided 

relationships called parasocial interaction (PSI), where a user might develop a relationship 

with celebrities (Park & Lennon 2006). Typically, in parasocial relationships the user is not 

able to communicate with the celebrity outside the platform (Ballantine and Martin 2005, 

Labrecque 2014). Sokolova & Kefi (2020) examined how parasocial relationships influence 
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purchasing. The connection between PSI and impulse buying on image-sharing SCPs is 

examined in Xiang et al. (2016) study. 

 

Impulse purchasing  

 

Impulse purchasing can be defined as an unplanned purchase opposite from purchases that 

comply with intended shopping DuPont (1965). Stern (1962) identified four types of impulse 

buying as pure, reminder, suggestive, and planned impulse buying. Pure impulse purchasing 

would be the act of browsing aimlessly and then deciding to buy a product. Reminder 

impulse buying as well as seeing a product and realising that you are running out of the 

product and then buying it. Suggestive impulse buying is when a user purchases a new shirt 

based on a recommendation. Planned impulse buying is when a consumer makes a shopping 

list but makes purchases based on coupons and promotions. This classification is still used 

in other studies (Beatty and Elizabeth Ferrell 1998, Rook 1987). 

 

Social commerce platform such as Instagram encourage impulse buying in its users (Xiang 

et al. 2016) Instagram's features encourage impulse purchasing as the app brings users 

enjoyment, which can make it easy to skip the evaluation phase of the purchase process 

(Aprilia and Setiadi 2017). The app creates a constant stimulus that encourages impulse 

buying (Xiang et al. 2016). Studies that examined impulse purchasing in other forms of 

social media found that individuals responded to product images which triggered impulse 

buying in the fashion retail environment (Kim and Johnson 2016, Lidholm et al. 2017, 

Sundström et al. 2019). Djafarova & Bowes (2021) found that females were more affected 

by Instagram and were much more likely to impulse purchase compared to males, who were 

not influenced by this. 

 

Handayani et al. (2018) found that call-to action features encourage impulse purchasing. One 

type of call-to action is Instagram’s in-app shopping feature. Instagram launched a in-app 

shopping feature in 2020; this feature makes it possible to online shop in the app. Companies 

can add a shopping page to their Instagram page and add links to their content that directs 

them to their online shop (Instagram 2020). 
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Stimuli is an important motivation in the purchasing process. Stimulus can be defined as a 

product or other features of the product as well as the shopping context. Shopping context 

can be the environment, sales, and other buyers. (Parboteeah et al. 2009) Image-sharing 

SCPs stimulate users’ vision by visual appeal or other features such as interactive features 

and other users, such as celebrities and experts that users can communicate. These types of 

features can influence decision making, which can lead to impulse purchasing. (Xiang 2016) 

 

Influencers 

 

Influencers are social media celebrities that have become famous through social media and 

self-branding (Khamis et al. 2016); they can also be referred to as Instafamous (Dewey 

2014). Influencers create a personal brand that others have found engaging (Duffy and Hund 

2015).  

 

Influencers falls outside traditional celebrities, such as movie stars and athletes (Kamins, 

Brand, Hoeke and Moe 1989). Study shows that consumers found influencers more authentic 

compared to traditional celebrities (Stefanone, Lackaff and Rosen 2010) Tran and Strutton 

(2014) found that consumers felt more connected to them and wanted to imitate them. 

 

Today anyone can become an influencer. Self-branding allows individuals to create 

compelling narratives; they can be inspirational, relatable, or instructional. People who 

follow influencers can become a fan-base for the influencers. (Khamis et al. 2016) 

 

Companies have noticed how much influence and power these types of celebrities have. 

Influencers can popularize current trends which lead to higher sales of the promoted products 

(Jin et al. 2019). Xiang et al. (2016) found that recommendations from friends and opinion 

leaders can trigger purchasing through Instagram. Jin et al. (2019) found that posts that 

Instagram celebrities made were seen as trustworthy and this led to user feeling more 

positively towards the promoted brand and they also noticed that users felt more envious of 

the celebrity, compared when the promoter was a traditional celebrity. 
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Content 

 

Content is important when looking at social media platforms. Social media allows users to 

create content (Fuller et al. 2009). It has also allowed easy information sharing between users 

(Hajli, 2013). 

 

Companies have realised the potential of content creation on social media. Brand-generated 

content (BGC) is one of the most important forms of marketing on Instagram as it can have 

a significantly positive effect on customer purchase decision (Kumar et al. 2016; Poulis et 

al. 2019). BGC is especially important to fashion brands that rely on visuals for their 

marketing. BGC that was published on fashion brands’ accounts was found to influence 

consumers significantly and it generated new needs, thus leading to purchasing products 

(Stachowiak-Krzyżan 2019). 

 

Creating BGC does have some challenges. It is good to note that there is a growing mistrust 

of BGC which means that consumers are turning toward their friends and family for product 

recommendations (Kantar, 2019). Friends and family have a lot of influence over purchasing 

decisions (Chen 2018; Dover 2019; Nash, 2019). Especially younger consumers are more 

likely to base their purchase decisions on friends' opinions and recommendations and trust 

their recommendations, thus leading to purchasing (Chen 2018). 

 

Mehrabian and Russell (1974) introduces the Stimulus-Organism-Response (S–O-R) 

paradigm. They suggested that environmental stimuli affect organisms as displayed in Figure 

3. Stimulus that triggers consumers, can be external, such as marketing stimuli and 

situational stimuli or internal, for example, consumer characteristics. Organism is 

consumers’ internal evaluations, which includes emotional responses; for example, arousal, 

impulsiveness, and pleasure. The behavioural response is the consumers’ reaction to stimuli 

and organisms (Chan et al. 2017). 
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Figure. 3. Stimulus-Organism-Response Paradigm. (Mehrabian and Russell 1974). 

 
 

2.3. Engagement  

 

Engagement has been studied from many different perspectives. For example, consumer 

engagement, customer engagement as well as the engagement of employees. In this section 

we will take a deeper look at customer engagement and its effects. 

 

Consumer engagement has been studies by Vivek, Beatty, and Morgan (2012) they referred 

it as a part of relationship marketing and it defined as the intensity of individuals 

participation and connection to company’s actions; the interaction make is possible to 

engage with customers, thus creating a long-term relationship. Customer engagement has 

also been studies in the employee context (Albrecht, Bakker, Gruman, Macey, & Saks 2015; 

Auh, Menguc, Spyropoulou, & Wang 2016). Kumar and Pansari (2016) found that customer 

engagement and employee engagement share characteristics. The interaction between 

customer and company is always offered by the company, but the customer can choose the 

interaction. 

 

Customer engagement has multiple definitions. Patterson et al. (2006) defined it as “The 

level of a customer’s physical, cognitive, and emotional presence in their relationship with 
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a service organisation”. It can also be described as a customer’s psychological state which 

has been formed by previous experiences (Brodie et al. 2011). Van Doorn et al. (2010) 

defined customer engagement behaviour as customers behavioural actions that have a brand, 

or a company focus, this implies that customer engagement actions add value to the firm. 

Pansari and Kumar (2017) defined customer engagement as how customers add value to the 

firm directly or indirectly. 

 

Customer engagement is an interactive experience. (Brodie et al. 2011) Van Doorn et al. 

(2010) suggested that customer engagement behaviours result from motivational drivers 

such as word-of-mouth, interactions between customers and blogging activity and that the 

behaviour goes beyond just the transaction.  

 

The importance of customer engagement is clear. Kumar and Pansari (2017) suggested that 

customer engagement can make it possible to learn more about customers. Sashi (2012) 

suggested that customer engagement can turn customers into fans of the company, for a 

customer to become a fan they must go through a customer engagement cycle presented in 

figure 5.  

 

 



  24 
 

 
 

  
 

Figure 5. Customer engagement cycle (Sashi 2012). 

 

 

The customer engagement cycle consists of seven stages. Connection is the first step for 

establishing a relationship between a seller and customer. This can be done by using 

traditional salespersons or with digital methods such as social networking. Social media is a 

great way to establish connections. Customers can use previously acquired connections to 

satisfy a need or seek new connections outside the current circle. Sellers can also establish 

connections. (Sashi 2012) 

 

Once customers and sellers are connected, they can interact with each other. This can be 

done with word-of-mouth, letters, telephone and nowadays digital tools and social media 

have enabled real time interactions. Sellers can actively play a part in creating these 
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communities with social media. Interactions can help understand customer needs and how 

they change; this can help sellers accommodate customer needs. (Sashi 2012) 

 

When the seller and customer continue to interact and stay connected while being satisfied 

with the connection, it progresses towards engagement (Sashi 2012). Customer engagement 

is based on trust and commitment to a brand or company and can lead to satisfaction and 

positive emotions (Pansari and Kumar 2017). When customers are satisfied, they often show 

characterises of high customer engagement, such as enthusiasm and pleasure (Gummerus, 

Liljander, Weman & Pihlström 2012). This type of behaviour often indicates satisfaction 

and can predict customer engagement (Brodie, Ilic, Juric & Hollebeek 2013). Customer 

satisfaction is a necessary step for customer engagement, as dissatisfaction can disrupt the 

process, but it is not the only thing that is important (Sashi 2012). 

 

Customer retention results from customer satisfaction or customers positive emotions 

towards the brand or company. Satisfaction over time leads to repurchasing and long-term 

relationships, but it does not always result in highly positive emotions. Whereas customers 

highly positive emotions towards a seller often mean that they have a long-term relationship 

with the seller. Retention can be a result of relationships without emotional bonds or 

emotional bonds without a long-term relationship. (Sashi 2012). Gustafsson, Johnson & 

Roos (2005) found that customer satisfaction has a positive effect on retention. 

 

Commitment has two dimensions calculative commitment and affective commitment 

(Gustafsson et al., 2005). Calculative commitment is a rational decision and is often a result 

of lack of choices or high switching costs. Calculative commitment results in higher 

customer loyalty and enduring relationships. Affective commitment results from trust and 

mutual relationships; it stems from customers feeling and emotions. Affective commitment 

often results in higher levels of trust and emotional bonds towards the seller. (Sashi 2012) 

 

Advocacy is when delighted customers tell others about their positive experience. Loyal 

customers in long-term relationships that have developed emotional bonds will become 

advocates for a product, brand, or company. Engagement is the last step in the cycle. It is 

based on a foundation that the previous steps created. Customer engagement is the result of 

strong emotional bonds and the mutual relationship with the seller. This can also make the 



  26 
 

 
 

customer a co-creator of value; this means that sellers include customers is value-adding 

processes. Co-creating can strengthen satisfactions. Engaged customers can become loyal 

fans of the product, brand, or company. (Sashi 2012) 

 

The matrix of customer engagement divides customers in to four categories; transactional 

customers, delighted customers, loyal customers, and fans; this is presented in figure 6. Only 

when a customer has become a fan, the customer will recommend the company to others. 

Companies can use different strategies to encourage customer to become fans, such as 

increased connections and interactions, as well as social media. (Sashi 2012) 

 

 

 
 

Figure 6. Customer engagement matrix (Sashi 2012). 

 

 

Transactional customers have little personal relationships and low future exchanges, this 

means that relational exchange and emotional bonds are low as seen in figure 6. (Mcneil 

1981) These types of customers like to take into consideration prices and deals and buy from 

sellers with lowest cost, as there are no close relationships. Transactional customer can be 

changed to loyal or delighter customer by making sure they are satisfied with the experience. 

(Sashi 2012) 
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Delighted customers have had their expectations exceeded and have highly positive 

emotions and are highly satisfied. There is infrequent customer interactions and low 

transactions. In this case, the relational exchange is low but emotional bonds are high. 

Delight does not guarantee long-term relationships but can lead to affective commitment. 

(Sashi 2012)  

 

Loyal customers have high relational exchange and low emotional bonds. They are 

calculatedly committed and stay with the seller when switching costs are high and there is a 

lack of alternatives. Customers are committed purely for rational reasons. Loyal customers 

are unlikely to advocate on their own, but sellers can influence this by developing the 

commitment to affective. (Sashi 2012) 

 

Fans are engaged customers. Fans have high relational exchange and emotional bonds. Fans 

are delighted and loyal customers, they often advocate on their own. Fans are affectively and 

calculatedly committed. They connect with other fans and interact with each other and 

improve satisfaction.  (Sashi 2012) 

 

2.4. Customer attitudes 

 

Customer attitudes can be defined as a person’s beliefs, feelings, and intentions towards a 

company (Kotler & Keller 2012).  It can also be defined as “a predisposition to respond in a 

favourable or unfavourable manner to a particular advertising stimulus during a particular 

exposure occasion” (MacKenzie & Lutz 1989). 

 

Customer attitudes are an important topic of research. Understanding customers’ attitudes 

makes it possible to influence them to adopt positive attitudes towards the product or service. 

(Kotler and Keller 2012) Customers’ attitudes can be affected by advertising, which can 

change the way consumers perceive a brand (Mitchell and Olson 1981, Shimp 1981). Speck 

& Elliott (1997) found that customers’ negative attitudes towards advertising can lead to 

avoidance behaviour of the advertisement and result in a negative attitude towards a brand. 
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Customer attitudes can be the main predictor of the effect of advertising (Mehta, 2000). 

Customer attitudes can also predict how customers will behave (Tsang, Ho, & Liang, 2004). 

 

Customer attitudes towards social media advertising were found to be a key indicator of the 

effectiveness of the marketing campaign (Chen, Fay, & Wang, 2011). Spry et al. (2011) 

suggested that if a review of a product or service seems reputable on Instagram, customers 

feel more positively towards the brand that is being promoted. On the other hand, if the 

reviews seem false, the customers will have a negative attitude towards the brand as well as 

the promoter (Cheung, Luo, Sia, & Chen, 2009). Word-of-mouth can also affect customer 

attitudes, Kronrod and Danziger (2013) found online reviews that were written in figurative 

language positively affected customer attitudes towards more hedonic products. 

 

Positive emotions represent the mindset that comes from cognitive and affective assessment 

of purchasing activities (Bagozzi, Gopinath & Nyer 1999). Agreeableness, enthusiasm, 

freedom of expression, and positive expectations are all positive emotions (Pansari and 

Kumar 2017). Santini, Ladeira, Pinto, Herter, Sampaio & Babin (2020) suggest that positive 

emotions affect customer engagement. 
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3. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 
 

This study was conducted in order to find out how social media content affects customers 

purchase decisions. This chapter concentrates on the research design and the chosen 

methodology for the research. It provides an explanation on the research approach, interview 

selection, and method of data collection. Data analysis, reliability and the validity of the 

chosen research methods are analysed in this chapter. 

 

3.1. Research design 

 

In this section the research design will be presented and the methods that will be used are 

discussed. This study will use the qualitative research method due to the nature of the study.  

Qualitative studies explore and try to understand human problems on a deeper level.  

Qualitative research has many benefits such as flexibility, natural setting, meaningful 

insights, and new ideas. (Creswell & Creswell 2018) 

 

Researchers can use qualitative or quantitative methods for studies. Typically, qualitative 

studies focus more on words instead of numbers (Bell, Harley & Bryman) Qualitative and 

quantitative studies are not total opposites and, in some studies, they can be used together, 

but usually studies will be either more qualitative or quantitative (Creswell & Creswell 

2018). However, this study will use only qualitative methods for research. 

 

Qualitative research includes emerging questions and procedures. The structure of the study 

can be flexible and does not follow strict rules. The focus will be on individual meaning and 

the topic can be complex in nature. Qualitative studies can have a general theme, in which 

the researcher can make interpretation of the data. (Creswell & Creswell 2018)  

 

Next, we will look at some key features of qualitative studies. Qualitative studies are usually 

done in natural settings instead of bringing individuals into a lab. In natural setting research 

can collect data face-to-face and by examining documents, observing, and interviewing. 

Typically, researchers do not rely on instruments or questionnaires made by others. 

Researchers have multiple sources of data and data can be collected through interviews, 
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observations, documents, and audio-visual information. After data collection, the 

information is organised and categorised or themes can be used to present the data 

 (Creswell & Creswell 2018) 

 

Inductive and deductive thinking play a role in data analysis. Inductive qualitative research 

builds from patterns, categories, and themes from bottom up and organised data into abstract 

units from information. The process includes looking back and forth between themes and 

database until there are cohesive themes. Deductive research looks back at the data from 

themes and determines if more evidence is need or if the current data supports the themes. 

Data analysis can be inductive or deductive. In inductive process patters, categories, and 

themes are build bottom up, this means organising data into more abstract units. In this 

process typically researches work back and forth with themes and data until there is 

comprehensive set of themes. During the process, the researcher will focus on leaning the 

meaning of participants ideas about the topic.  In the beginning of the study, researchers 

might have to guess what themes will arise and later define them. (Creswell & Creswell 

2018) 

 

Qualitative studies are emergent in design, as it is not possible to plan the process completely 

and during the process things can shift, as the questions, data collection and individuals 

might change. The key is to learn about the issue and address the research to obtain the 

information. Qualitative research in its nature is holistic, as researchers develop complex 

picture of the problem and report it from multiple perspectives, identifying factors that are 

involved and painting a large picture of the problem. (Creswell & Creswell 2018) 

 

Qualitative research does pose some challenges. There are some disadvantages such as 

unreliability, subjectivity, limited generalization, and labour intensity. In qualitative research 

it is important to not only present positive results or disregard data that proves personal 

hypotheses. In qualitative research its vital to report the full range of findings as well as 

different perspectives on the topic. (Creswell & Creswell 2018) These issues are discussed 

further later in the study. 

 

Research context provides a perspective to the study and the empirical section. (Bell, 

Bryman & Harley 2015) In this case, the goal is to look closely at how social media affects 
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consumers. It will ask questions about Instagram usage and purchase intention in the social 

media context. 

 

3.2. Data collection 

 

Both primary and secondary data were used in this study. For primary data interviews were 

conducted and for secondary data the literature review was collected. Data collection for 

qualitative research can vary a lot. There are many ways to collect data for qualitative 

studies, such as interviews, observation, and queries (Metsämuuronen 2011). 

 

There can also be various kinds of interviews such as one-on-one interviews, focus groups, 

and within interviews they can be semi-structured or structured (Creswell & Creswell 2018). 

In this study, the interviews were semi-structured to collect a deep understanding of the 

intention customers have in the social media environment. The interview questions and 

structure are there to help guide the interview. The interview questions can be found in the 

appendix of the study. The interviews will be held one-on-one. Interviews will be recorded 

and later transcribed for data analysis. 

 

3.3. Interview selection  

 

In order to have reliable results the chosen interviewees were technologically versed and 

familiar with social media platforms. All interviewees use Instagram regularly and have 

either purchased something after seeing it on Instagram or have contemplated purchasing 

after seeing a product on Instagram. 

 

Even though Instagram is such a popular platform, and it has many users, it turned out to be 

quite difficult to find people that had purchased a product after seeing it on Instagram and 

therefore also individuals who had contemplated purchasing were also interviewed for this 

study. Six participants agreed to be interviewed. The interviews were all conducted in May 

of 2022. 
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The interviewees received the questionnaire beforehand to get familiar with the questions, 

but no formal preparation was required to participate in the interview. The interviews were 

conducted in person. All interviews were recorded, and notes were also taken to later review 

and analyse the findings. 

 

The interviews were informal conversations about the subject and typically followed the 

structure of the interview. The conversations were conducted in Finnish. The questions were 

in English, but the interviewees were able to choose the language they answered. In the 

analysis sections the answers and quotes were translated from Finnish to English. 

 

Using pseudonyms or aliases for participants can help protect the identity of the individual 

(Creswell & Creswell 2018). For this study nicknames were created to protect the privacy 

of the participant. Table 2. present some basic information about interviewees. 

 

 

Table 2. Basic information of participants 

Interviewee 

nickname 

Age Gender Type of 

interview 

Length of the 

interview 

Anna 

 

28 Female 1:1 17 min 15 s 

Sophia 

 

27 Female 1:1 

 

16 min 44 s 

Ava 

 

27 Female 1:1 

 

20 min 04 s 

 

Emma 

 

26 Female 1:1 

 

19 min 58 s 

 

Olivia 

 

27 Female 1:1 

 

17 min 33 s 

 

Paula 

 

27 Female 

 

1:1 15 min 21 s 
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3.4. Data analysis 

 

To increase trustworthiness, all the interviews were recorded by using a phone recording 

application. Notes were also taken while interviewing participants. The goal is to find new 

information on the subject. To do so, participants were asked questions and real-life 

examples of social medias effect on behaviour. After the interviews, the recordings were 

transcribed to systematically analyse the data and use quotes from the interviews to support 

the findings.  

 

Qualitative studies can use themes to interpret the data (Creswell & Creswell 2018). 

Following this the data was categorised into themes and then inductively analysed with 

relevant literature in mind in order to find connections to previous studies as well as new 

ideas. The study also uses deductive reasoning when analysing the data. 

 

3.5. Reliability and validity 

 

In this section, the study’s reliability and validity are discussed. All studies must consider 

the trustworthiness of their results. Especially the nature of qualitative studies can lead to 

low reliability and validity as these studies can be unreliable, subjective and have limited 

generalisation. (Creswell & Creswell 2018) Qualitative studies have less strict guidelines 

and directions compared to quantitative studies. Often studies can be hard to replicate. 

Generalisation and lack of transparency can also lower reliability and validity. (Bell, Bryman 

& Harley 2015) 

 

Qualitative studies have been criticised as being too subjective and often they rely on 

unsystematic views about the topic. The topic can also be too close to heart from the 

researcher, which can skew the results. (Bell, Bryman & Harley 2015) Another issue is 

“going native” this means that the researcher takes sides on only discussed results that put 

the participants in a good light (Creswell & Creswell 2018) 

 

To combat these issues, there are multiple ways to increase reliability and validity. One way 

is to present the full range of the findings as well as the steps of how the study was conducted 
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(Creswell & Creswell 2018). In this study the goal is to be as reliable and valid as possible. 

In order to make sure of this, the process of this study is clearly documented step by step and 

explained. Interviews are recorded and transcribed, and quotes from the participants answers 

are added to the analysis. 
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4. ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 
 

In this chapter the goal is to present the empirical findings and analyse the interviews. This 

study will follow a thematic analysis of the results. Themes that arose from interviews will 

be categorised and analysed. The findings are also examined with the literature and 

theoretical findings in mind. Quotes from interviews were used to preserve the participants   

ideas and increase trustworthiness. There were multiple prevalent themes that emerged, in 

this chapter we will look at each theme individually. 

 

In the beginning of the interview, the participants were asked to first tell some basic 

information such as name, age, and what type of social media they use. After this, 

participants were asked to describe the types of companies, brands, and people they follow 

on social platforms as well as why they chose to follow these users.  

 

After this, the questions focused more on shopping habits, recent purchases that they had 

made from online stores, and how they ended up purchasing those items. How they felt about 

their purchases were also discussed in detail. Lastly, opinions on sponsored posts was 

discussed. The difference between a regular sponsored post and a post when an influencer 

was promoting a product was differentiated. The latter post was not marked as sponsored by 

Instagram, but it was mentioned as sponsored in the caption of the post. 

 

Social media 

 

The first theme that was prevalent was social media and more importantly, Instagram.  

Participants mentioned using many types of social media platforms, most notably Facebook, 

Instagram, TikTok, LinkedIn and Twitter. The reasons for using Instagram were quite 

similar among the participants. Keeping up with friends and family was a common theme 

among participants.  This can also be seen in previous studies (Sheldon and Bryant 2016), 

as social media allows constant communication between users (Kim & Ko 2012). 

 

“I like to follow what people are up to.” 
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Other reasons for using social media and Instagram were spending time, keeping up with 

current events and entertainment. Videos were often watched for enjoyment and spending 

time. Being inspired and getting inspiration came up several times. Inspiration was sought 

from fashion, lifestyle, and fitness bloggers, that created social media content. 

 

" I like to get inspiration from people and also keep up with what they are 

 doing.” 

 

Participants also followed artists, restaurants, and other companies. Musical artists were 

followed for information on new releases as well as for future tour dates. Restaurants were 

followed for inspiration and for future reference when the participant wanted to go out for a 

meal. Companies were followed when they had and interesting product, service, or they had 

a professional link to the company or wanted to work there in the future.  

 

Companies can benefit from this type of interest when they think about their marketing 

strategy and communicate with customers. This is backed up by other studies that have found 

that social media is a wonderful way to interact with customers (Mersey et al. 20210, Raacke 

& Bonds-Raacke 2008) This would also suggest that SMMAs are a fantastic way to reach 

customers, interact and create engagement. 

 

Recommendations 

 

The recommendations from celebrities, influencers and friends and family were also 

discussed. Participants mentioned that they had some favourite celebrities and influencers 

that they followed and looked up to. Most of them would be considered social media 

celebrities.  

 

“I have some favourite influencers that I always go back to for inspiration.”  

 

Recommendations play a powerful role is purchasing and the purchase decision. Users and 

opinion leader were looked up when wanting confirmation for purchase, this can also be 

observed from the literature (Haiji 2013, Xiang et al 2016 & Jin et al. 2019) 
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Recommendations were also searched from other websites after seeing a product on 

Instagram such as YouTube, TikTok and Google. 

 

“I often check reviews on Google, TikTok and Instagram's tagged post 

 so, I can see the item on real people.” 

 

“Often stuff I see on social media looks really nice aesthetically and I also 

 to look nice or have beautiful items in my home. 

 

Friends and family played a role in word-of-mouth marketing. Recommendations were given 

and received. These types of recommendations felt trustworthy because participants 

recognised that they were not trying to sell anything, and the recommendations were given 

because the product had been tried and found out as great products. 

 

Participants would also take part in recommending products when they had found them 

useful or satisfactory. Advocacy would suggest that the customer is delighted and, on their 

way, to become an engaged customer (Sashi 2012). 

 

User generated content 

 

Types of user-generated content that was mentioned were posts from friends, family, 

company, and influencers as well as traditional celebrities. As we focused more on company 

and influencers and celebrity-created content, there were a few main types of content that 

were most popular among participants. 

 

First type was inspirational content, content that would inspire dressing, eating, travel and 

the future were most mentioned. This also included keeping up with the latest trends; 

trendiness was also mentioned in the literature which suggested the trendiness was the most 

important aspect of social media marketing (Seo & Park 2018) 

 

“I follow many types of influencers, mainly fashion and lifestyle. I follow 

 fashion bloggers because I admire them and really like their style.” 



  38 
 

 
 

 

Second type was instructional and useful content. Such as outfit photos and videos that 

showed clothing combinations. Fashion bloggers were often followed for this reason, either 

for getting inspiration or what to buy in the future as well as to see how the clothes and 

accessories were combined. Enjoyment was also an important topic, users admitted watching 

content that was funny or enjoyable on Instagram also followed influencers that created this 

type of content. 

 

Visual appeal and photos that looked nice and aesthetic were saved for future reference. Like 

the literature showed, Instagram's visual element plays a key role in marketing and 

promoting products (Djafarova and Rushworth, 2017), especially in the fashion industry 

(Casaló et al., 2017). Some participants liked to categorise them based on themes and save 

them in a specific file. 

 

“I mostly save visually appealing posts, and anything that looks  

 impressive.” 

 

Brand generated content 

 

Even though Instagram does tailor the adverts based on data on what type of content would 

be successful for an individual, the ads that users saw did not seem to perform very well. 

The answers showed that brand-generated content that was sponsored was not received well 

within the participants. As Kantar (2019) suggested, that there is a mistrust of BGC. 

 

“I hate sponsored posts and usually just skip them.” 

 

“I don’t really like sponsored posts that are advertised as such.” 

 

Were as content that was “naturally” found by used when scrolling on the app, was not 

perceived as annoying, even though it also did seem to lead to a purchase necessarily. 

 



  39 
 

 
 

It is good to note that sponsored content that did not emphasise the fact that it was sponsored 

was received much better. This included content that was marked as an advertisement in the 

caption but was created by a user such as an influencer. Jin et al. (2019) also found this to 

be true, that content created by influencers were seen as more trustworthy and led to users 

feeling more positive towards the company. 

 

“If it feels natural and like the influencer would use the product and it fits 

 their style, I don’t mind, and I have purchased products from sponsored 

 posts.” 

 

Influencers 

 

Participants said that they follow many fashion bloggers and often saw recommendations 

from Instagram celebrities. These could be visually appealing pictures that had tags for the 

brand they were promoting or recommending, Instagram reels that showed different outfits 

and Instagram stories that had product mentions. 

 

Visually engaging outfit pictures and videos could create a want for a product and would 

sometimes end up with the participant purchasing the item relatively fast or saving the item 

for a shopping list. This Xiang et al. (2016) stated that opinion leaders can influence purchase 

decisions. Imitation and wanting to emulate the Instagram celebrity was also mentioned. 

 

“It is nice to see how to pair the item with items I already own and see how it 

 would fit intp my wardrobe.” 

 

“They look really great in the photos, and I also would like to wear that.” 

 

Influencers can affect customer attitudes towards the brand. Stefanone et al. (2010) 

suggested that influencers were perceived as authentic. This was mostly true as participants 

perceived the influencers they followed as reliable and trustworthy. But this did not include 

all influencers; participants mentioned they had a few influencers that they had followed for 
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a long time, and this had built trust for their content and were happy to purchase items from 

them even if the post was mentioned as sponsored or paid. Posts that had paid advertising 

did seem to affect customer attitudes negatively, but if the influencer was perceived as just 

doing it for the money, their recommendations were not trusted. If the influencer had just 

received the items for free but did not get paid, their recommendations were seen as truthful. 

This is backed by Jin et al. (2019) as they found that Instagram celebrities were seen as 

trustworthy, and this led to users feeling more positively towards the promoted brand.  

 

Impulse purchasing 

 

Impulse purchasing played a role in these situations. Clothes, accessories, home goods and 

services were the most popular items that participants purchased. Especially suggestive 

impulse purchasing where a product is purchased based on recommendations (Stern 1962), 

in this case the recommendation was from the influencers that participants followed. 

 

“Sometimes I think about it, and does it fit my lifestyle, but sometimes I just 

 buy it because it looks nice, and I like the influencers style.” 

 

“I typically purchase products fast after seeing it on Instagram.” 

 

Participant mentioned that they have shopping lists on Instagram and save products that they 

would like to buy later. Sometimes it was also to wait until the item was discounted or if 

they company had a promotion or sale. This type of planned impulse buying (Stern 1962), 

would suggest that though the want could have been created by seeing the product, some 

though went behind purchasing the product and it was not done on a whim. 

 

The visual appeal of the photos triggered the purchase as Xiang (2016) argued. When a 

product looked appealing participants were more likely to purchase the product. Participants 

would visualise them self-wearing the product and imagine wearing them to a specific event 

or type of place. Part of the appeal seemed to be also the act of imitating the influencer that 

was promoting the product. Tran and Strutton (2014) also suggested in their research that 

consumers felt more connected to influencers and wanted to imitate them. 
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“I thought it might look good on me or I would enjoy the product.” 

 

Aprilia and Setiadi (2017) argue that Instagram encourages skipping the evaluation phase, 

which was in line with this study, as purchases were completed fast after first seeing it on 

Instagram. Impulse purchasing also seemed to lead to purchase regret, and, in this case, it 

led to participants returning the purchased item. 

 

“I do return a lot of items I buy if later I realize it does not look as nice on 

  me as I would have hoped.” 

 

Instagram's in-app shopping feature did not seem to have a significant impact. Participants 

did not use it, and some participants felt it was unnecessary or even annoying. Participants 

also mentioned that Instagram's in app shopping seemed to carry products that were not 

trustworthy. 

 

Engagement 

 

Following the customer engagement cycle (Sashi 2012), there are multiple steps for 

customer engagement. First step is connection, in this case it was seeing a photo, video, reel 

or a story of a company, brand or influencer. This could create connections and lead to an 

interaction, in this case it would be liking or saving a post, as well following a link to the 

company website or online store to purchase the items. 

 

“I typically save posts that I like and maybe want to buy later.” 

 

If the purchased product was perceived as good, it created customer satisfaction. Delivering 

what was promised and making sure the customer had an enjoyable experience played a role 

in this. The flipside of this was that if the product wasn’t as good as expected, it led to 

dissatisfaction. If a customer became dissatisfied, it could disrupt the engagement process 

(Sashi 2012). Returning an item was seen as an inconvenience as the participant sometimes 

needed to contact the company, or even print the return label as well as go to the post office 
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or post box to drop off the item. When the product was easy to return and all necessary labels 

were provided by the company and no extra contact was needed, participants felt good about 

the process and were eager to purchase products from the company again. Sometimes it was 

easier to gift the product to friends and family or donate it if it was not suitable for them. 

 

Satisfaction could lead to repurchase intentions and customers becoming loyal and 

committed customers that regularly purchase products from a certain company. Participants 

also became advocates when they recommended products to others. According to Sashi 

(2012) customer engagement is the result of strong emotional bonds and the relationships 

between customer and seller. 

 

Trust 

 

Trust was an important theme from two different points of view. One was the trustworthiness 

of the website, and the other was the trust that a user or an online celebrity had. Next, we 

will look at both perspectives. 

 

The trustworthiness of a website is one of the most crucial factors when considering a 

purchase. This is also backed by literature that mentioned trust as an essential factor for 

purchase intention (Ha & Stoel 2009, Olfat et al. 2011, Sanayei et al. 2010). Even if the 

product itself seemed good and the person promoting it assured that it was worth a try, 

participants weighed the trustworthiness of the page if the page was not familiar and looked 

foreign or untrustworthy. Participant mentioned that they use a website to check whether an 

online store is real and reliable. 

 

“I sometimes use a third-party site to check is a website is real.” 

 

Another aspect was the trustworthiness of the person promoting the products. Spry et al. 

(2011) also mentioned that when reviews and statements are reputable customers will have 

positive attitudes towards the company. It was important that the individual seemed 

trustworthy and honest. Participants evaluated did the influencer seem genuine and like they 

would use the product they were promoting. Trust needs to be built and sometimes this can 
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take a long time. If someone was perceived as only doing it for the money, that created a 

negative attitude towards the individual. 

 

“If they recommend a product and I try it and notice it is good, I feel like I 

 can trust the influencer.” 

 

“They gave a stamp of approval for it.” 

 

Authenticity could not be faked It was also important what the influencers did besides 

promoting items. Influencers who were already established and popular were perceived as 

more trustworthy. If the influencer only promotes products, it is seen as unauthentic and 

could bother participants. Cheung et al. (2009) also pointed out that if customers deemed 

reviews to be false, that could create a negative attitude towards the promoter. 

 

Customer attitudes 

 

As the literature suggested, positive attitudes towards a brand or a company led to positive 

outcomes (Chen et al. 2011). This can be seen when participants purchased products from 

companies they trusted and felt that their products were visually appealing, useful or 

desirable. 

 

When participants felt good about the product, brand or company, they were more likely to 

make purchases from the company. Trust, satisfaction and other positive emotions were 

often indicators of purchase intention and purchase decision. Recommendations could 

positively affect customer attitudes (Kronrod and Danziger 2013). Positive customer 

attitudes can also affect customer engagement (Santini et al. 2020). 

 

Sponsored posts 

 

Sponsored posts offered a connection from the seller, but it was not always received well by 

participants. Sponsored posts marked by Instagram as such did not do well among 
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participants. The main reason for this was that participants did not recognise the brands and 

companies that were promoted for them, which led to assumptions about the post. This made 

the posts seem not trustworthy.  

 

Sponsored posts created a negative attitude. These posts were compared to adverts on 

television or videos that played prior to watching a YouTube video. They interrupted the 

experience, and they were seen as an annoyance. Participants mentioned that if a post was 

marked as sponsored, it seemed unauthentic.  

 

“I don’t believe in the posts and if I don’t know them, (the promoter) I don’t 

 believe it.” 

 

“I don’t really like sponsored posts that are advertised as such.” 

 

Sponsored posts with captions that mentioned a sponsor did not lead to negative emotions. 

If the creator was familiar or the product was already known, these types of posts could lead 

to interest of even purchase decisions.  

 

“It needs to be a person I trust and that I have seen use the products.” 
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5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
This chapter will focus on discussion and concluding the study. First, there will be a short 

summary of the findings. Then the theoretical implications are discussed and the research 

questions that were presented in the first chapter are answered based on literature and 

empirical findings. Next, the practical implications are examined and lastly limitations and 

future research are discussed. 

 

This study was conducted in order to discover the effects of social media content on purchase 

intention. The interviews addressed the reasons participants made purchases in the online 

retail environment and how social media and Instagram affected them.  

 

5.1. Summary of findings 

 
The main reasons for using social media and Instagram were keeping up with others, 

enjoyment, spending time and getting inspiration. Word-of-mouth recommendations played 

a significant role in influencing participants. Recommendations could come from friends, 

family and online influencers and celebrities.  

 

There were several types of content participants liked and engaged with. Inspirational, 

instructional, and visually appealing content was the most successful in creating needs and 

wants and often resulted in purchasing products. Brand-generated contact received some 

reservations, especially when content was marked as sponsored.  

 

Instagram's visually pleasing content encouraged impulse purchasing but could also led to 

purchase regret, as the purchases were made fast and by skipping the evaluation phase. 

Content could create a need for a product. Planned impulse purchasing was also common 

among participants. 

 

Influencers play a massive role in influencing purchase decisions. Influencers were trusted; 

when a relationship had been formed, they were looked up to, and admired. Influencers were 

a big part of getting inspiration.  
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Trust was an important aspect for purchasing, this included the trustworthiness of the website 

as well as the person that was promoting the products, both need to be trusted for participants 

to make purchases. Trust could take time to build and depended also on previous 

experiences. 

 

Engagement can create a connection to a company. There were multiple steps for 

engagement, such as liking a post, saving it, purchasing though a website, as well as 

recommending the product to others. This process can lead to customer satisfaction and 

becoming a loyal customer. 

 

Customer attitudes could make or break a decision. Positive attitudes led to purchasing and 

negative attitudes decreased purchasing. Customer attitudes could be affected with content.  

 

Sponsored posts were received differently based on how they were presented and who was 

promoting them. If the post was from an unknown source and the brand was unknown, the 

effects were negative. When the post was made by a trusted and known influencer or user, 

then the effects were positive. 

 

5.2. Theoretical findings  

 
In this section we will look at the theoretical implications and answer the research questions 

of the study. The empirical findings are supported by the literature. First, the sub-questions 

RQ2 and RQ3 were answered, which gave the foundation for answering the main research 

question RQ1. The first sub-question determining what factors increase customer 

engagement in the social media and online shopping environment? 

 

RQ2: What factors increase customer engagement?  

 

This study found that interesting and eye-catching content was often noticed by participants. 

Enjoyable and funny videos can also spark a connection and lead to engagement. 

Instructional videos such as how to put together an outfit could also lead to engagement. 

This type of behaviour follows the customer engagement cycle (Sashi 2012) and is 
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demonstrated in figure 7. This would suggest that a certain type of content is better for 

customer engagement than another.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 7. Engagement increasing factors. 

 

 

To conclude engagement behaviour such as liking a post, saving it for later use, visiting the 

company's website and online stores, and purchasing items, depended on the content that 

participants saw prior to this. Van Doorn et al. (2010) also suggested that motivational 

drivers lead to customer engagement. 

 

Next, we will answer the second sub-question. The second sub-question answers how 

customer attitudes affect purchase intention. 

 

RQ3: How customer attitudes towards social media presence affect intention 

 to purchase? 
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This study shows that positive attitudes increase purchasing and purchase intention. This can 

also be seen in the literature (Chen et al. 2011). Were as negative attitudes decreased 

purchase intention and decreased engagement. Positive attitudes can be affected by 

recommendations (Kronrod and Danziger 2013). Other factors that increased positive 

attitudes were trust, authenticity, admiration, and excitement. 

 

Lastly, we will answer the main research questions RQ1. 

 

RQ1: How does social media content affect customer purchase decisions in 

 online retail environment? 

 

Social media can affect purchase decisions in multiple ways. Social media has many positive 

effects on purchase intention. It can create connections, facilitate interactions, help build 

trust, and build long lasting customer relationships. 

 

Social media increased purchasing through social media marketing activities. Literature 

would suggest this as well as influencer marketing can led to higher sales in promoted 

products (Jin et al. 2019). Social media also impacts customer emotions and triggers impulse 

purchasing with certain types of content. Social media also had negative effects, it could 

decrease purchasing and purchase intention as well as create negative attitudes. This would 

happen when customer attitudes were negative and there was no trust for the company, 

brand, or promoter. 

 

Social media can be a powerful tool for companies. They can utilize social media marketing 

activities to create a connection to customers, which can lead to interaction, satisfaction, 

retention, commitment, advocacy, and engagement. Customers can become fans of the 

product, and that co-creates value with the company. It helped create connections, which 

could lead to customer engagement. It also increased engagement. It could positively affect 

customer attitudes regarding a brand or a product. 

 

The most noteworthy theoretical contribution of this study is the difference between different 

kind of sponsored content and how it can affect customer attitudes, customer engagement 

and purchase intention. When the content is marked sponsored by Instagram it decreased 
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engagement, purchase intention as well as created negative attitude. On the other hand, if the 

sponsor was mentioned in the caption, it did not create such negative effects and instead 

could even increase purchase intention. 

 

5.3. Managerial findings  

 
In this section, practical suggestions are given for companies regarding the use of social 

media in their marketing mix. Social media can be a powerful tool for marketing. It can 

create long lasting relationships (Mersey et al. 2010) and increase purchasing (Alhabash et 

al 2015). Companies should utilise social media and Instagram when appropriate in their 

social media marketing plans. It can help create connections with potential customers, which 

can lead to purchasing and in the long run can create customers that are committed to the 

company and recommend their products to others. Social media creates a possibility for 

engagement. 

 

Influencer marketing has many possibilities for companies. Influencer marketing is a 

fantastic way to promote products and current trends. Influencer’s recommendations were 

trusted more than company created content, as their recondensation seemed authentic. 

Content that is organic and that does not feel like an advertisement was received best among 

participants. 

 

For brand-generated content, companies should focus on creating visually appealing and 

engaging content that brings enjoyment to future customers. This can impact purchase 

intentions and create customer engagement. 

 

Lastly, it is vital to understand the challenges social media and Instagram pose. As this study 

discovered that sponsored content does not always do well, it can be seen as inauthentic and 

potential customers might not believe the products are worth their while. This can be 

combated by creating relationships and having reputable recommendations. Another 

challenge to keep in mind is that other social media platforms are getting more popular it is 

good to stay up to date with current trends and adjust current social media strategies to suit 

the change. 
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5.4. Limitations and future research 

 
This study also focused mainly on one social media platform; Instagram, which means that 

these results cannot make conclusions about other platforms. This study's results have 

limited generalization due to the number of participants. 

 

For this study, the number of participants in the interview created some unreliability. 

Participants were also all-female and around the same age, with similar backgrounds. There 

could have been more participants with wider demographic backgrounds. It is possible that 

due to this reason the participants gave similar answers to questions and had unison answers 

regarding their shopping and social media usage. The interviews were semi-structured which 

could have impacted the answers and could have also left out some key factors. The 

interviews were held in Finnish, which when translated to English, could have lost some of 

its nuances. 

 

Future studies with a bigger pool of participants would help find more conclusive results on 

the matter.  There are also other image sharing platforms but as this study focused only on 

Instagram the results cannot be generalised. It would be interesting to study other visual 

platforms and how they compare to Instagram regarding the impact on purchase decisions. 
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APPENDICES  

Structure of the interview. 

 

Background  

1. Name? 

2. Age? 

3. What kind of social media do you use? 

4. What type of companies and people do you follow on Instagram and why? 

5. What type of influencers do you follow on Instagram and why? 

 

Purchasing 

6. What type of products do you usually purchase from online stores, and can you remember 

any recent purchases? 

7. Did you see a post about the product brand before buying? Was it sponsored or not? 

8. Have you purchased directly or indirectly from Instagram? 

9. How long did you wait after seeing the product to purchasing it? 

10. Do reach for recommendations or reviews of the products before purchasing? 

11. Do you think you have bought the product without seeing it on Instagram/social media? 

12. How did you feel afterwards? 

13. What made you buy the product? 

 

Content 

14. What type of content do you like to see from brands? 

15. Can you remember a specific post that was memorable, did you like or save it? 

16. How do you feel about sponsored posts? 

17. Do you mind if there is a sponsors or advertisement included in a influencers post? 

18. How do you feel about influencers that promote products? 

 

 

 


